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HOSPITALITY LANGUAGE IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 
AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY1 

 
Introduction 

REDEFINING HOSPITALITY  
 

For most people in the modern world, the concept of hospitality is something on 

the physical level, e.g. comfort, security or refreshment.  Henri Nouwen notes that “at 

first the word ‘hospitality’ might evoke the image of soft sweet kindness, tea parties, 

bland conversations and a general atmosphere of coziness.”2  Depending on the situation 

we might picture ourselves as guests at a pleasant country inn sitting next to a fireplace or 

in the garden of our neighbors, sipping a cup of hot tea on a cool evening.  On the other 

hand, as Koenig notes, hospitality present in our world today has become largely a 

commercial concept (abundance of hotels, motels and lounges) or even “a kind of parody 

of the guest-host relationship” (e.g. prostitution).3  Yet, the world shaped by self-love, 

greed and animosity has gone far away from the real meaning and heart of hospitality.  

This is not just a cultural problem, however, but it is often a theological problem in our 

churches.  A perversion of true Christian hospitality (that should be patterned after 

Trinitarian hospitality) occurs if hospitality becomes a tool for social advantage or 

manipulation, for showing off our ability or wealth, rather than showing genuine care. 

                                     
1 I owe thanks to my husband Davide for the title and the idea to view John’s Gospel in terms of hospitality, 
which set me on this most enjoyable spiritual journey. 
 
2 Henri J. M. Nouwen, Reaching Out: the Three Movements of the Spiritual Life (New York: Doubleday, 
1975), 66. 
 
3 John Koenig, New Testament Hospitality: partnership with strangers as promise and mission (Eugene, 
OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1985), 2. 
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When we talk of hospitality our image inevitably includes other people: friends, 

family or even kind strangers who welcome us.4  It is notable that our choice of people 

whom we include in our image of hospitality demonstrates a curious difference between 

modern (particularly, though not exclusively, western) and first century Mediterranean 

understanding of hospitality.  Malina notes that in the modern view, “hospitality normally 

refers to entertaining relatives, friends and acquaintances”, while ancient “hospitality 

normally refers to hosting a stranger.”5  In Russian, this cultural difference is reflected in 

two words that could be used for hospitality.  A conventional word for hospitality today 

is gostepriimstvo basically meaning “receiving a guest,” while an older language, 

traditionally used in Bible translations uses strannopriimstvo (receiving a stranger) or 

strannolubie (corresponding more to the Greek term filoxeniva). 

Almost everyone will agree that hospitality is a good and positive thing.  Most 

Christians would agree with the following statement: “if we love God and God meets us 

in the stranger, then we shall naturally (and even unconsciously) love the stranger.”6  But 

in real life everything is more difficult.  In the midst of our contemporary society, how 

can we understand what hospitality is all about and live it the way we should?  Where do 

we begin to learn it and how do we live it in our world today? 

First, we must expand our understanding of hospitality beyond what we mean by 

it as members of modern society, because we are also (and primarily) members of the 

“new community” created by God.  We need to turn to the gospel story and the practice 

                                     
4 Koenig, 1. 
 
5 Bruce J. Malina, “The received view and what it cannot do: III John and hospitality,” in Semeia 35: 
Social-Scientific Criticism of the New Testament and its social world (Decatur: Scholars Press, 1986), 188. 
 
6 Koenig, 4.  
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of the early church, to contemplate the story of God’s relationship to people and find in it 

an understanding of hospitality that is deeper and more powerful than modern (often 

shallow and watered-down) spirituality understands.  We need to broaden our view of 

hospitality and see that in a wider sense it has to be defined as “the process by means of 

which an outsider’s status is changed from stranger to guest”7 and not simply as an act of 

entertaining family and friends.  And for the church community to be truly itself it will 

mean going beyond our conventional (and often limited) understanding of hospitality as 

holding nice gatherings with one another over a common meal, a special church event or 

even an occasional ‘open house’ for the community.  While the word “hospitality” is not 

present in the Gospel of John, it will be argued that the notion of hospitality is prominent 

throughout the Gospel.  Although Malina overstates his case, he notes that all of what 

John8 wants to say is found in the prologue,9 including his theme of hospitality, with 

variations of it found throughout the Gospel. John demonstrates that in the incarnation, 

God came into the world both as Guest (Stranger) and as welcoming Host.  The prologue 

introduces a beautiful picture of the hospitable nature of the Triune God (which will be 

discussed in chapter two), demonstrating that in Jesus Christ God became vulnerable to 

the welcome of the world, which in turn failed to treat him with hospitality: He came to 

His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him (1:11)10 while as many as 

                                     
 
7 Malina, “The received view,” 181. 
 
8 References to ‘John’ or ‘John’s Gospel’ point solely to the content of the Fourth Gospel and not to its 
author. The issue of authorship is completely irrelevant to this work.  
 
9 Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science Commentary on the Gospel of John 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1998), 5. 
 
10 Text in italics with references in the brackets will always be the text quoted directly from the NASB 
version of the Bible, unless indicated as NRSV. 
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received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God (1:12).  This 

reference to lovgo~ becoming flesh in John 1:14, as Ringe notes, is one of the ways to 

convey “the saga of God’s yearning for a home among humankind.”11  

Beyond the prologue, John’s Gospel shows that those who receive divine 

hospitality and welcome “God-become-flesh” to be at home with them become the core 

of the “new community,” a community that has its life in the triune God himself (5:40, 

17:21) and derives its character from its Life-giver (13:14, 34).  This is where the church 

needs to begin its search for the meaning of hospitality and for the ways to live it out in 

personal as well as communal lives. 

As we engage with the text of John’s Gospel, I hope we can go beyond the limited 

image of hospitality described above as receiving a guest or a stranger in our home 

(although it is one of its important practical expressions).  I hope we can come to 

understand it as a fundamental attitude toward another being (which can be expressed in a 

great variety of ways) and in which we not only share our possessions and our space but 

also our heart, our own lives.  This becomes clearer as we see the Gospel of John as a 

whole, hear what it is saying, note the language and reflect on how it might apply to our 

churches today.  

 

                                     
11 Sharon H. Ringe, Wisdom’s Friends: Community and Christology in the Fourth Gospel (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1999), 54. 
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Chapter 1 
HOSPITALITY CONCEPT AND LANGUAGE IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

 
 

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The “hospitality language” in John’s Gospel includes a great variety of terms and 

concepts all of which are knitted into the fabric of an attitude characterized by availability 

to others, being there for the other as servants and placing oneself at the other person’s 

disposal in an act of hospitality and generosity.12  This chapter will look at a number of 

words and concepts that constitute “hospitality language” in order to define the 

theological framework as well as the scope for our dealing with the text of John’s Gospel. 

Word-study has been widely criticized in recent studies but it also has its values 

and proves helpful for the purpose of this paper.  While word-study focused in and of 

itself can lead to erroneous exegetical and theological conclusions (especially when 

meaning is derived from etymology) when properly considered in their immediate and 

larger literary context, words can be valuable.  When placed within the wider context of 

the Gospel, the words John chooses to signify hospitality can lead us to a greater 

understanding of John’s theological intentions and lead to proper conclusions.  

My interest in noting these words and concepts, therefore, will not be 

etymological, but semantic.  The intention is not to do word study per se, but to point out 

how John uses and interrelates certain words and concepts in the context of his Gospel, 

and thereby creates an image of hospitality, which must not be overlooked.  In the course 

of this study, it will be shown that John communicates the gospel message in a unique 

                                     
 
12 Royce Gordon Gruenler, The Trinity in the Gospel of John: A Thematic Commentary on the Fourth 
Gospel (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986), x. 
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way, using his own set of conventions and words that stand out against the background of 

its text.  

What is intended in this chapter can be demonstrated by analogy.  D.A. Carson 

points to a common fallacy in biblical interpretation comparing word studies with looking 

at the tree or even at the “third knot of the fourth branch from the bottom of the sixth tree 

from the left”13 with an intensity that totally misses the view of the forest as a whole.  

Aware of such danger, I do not intend to dissect John’s text into words, but to describe14 

the nature of the whole text, to create a mental picture of the ‘forest as a whole’ by 

noticing that it consists of a special selection of ‘trees’ (interrelated words and concepts) 

pertaining to John.  We deal with the narrative15 and as the narrative progresses, certain 

themes and concepts stand out in relief from the text and through them John’s Gospel 

gives a fresh insight of good news through the prism of ‘hospitality’.  It is this embossed 

picture of ‘hospitality’ that I am intending to describe in this paper.  

 

RECEIVING/NOT RECEIVING (lambavnw) 

Hospitality language is, first of all, a language of invitation and welcome.  

Approximately thirty times John uses lambavnw both in the positive and in the negative 

sense, for a mental (3:11) or an actual reception (19:30).  It has been noted that lambavnw 

                                     
13 D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1991), 100. 
 
14 D. Hill also emphasized that the proper approach to biblical studies must be descriptive, rather than 
dogmatic. (See David Hill, Greek Words and Hebrew Meanings: Studies in the Semantics of Soteriological 
Terms, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967, p. 22). 
 
15 Culpepper notes that John shapes the plot both through the way he organizes his material and through 
recurring repetitions of Johannine themes (See Allan R Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study 
in Literary Design, Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983, pp. 86-87). 
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is often used to refer to “the host’s initial reception of strangers or travelers”16 or to 

“showing hospitality to those with whom one is in solidarity.”17  

This notion of hospitality is still present with lambavnw even when it is used in a 

sense of “accepting of the claim to one’s own existence,”18 for in John receiving the 

claim and receiving a person making this claim are very closely connected.  We see the 

reception of the testimony of Jesus (3:11,32; 12:48; 17:8), of his messengers (13:20), or 

of Jesus himself (1:12; 5:43) that is also the reception of the Father (13:20).  Lambavnw, 

thus, often reflects human hospitality or inhospitality towards God.  It is notable that John 

expresses the notion of rejection by negation used with lambavnw emphasizing the 

deliberate nature19 of this rejection (see also 3:32, 12:48).  On one occasion John 

peculiarly uses a negative counterpart of lambavnw to bring out the same idea.  In 6:37 

Jesus says: “All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one who comes to Me 

I will certainly not cast out (ejkbavlw e]xw)”.   

Even the idea of faith in John is often presented in terms of hospitality – as 

receiving Jesus.  In John ‘not receiving the testimony’ (3:11) is immediately followed by 

‘not believing’ (3:12).  In John 9 a blind man receives his sight, which becomes the basis 

of his faith and worship of Jesus, ‘receiving’ Jesus for who he is (9:38).  On the contrary, 

not to receive Jesus’ saying is not to receive him (12:48).  Unbelief is also expressed in 

terms of failing to reciprocate Jesus’ hospitality, receiving the gifts from the Son but 

                                     
 
16 Andrew Arterbury, Entertaining Angels: Early Christian Hospitality in its Mediterranean Setting 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2005), 131. 
 
17 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 32. 
 
18 Gerhard Delling, ‘Lambanw’ in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel (Grand 
Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): IV, 6. 
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rejecting him.  It was so in the case of Judas (13:30), who having received Jesus’ 

hospitality in “receiving the morsel,” went immediately to ‘give Jesus up’ to His enemies.  

John frequently uses lambavnw simply to demonstrate whether Jesus, and everything and 

everyone that belong to him, is hospitably accepted or rejected by those who encounter 

him: “I have come in My Father’s name, and you do not receive Me” (5:43a).  

Therefore, all the way through, John speaks of God’s dealings in the world 

demonstrating the hospitality of God, the source from whom we receive the fullness of 

grace (1:16) and everything that we might ask for in Jesus’ name (16:24).  In John’s 

Gospel, as this God graciously invites and receives us to himself (6:37; 14:3) as a Host, 

we also see him coming as a Guest, to dwell among us in the flesh. John demonstrates 

both a hospitable reception of the Son (and in him the Father) (13:20) and the 

inhospitable rejection of the Son (and in him the Father) (12:48), of the Spirit (14:17) and 

of those associated with the Son (13:20).  

 

COMING (e[rcomai,  ejxevrcomai) 

The theme of hospitable reception is interwoven with the idea of “coming” which 

then also becomes a constituent part of the language of hospitality in the Gospel of John.  

First, in many instances reception or rejection of Jesus is connected with his coming into 

the world.  Many times John makes the absurdity of Jesus’ rejection very obvious: He 

came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him (1:11).  Then, while it 

seems logical that people should be open to the light, when the Light (Jesus) comes to 

them, they neither love him, nor are willing to come to him (3:19-20; 5:40, 43).  The 

                                                                                                           
19 Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of John: a Commentary, vol. 1 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 
2003), 395. 
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result is exclusion from eternal life,20 rather than sharing in it. On the other hand, it is 

said, so when He came to Galilee, the Galileans received Him (4:45a) and when the 

Samaritans came to Jesus, they were asking Him to stay with them; and He stayed there 

two days (4:40).  “Coming” entails a certain reaction, whether hospitable or hostile and 

both are in abundance in the Gospel of John.  We see the image of God, coming into the 

world in his Son with open arms, coming in a hospitable manner, with good will. He 

comes generously in order to give the world a gift of Light (1:9), knowledge (3:2), eternal 

life (6:50-51, 58; 10:10b), salvation (12:47), fellowship with God (14:3, 18, 23), and help 

(15:26; 16:7, 13).  For John, God the Father, the Son and the Spirit is the God that comes 

as a good will Guest (Stranger) to be received (e.g. 20:19b, Jesus came and stood in their 

midst and said to them, “Peace be with you,” also 20:26).  

It is clear on many occasions that an invitation is necessary in order for one to 

come to God and then, the Father “draws” (e{lkw) people to himself (6:44; 12:32).  While 

the verb “draw” may sound like an action against one’s will, it is more likely that John 

uses this word not in a sense of “making them to come,” but denoting the necessity of 

God’s initiative, who beneficently draws people to himself in love.  Carson notes that the 

thought of 6:44 is the negative counterpart of 6:37a, stating that all whom the Father 

gives to the Son will come to him.21  In the same way, no one can come to the Son, unless 

the Father hospitably grants one to come (6:65).  

In many instances, Jesus demonstrates hospitality by inviting the people to come 

to him to receive spiritual food (I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to Me will never 

                                     
20 Johannes Schneider, “E[rcomai” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel 
(Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): II, 672. 
 
21 D.A. Carson, The Gospel According to John, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: 
Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1991), 293. 
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be hungry, 6:35a, NRSV) and drink (Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one 

who believes in Me drink, 7:37b-38a, NRSV).  It is notable that John makes a great use of 

e[rcomai in the theological or figurative sense (especially in discourses).22 

There are, however, a number of occasions when it is used locally.23  Jesus invites 

his disciples to come and have breakfast with him (21:12), comes to share a meal with 

them (21:22).  Jesus-the-Host invites people to come with him and to receive his 

hospitality, He said to them, “Come, and you will see.” So they came and saw where He 

was staying; and they stayed with Him that day… (1:39).  The same is done by his 

disciples in relation to those who were doubting about Jesus, Nathanael said to him, 

“Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” Philip said to him, “Come and see” (1:46). 

In the imperative it is a language of invitation.  

Even when e[rcomai is used in John in the local sense to demonstrate the physical 

hostility of some people, when placed in  the context of the whole Gospel24 it becomes a 

part of a greater theological reality of rejection of divine saving hospitality.  John 

mentions that some were intending to come and take Him (Jesus) by force (6:15), those 

who came before Jesus came as thieves and robbers (10:8) to steal and kill and destroy 

(10:10) (while Jesus comes giving life).  The chief priests and the Pharisees fear that 

                                                                                                           
 
22 God’s saving activity is expressed in terms of Jesus ‘coming’ into the world (e.g.1:9,11; 6:33,50; 11:27); 
people’s belief or unbelief is spoken in terms of ‘coming’ or ‘not coming’ to Jesus (e.g. 5:40; 6:33; 8:21); 
some seeking salvation no longer available to them in terms of trying to ‘come’ where Jesus is (7:34,36) or 
others actually finding in him eternal life in terms of ‘coming to him to receive a drink of living water’ 
(7:37) are just some of the examples. 
 
23 Many scholars noted that John’s language has more than one level of meaning (Keener, Leon-Dufour, 
Martyn). Some of the hospitality terms that we are looking at are used in John on both levels. Sometimes 
they are used ‘locally’, that is, in reference to actual events in the story. At other times, however, the same 
terms are used ‘theologically’, that is, not merely relating an actual event but signifying a greater reality.  
  
24 Jesus’ benevolent coming into the world and constant rejection of him in a sense of unbelief. 
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because of Jesus the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation 

(11:48), while Jesus says that such malevolent coming is pertaining to the ruler of the 

world who has nothing to do with him (14:30).  Also in the negative sense we see that 

just as the Son and the Father come in and remain in believers (14:20, 23), the devil 

‘enters’ (eijsh̀lqen) into the heart of Judas (13:27). 

John explicitly demonstrates the hospitality of the Triune God who constantly 

comes and invites people to come to him and have fellowship with him and to receive his 

gracious gifts.  Coming and being welcomed to come are interrelated, for the coming of 

persons to one another (whether it be Divine persons or humans) requires, first, 

hospitality on the part of the host and then receptivity on the part of the guest. 

 

GIVING (divdwmi, tivqhmi) 
 

“Coming” is closely connected in John with “giving gifts.”  We find divdwmi 

occurring in the Gospel of John with great frequency, creating an emphasized sense of 

generosity, significantly contributing to John’s hospitality language.  “Giving” is closely 

connected with a concept of a gift denoting people’s gifts to one another as well as the 

gift of God to humankind (John 4:10).  We also see, that the Son’s relationship with the 

Father is characterized by giving: the Father invests him with Life (5:26), gives him the 

name (17:11,12), the judgment (5:22), the authority (5:27), works to do (5:36), words to 

say (12:49), those who belonged to him (17:6), his glory (17:22), “the cup” (18:11) and in 

fact “all things” (3:35).   

But the Father’s generosity is not limited to his Son and is abundantly expressed 

toward the world and particularly to those of the world who receive Jesus.  God is 

constantly portrayed “giving” of himself.  He generously gives his only begotten Son 
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(3:16) and the Spirit without measure (3:34). The Father gives “true bread out of heaven” 

(6:32) which “gives life to the world” (6:33).  He gives hospitable gift both to the world 

that rejects him: Israel, his people who do not understand where the manna comes from 

(6:31), and to Judas, to whom Jesus gives a share of his bread (13:26).  

The language of giving is pervasive in chapters 14-17 which are especially 

dedicated to those who believe and receive the Son.  He gives them another Helper 

(14:16), peace (14:27), eternal life (17:2), the word of the Father (17:8), and all they 

would ask the Father in Jesus’ name (15:16).  The ultimate act of giving is seen in the act 

of crucifixion, when Jesus’ death (19:30) is described as “giving up his spirit” 

(parevdwken to; pneùma), denoting his willingness to die voluntarily (10:18) out of self-

sacrificial love. 

A similar idea is often expressed in contexts where John uses the word tivqhmi.  

Local meanings of the word may vary between “put,” “lay out” or even “serve” (as in 

2:10).  But in several texts John uses it in a sense parallel both to Greek-Hellenistic use of 

“taking a risk of one’s life” and the Hebrew counterpart of it denoting “offering up one’s 

life,” deliberately echoing the sense of “hazarding one’s life” (10:11; 13:37).25  However, 

John implies more than that and seems clearly to emphasize “the actual sacrifice of life” 

when Jesus is saying, “I lay down My life for the sheep” (10:15).  Similar expressions are 

found in 10:11, 17, 18; 13:37, 38 and 15:13 and can only be rendered as “giving or 

offering up one’s life.”26  All these sayings not only point out Jesus’ willingness to give 

                                     
 
25 Christian Maurer, “Tivqhmi” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel (Grand 
Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): VIII, 155-6. 
 
26 Ibid., 156. 
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his own life for the sake of the estranged world, but also his point that those who accept 

this ultimate hospitality for his friends (his sheep) must be ready to do the same for their 

friends.  

Arterbury notes in his study that giving of gifts between two parties was very 

characteristic of ancient Mediterranean hospitality encounters.27 We find full evidence of 

that in the Fourth Gospel, but John not only uses “giving” as the mark of hospitality but 

also ironically as a mark of hostility.  As in the case of John’s use of the verb ‘to come’, 

both local and theological use is made of the verb ‘to give’, occasionally creating an 

ironic image of “giving” in those who are inhospitable to Jesus.  Judas’ pretentious 

generosity is seen in his suggestion that the perfume that was used for Jesus should have 

been sold and the money given to poor people (12:5).  The chief priests and the Pharisees 

had given orders to do everything they could to seize Jesus (11:57).  And the soldiers at 

the cross were giving him slaps in the face (19:3)!    

John is pervaded by the language of hospitality in terms of giving, both in a 

positive sense on the part of God as the ultimate Giver of everything as well as in the 

ironic sense of the perverted generosity of the hostile world.   

 

ABIDING (mevnw, monhv, ejn, oijkiva)  
 

Hospitality is not limited to giving and receiving gifts.  Another integral part of it 

is sharing one’s space, one’s being with another person.  John presents a profound 

concept of mutual indwelling which is not found in other Gospels and makes a strong 

contribution to his language of hospitality.  

                                     
27 Arterbury, 115. 
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Scattered throughout John’s Gospel we find forty instances of mevnw (only 12 are 

found in the Synoptics), which in Christian texts often refers “to either the stranger’s 

acceptance of or continuation in a context of hospitality.”28 The concept of abiding may 

take different forms according to the different relations and antonyms and can mean “to 

remain in the place,” “to stay overnight,” “to stay in the house,” “to dwell,” “to last”.29 

The Old Testament demonstrates the religious significance of the word as the enduring 

nature of God and of things and persons related to God.30  This meaning of immutability 

of God is also carried into the New Testament and particularly into the Gospel of John.  

The statement that Christ abides (12:34) points to his eternal character,31 and that the 

Spirit abides on Christ (1:32) “lifts Him above the prophets who are honored only with 

temporary inspiration.”32 John, however, uses the concept in a wider sense; in his Gospel 

the theme of abiding envisages a sense of “givenness,”33 or we may say, a sense of loyal, 

deep attachment to another and of hospitable invitation to be with another.  Primarily, it 

is an expression of the hospitable relation between the persons of the Trinity who abide in 

                                     
28 Arterbury, 131. 
 
29 Friedrich Hauck, “Mevnw” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel (Grand 
Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): IV, 574. 
 
30 Ps. 9:7 speaks of the enduring nature of God, “But the LORD abides forever…” (also Dan. 6:26). Ps. 
111:3,9 speaks of the permanence of things related to God, “His righteousness endures forever…His praise 
endures forever…” (also Is 40:8, “But the word of our God stands forever”). Ez. 43:7 “…I will dwell 
among the sons of Israel forever” (kataskhnwvsh// – a synonym of mevnw is used here) and Zech 2:11 
“Many nations will join themselves to the LORD…and will become My people Then I will dwell in your 
midst…” speak of dwelling as a relationship between God and people (see also Wisdom 7:27 that 
emphasizes both the Wisdom’s ‘remaining in herself’ and ‘entering into holy souls’ relating them to God). 
 
31 It reflects what in relation to the Old Testament Brown calls “the atmosphere of the permanence of the 
divine” (Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, vol. 1 in The Anchor Bible (New York: 
Doubleday, 1966), 510). 
 
32 Hauck, “Mevnw”, 576. 
 
33 Jey J. Kanagaraj, ‘Mysticism’ in the Gospel of John: An Inquiry into its Background, JSNTSS 158 
(Sheffield Press: Sheffield, 1998), 265. 
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one another.34  The Spirit remains on the Son (1:33) (the idea may be that of “a building 

in which the Spirit dwells”).35 This gives us an image of Jesus being a hospitable home 

for the Spirit.  The Father and the Son are also said to be in one another (which is 

expressed through the Greek preposition ejn).  The Father is in the Son and the Son is in 

the Father (10:38; 14:10, 11; 17:21, 23).  This relationship is always emphasized as 

reciprocal and portrays a hospitable relationship between the Father and the Son who are 

open to one another, and are willing and able to share common “space” or “place” with 

one another. 

That is why Jesus, on the one hand, can point to the inhospitality of the Jews to 

him (and consequently to the Father) or to his word (5:38) by saying, “you seek to kill 

Me, because My word has no place in you” (8:37b).  Ironically, they are hospitable to 

their own sin (9:41) that ‘remains’ and as a consequence will have to “host” God’s wrath, 

which will abide on them (3:36).  The disciples, on the other hand, are said to be 

hospitable and Jesus says to them “the Spirit of truth…abides with you and will be in 

you” (14:17).   

Another term, derivative from mevnw, that contributes to the language of 

hospitality is monhv (dwelling place).  It occurs twice (14:2, 23) in John’s Gospel, but 

gives a comforting picture of the hospitable God who prepares a place in his house for 

those who accept the Son and who expects them as a generous Host, a loving Father 

ready to bring his children home to be with him forever.  John also uses the word oijkiva 

referring sometimes to the earthly temple as the house of his Father (2:16) and other 

                                                                                                           
 
34 Often referred to as Johannine theology of immanence (Brown, John 1, 510). 
 
35 Margaret Pammet, “Path and Residence Metaphors in the Fourth Gospel,” Theology 88 (March, 1985): 
121. 
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times to the heavenly home (14:2a), the Kingdom of God into which we are invited to 

come.  Jesus uses both oijkiva and mevnw in one sentence in 8:35, the slave does not remain 

in the house forever; the son does remain forever, denoting that sharing the eternal 

dwelling with the Divine Host is the privilege of those who having received him by faith 

become his children (1:12).  Even the unique Johannine phrase “believing into Jesus” 

connotes being “completely embedded in the group of which he is the central 

personage”36 and gives a sense of being hospitably included in the family. 

In his use of ejn, mevnw and monhv John emphasizes both the lasting nature of 

immanence between the persons of the Trinity and between the Trinity and believers, as 

well as a real sense of hospitality in the relationships of the Triune God that are offered to 

the world and particularly to those who receive Jesus by faith.  This sense of openness to 

one another, so that being together becomes possible, draws further terms into John’s 

language of hospitality.  

 

HEARING (ajkouvw)  and SEEING (oJravw) 

 Another pair of terms that expresses hospitality is “hearing” and “seeing,” which 

also implies interpersonal relationships in John.  Gruenler notes, “listening and hearing 

are figures of speech that imply availability.”37  Hearing another is a necessary basis for a 

hospitable relationship, while not being heard is often a result of the absence of such a 

relationship.  In the story of a blind man who was healed, no matter how many times he 

tells his story, he is not going to be heard by those initially hostile both to him and to 

                                                                                                           
 
36 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 230. 
 
37 Gruenler, 80. 
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Jesus (9:27).  Hearing implies a relationship, and if one is “not of God” he is not able to 

hear God (8:43,47; 18:37) and the sheep do not hear those who come as hostile thieves 

and robbers (10:8).  On the contrary, we see that the Father who is in the Son always 

hears him (11:41) of which the Son has an absolute certainty (11:42).  In the same way, 

the Son hears from the Father (8:38, 40) and those who are in a relationship of love and 

self-disposition to God are able to hear him (9:31, 8:47a), for one cannot love without 

listening.  The sheep heed the voice of the one who loves them so much that he is ready 

to give his own life for them (10:3, 11, 16).   

In the same way, John, in his expression of interpersonal relationships and mutual 

reception, places a great emphasis on seeing along with hearing.  In John 5:37 Jesus 

makes it clear that his listeners’ unwillingness to accept him results from their not having 

any personal relationships with the Father who sent the Son, for they neither “heard his 

voice” nor “have seen his form.”  In other words, they do not know the Father and 

therefore do not receive his testimony about the Son, nor the Son himself.   

Thus, “hearing” and “seeing” are not only terms describing senses, but are also 

relational terms that express hospitality, readiness to place oneself at the disposition of 

another and a mutual relationship. 

 

LOVING (ajgapavw, filevw) 

 The word “love” undeniably is a vast term to which a whole separate work could 

be dedicated (and much attention has been given to this topic).38  My goal is not to give 

                                     
38 See, for example: F. Segovia, Love relationships in the Johannine tradition: agape/agapan in 1 John and 
the fourth gospel (Dissertation Series 58, Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1978); Leon Morris, “Love in the 
Fourth Gospel” in Saved by hope (Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1978): 27-43; D. 
Rensberger, “Love for one another and love for enemies in the Gospel of John” in Love for enemies and 
nonretaliation in the New Testament (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992): 297-313; and 
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an exhaustive study of “love” in the Gospel of John, but only to note how John 

incorporates and uses “love” within his hospitality language.  As noted earlier, the Greek 

word for hospitality is filoxeniva, which combines the general word for love to people 

connected by kinship or faith (filevw) and the word for strangers (xevnoi).  Thus, 

etymologically, semantically and practically, in the New Testament, hospitality is closely 

connected to love and it is to this connection that I will give a closer look.39 It is, first of 

all, notable that John constantly uses the word “love” and sets it before the reader “with 

magnificent monotony,”40 comparable to that of several hospitality terms that we 

discussed earlier: reception, coming, giving, and abiding.   

 Although John uses two words, ajgapavw and filevw, for love, he does not seem to 

make much distinction between them.41 John, unlike the Synoptics, uses filevw for the 

love of God for his Son (5:20) and for the believers (16:27).  The relationship between 

Jesus and Lazarus is demonstrated in terms of filevw (11:3, 36) and is seen to be the 

relationship of friendship.  The relationship of Jesus’ disciples with him was also that of 

love and friendship: No one has greater love [ajgavphn] than this, to lay down one’s life 

for one’s friends. You are My friends [fivlwn]… (15:13-14a, NRSV).  On the other hand, 

                                                                                                           
C. Vogel, “Greek cosmic love and the Christian love of God: Boethius, Dionysius the Areopagite and the 
author of the Fourth Gospel” in Vigiliae christianae 35 no 1 (1981): 57-81. 
 
39 I intentionally limit my dealings with the theme of love in John to the passages where love is connected 
to other hospitality language, for a study of all the uses of love would be too general and diffuse and would 
have little value for the purpose of this paper. 
 
40 Ethelbert Stauffer, “Ajgapavw, ajgaph, ajgaphtov"” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. 
Gerhard Kittel (Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): I, 53. 
 
41 Keener, The Gospel of John I, 324. For examples of unconvincing attempts to drive a distinction between 
the two words for love see: Kenneth S. Wuest, Wuest's Word Studies from the Greek New Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1975); Jack Wilson Stallings, Randall House Bible 
Commentary: The Gospel of John (Nashville: Randall House Publications, 1989) or notorious sermons on 
John 21 (e.g. http://russian.fgtv.com/sermon_text.asp?data=1a960303). 
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we can note this “special” love Jesus seemed to have had toward the disciple whom Jesus 

loved and who was reclining on Jesus’ bosom (13:23) as simply an expression of 

“intimacy of a unique relationship of trust.”42 John speaks of it most likely with an 

awareness of the similar expression of the Father’s love for the Son who is in the bosom 

of the Father (1:18).  All this is said to point to the fact that we can only understand the 

meaning of love in John if we draw its meaning from the nature of relationships within 

which John places it, and those relationships as we have already noticed are generously 

colored by the idea of hospitality.   

 It is not by chance that “love” often occurs in this Gospel together with other 

hospitality terms.  Love is not just a feeling or affection (though may include both of 

those) and has a more active element to it, as John’s preference for the verb ‘to love’ over 

the noun ‘love’ seems to suggest.  Malina notes that there was no word for an internal 

state of love that did not entail a corresponding external action (for example, that of 

supporting the well-being of the persons whom one loves).  Therefore, love always 

means doing something that reveals one’s attachment,43 even when used in the negative 

sense of ‘loving darkness’ (3:17).  John emphasizes that people’s love of the darkness is 

directly connected to their evil deeds, so their deeds express the perversity of their love.44 

In contrast, God’s love is hospitable; it “does not desire but gives,”45 for God loves the 

world.  And this love results in God generously giving his only begotten Son, so that 

                                     
42 Gustav Stählin, “Filevw” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel (Grand 
Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): IX, 131. 
 
43 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 228. 
 
44 George R. Beasley-Murray, John. Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, Texas: Word, 1987), 51. 
 
45 Stauffer, “Ajgapavw, I, 55. 
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those who believe in him will receive the gift of eternal life (3:16).  In the same way the 

Father’s love for the Son gives him his glory (17:24) and gives all things into His hand 

(3:35).  The love of the Son for his own expresses itself ultimately in him giving his life 

for them (13:1) who are his friends (15:13).  True love is characterized by an attitude of 

disposability, the willingness to give everything, even life for the sake of a friend.  To 

love is to die “to our own narcissism or self-love” and to find “our true self in serving 

others.”46  Love and giving go hand in hand in John and are both constitutive of the 

concept and the language of hospitality.  

 In the same way, John ties love with “abiding” so tightly, that often it is hard to 

separate between the two.  The love of the Father for believers means that the Divine 

Community47 comes to them to make their abode with them (14:23).  Kanagaraj also 

makes this point saying, “the love of the Father to the disciples…is expressed in his 

coming with Jesus to anyone who loves Jesus and in their making their home with that 

person.”48 John uses interchangeably (15:9-12) “love” (ajgapàte) and “abide in My 

love” (meivnate ejn th̀/ ajgavph/ evmh̀/).  Loving is closely connected to (or may be even 

explained by) the indwelling of the believers’ life by God (17:23).  Love cannot be 

separated and understood apart from the intimate relationship of openness of one to 

another in which sharing can take place.  The relationships of disciples to one another are 

                                                                                                           
 
46 George A. Maloney, Entering into the Heart of Jesus: Meditations on the Indwelling Trinity in St. John’s 
Gospel  (New York: Alba House, 1987), 113. 
 
47 God as the Trinity is referred to in this work in such interchangeable terms as “the Divine Community”, 
“the Triune Community”, “the Divine Society” and “the Divine Family”, all of which are intended by 
different authors to emphasize the social and relational nature of God, the significance and prominence of 
which in John’s Gospel will be discussed fully in Chapter 2. 
 
48 Kanagaraj, 275. 
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based on the fact that their relationships with the Son are friendship (15:14), and 

friendship is characterized by love and sharing.  The Father shares everything with the 

Son, and the Son shares everything with believers, who, chosen by him on behalf of the 

Divine Family are accounted as friends.49  Thus, Peter, being a friend of Jesus and loving 

Jesus, is to share in Jesus’ task of taking care of his sheep (21:15-17).  Love is clearly 

interwoven into the hospitality fabric of John’s gospel. 

 

KNOWING (ginwvskw, oi\da) 

 While “knowing” is a very important relational concept, at first sight it does not 

seem to fit into the category of hospitality.  But John so carefully links his concepts 

together, explaining one with the other, that following the chain of thought we inevitably 

come upon his use of the word “to know.”50  It has been noted that John’s idea of 

knowing is closely associated with the reciprocal immanence between God and humans51 

(which we discussed in the previous section).  To know someone is to experience and to 

maintain a close personal relationship and Johannine knowledge does emphasize 

intimacy.52 On the one hand, a number of times John uses ginwvskw and oi\da followed by 

o}ti to describe the content of knowing (e.g. 3:2: Rabbi, we know that You have come 

from God as a teacher; also 4:42; 5:32; 9:24; 14:31; 15:8; 19:4).  On the other hand, John 

uses “knowing” to depict mutual relationship of the Father and the Son, which, as we 

                                     
49 Gruenler, 10. 
 
50 John seems to use ginwvskw and oi\da almost synonymously to describe both the relationship of the Son 
to the Father and believers to God and we will not take the time to study nuances about their possible 
differences.  
 
51 Kanagaraj, 273.  
 
52 Keener, The Gospel of John I, 239. 
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have already seen, he spoke of in terms of mutual hospitality.  So, to know is not only to 

have information concerning the circumstances of one’s life (though the passages above 

include also this meaning).  For John, to know God is to know his internal hospitable 

unity of Father, Son and Spirit (10:38; 14:20; 16:3).   

 Kanagaraj notes, “God, having a deeper insight into the hearts of his people, 

intimately relates with them by choosing them, delivering them from their enemies, and 

leading them to himself.”53  This knowledge of people by God is primarily expressed 

through the statements of the Son “knowing his own” (10:14, 27).  We also begin to see a 

clearer relation of “knowing” to John’s language of hospitality when we understand that 

ginwvskein in regard to people means “acceptance of the divine act of love in Jesus and 

obedience to its demand,”54 that is, accepting God’s hospitable love and responding by 

keeping his command to offer one another that same hospitable love (13:34).  We see a 

clear connection between knowledge (or ignorance) of God and hospitable reception (or 

rejection) of him.  Those who “do not know” God do not receive him and are therefore 

hostile to him (1:10-11; 14:17) and his new community (15:21).  Truly “knowing” Jesus 

is to accept him for who he is – the Son intimately related to the Father in mutual 

hospitality (8:28).  But to receive is only the first step of hospitality, for one has to remain 

hospitable, open to continuous reception and offering of hospitality.  Mutual knowledge 

of the Father and the Son results in Jesus graciously giving his life for the sheep (10:15) 

who know him, know his voice and follow him (10:4), because he is not a threatening 

stranger to them (as those in 10:5).  Jesus knows God because he is from him (7:29).  

                                                                                                           
 
53 Kanagaraj, 273. 
 
54 Rudolf Bultmann, “Ginwvskw, gnẁsi~, ejpiginwvskw, ejpignwsi~” in Theological Dictionary of the New 
Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel (Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): I, 712. 
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Knowing the Spirit of God is directly connected with the Spirit abiding in the disciples 

(14:17b). 

 John’s image of “knowing” seems to allude to biblical images of the people in 

covenant relationship with God, because for a Hebrew to know God is to be in an 

intimate relationship with him, to experience God’s dealings with people in life, to listen 

and to obey his commands.55 This kind of knowledge creates trust and creates the 

possibility of receiving another continuously and being with another, being in 

relationship, which continually arises from personal encounter.  That is why John 

explains mutual indwelling in terms of ginwvskw and oi\da.  John seems to make an 

allusion to “a new Sinai theophany”56 in 1:14-18 (see Exodus 33-34 where God in the 

context of giving Torah is making his character known to Moses).  Such image of the 

Word tabernacling among the people is suggested by Sirach 24:8 stating that the Creator 

caused Wisdom to rest its tabernacle and to dwell in Jacob (identifying Wisdom with 

Torah, and here with the Word).  Thus, Ringe says that in 1:10-12b John recapitulates 

“the age-old story of the relentless yearning of Wisdom to be “known” and to find a 

home among humankind.”57  

 
 

TABLE FELLOWSHIP AND FOOD IMAGES IN JOHN  
 

We cannot overlook John’s extended use of the meal events as well as food and 

drink images as part of hospitality language.  

                                                                                                           
 
55 Keener, The Gospel of John I, 242. 
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On the one hand, it is notable that the numerous meal-fellowship accounts of 

Jesus eating with tax collectors and sinners found in the Synoptics are virtually absent in 

John.  And when they are present (John 12, 13, 21) they lack many of the features, which 

in the Synoptic tradition seem to be essential for their hospitality theme.  It is surprising, 

because meals were “a microcosm of everyday social relations”58 and one of the main 

ways of expressing hospitality.  But the only accounts of meal fellowship we find in John 

are the dinner in Bethany with Lazarus (12:1-11), the last supper of Jesus with his 

disciples (13:1-5) and the post-Resurrection breakfast with disciples on the shore (21:11-

13).  Nowhere does John emphasize that Jesus was eating with ‘tax-collectors and 

sinners’ in order to demonstrate Jesus’ hospitality to sinners.  Even in the account at 

Bethany (anointing of Jesus during the dinner) “the very strong element of sinfulness and 

forgiveness that is essential to the Lukan story is totally missing.”59 In Bethany he is 

simply a guest and shares a meal with friends; in John 13 and 21, while he acts as a host, 

he is there also with his closest friends (disciples).  On the other hand, John has his own 

way of expressing the same idea and as we will see further, he presents Jesus’ (and in him 

the triune) hospitality in terms of food, not by relaying the accounts of actual table 

fellowships but using spiritual images and terms (e.g. the discourse on the Bread of Life 

or the Living Water).  

Even today people use food and drink not only as nourishment, but also as an 

important method of communication.  Malina notes that “a meal to which others are 

invited sends important social messages exchanged between the persons(s) issuing 

                                     
58 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 207. 
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invitations and those actually invited, those who should/might have been invited but were 

not, and those who decline the invitation.”60  

Near the beginning of John we see Jesus participating in the wedding at Cana 

where he, first being a guest, becomes a host, providing the best wine for the other guests.  

Since wine was a symbol of joyous celebration, “its abundant provision points to the 

image of the kingdom of God as a banquet in which God’s people eat and drink in his 

presence.”61  But even at that moment, this event of hospitality becomes the sign that 

both reveals Jesus’ glory (demonstrated who he is) and brought the disciples to initial 

faith in him (2:11).  

Another instance of a hospitable offering of the drink is found in the account of 

Jesus and the Samaritan woman.  And again, at first Jesus is the Guest who asks for a 

drink of water and relies on this woman’s hospitality, but as the conversation progresses, 

he becomes the Gracious Host who desires to give “the living water” springing up to 

eternal life (4:14), for having life in himself, he gives life (5:21).  What is notable is that 

in John’s Gospel water and food for Jesus seem to be “primarily symbolic of higher 

realities (4:7, 32; 18:11; 19:28)62 and pointing not only to God providing for the physical 

needs but offering even a more generous provision that gives eternal life (e.g. 4:9-10; 

6:53).  This theme of divine hospitality of Jesus is repeated again in 7:37 when he says, 

“let anyone who is thirsty come to me” (NRSV).  This occurrence is all the more 

significant in view of its crossing of cultural boundaries.  Strict Jews would not invite 

                                     
60 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 71. 
 
61 I. Howard Marshall, New Testament Theology: Many Witnesses, one Gospel (Downers Grove, 
InterVarsityPress, 2004), 497. 
 
62 Culpepper Alan R. and Clifton Black, eds., Exploring the Gospel of John (Louisville, Kentucky: 
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Samaritans into a conversation, would not expect hospitality from them and would not 

offer it to them.  All the more Jesus is crossing boundaries for he speaks to a woman in a 

public place and does so with a woman who is looked down upon in her community.  

Despite all these complications Jesus by the way of asking for her hospitality (a drink of 

water) is demonstrating and expounding on his own (divine) hospitality that is life giving.   

 In John 6 we see correspondence between the gracious provision of food, and the 

use made of the imagery of drinking water in John 4,63 thus continuing the theme of 

Jesus’ hospitality.  Here he is the host feeding the multitudes through the generosity of a 

little boy ready to share his barley loaves and two small fish.  Yet, the significance of this 

miraculous sign is revealed in the discourse on the Bread of Life, which demonstrates the 

hospitable nature of God who gives manna in the desert (6:31-32) and who now gives the 

bread of God…which comes down out of heaven and gives life to the world (6:33).  The 

feeding miracle is made into a symbol or sign of spiritual food, spiritual bread that is 

identified with Jesus and points to his hospitality, the one who comes to Me I will 

certainly not cast out (6:37).  Divine hospitality is expressed not only in the fact that God 

gives “living water” and “bread from heaven” but in the fact that the Son himself is “the 

bread of life” (6:35, 48) that is offered to the world and satisfies the hunger of the one 

who comes to believe in him.  It is clear that Jesus speaks of his death, of his giving up 

his life for the sake of people (6:51), for this bread is his flesh, which he will give for the 

life of the world.  

Both discourses (chapters 4 and 6) are dominated by the verb divdwmi, which, as 

we noted, is an important part of John’s hospitality language.  Marshall notes that “the 
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gift of salvation is equated with the giver, since ultimately salvation is a personal 

relationship with the giver of life rather than something that can be handed over by 

him.”64  God is putting himself at the disposal of the believer, offering himself as eternal 

food, so that the believer may participate in his life.  The image of eating Jesus’ flesh and 

drinking his blood cannot be torn from John’s hospitality language for it echoes such 

concepts as to welcome, accept, receive, believe into, and the like. 

 Chapter twelve contains an account of a meal given in honor of Jesus by Lazarus’ 

family and is followed in chapter thirteen by a special meal that Jesus held for his 

disciples.  Malina notes that a ritual festive meal is one that marks some individual’s or 

group’s transition or transformation.  As a ritual feature of hospitality, festive meals 

indicate the transformation of a stranger into a guest, of an enemy into a covenant 

partner.  In John Jesus’ final meal is obviously a ritual signifying hospitality through 

which disciples become friends.65  

At the conclusion of his Gospel John tells us of another meal, the one that Jesus 

shared with his disciples by the Sea of Tiberias.  Saying “come and have breakfast” 

(21:12), Jesus gives them bread and fish (21:13), and as the meal progresses we learn of 

the greater extent of his hospitality, for at the end he has receives Peter back, offering him 

reconciliation and restoration (21:15-18) and inviting him to “follow him” anew (21:19). 

On the one hand, John’s descriptions of Jesus’ table fellowship are fewer than 

those of the Synoptics.  However, John combines these few descriptions of meals 

together with his multiple images of bread and water and portrays hospitality (both divine 
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and human) as something more than simple physical reality.  Thus, when John speaks of 

Jesus giving bread and water, he also implies (as he makes clear in other passages) that 

Jesus gives away not just physical bread and water but even his own life in ultimate 

hospitality.  

 

Christine Pohl notes multiple levels on which the language of welcome and 

hospitality permeates the Gospel of John: “Jesus is portrayed as guest, host, meal, and 

dwelling”, and that “as the incarnate word of God, he came into the world and received a 

mixed welcome.”66 Besides that we have seen the whole variety of John’s terms, which 

he uses in his Gospel and have begun to see a beautiful and rich picture of divine 

hospitality expressed inwardly (among the Persons of the Trinity) and outwardly (to the 

creation).  This picture should begin to shake our preconceived and often rather narrow 

understanding of hospitality.   

We must also note that John takes a very different route from the other New 

Testament writers, expressing a simple reality of faith in terms of “believing into Jesus” 

(where Paul speaks of “faith in Christ Jesus”) and explains it through such terms as: 

“abiding in him,” “loving him,” “receiving him,” “having him,” “seeing him,” “hearing 

him,” “knowing him,” etc.  All of these are terms of hospitality, which describe one 

reality – believing in Jesus.67 

The investigation so far shows that hospitality is much more than just sharing a 

meal with someone but is sharing one’s whole life, being disposable to one another in 
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hospitable service.  As we go on exploring John’s presentation of the Triune hospitality 

and the nature of hospitality in the God-created community of faith, let us note the variety 

of terms he uses for his purposes: giving and receiving, coming and being with another, 

hearing, loving and knowing.  For as Vosloo rightly notes, the Christian ethic of 

hospitality, while not to be equated uncritically with a liberal, romantic openness 

towards otherness, challenges the notion of an enclosed identity in which the aim is to 

protect our identity by insulating ourselves from what is different and other.68  It is clear 

from John’s use of such variety of terms that hospitality is “the welcoming of the other in 

his or her otherness.”69 
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Chapter 2 
INTRATRINITARIAN HOSPITALITY IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 
 

In the majority of literature that deals with the nature of the church, questions of 

hospitality and practical spirituality are addressed on the grounds of Christology rather 

than Trinitarian theology.  Erickson notes that while our theoretical theology is 

trinitarian, “in actual practice, the doctrine of the Trinity has no bearing on the lives and 

practices of Christians” who in their practical lives, are almost mere monotheists.70  

Indeed, most theologians build their ecclesiology on the basis of Christology rather on 

that of Trinitarian theology, and as a result, ecclesiology reflects an individualistic type of 

Christianity, in which Christ is the model for each individual Christian in the church.  

This fits well with modern individualism, but when we come to John we realize that its 

ecclesiology is wrapped in the fabric of trinitarian language.71   If hospitality is a crucial 

dimension of the people of God as a reflection of the very character of God, the 

hospitable character of the triune God should illuminate our discussion.  In fact, that is 

precisely what we find in the Gospel of John.  And far from being an arcane doctrine best 

left alone, “the doctrine of the Trinity is ultimately a practical doctrine with radical 

consequences for the Christian life.”72 

                                     
70 Millard J. Erickson, God in Three Persons: A Contemporary Interpretation of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: 
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Beginnings are important and John begins his Gospel with a prologue (1:1-18),73 

which introduces many motifs that the author will use to express his theology, including 

the theme of Divine Community in hospitality terms already discussed in the previous 

chapter.  

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God (1:1).  This very first verse is “a statement of inclusion”74 which introduces to us the 

Divine Community and establishes the equality and the social relationship of the Divine 

Trinity.  The preposition prov~ primarily simply refers to place or accompaniment, as 

well as disposition and orientation.75 But many scholars agree that the Johannine prov~ 

to;n qeo;n does not simply speak about co-existence or nearness but about an active 

personal relationship, sharing, and having in common.  It emphasizes the interaction and 

communion with, and yet, of course, the separateness from God.76 John in this short 

phrase tells us that the Word and the Father on the one hand are “two distinct persons of 

the Godhead”, and on the other they share “in the most intimate relations.”77  

The prologue concludes with an expression of the continuous closeness and unity 

of the Father and the Son as well as their warm deference to one another in making the 

Divine Family known to the world: no one has seen God at any time; the only begotten 

God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him (1:18).  From the very start 
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John presents us with a picture of God who is a community of Persons, a socially related 

being within himself78 characterized as we will see further by mutual hospitality 

expressed in love, communication, respect, assistance, team-work, mutual service and 

enjoyment.79 

From his reading of the Gospel of John (particularly 10:30, 14:26 and 15:26) 

Augustine stated a principle that: “where Trinitarian persons are concerned, what is said 

of each is said of all,”80 implying their perfect unity and mutuality.  John’s Gospel, 

however, does not present us with such a perfectly balanced and symmetrical picture81 as 

Augustine does in this statement, for “the personhood of the Spirit is much more 

inferential than is the case with the Father and the Son.”82 At the same time, one of the 

first things one notices in John is the trinitarian paradox, something that seems to 

contradict Augustine’s balanced view of the Trinity.  On the one side of the paradox, 

some passages speak of the Son being submitted to the Father (the most explicit of them 

is 14:28: for the Father is greater than I) as well as the number of texts (over 30) in John 

that speak of the Son being sent by the Father, for I have not even come on My own 

initiative, but He sent Me (8:42c).  Similarly, the Holy Spirit is sent by the Son (16:7), “if 

I go, I will send Him to you.” In other cases we see that the Father has something that the 
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Son only has because the Father grants it to him, for as the Father has life in himself, so 

he has granted the Son to have life in himself (5:26).  We note a seeming subordination of 

order in that the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father 

doing (5:19, also 8:28).  All this gives one an impression of a continuing secondary status 

for the Son and the Spirit in relation to the Father, but this needs to be balanced by other 

passages in John’s Gospel that support the other side of the paradox, as will be seen 

below.  This impression, then, is not correct and essentially Augustine is right in asserting 

that God’s whole and undivided essence belongs equally, eternally, simultaneously, and 

fully to each of the three Persons of the Godhead.83 

According to Erickson, it is very natural for us to assume that just the use of the 

term “Son” indicates subordination and derivation of being.84 However, this is not the full 

picture, “for as the rest of the passages demonstrate, the dominant factor may be seen in 

terms of “likeness.” So, when the term “Son” is applied to the second Person of the 

Trinity, it is his equality with the Father, rather than his inherent subordination being 

affirmed: “whatever the father is the son is also.”85  This is further confirmed in the 

number of texts where equality with the Father is claimed by the Son, for example, in 

5:18, for this reason therefore the Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because 

He…was calling God His own Father, making Himself equal with God.86  On several 

occasions Jesus emphasizes his oneness with the Father (I and the Father are one, 10:30; 
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see also 17:11).  Even when the Son reveals submission to his Father’s will through 

coming into the world in his name, the Son at the same time claims the Father’s name and 

therefore equality with him.  Jesus’ assertion of this truth results in his hearers’ attempt to 

stone him for blasphemy, because they are not able to accept that God is not only one, but 

is also a “divine Family characterized by the generous hospitality and love of Father and 

Son in concert.”87  

  What is true of the Son is also true of the Spirit.  “Spirit of God” in the Old 

Testament “certainly does not convey the idea either of derivation or of subordination, 

but is just the executive name of God – the designation of God from the point of view of 

His activity – and imports accordingly identity with God.”88 The Holy Spirit shares 

equally in the relationship with the Father and the Son (1:32-33) and in carrying out the 

work of salvation (14:16-17,26; 16:13-15).  

Thus, the apparent subordination of the members of the Trinity is not to be 

understood as subordination of importance or nature.  Rather, it is “voluntarily assumed 

and flows out of the dynamic and mutual hospitality of the divine Family as a unity” and 

does not make the Son and the Holy Spirit “second- and third-class members of the 

Family.”89  In light of this, a statement of Jesus, “the Father is greater than I” (14:28) 

perhaps does not only refer to something that pertains to Jesus as a result of the 

incarnation, but may be “due to a convention, an agreement among the persons of the 
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Trinity”90 according to which they eternally place each other in a relationship of mutual 

dependence.   

This could be understood as though all three Persons of the Divine Community 

made themselves dependent on each other’s hospitality and service, while at the same 

time hospitably acting on behalf of and always pointing to one another.  The Son shows 

the very character and being of the Father, makes him seen and present to the world, for 

no one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the 

Father, He has explained Him (1:18).  He makes the invisible God visible to the world, 

“And whoever sees me sees him who sent me” (12:45, NRSV), and speaks up defending 

the Father’s interests, “Take these things away; stop making My Father’s house a place 

of business” (2:16).  He acts on behalf of the Father for He whom God has sent speaks 

the words of God and He [the Son] gives the Spirit without measure (3:34).  

 It is significant that in quite a number of texts John speaks of all three Persons of 

the Divine Community, ministering to one another in hospitable love and acting on behalf 

of one another.  Although quantitatively the Spirit seems to be less prominent in John’s 

Gospel, John the Baptist’s testimony (1:30-34) gives a trinitarian shape to Jesus’ baptism, 

suggesting that the Spirit also stands in an intimate and full relationship with the Son and 

the Father.91  In John 3:33-34, the Son who is loved, given all things and sent by the 

Father speaks the words of God and gives the Spirit.  In 14:16 the Son defers to the 

Father and at his request the Father graciously gives the Spirit of Truth, another Helper 

that He may be with you forever.  This Spirit, while sent by the Father, is sent in the 

                                     
90 Erickson, 303. 
 
91 Jan G. van der Watt, Family of the King: Dynamics of Metaphor in the Gospel according to John 
(Leiden: Brill, 2000), 373.  



 37 

Son’s name (14:26a) and also by the Son and will defer to the Son, testifying about him 

in reciprocal service (15:26).  Pinnock notes that the Spirit “takes no special name and 

chooses to remain anonymous” deferentially turning away from himself and graciously 

pointing to the others.92 

It is becoming evident (and will be demonstrated further in this chapter) that 

John’s hospitality language (discussed in chapter one) is used, first of all, in his 

presentation of the Divine Community in which distinct Persons are unified by such 

phenomena as reciprocal love, communication (hearing, seeing and speaking), mutual 

knowledge, giving and indwelling as well as glorifying one another and sharing their 

common will and work. 

Despite the seeming hierarchy in the Trinity, we have enough grounds that 

“allow[s] us to infer the fundamental equality of the divine persons in their mutual 

determination and their mutual interpenetration.”93 Even if the Father is the source of the 

deity and accordingly sends the Son and the Spirit, he also gives everything to the Son 

and glorifies him, just as the Son also glorifies the Father and gives the reign over to him 

(13:31-32; 16:14; 17:1).  And this “social glue”94 that binds the Persons of the Trinity to 

each other is love.95 The Father loves the Son and has given all things into His hand 
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(3:35) is an equality statement, showing the loving deference of the Father to the Son in 

sharing all the divine prerogatives.96  Time and again Jesus speaks of the mutual love 

between him and his Father.  The Father loves the Son and the Son loves the Father as 

well, which is expressed in laying down his life (10:17).  The love of the Son is described 

as “abiding in the Father’s love”(15:10), which means accepting the Father’s love as well 

as its consequences and obediently allowing it to determine his own life.97 The Father 

loved the Son before the foundation of the world and has given him the glory (17:24b).  

Jesus’ love to the Father is expressed in making known to the believers the name of the 

Father who loved the Son (17:26).  The Son’s love for the Father is demonstrated in his 

obedience to the Father, for he does exactly as the Father commanded Him (14:31).  In 

the same way the Father’s love is demonstrated in the fact that he shows the Son all the 

things he is doing (5:20). 

While in our society the word “love” is almost always assigned to a feeling or an 

emotion, something internal, in contrast with such conventional understanding, trinitarian 

love is active and outward; it is not simply some inner sentiment but an attitude that 

entails outward behavior.98  We have seen that divine love is expressed in active terms 

(e.g. “giving”, “showing” etc.) and is intimately linked to acts of mutual hospitality.  

Within a community of perfect love between persons who share all the divine attributes, a 

notion of hierarchy and subordination is unthinkable.  Within relations between the 
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divine persons, the Father is for that reason not the one over against the other, not “the 

first”, but rather the one among the others99 who are bound in love expressed in a mutual 

relationship of hospitality.   

 There is a very close connection between mutual love and reciprocal knowledge, 

which is another characteristic of the triune relationship of hospitality.  The Son knows 

the Father for they belong together (I know Him, because I am from Him, and He sent 

Me, 7:29; see also 8:55; 17:25) and this knowledge is mutual (even as the Father knows 

Me and I know the Father, 10:15).  

Knowing and mutual indwelling are closely connected in John and explain each 

other, so that “in their mutual giving and receiving, the trinitarian persons are not only 

interdependent, but also mutually internal, something to which the Johannine Jesus 

repeatedly refers: ‘so that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I 

am in the Father’ (John 10:38; cf. 14:10-11; 17:21).”100 The same concept elsewhere in 

John is described in terms of “being in” ([ein\vai] ejn, e.g. 10:38; 14:11) and implies a 

mutually internal abiding and interpenetration of the trinitarian persons, thus determining 

the character both of the divine persons and of their hospitable unity.   

Mutual knowledge in John is closely connected with the union of love, for it 

denotes ‘a thoroughly personal relationship’ in which personal integrity is preserved, yet 

partners are by nature bound together.101  Love presupposes a relationship and this 

relationship in John is described in terms of mutual indwelling (abiding).  Eastern 
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theologians in the fourth century began to speak of the social nature of the triune God.  

By the seventh century the term perichoresis was widely used to describe an 

intratrinitarian hospitality in which the divine persons engage in a constant interaction of 

mutual love, knowledge and endless dance of overture and acceptance.102  This notion of 

perichoresis seems to imply that there is reciprocity, inter-dependence, giving and 

receiving between the three persons of the Trinity.  And no single NT document speaks 

more to this theme of God’s fundamentally social nature than does John.103 It discloses 

the Trinity as “a mystery of inclusion,”104 and reveals that God as Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit is essentially social, at once one and plural in everlasting love, fellowship and 

hospitality.  

 At the start of the Gospel, in the account of the baptism of Jesus, we see the Spirit 

descending as a dove out of heaven, and He remained upon Him [the Son] (1:32).  

Further, John the Baptist describes Jesus as the One who baptizes in the Holy Spirit 

(1:33b) and as the Son of God (1:34b).  Gruenler says that the whole Divine Trinity is 

present at the moment of Jesus’ inauguration, “the Father and the Spirit are both deferring 

to the Son who is to act as spokesman for the divine Community, and the Son is deferring 

to the Father and the Spirit in accepting their commission to represent the one gracious 

will of the divine Family.”105 

 This mutual being of the Trinity is further described by John in terms of “being 

in” and “abiding” that appear throughout the Gospel: the Father is in Me, and I in the 
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Father (10:38c, also 16:32, 17:23) and do you not believe that I am in the Father, and the 

Father is in Me?…the Father abiding in Me does His works (14:10-11).  Volf notes that 

such “complete oneness is complete presence of the other in the self”,106 the Father is so 

much present in the Son, the Son never stands on his own, his “I” is that of the Father.  

That is why looking at the Son one sees the Father (whoever has seen me has seen the 

Father, 14:9, NRSV) and to know the Son is to know the Father (if you had known Me, 

you would have known My Father also, 14:7a). 

This mutual indwelling, however, is not only a matter of natural order, but of 

mutual deference and hospitality.  John emphasizes the freedom of Jesus in what he 

chooses to do on behalf of the triune community (e.g. 10:17-18: the Father loves Me, 

because I lay down My life…on My own initiative. I have authority to lay it down, and I 

have authority to take it up again).  Maloney notes that this freedom of Jesus cannot be 

understood except in his relationship to his Heavenly Father and says, “Jesus is perfectly 

free because at all times He turns inwardly and finds His Father at the center of His 

being.”107    

Related to the idea of indwelling is the image of ‘coming’ and ‘going’ which also 

expresses the internal character of divine hospitality.  The Son being in the Father is 

going back to him (then I go to Him who sent Me, 7:33; also 14:12; 16:5).  Jesus is 

conscious that He had come forth from God and was going back to God (13:3; also 

16:28), ascending to his Father (20:17b).  This coming and going is closely connected 

with the idea of ‘agency’, of sending.  In the Gospel of John the agent is identified with 
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the Sender (whoever receives me receives him who sent me, 13:20b, NRSV; see also 1:1) 

and is no other than God himself.  This blends nicely into John’s image and language of 

the triune hospitable relationship.  The sending is not that of the superior sending the 

inferior, rather, the role of the agent is voluntarily assumed by the Son who is sent by the 

Father (e.g., 5:36; 6:38-44; 8:18; 10:36; 17:3, etc.) out of love and serves him by 

remaining faithful to that love (15:9).  

In the same way the Spirit sent from the Father by the Son defers to the Son by 

testifying on his behalf (15:26).  But the Spirit is also sent by the Father in the name of 

the Son (14:26).  Both the Sent speaks on behalf of the Sender (5:24) and the Sender (the 

Father) testifies about the Sent (the Son) (5:37; 8:18).  The whole triune community 

participates together in this “coming, going and sending”, for it is not until the Son goes 

back to the Father that the Spirit will be sent by him and will come (16:7).  In John the 

notion of sending and the notion of trinitarian hospitality are inseparable.  It is the Son 

who is sent by the Father who gives the Spirit without measure (3:34) and it is the Father 

who sends who also gives the Son works to accomplish (5:36).  This agency on behalf of 

the triune community has its foundation in its unity (17:21, as You, Father, are in Me and 

I in You…that the world may believe that You sent Me).  The Sender and the Sent belong 

together and know each other (7:29, I know Him, because I am from Him, and He sent 

Me; see also 8:29 and 17:25).  The Father who sent the Son always hears him (11:42) and 

to look at the Sent One is to see the Sender (12:45).  The Son is not simply the Sent one, 

but the One who is loved by the Father who sent him (17:23).  All this demonstrates that 

John portrays the notion of agency as something also flowing out of a mutually 

hospitable relationship of the triune community. 

 Relationships of Father, Son and Spirit are characterized by mutual 
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communication (hearing, seeing and speaking).  As we have seen in chapter one 

listening and hearing imply hospitality.  John shows us that the divine Persons heed one 

another and therefore speak harmoniously.  The Son speaks to the world the things that 

he hears from the Father, (8:26) and the Father teaches the Son the things, which he then 

speaks (8:28; 12:49, 50).  Yet, we should not infer from this the human process of Jesus’ 

limited learning, but rather see in it a description “of his utter love and servanthood and 

his total unity with the thought of the Father.”108 What we see here is the Father and the 

Son constantly conversing within the divine Trinity, interweaving their distinctive 

patterns of personhood within their essential hospitable unity.  Gruenler notes that 7:18109 

is “the key that unlocks the ‘hearing’ passages” which denote Jesus’ complete 

identification with the Father and the absolute truth-speaking of the Divine Family110 as 

well as his complete availability to the Father.  

The same is true with the Spirit, who speaks only whatever He hears (16:13) from 

the Father and the Son.  At the same time, Jesus’ words in 11:41a “Father, I thank You 

that You have heard Me” show that the Father also listens to the Son and defers to him, 

giving him not only his attention but complying with his requests.  Speaking what he 

hears is the Spirit’s deference to the words of the Son, an idiom that connotes the 

voluntary disposability of the Spirit as servant of the Triune Community.  To speak only 

what they hear signifies the absolute unity of the message of the Trinity; “their message 

is identical because they are essentially one; thus to hear is to be in essential 
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agreement.”111 

On the other hand, this intimate relationship and essential agreement is also 

described in terms of seeing: not that anyone has seen the Father, except the One who is 

from God; He has seen the Father (6:46).  In their mutual relationship of hospitable 

deference to one another, the Persons of the Divine Community see the things that are of 

their common nature, thus, the Son says, “things which I have seen with My Father” 

(8:38a).  And their relationship is so intimate and harmonious that their vision of one 

another is “unobscured and constant.”112 Seeing the Son is, therefore, seeing the Father, 

(whoever has seen me has seen the Father, 14:9b, NRSV) for even his message reflects his 

vision of the Father.  Gruenler notes that hospitality according to John is distinctively 

characteristic of the persons of the Trinity in their relationship to each other within the 

essential unity of them as one God.113 

It cannot escape our eye that the Divine Community is also characterized by 

giving.  The Father loves the Son and has given all things into His hand (3:35; also 6:37 

and 13:3) and “all things” that the Father gives the Son are the things that usually are of 

divine prerogative.114 The Father gives judgment to the Son (He gave Him authority to 

execute judgment, because He is the Son of Man, 5:27; also 3:18; 5:22).  Yet, Jesus is not 

alone in this judgment, but together with the Father (My judgment is true; for I am not 

alone in it, but I and the Father who sent Me, 8:16).  The Father defers to the Son in that 
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he gives him all authority to judge.  The Son, on the one hand, claims equal honor with 

the Father and also defers to the Father by saying that he was sent by him.  

Divine judgment, however, is not simply designed to point out what others have 

done wrong, but to bring them to eternal life.  The Son’s authority comes from his being 

the perfect image of the Father revealing the healing love of the Trinity for all God’s 

children.115 The Father generously and equally shares with the Son life itself  (just as the 

Father has life in Himself, even so He gave to the Son also to have life in Himself, 5:26) 

as well as divine authority to give life (3:13-15; 6:27, 53).  

The Father gives the Son authority over all flesh…that He may give eternal life 

(17:2) and the lives of those being saved (all that the Father gives Me will come to Me, 

6:37; see also 10:29), thus sharing with him the task of caring for the sheep.  In the same 

sentence (10:29) the Son is deferring back to the Father by saying that he is greater than 

all.  All things are hospitably shared in the Divine Community (all things that the Father 

has are Mine, 16:15) not only between the Father and the Son, but also with the Spirit 

(therefore I said that He [the Spirit] takes of Mine and will disclose it to you, 16:15b; 

also 17:10).   

True community, however, does not only consist of giving the gifts and sharing 

the good things and privileges but also of self-giving.  The Son in the context of mutual 

indwelling and oneness gives his life (10:17,18) and is ready to accept the path of 

suffering from the Father’s hand (the cup which the Father has given Me, shall I not 

drink it? 18:11).  This is one of the ultimate demonstrations of the ways of the Divine 

Community where the Persons are utterly generous toward one another.  
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It is notable that in John hospitality and generosity characterize not only the Son 

and the Spirit, as we would expect, but also the Father who ministers to the Son (Truly, 

truly, I say to you, you will see the heavens opened and the angels of God ascending and 

descending on the Son of Man, 1:51).  “If you will”, says Kysar, “the messengers of God 

are constantly coming and going in the relationship between the Son and the Father”116 

referring to the greater heavenly reality and divine authority that is placed on the Son.117 

 The Father demonstrates hospitality to the Son without diminishing his formal 

authority as Father, revealing to us the ironic biblical truth about personhood (beginning 

with the Triune Community), that one is truly a Self “in manifesting a love that rejoices 

in serving and pleasing the other.”118 The Father acts on behalf of the Son for on Him the 

Father, God, has set His seal (6:27), attesting that the Son is one with him and that the 

Father is at work in him.119 The Father places the authority of the divine realm on the Son 

– to bestow the gift of eternal life on behalf of the Divine Community.120  

The Father graciously gives the Son to have life in himself: “I live because of the 

Father” (6:57) and even in the midst of suffering and death remains with the Son (He has 
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not left Me alone, 8:29).  There is mutual and complete unity among the Persons of the 

Trinity and such complete oneness entails “complete self-giving”; the Son gives himself 

to the Father from whom he receives his being and to humanity to whom he mediates the 

Father.121 

 Mutual hospitality of the Divine Community is also expressed in a concern for the 

honor of another.  Neither of the Persons is primarily concerned with their own honor 

and glory.  On the contrary, the Son is seeking the glory of the One who sent Him and, 

therefore, there is no unrighteousness in Him (7:18).  The same idea is repeated in 8:49, 

50 and 12:28.  Jesus places his personal honor and claim of authority alongside his 

submission to the will of the Father,122 “My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me and 

to accomplish His work” (4:34; also 5:30; 6:38).  

At the same time the Father acts on behalf of the Son and glorifies him (8:54).  In 

13:31-32 the reciprocal hospitality of the Divine Persons is seen in their mutual 

glorification (Now is the Son of Man glorified, and God is glorified in Him; if God is 

glorified in Him, God will also glorify Him in Himself, and will glorify Him immediately).  

Jesus focuses his attention on the Father, the Father refocuses attention on the Son and 

vindicates him of which Gruenler says, “there is a divine altruism that defines the life of 

the divine Community.”123  In the same manner the Spirit participates in Divine 

Community for as Jesus says, “He will glorify Me, for He will take of Mine and will 

disclose it to you” (16:14).  Here for a moment the Father is in the background, but once 
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Jesus states that what is the Father’s is also his, the glory that the Spirit brings by 

implication is the glory of the Father.  This mutual glorification and honoring is 

extremely important to note, because honor is public reputation, one’s status or standing.  

Malina notes that, “given the fundamental importance of honor in ancient Mediterranean 

life, Jesus asks for that which is of the highest value.”124  At the same time in 5:23 the 

Father has acted so that “all” will honor the Son.  In the Mediterranean culture honor is a 

relative matter in which one claims to excel over others, to be superior.  It is, thus, an 

important truth that the Father and the Son glorify each other, rather than themselves.  

Their relationship is that of mutual subordination and service of hospitality to one 

another.125 

In the same way as self-honoring is inappropriate, self-testimony is as well (If I 

alone testify about Myself, My testimony is not true, 5:31).  But in the Divine Community 

of hospitality we see the Persons testifying about each other in mutual service (there is 

another who testifies of Me, and I know that the testimony which He gives about Me is 

true, 5:32; also 5:37; 8:18).  Jesus bears witness to the Father and submits to him, while 

the Father bears witness to the Son and defers to him.  In the same way the Spirit will 

testify about the Son (15:26).  The “I am” claims of Jesus in chapters 8-12, besides 

emphasizing the authority the Son has in himself, also indicate the fact the Father and the 

Spirit are present with him and defer authority to him making him the speaker on behalf 

of divine Trinity.  Both his witness and judgment are those of the Divine Community, not 

his alone. 

                                     
124 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 244. 
 
125 Ibid., 121-122. 
 



 49 

John 8:29 seems to contain the key to the essential motivation of the persons of 

the Triune Community and their interpersonal communion: to do what is pleasing to one 

another (for I always do the things that are pleasing to Him), to be completely available, 

to give the gift of self, to show fidelity, to belong to another.126 For in the true 

relationship of hospitality one makes a sacrifice, freely chosen, under no obligation 

through an expressed command or even a wish on the part of the loved one.127 All three 

persons of the Trinity do not only share equality but also defer in their honor, placing 

themselves at each other’s disposal for mutual glorification.128   

This is so when the Son is praying, “Now My soul has become troubled; and what 

shall I say, ‘Father, save Me from this hour’? But for this purpose I came to this hour. 

Father, glorify Your name” (12:27-28).  As hard as making oneself disposable to the 

Father and to the world will be, he is willing to continue on this path for the sake of the 

Father’s glory.  And just as at Jesus’ baptism, the Father approves and glorifies the Son: a 

voice came out of heaven: “I have both glorified it, and will glorify it again” (see also 

17:5).  Gruenler comments that, “the unifying aim of the persons of the divine Society is 

always to be pleasing to one another, and the prayer of Jesus evokes a pleasing response 

from the Father to whom it is addressed.”129  

 As we have shown, in the Triune relationship of perichoresis there is a complete 

intertwining of love and communion and the relationship is that of “reciprocal 
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participation”130 and mutual hospitality characterized by interdependence.  Yet, this 

Triune interdependence and hospitality are expressed not only in their immediate 

relationships and communion but also in their common work (5:19-24).  John 5:17 and 

5:19131 demonstrates that the divine relationship of disposability will not allow them to 

do anything without being in one accord with one another.  The Father and the Son bound 

by love are moved to share mutually even their working, for the Father loves the Son, 

and shows Him all things that He Himself is doing; and the Father will show Him greater 

works than these, so that you will marvel (5:20).  We see then, that this total identity and 

reciprocity of “work” also point to their perfect relationship of mutual hospitality and 

solidarity.  In light of what John says about the common work of the triune community 

Gregory of Nyssa concluded that, “every divine action in creation and human life is the 

concerted work of all three divine persons.”132 

 Bringing all of our observations together we can say that for John “the Blessed 

Trinity is [thus] a mystery of inclusion”,133 a community of Persons, different from one 

another, but “open in radical mutuality” and being in “direct and immediate 

relationships.”134  Such communion is the result of mutual surrender and reciprocal 

hospitality in which each is accepted and each is open to the other, giving the best of 

oneself.  The Son is ever in the Father knowing him, lovingly acknowledging him and 
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expressing his faithful servanthood on the Father’s behalf.  While the Father is given 

pride of place by the Son, he also defers to the Son by honoring and glorifying him as 

appointed spokesman on behalf of the Divine Family, and by faithfully listening and 

responding to the Son’s requests.  Father and Son similarly honor the Holy Spirit as 

appointed spokesman and interpreter in the present age, while the Holy Spirit reciprocally 

honors and serves the Father and the Son. 

 Volf notes that “the life of God is a life of self-giving and other-receiving love”135 

in which each divine person seeks the “glory” of the other and makes space for the 

others.136 Far from being the highly sophisticated and unpractical doctrine of popular 

caricature, as we look attentively at the Gospel of John, we see how crucial and intensely 

practical a Trinitarian understanding actually is.  We begin to see that “God as Trinity 

means that whatever is Sacred is relational, never self-absorbed; always moving beyond 

itself to meet the new, the other, the different, never set in its ways or stuck on itself as 

the only way.”137  Hospitality, shared life expressed in “dynamic love, an economy of 

giving and receiving,”138 is basic to the nature of God. 
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Chapter 3 
TRINITARIAN HOSPITALITY IN THE CREATED WORLD 

 
In the previous chapter we have established a very important theological truth 

presented in the Gospel of John: the social nature of God who is the triune community of 

mutual hospitality.  However, it is not a complete picture of the triune God and to stop 

here would be to miss the point of John’s Gospel that God is actually “a fellowship of 

Persons who are open to the joy and pain of the world.”139 This is not a new thought, of 

course, and many have seen it illustrated in the famous fifteenth century Russian icon by 

Andrei Rublev (Troitsa - ”The Trinity”), which depicts an open circle of three persons.  

Elizabeth Johnson summarizes the appeal of the icon suggesting that this is an image of 

the Divine Community which is in no way self-contained or closed, rather, it is “open to 

the world, seeking to nourish it”, “calling the world to join the feast”140 and inviting it 

hospitably into its circle.  As we will see, this is exactly the picture John paints in his 

Gospel: the picture of the Divine Community hospitably open to the world. 

 While other Gospels also desire to show that Jesus is not just a human being, but 

the Son of God, John’s starting point is not nativity, but incarnation (And the Word 

became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten 

from the Father, full of grace and truth, 1:14).  That the Word “became” flesh is 

extremely significant and implies much more than the fact that Jesus “took on” humanity, 

was changed from divine into human or “appeared to be human.” The unusual verb 

ejskhvnwsen, literally, “pitched one’s tent” suggests that in Jesus, God came to take 

residence among his people in a more intimate (see Exodus 40:34-35) and permanent 
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way than ever before141 to share the destiny of the humankind wherever they are.  The 

idea is nicely expressed in Eugene Peterson’s modern paraphrase (The Message), “the 

Word moved into the neighborhood.” 

This idea of “moving in” has two sides to it.  On the one hand, Jesus is a “divine 

being from outside the world who comes to share His heavenly status and nature with 

human beings,”142 so that of His fullness we have all received, and grace upon grace 

(1:16).  Verse 18 (No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the 

bosom of the Father, He has explained Him) is a wonderful image not only of the unity 

and warm deference of the Father and the Son to one another, but also of their openness 

in making the Divine Community known to the world.  On the other hand, God “moved 

in” the midst of people not only as the One in the position to give, but as a guest or 

stranger having become “vulnerable to the welcome of human beings.”143  This theme of 

hospitality between God and the world emerges in the very first chapter and is evident in 

the whole of John’s Gospel: God is the welcoming God but also the God who comes to 

be welcomed.144  

 We see the reciprocal love (essential in the triune community) becoming active 

and communicated in the Son to people as the heavens open and the angels of God 

ascend and descend on the Son of Man (1:51).  This statement, on the one hand, reveals a 

hospitable ministry of the Father to the Son (as has been pointed out in chapter 2) but also 
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(in view of 3:13) demonstrates that the Son himself has come to be “the link between 

heaven and earth,”145 the embrace of the earthly into the heavenly community.  

 This outward Trinitarian hospitality is evident on several levels: in God’s 

reaching out to the sinful world with gracious inclusiveness (even of those who will later 

reject his hospitality), in God’s special care for those who by accepting his hospitality 

become his flock, and in the promise of God’s eschatological hospitality through the 

future ministry of the Spirit in the church.  Rather than following the order of the Gospel 

narrative, this chapter will focus on these three expressions of divine hospitality in order 

to bring out its outward nature.  

 

TRINITARIAN HOSPITALITY TO THE WORLD 
 

The outward direction of the Divine Community (described in chapter 2) is aimed 

at the redemption of the lost and is described in John largely in terms of giving.  The 

giving of the only begotten Son (3:16), so that the world may be saved through him 

(3:17) is the evidence of God’s love for the world.  Through the Son the love of the triune 

God reaches and embraces the created.  

John 3 shows that the whole Trinity is present in the work of redemption, “Father, 

Son and Spirit serve as one as they make themselves available for the lost”,146 for He 

whom God has sent speaks the words of God; for He gives the Spirit without measure 

(3:34).  The Trinity is revealed to us as the Father, seeking to show his love for lost 
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humanity, communicated to us through Word and Spirit.  Pinnock notes John’s desire to 

demonstrate that “God loves sinners in history because, prior to that, God loves the Son 

and the Spirit, and loves us in relation to them.”147 This love of God for sinners, then, 

flows from the love that circulates everlastingly within the Trinity (just as the Father has 

loved Me, I have also loved you, 15:9).  

We noted that the Triune Community is characterized by mutual giving and 

sharing of life. Yet, John 5-6 make clear that the sharing of life is not reserved only for 

the trinity, whose working together is directed towards the world, so that the world can 

have life (5:20-21, for the Father loves the Son, and shows Him all things that He 

Himself is doing…so as the Father…gives life, even so the Son also gives life to whom He 

wishes).  Like the Father and the Son, the Spirit also gives life (6:63, It is the Spirit who 

gives life; the flesh profits nothing), emphasizing that it is as impossible for people to 

gain this life on their own as it is to come to God unless they are hospitably invited to do 

so (unless it is granted by the Father, 6:65, NRSV).  But the invitation is given and all 

three persons of the Triune Family evince their unity in loving service to a fallen 

creation148 by hospitable giving of its divine life.  John makes clear: the three persons of 

the Trinity not only share in the mutual relationship of openness and generosity but give 

to human persons an opportunity to join in that relationship with God, who makes 

trinitarian life also their life (5:24).149  

In chapter 6 John continues to speak about life eternally constitutive in the 

Godhead (1:4) and generously given to people.  But now he does so in the context of the 
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feeding of multitudes and in terms of Jesus being the Bread of Life hospitably given for 

our nourishment (6:57, NRSV, Just as the living Father sent me, and I live because of the 

Father, so whoever eats me will live because of me).  Typically for John the account of 

the miraculous feeding is followed by a discourse, which interprets and applies it, 

bringing out a deeper meaning both of the event and of Jesus’ true identity.  This deeper 

meaning of the feeding is also seen in the abundance of food, which, having been offered 

in the context of wilderness, Passover, and Jesus-the-prophet, reflects the eschatological 

celebration of the feast of the Kingdom of God150 prepared for and hospitably offered to 

the people.  

The setting has the people reclining151 and Jesus acting as the Host (6:11) 

distributing the bread and the fish himself (rather than mandating his disciples to do so).  

Keener notes Jesus’ role as that of “the good host” who offers food abundantly so that 

there is some of it left over at the end of the meal.152 However, this miraculous act of 

hospitality is an obvious sign of a greater hospitality of God to the world.  Taking place 

up on the mountain which was “a well-attested place for communing with God”153 this 

meal is not only a generous provision for the physical needs of the people, but Jesus’ 

offering of himself as the bread of life by feeding on whom one can have eternal life 

(6:63).  This ‘gift’ of the life-giving Bread, while given by the Son, is given on behalf of 
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the Divine Community154 for it is done with the approval of the Father (6:27), who even 

in the past was the One giving their predecessors bread out of heaven to eat (6:31-33).  

Now, Jesus does not only offer heavenly bread to the people because he is the Bread that 

comes from heaven (6:35, 38, 41, 48, 50); this generous gift can only be received through 

the invitation of the Divine Community.  Jesus says, “no one can come to me unless 

drawn by the Father who sent me” (6:44, NRSV; see also 6:37, 65) and “the one who 

comes to Me I will certainly not cast out” (6:37). 

 The image of divine hospitality offered in the Bread of Life is complemented by 

the image of the gift of the Living water (7:37b-38a, NRSV, Let anyone who is thirsty 

come to me and… drink; see also 6:35b), which will be given in the Person of the Spirit 

(7:39, this He spoke of the Spirit).  What we see in John 6 and 7 is Jesus speaking of 

eternal life and salvation in terms of divine hospitality, in terms of availability of bread 

for the hungry and water for the thirsty.  Jesus speaks these words in the context of the 

feast of Tabernacles, the underlying theme of which was people’s dependence on God’s 

literal provision of water (Zech. 14:16-17)155 as well as the hope of salvation (Isaiah 

12:3).156 Beasley-Murray notes that Jesus’ words were the declaration of the presence of 

this salvation in and through him and the “invitation to receive it from him.”157 Once 

again John portrays the triune community, not only as relational within itself, but as 
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supremely hospitable in offering salvation and “its ministry to a world that is thirsty for 

hospitality and communion.”158   

 Jesus often meets people as an ordinary guest but knowing their real need (for 

salvation) becomes their heavenly host.  In Jesus’ encounter with the Samaritan woman 

he approaches her as a needy guest asking for water but then offers her the water that 

would become in her a well of water springing up to eternal life (4:14); he becomes the 

host.159 The story exhibits many of the standard features of a hospitality scene: Jesus is 

portrayed as a stranger and a traveler expecting hospitality, a woman informing those 

who can officially extend hospitality to the traveler, the Samaritans receiving him as the 

guest.  John “employs words that are typically associated with hospitality”: 

didwvmi/dwreav (dominates 4:7-15), mevnw (4:40), e[rcomai and ejxevrcomai  (4:43) and 

“from a theological perspective” appears “to be drawing upon the custom and the 

imagery associated with hospitality in antiquity”.160  

This story is particularly noteworthy, however.  While Jews usually sought 

hospitality from a kinsperson or fellow Israelites, Jesus goes far beyond that.  He asks 

hospitality not only from a Samaritan but a Samaritan woman who obviously has strained 

relationships in the community as a result of her promiscuous life (see 4:6-7, 16-18).  A 

divine stranger who has come into the world offers hospitality not only to those who 

could expect it (the Jews) but to the excluded Samaritans (and such sinners as the 

Samaritan woman) inviting them also to come home (4:35-38, 39-42). 
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 The Cana narrative in John 2, on the one hand, seems to be so dominated by 

“theological themes and innuendo” that to some degree it is hard to reconstruct a 

convincing picture of what happened in this story and why.161 On the other hand, these 

theological themes also reflect the theme of hospitality, which we have already discerned 

in John’s Gospel and resemble what happened between Jesus and the Samaritan woman.  

Here too Jesus arrives at a wedding as a guest, but becomes a host providing wine when it 

runs out putting a wedding at risk of being a total fiasco.162  Yet, by providing better wine 

at the time when a lower quality of wine is usually offered, Jesus does more than what a 

host is expected to do.  So Jesus, “the guest who was not likely to contribute any 

money… gave the most valuable present of all: valuable for its quality, its quantity, its 

timeliness, and its non-reciprocating character.”163  What happened in Cana John calls the 

“beginning of signs” (which he also refers to as “works”).  In view of 4:34 (My food is to 

do the will of Him who sent Me and to accomplish His work) the works of Jesus are not 

just miracle making; rather, it is everything he does as the representative of the triune 

community for the salvation of the world.  

In John 9 Jesus meets a person whose life is a terrible hardship, who is deprived 

of much that is valuable and enjoyable in life and left with the only possible activity – 

begging.  This man is most likely on the fringes of society, for his infirmity would have 

been viewed as direct consequence of sin – either his own or his parents’ (evident in a 
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question asked in 9:2).  Jesus’ answer, on the one hand, demonstrates the falsity of the 

question and, on the other, the fact that this dreadful situation would become an 

opportunity through which the works of God might be displayed in him (9:3).  Since the 

works of God are the loving and saving activity of God in the world, the healing of this 

blind man who through the removal of this affliction receives both physical and spiritual 

blessings164 demonstrates this activity.  His joy, however, is marred by the religious 

authorities’ rejection of him.  They, being unable to respond to his testimony, find only 

one way to deal with him – they simply throw him out (ejxevbalon).  But in contrast to 

them we see the heart of Jesus (9:35) who, having learned about the rejection of this man, 

searches him out and invites him to believe in the one who hospitably ministered to him.  

In the later story, John 11:4 echoes 9:3 (this sickness is not to end in death, but for 

the glory of God, so that the Son of God may be glorified by it) and brings these two 

seemingly unrelated stories closer together.  We noted earlier that the triune community 

desires to make its life available to the world and draws it hospitably to themselves.  In 

light of this the significance of Lazarus’ raising from the dead165 (as well as of the events 

and sayings related to it) can hardly be exaggerated.  As grand as it is this raising is not 
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simply a miracle but ‘a sign’ that demonstrates the true identity of Jesus as the one from 

God.  Jesus is not only the hospitable giver of life; he himself is the resurrection and the 

life (11:25; see also 1:4; 6:35).  Jesus seeks to shift Martha’s vague faith in a future 

resurrection to personal trust in him, for in him life is available already here and now.  

All the more, this account shows that life is not simply a gift that is obtained from the 

Father through the Son, but the Son Himself; he himself is that which people need.166  

Both the healing (John 9) and the raising of Lazarus (John 11) are an opportunity 

for the glorification of Father and Son and are representations of the gracious availability 

of the Divine Community on behalf of the sick, the bereaved and the dead.167  And in all 

of the above encounters and discourses (John 2, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11) we see how Divine Family 

“defers to the Son as he offers heavenly grace on their behalf”168 representing triune love 

and hospitable ministry to the world. 

 

TRINITARIAN HOSPITALITY TO THE FLOCK 

Using now a different image, John 10 presents a picture of divine persons who are 

not only present and turned to one another in total openness and intimacy, but who are 

also turned to “the sheep” with care and intention of drawing them into their relationship 

(10:14-15).  To express Jesus’ relationship to the world169 John uses images of the 

                                                                                                           
 
166 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel 2. 
 
167 Gruenler, 78. 
 
168 Ibid., 48. 
 
169 Although I will speak in more detail about the emergence of the new community in the following 
chapter, I am mentioning it here for the purpose of demonstrating the Trinitarian hospitality as outward and 
not locked on itself. Thus, no clear distinction is made here between the ‘world’ and the ‘new community’ 



 62 

Shepherd and the Door as well as his regular notions of knowledge, hearing and seeing.  

The manner of entrance of the Shepherd implies what kind of a person he is: someone 

who has the right to be there with the sheep because he has a relationship with them.170 It 

is an image of divine care for the sheep that are dependent and helpless on their own and 

are in need of care.  The contrast between the Shepherd and those who come “as thieves 

and robbers” (as well as those who are “hired”) (10:1, 12-13 and especially 10:10171) 

seems to imply that while the former gives for the sake of the sheep, the latter ones take 

for their own sake.  Jesus as the Shepherd is an image of an intimate concern for his 

sheep who are “his own” (10:3-4, 12).172  

 This “figure of speech” (10:6) that Jesus uses speaking of the Shepherd and the 

sheep demonstrates extraordinary care and intends to bring out a spiritual truth about 

divine-human relationship.  The relationship between the sheep and the Shepherd like 

that of the Father and the Son are characterized by “knowledge” (10:4-5, 6, 14-15, 27).  

Just like the Persons of the Trinity share mutual knowledge, “the reciprocal immanence 

between God and humans is also closely connected to the Johannine idea of knowing.”173 

Relationship of ‘the sheep’ with Jesus is spoken of in terms of intercommunion (10:14b, I 

know My own and My own know Me), which does not only reflect the intercommunion of 
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Father and Son, but originates in (10:15a, even as the Father knows Me and I know the 

Father) and depends on it.  

Speaking of this knowledge, John also draws upon two other notions, which build 

up his hospitality language: seeing and hearing.  Just like the trinitarian relationship of 

mutual knowledge is marked by the fact that the Persons hear one another (e.g. 8:38-39; 

11:41-42; 16:13), the Shepherd draws his sheep into the same relationship.  It is said that 

the sheep follow him because they know his voice (10:4), so “not only that the voice is 

heard, but that it is heard with understanding and acceptance.”174  It is interesting that in 

John 9 the same truth (but in the negative/exclusive terms) sounds from the lips of the 

Jews, “We know that God does not listen to sinners; but he does listen to one who 

worships him and obeys his will” (9:31, NRSV).  Jesus’ opponents, however, are full of 

misunderstanding and misperception; they are not able to see that the Divine Community 

hospitably draws all who desire to come and share in its relationship.  And so, the healed 

man (see 9:12, 20-21, 24-25, 29-31) and not they becomes paradigmatic for “sheep” that 

“know” the Son, and share with him in a relationship of mutual recognition.175 

On the other hand, the knowledge of God, which the Son makes possible, is 

spoken of in terms of “seeing”176 (14:7, if you had known Me, you would have known My 

Father also; from now on you know Him, and have seen Him).  As we have already seen, 

the Son’s relationship to the Father is characterized both by his knowledge and vision of 

the Father (e.g. 6:46).  But now this knowledge of God is made available and “mediated 
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to human beings by a vision of Jesus himself”: “whoever sees me sees him who sent me” 

(12:45, NRSV; also 14:9, NRSV, whoever has seen me has seen the Father).  Once again 

John demonstrates that the Divine Community is not closed in on itself in its mutual 

knowledge, but is open to the world, which can participate in it by knowing the Son.  The 

presence of each divine person to us is similar to their presence to each other.  

 Jesus continues to make this point with yet another image – that of the Door 

(10:7-9; cf. 10:1).  Nowhere else is Jesus spoken of in these terms.  Verse 1 speaks of the 

door to the sheepfold, while in 10:7, 9 Jesus is the door to salvation.  The image is that of 

leading the sheep in and out and providing “pasture” for them (10:9).  We have seen 

previously that Jesus supplies the living water and the bread of life.  Now we see that he 

is the only passage to the pastures that brings fullness of life.  In a way it is an exclusive 

statement, for Jesus is not just one door among others but “the Door” (cf. 14:6).177  Verse 

8 presents a negative counterpart to the nature of the Good Shepherd and underlines that 

unlike the thief who is arrogant, selfish, destructive and working against the social unity 

of the flock for his own advantage, Jesus’ motivation is hospitable, charitable and 

transparent displaying the gracious availability of the Divine Community.178 

 The discourse in John 10 shows that the sole goal of all that Jesus does is to give 

abundant life through ultimate hospitality, so that they [the sheep] may have life (10:10).  

This idea repeats time and again throughout John’s Gospel and equates eternal life with 

knowing the triune community (e.g. 17:3, this is eternal life, that they may know You, the 

only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent).  Jesus comes into this world in 
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order that he might make eternal life available for those who trust him.  John 10:11-18 

shows how great the price of divine hospitality to humanity is, for Jesus has to die in 

order “to open wide for [it] the way into life.”179  The relationships of Divine 

Community, their mutual knowledge and love play out in the Son’s desire to lay down his 

life in the ultimate act of hospitality not only within the trinity but extending it to the 

world (10:15, even as the Father knows Me and I know the Father; and I lay down My 

life for the sheep). 

 In the concluding remarks to his audience (10:18) Jesus again emphasizes his 

equality with God,180 the voluntary nature of his hospitable placing of himself at the 

disposal of a fallen world,181 and his unity with the Father’s will.182  We see that the 

Father defers to the Son (10:29a, My Father, who has given them to Me), the Son defers 

to the Father (10:29b [My Father] is greater than all), and both are absolutely one not 

only in their interpersonal relationship but also “in their gracious disposability on behalf 

of the sheep who constitute the redeemed family.”183 All this is done to open the Divine 

Community to the fallen world, even to those who are not of this fold (10:16), the 

Gentiles who will come to Jesus. 

The Divine Community constantly continues to make room184 for people to be a 

part of it but as has been noted earlier such participation is impossible without the divine 
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180 I have authority to lay it down, and I have authority to take it up again. 
 
181 No one has taken it away from Me, but I lay it down on My own initiative. 
 
182 This commandment I received from My Father. 
 
183 Gruenler, 75. 
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initiative (12:32, NRSV, And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to 

myself; also 6:44).  The idea of the necessity of divine initiative is common both in the 

Old and the New Testaments: people cannot know God without God giving them an 

enlightened heart, a new spirit (Ezk. 36:24-26; Jer. 31:31-34).  John also expresses this 

common idea but does so in hospitality terms: people can come to God only by receiving 

his welcome in the person of his Son who is the Way and the Door into the household of 

God. 

The Prayer of Jesus in John 17 further testifies to the intention of the Trinity to be 

open to the world.185 Mutual glorification, oneness (17:1), and equality of Father and Son 

(17:2) describe how the hospitality of the Divine Community extends to the human part 

of it.  Although this prayer is, first of all, given on behalf of a limited group of disciples, 

what is being asked of the Father is the intention of the Divine Community for the whole 

human world as 17:20 makes clear.  The Father and the Son equally share the desire that 

they may all be one; even as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they also may be in 

Us (17:21).  Jesus speaks of the authority over all flesh (that is the entire human race) that 

was given to him by his Father (17:2), yet, he speaks of it when he is about to go to the 

cross, reminding us once again that his “authority [that] is concerned with giving of 

eternal life.”186 It is also notable that this prayer is full of “giving” terminology187 

emphasizing heavily the giving between the Father and the Son, as well as of the Son to 

                                     
185 More will be said on John 17 in chapter 5 of this work when dealing with the nature of the new 
community. 
 
186 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 4, 569. 
  
187 “To give” is used 17 times in the prayer. 
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the people.188 The theme of the gift of life that Jesus spoke of earlier is reintroduced here 

again, (17:2b, that to all whom You have given Him, He may give eternal life) with an 

explanation of life in a common Johannine term of knowledge.189  

So, “the communion among Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, constituting one God, is 

a mystery of inclusion… the three divine persons open to outside and invite human 

beings and the entire universe to share in their community and their life.”190 The 

distinction is made between the Father “giving” people to the Son and the Son welcoming 

them and conferring life upon them.  “If anybody comes to Jesus and seeks salvation, he 

or she is welcome because the Father and the Son are united in loving purpose”.191 The 

manner of Jesus’ speech192 indicates his conviction that the persons of the Divine 

Community do not only inwardly share one another’s love, hospitality, and interpersonal 

communion but also that “the divine Community extends its hospitality to an inhospitable 

and fragmented world.”193 

 

 

                                     
188 Morris notes, “It certainly means a lot to John to note that God is a God who gives and gives and gives” 
(Reflections on the Gospel of John 4, 569). 
 
189 This is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have sent 
(17:3). 
 
190 Boff, 63. 
 
191 Marshall, 500. 
 
192 The glory which You have given Me I have given to them, that they may be one, just as We are one; I in 
them and You in Me, that they may be perfected in unity, so that the world may know that You sent Me, and 
loved them, even as You have loved Me. Father, I desire that they also, whom You have given Me, be with 
Me where I am, so that they may see My glory which You have given Me, for You loved Me before the 
foundation of the world (17:22-24). 
 
193 Gruenler, 121. 
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ESCHATOLOGICAL TRINITARIAN HOSPITALITY 

In John 14 the divine hospitality is heightened by Jesus’ confident sense of “going 

home” and his promise to prepare a dwelling place for his disciples.  It is significant that 

at the hour of his greatest need, Jesus comforts his disciples (distressed by predictions of 

his death) and places himself at their disposal, “attesting further the selfless hospitality of 

the divine Community.”194 The image here is that of the “Father’s house” (14:2, 3, 23) 

that in John’s context of divine hospitality most likely implies a place to stay, an eternal 

home (see Eccl. 12:5) into which we are invited to come, rather than Temple (as in 

2:16).195 References to the Spirit’s presence among them (14:17), Jesus’ dwelling among 

the people (1:14, 14:9) and both he and the Father coming to them (14:23) clearly stress 

that in these spatial terms Jesus points in the direction of living in the immediate presence 

or, if you will, in the embrace of the Divine Community.  So, while the image is that of a 

place, the point is that of a relationship that marks the Divine Community and is to mark 

the community between God and humanity: that of mutual knowledge (14:7), deference 

(14:23), love (14:15) and abiding (14:17).  It seems to be the reason why Jesus does not 

give us a detailed description or explanation of the Father’s house, saying only that it 

“has many dwellings” implying the abundant space for all those who are prepared to 

follow him.196  It is also true that the idea of familial fellowship “where hospitality and 

                                     
194 Gruenler, 95. 
 
195 See Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 491; Beasley-Murray, 249. 
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interpersonal communion abound” is present here.197 The image of the family continues 

as Jesus says in 14:18a “I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.” 

It is possible that Jesus has in mind the first disciples, who asked him where he 

was staying and to whom he said to come and see (1:38-39).198 Now he assures them of 

his future care, for he is ever servant and will continue to serve them even after his 

departure.  He will go to prepare a house to welcome them there and he will do that by 

death, for only then his work will be complete (19:30) and he will take his disciples to 

their future abode.199 In 14:15-21 we see that the close interpersonal relationship of 

Father, Son and Spirit includes the disciples, for God “does not will to be without us, and 

He does not will that we should be without Him…He does not will to be God for Himself 

nor as God to be alone with Himself.  He wills as God to be for us and with us…”200   

The image of the Vine and the branches in John 15 does not at first sight evoke a 

notion of hospitality.  However, it is a comparison, which represents a concept of 

‘abiding’ - an important constituent of John’s hospitality language.  W. Temple notes that 

“the vine lives to give its lifeblood”, it gives abundant fruit and when the fruit matures 

and the vine “for a moment becomes glorious, the treasure of the grapes is torn down and 

the vine is cut back to the stem” until the next year it blooms again.201 The image of Jesus 

as the vine in this sense is consistent with what we have already seen earlier, the whole 

                                     
197 Gruenler, 101. 
 
198 Köstenberger, John, 426. 
 
199 Marshall, 506. 
 
200 Gary Deddo, Karl Barth’s Theology of relations: Trinitarian, Christological and human towards an 
ethic of the family (NY: Peter Lang Publishing, 1999), 118. 
 
201 Cited by Morris in Reflections in the Gospel of John 3, 515. 
 



 70 

life of Jesus is a service of love to others, culminating in death202 that would bring 

blessings to those for whom he dies.  Morris notes that, “there is nothing of self-seeking 

anywhere, but rather a deep concern” for needy humanity.203 

This call to abide, then, seems to give further insight into what was meant in John 

14 and emphasizing that this life in union with the divine community is not something 

that lies in the future, but a “present experience of believers in God’s presence.”204  

“Abide in Me, and I in you” (15:4a) seems to imply the “givenness” of this union, the 

fact that it “is already given by God as a gift” and we are simply encouraged to “hold on 

loyally and continually to that givenness.”205 

This abiding stems from the love within the Divine Community (15:9, Just as the 

Father has loved Me, I have also loved you; abide in My love).  Now humanity is 

welcomed to take part in this love, through Jesus’ love, which is “no shallow emotion, 

easily aroused and easily dispersed” but “proceeds from what he is” and “is an expression 

of his innermost being.”206  Having extended this invitation to dwell in the “house of the 

Father” and to abide in the divine love, “slaves” have been transformed into “friends” 

(15:15).  Those who were ‘the others’, ‘the enemies’ are embraced by “the divine persons 

who love [them] with the same love with which they love each other and therefore make 

space for [them] within their own eternal embrace.”207 

                                     
202 No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends, 15:13 (NRSV). 
 
203 Morris, Reflections in the Gospel of John 3, 515. 
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205 Barrett quoted in Kanagaraj, 265. 
 
206 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 520.  
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 While the references to the Holy Spirit have been rather scarce in the first half of 

the Gospel of John, his work on behalf of the Trinity in the world is especially 

emphasized in 14:15-17, 26; 15:26; 16:5-16.  Much has been written about the role and 

the meaning of the Paraclete as “advocate”, “counselor”, or “helper” in the light of not 

only biblical, but also of extra-biblical material.208  But, Ridderbos properly calls us to 

allow first of all “the Johannine context to determine the meaning of it” which points us 

in a direction of understanding its meaning primarily as “helping presence”, for “the 

Spirit comes to dwell in believers as if Jesus himself takes up residence in them.”209  

Through the Spirit God continues to be present, continues to act on behalf of the people 

guiding, accompanying (14:16-17) and teaching them (15:25-26), testifying on behalf of 

Jesus (15:26-27) and glorifying him by continuing his work and pointing people to him 

(16:13-15).210  

John 16, on the one hand, emphasizes generosity and hospitality marking Jesus’ 

promise, for the Son completes the work of the Father and returns to him in order that the 

Spirit may come.  The triune community is ultimately and equally given for the salvation, 

preservation, and empowering of the world (16:7, if I do not go away, the Helper will not 

come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you; also 14:16).  On the other hand, the Spirit 

will “convict” some of sin, righteousness and judgment (15:8) and “guide” others into all 

the truth (15:13), disclosing to them all the things pertaining to the Divine Community 

(15:15).  In the context of divine hospitality pervading the whole of the Gospel of John, it 
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would be appropriate to say that “the world’s deepest misery and lostness [do] not consist 

in its moral imperfection but in its estrangement from God and its refusal to allow itself 

to be called out of that condition by the one whom God has sent for that purpose.”211 

It is when Jesus departs from the world to the Father, that the Spirit will represent 

the Triune Society by being forever available to believers (14:16, I will ask the Father, 

and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever).  The 

identification of Jesus with the Spirit (another Helper) is so strong212 that “He can say 

that he himself will return” to the people in the person of the Spirit213 (15:18, I will not 

leave you as orphans; I will come to you; see also 14:28).  Just as the Son emptied 

himself by becoming flesh through the union with a human nature, so, too the Spirit 

“empties himself by indwelling human lives through the impartation of uncreated 

grace.”214 

 The sending terminology in 14:26 (the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in 

My name, He will…) also integrates the Spirit into “the network of sending relationships 

established in this Gospel”215 within the Divine Community that embraces the created 

world in the passionate desire to share the triune, divine life with others.216 God does not 

simply confront his creation as Creator, or as the Incarnate One but “in the Spirit God 
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dwells in man himself”, so that the whole world becomes God’s home.217 One can say 

that the Son and the Spirit work “in tandem”218 in this created world or in other words 

“when the Trinity turns to the world, the Son and the Spirit become the two arms of God 

by which humanity was made and taken into God’s embrace.”219 

The foot-washing of John 13 draws together several aspects of John’s language of 

hospitality and greatly contributes to it.  This hospitality nature of the event can be 

discerned in several aspects.  John describes physical proximity of the beloved disciple 

and Jesus (reclining on Jesus’ bosom, 13:23) in the same terms as that of Jesus and the 

Father (1:18).220 Jesus’ actions towards Judas, dipping a morsel and giving it to him was 

also a mark of a special favor221 and a sign of an incredible hospitality of Jesus to the one 

who will soon betray him (13:18, 26).  The practice of foot-washing itself was a 

conventional hospitality to guests in the ancient world, but since it is not offered here 

upon the arrival, we know that something more is taking place.222 The setting is that of a 

meal (13:2, 4) that, on the one hand, expresses intimate fellowship and nourishment (c.f. 

John 6) and on the other, carries “symbolic eschatological overtones of intimacy and 

fellowship with the Son after his glorification.”223 The time of the meal is right before the 
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Feast of the Passover (13:1a) and what Jesus does in this account is described as ‘loving 

them to the end’ (13:1b).  This brings to mind what he said earlier about the Good 

Shepherd laying down his life for the sheep (e.g. 10:11, 14, 18; also 15:13) as well as 

John’s identification of Jesus as the Lamb of God (1:29) whose death will 

“accomplish[ed] all that Passover symbolized.”224   

But despite the fact that Jesus’ death is approaching, John portrays him as the One 

in control of events, not simply as someone who will be cornered and killed, for it is 

knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands (13:3) that he washes the feet 

of his disciples.  What Jesus does, he does in the full consciousness of his unity and 

equality with the Father from whom he had come and to whom he is returning (13:1, 3).  

He is also aware of his servant role225 and thus, in this act of hospitality he reflects “the 

ultimate Community, whose fellowship, oneness, and mutual disposability he 

represents.”226 It is not primarily a lesson of humility and servanthood that Jesus the 

Teacher presents to his disciples.  In the light of his knowledge that he and the Father are 

one (10:30; 17:11; cf. 14:9) and that he is from God and with God, the Son offers 

“hospitality on behalf of the Father and shares His own destiny of going to the Father 

with those whom he washes.”227 He is the incarnation of the essential nature of the Divine 

Community, which is radically hospitable and self-giving. 

                                                                                                           
 
224 Morris, Reflections in the Gospel of John 3, 466. 
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 Obviously, those present at the supper did not quite understand the full meaning 

of what was happening, but would understand “hereafter” (13:7), that is, after Jesus’ 

death, resurrection and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.  And that understanding will 

embrace an absolutely essential truth: in choosing a life of loving service on behalf of 

others Jesus portrays the triune God as the one who “is supremely relative, the one 

always turned toward others in serving love.”228 What they also have to understand is that 

without this hospitality on Jesus’ part, they could not participate in his life (13:8; c.f. 

6:44; 12:32; 14:6).  “There can be no homecoming except in terms of the Host, who 

requires that the invited guests be redeemed and washed before entering” through “…the 

generosity of the suffering Son, who represents the generosity of the divine Society.”229  

It seems right, then, that Arland Hultgren considers this foot-washing “a symbolic act of 

eschatological hospitality” in which Jesus, as the faithful servant and son, prepares his 

disciples for entrance into his Father’s house (14:2).230 

What Jesus has said on numerous occasions about laying down his life is now 

taking place in the account of the foot-washing anticipating the ultimate act of divine 

hospitality: the cross of Jesus.  We have seen that “for God so loved the world” (3:16) 

demonstrated the way in which God loved the world – by giving his Son.  And although it 

is Jesus who goes through condemnation, suffering and crucifixion, this sacrificial giving 

has to be understood in trinitarian terms.231 Jesus speaks of it as something that is given 
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to him by his Father (18:11, the cup which the Father has given Me, shall I not drink it?)  

We have seen what the Father entrusted the Son to do and in light of the whole Gospel of 

John the meaning of the cup is the ultimate hospitality of God through Jesus’ giving his 

life on the cross.  

In the way John relays these events can be discerned a strong sense of Jesus’ 

control, ‘hosting’ the events, rather than his defeat.  It was not a disaster that Jesus could 

not avert, for he knew exactly what was coming (18:4).  Rather (10:18, I lay it down on 

My own initiative), it was a deliberately assumed “plan that has been worked out”232 

(19:30, it is finished).  Jesus dies, but his death is more than a mere cessation of life.  It is 

a generous giving of his life for the sake of the world, for to speak of the Cross is to 

speak of God’s hospitality.233  

Having demonstrated the culminating point of his presentation of divine 

hospitality and self-giving, John turns our attention to post-resurrection appearances of 

Jesus, once again emphasizing the hospitable nature of Jesus’ encounters with his 

disciples.  At first he comes in as a Guest, greeting them, saying “Peace be with you” 

(20:19,21,26).  His coming and standing in the midst of them brings to memory some of 

the first words of John about the Word coming into the world and “dwelling among” the 

people (1:14).  Having come in their midst and being ready to depart to the Father Jesus 

breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (20:22), fulfilling his 

promise of the coming of the Paraclete who will now be the divine presence among them.  
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 It is significant that in the very last moments of Jesus in the world he once again 

acts as a generous representative of the Divine Community through the miraculous catch 

of fish and an invitation to come and have breakfast (21:12).  This shared meal offered by 

Jesus as host (21:13, Jesus …took the bread and gave it to them, and the fish likewise) 

brings to mind Jesus’ previous teaching concerning himself as life-giving food and as a 

representative of divine hospitality (6:1-4, 25-59; 12:24-26; 13:12-20) as well as the 

eschatological banquet that will be graciously provided by the Divine Community.234 

 John’s Gospel does not allow us to speak in terms of God either as a self-

contained community or as having two lives: immanent (Father, Son and Holy Spirit as 

they are within God’s own inner life) and economic (God as Father, Son and Spirit at 

work outside the divine life in the world).235 Rather, John is trying to paint a picture of  

“one life of the Triune God, a life in which we graciously have been included as 

partners…partakers of divinity…transformed and perfected by the Spirit of God.”236  

While relations within the Trinity are characterized by love, giving, mutual 

attention (of hearing and speaking) and knowledge, abiding and sharing of life, “the 

Communion of the Blessed Trinity is not closed in on itself”, rather it opens outwardly 
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“inviting all creatures, especially human creatures, to also enter into the play of 

communion between themselves and with the divine Persons.”237 

                                     
237 Boff, 4. 
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Chapter 4 
RECEPTION AND REJECTION OF DIVINE HOSPITALITY:  

THE BOUNDARIES238 OF THE NEW COMMUNITY 
 
We have seen in the previous chapter that salvation in John is mostly expressed in 

terms of life (or eternal life) understood as sharing in the life of God (1:4) or 

incorporation into the life of the Father (14:23; 17:21), the Son (14:20, 23; 17:21,23,26) 

and the Spirit (7:39; 14:17).239  This relationship is expressed in terms of hospitality: the 

Divine Community inviting the world to share in the divine life of hospitable mutuality.  

However, John demonstrates repeatedly that in order to belong to those who are drawn 

into this eternal fellowship with God one has to “receive” the welcome of God.  This 

chapter intends to show that notions of salvation and faith in John’s Gospel are also 

expressed in the language of hospitality, and in fact, “receiving Christ in the terminology 

of this Gospel is essential to salvation (1:12).”240 Using this language throughout the 

Gospel John is constantly sorting out insiders and outsiders, those with Jesus and those 

set against him, those that believe and those that do not.   

                                     
238 While the word ‘boundaries’ seems to be an antipode of hospitality, it is not necessarily so.  The word is 
used here not in a sense of judgment or exclusion but in the sense of identity: what makes one a member of 
the new community and not the other.  James Farwell actually speaks of “the hospitality of boundaries” and 
of the fact that boundaries can even mean “definition and even inclusion” (James Farewell, “Baptism, 
Eucharist, and the Hospitality of Jesus: on the practice of “Open Communion” in Anglican Theological 
Review, Spring 2004. <http://www.findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_qa3818/is_200404/ai_n9345554> 
Accessed in October, 2005). So, the idea here is not that some are included and others are not on the basis 
of some questionable criteria but that all are invited into this community, but only those who will accept the 
invitation will become its members. The image is that of the clearly marked community which, 
nevertheless, continues to be open and to hold its arms in an open gesture of invitation to all who desire to 
come.  
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It is evident from John that there are two aspects of salvation: divine and 

human.241  On the one hand, it is entirely due to God’s initiative (as we have seen in 6:44; 

12:32; 14:6), for it is the Divine Community that comes into the world, draws people to 

themselves and offers the gift of eternal life.  On the other hand, as this divine hospitality 

is offered, John appeals to the people to come to Jesus, to ‘accept’ what is offered and to 

respond to the gift of eternal life by reciprocating God’s hospitality.  Throughout John’s 

Gospel we note a constant double thrust of reception and rejection, which frames John’s 

notion of belief and unbelief.  

 

FAITH AS HOSPITABLE RECEPTION OF JESUS 
 

We must note that 1:12 places the verbs “to receive” and “to believe” in parallel: 

“as many as received him”, “to those who believed in his name”, making clear and 

underlining throughout the Gospel that to receive the Word means to believe in him.  

Time and again John also uses the notions of unbelief and rejection in the same 

pericopae.  In Jesus’ encounter with Nicodemus unbelief goes hand in hand with not 

welcoming the testimony of the Divine Community (you do not accept our testimony… 

you do not believe, 3:11-12).  In John 4 the Samaritans “believe” (4:39, 41, 42) in Jesus 

and show him hospitality by asking him to stay with them (4:40).  Then Jesus goes on to 

Galilee and Galileans are also spoken of as having received Him (4:45) for they have 

seen the things Jesus did at the feast in Jerusalem.  In John 5, on the other hand, unbelief 

is equated with inhospitality (you do not believe Him whom He [the Father] sent, 5:38; I 

have come in My Father’s name, and you do not receive Me, 5:43).  In fact, they cannot 

                                     
241 Marshall, 521. 
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believe in him because instead of receiving him and his glory, they care more about 

receiving glory from one another (5:44).  The same pair of terms we find in John 12 (He 

who believes in Me, 12:44; also 12:36, 39 and he who rejects Me, 12:48).  In 7:39 

believing in the Son (and in 14:10-11 belief in the Father and the Son) is linked with 

receiving the Spirit, thus, faith in the triune God is equated with reception of him.  In 

John 13 the link is between faith in him (13:19) and receiving those whom he sends 

(13:20).242  At the same time receiving Jesus’ words that were given to him by the Father 

is equivalent to believing that Jesus was sent by the Father (17:8).  

The Prologue also reminds us that for John faith means becoming a child of God 

(1:12) who “belongs with the family and is destined for a rich inheritance with other 

members of the family”.243  Being God’s children according to John is no longer related 

to being descendants of Abraham, for “apart from the acceptance of the Word, people are 

not God’s children, even though they are created by the Word and even though they are 

Jews.”244  When we talk about “receiving” we are also emphasizing the fact that 

becoming members of God’s family is the gift of God, which he gives to those who 

respond to his Son, for “entrance into the heavenly family is not achieved by human 

effort; it is always the gift of God.”245 

The notion of rejection of the Word is further emphasized in other hospitality 

terms (the darkness did not comprehend Him, the world was made through Him…the 

                                     
242 We have to remember that in the ancient notion of agency, to receive the one who is sent is to receive 
the sender. 
 
243 Walter Brueggemann, Interpretation and Obedience: From Faithful Reading to Faithful Living 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 163. 
 
244 Marshall, 492, n5. 
 
245 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 1, 12. 
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world did not know Him, 1:5,10).  Katalambavnw (1:5) and ginwvskw (1:10) are used here 

consecutively referring “to more than mere intellectual rejection and entailing a willful 

refusal to accept or believe.”246  Knowledge and faith are also used together in 6:69 (we 

have believed and have come to know that You are the Holy One of God), for to believe 

in Jesus and to know him for John is one and the same thing.  In John 8 the conversation 

about who are the real “children of Abraham” and “who are the children of the devil” the 

nature of the saving faith is once again expressed in terms of knowledge of Jesus’ true 

identity and belief in him (unless you believe that I am He, you will die in your sins, 8:24; 

when you lift up the Son of Man, then you will know that I am He, 8:28; also 8:19, 55).247  

Belief is closely connected with the knowledge that the Father sent Jesus and that Jesus 

and the Father are one in their work in the world (though you do not believe Me, believe 

the works, so that you may know and understand that the Father is in Me, and I in the 

Father, 10:38; also 14:7, 10-11).  

The story of Jesus healing the blind man also reveals the understanding of faith as 

knowing Jesus and his true identity.  Here, however, we see the faithlessness of those 

Jews who “did not believe it of him” (9:18) described in terms of the ignorance of Jesus’ 

true identity (we know that this man is a sinner, 9:24; we do not know where He is from, 

9:29; we know that God does not hear sinners, 9:31).248 So, as Brown notes, “the basic 

sin in John’s Gospel is the failure to know and believe in Jesus.”249  But this knowledge 

                                                                                                           
 
246 Köstenberger, John, 37 
 
247 See also 8:30, 32: As He spoke these things, many came to believe in Him; and you will know the truth 
(Jesus is the Truth, 14:6).  
 
248 Their words imply that Jesus is a sinner, is not God-fearing and therefore God cannot hear him. 
 
249 Brown quoted in Köstenberger, John, 37 
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for John “is not merely theoretical…nor does it take place in one single act of perception 

from which everything else would automatically follow.”250 Rather, “it is necessary time 

and again for Jesus to come to us…and it is necessary for us time and again to recognize 

and acknowledge him anew”,251 retaining a “knowing faith” or a “believing 

knowledge.”252 

 John 3:18-20 speaks of unbelief as a refusal to “come to the Light” (he who does 

not believe has been judged already… and does not come to the Light).  After the healing 

at Bethesda, Jesus says “you do not believe Him whom He [the Father] sent” (5:38) and 

“you are unwilling to come to Me so that you may have life” (5:40), intertwining belief 

once again with reception (I have come in My Father’s name, and you do not receive Me, 

5:43).  Believing in Jesus is coming to him, receiving the hospitality of the One who 

alone can quench hunger and thirst forever (6:36; also 7:37).  So, “he who comes to me” 

(6:35) is an equivalent of “he who believes in me”.  On many occasions John speaks 

about those who are receptive of Jesus and his message and whose disposition is that of 

belief in terms of “searching to find him” and “coming to him” (1:39, 46; 3:2, 21, 26; 

4:30, 40, 45 etc.).  

 John also speaks of a believing relationship with Jesus in terms of loving as we 

see from his conversation with the Jews (if God were your Father, you would love Me, 

8:42), implying that they do not love him, as well as do not believe in him (8:45).  To 

                                                                                                           
 
250 Ernst Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light of Chapter 17 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1968), 25. 
 
251 Ibid. 
 
252 Bultmann’s term in “Pisteuvw” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel 
(Grand Rapids: Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company: 1967): VI, 227. 
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believe in Jesus as the One who comes from God and acts and speaks in his name, to 

receive in him the love of God (3:16) is to love him, for Jesus says, “you have loved Me 

and have believed that I came forth from the Father” (16:27).  This response of love is an 

inextricable element of faith, for it is “interwoven with a great divine act for our 

salvation, and we should see in it more than a general trust in divine providence.”253 

 Keeping in mind that John speaks of faith in hospitality terms we once again turn 

to the Prologue and find that hospitality language is used to portray the response of the 

people to the Word who comes into the world as a guest “to find a home among 

humankind.”254 And this response is mixed (1:10-12): there are His own who did not 

receive Him as well as those who received Him and were given the right to become 

children of God.  Malina notes that this beginning of the story of Jesus’ life and ministry 

needs to be understood in the light of hospitality infractions,255 which by destroying the 

host and guest relationship, do not only make them strangers, but make them enemies.  

And, “hence in the social context of the rules of hospitality, the Johannine his own 

received him not alerts the reader to the ongoing conflict and hostility that is to 

follow.”256 As the ministry of Jesus begins and continues all the way to his death and 

resurrection we continue to see responses of both hospitality (those that believe) and 

                                     
253 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1986), 559. 
 
254 Ringe, 50. 
 
255 On the side of the host an infringement of hospitality would include: insulting one’s guests or showing 
of hostility, neglecting to protect one’s guests and their honor, failing to attend to one’s guests, to grant 
them the precedence which is their due, to show concern for their needs and wishes and failure to offer their 
best is to denigrate the guest (Malina, “The Received view”, 185-6). 
 
256 Ibid., 186-87. 
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hostility (those that do not believe) making the former members of the Divine 

Community and leaving the latter on the outside.  

 The more Jesus’ life manifests his glory, revealing that he is not just another 

prophet or teacher of the law, the more John tells us that His disciples believed in Him 

(2:11).  People’s understanding with which Jesus was confronted was very limited and 

clouded by their ‘traditional beliefs’, so he begins to speak with them about the real 

meaning of belief which makes one a member of the kingdom of God.  John presents 

Nicodemus as one of those who desire to know257 and it is to him that Jesus first speaks 

of faith as accepting the testimony of the Divine Community (3:11, we speak of what we 

know and testify of what we have seen, and you do not accept our testimony).258 It is in 

the context of this conversation that God’s mission in the world is set in the light of 

divine hospitality: God giving his only Son, so that by receiving this gift and believing in 

him they would have eternal life (3:16-18).  Jesus concludes his explanation of belief by 

speaking about the “coming” of the Light into the world and that the appropriate response 

to that coming should be “coming to the Light” and “loving the Light” (3:19-21; also 

12:46-48).  Yet, people respond to God’s hospitality with hostility, to God’s love (3:16) 

with ‘hatred’ (3:20) and “stubbornly refuse[d] his self-sacrificial offer of 

reconciliation.”259 Although Nicodemus is still one among the Pharisees260 (sharing in 

much of their false convictions about what constitutes the right relationship with God), 

                                     
257 Keener notes that the plural “you” in 3:11 suggests that Jesus “addresses the community of which 
Nicodemus at this point remains a part” (Keener, John 1, 558-9). 
 
258 Again, the plural “we” seems to represent the joint voice of Father and Son whose witness is harmonious 
(e.g. 5:31-32, 36-37; 8:13-14, 17-18; 15:26).   
 
259 Keener, John 1, 572. 
 
260 His reference to the law as ‘our’ while Jesus says to them ‘your’ law is notable (Keener, John 1, 734). 
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John allows us to see that Jesus’ words to him are stirring his heart up for a new 

understanding.  He reappears in 7:50-52 in the encounter of chief priests, Pharisees and 

officers as the one who timidly disagrees with this religious elite and their hostile reaction 

to Jesus by reminding them that the Law requires to “hear” and “to get to know” the 

person before passing judgment on them (7:51).  In this John presents us with the contrast 

between Nicodemus who is seeking to “hear” Jesus and “know” what he is all about and 

the religious elite that has failed to hear him (see 5:37; 8:43, 47) and knows neither him 

nor his doings (8:14, 19).261  We meet Nicodemus once again after Jesus’ death on the 

cross when together with Joseph of Arimathea he takes away the body for burial (19:38-

42) using his last opportunity to act hospitably towards Jesus in whom he has come to 

believe.  These encounters with Nicodemus reveal that even the elite, the religious core of 

the day, is beginning to divide in its response to Jesus and it is not only the despised 

“ignorant crowd” (7:49) that is accepting Jesus.  

 Unlike the unreceptive and even hostile Judea, Jesus’ encounter with Samaritans 

(4:39-42) and Galileans (4:43-54) results in many of them believing in him (implying, of 

course, that some did not).  Both groups262 are the kind of people that the Judean religious 

elite accuse of being ignorantly attracted to Jesus in contrast to themselves who 

(presumptuously) ‘know’ their own privileged place in relationship to God (8:32, 39).  

                                                                                                           
 
261 It is significant that ‘hear’ and ‘know’ in John (as we have seen so far) are the terms of a hospitable 
relationship, which the religious elite here fails to exhibit in response to Jesus. 
 
262 Jewish attitude towards Samaritans is well known, but it is also evident from 7:52 that Galileans were 
viewed in those days as “specially unspiritual”, a kind of a people from whom a prophet could never 
emerge (Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 2, 288).  While it is possible that the issue was the 
contestation of the Jews of Jerusalem towards Galileans as the ‘people of the land’ (Sean Freyne, Galilee: 
From Alexander the Great to Hadrian 323 BCE to 135 CE: A Study of Second Temple Judaism. Edinburgh, 
T&T Clark, 1998, 371), Freyne also notes the Judean view of Galilee as those who did not keep the law 
with the same scrupulousness and therefore were not “godly enough to produce a prophet” (Freyne, 121). 
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John highlights a contrast: Jesus leaves Judea, the place of hostility, to go to Galilee (4:3), 

which receives his ministry far more hospitably263 (4:40, 45) in that it believes in him 

(4:42, 53).  Jesus, who is clearly “portrayed as a stranger and a traveler”264 requesting 

hospitality from a Samaritan woman, is then shown hospitality by the Samaritan city 

dwellers (as well as Galileans) as an important guest265 and for John’s Gospel this is 

believing. 

 

GROWING HOSTILITY OF UNBELIEF 
 
 John 5 portrays Jesus back in Jerusalem healing on a Sabbath a man who had 

been ill for thirty-eight years (5:1-9) causing hostile reaction (5:16) of the Jews for whom 

such actions are “unlawful” (5:10).266  They fail to see that whatever Jesus does or 

whenever he speaks, he mediates the life-giving power that he shares with the Father.  

They also do not realize that it is not their descent from Abraham or adherence to the law 

but their response to Jesus that either includes into or excludes them from the community 

that truly belongs to God.267  John 5-8 contain numerous occasions when Jesus desires to 

show that those who claim to belong to the Father but do not receive the Son deceive 

                                     
263 Keener, John 1, 589. 
 
264 Arterbury, 113. 
 
265 It is both expressed in their coming out to greet Him and their invitation to stay with them (4:30, 40) 
(Arterbury, 117). 
 
266 Тhe conflict that is already rising between Jesus and “the Jews” is quite significant. While Jesus 
certainly cares for the man, there is more that is going on here. Knowing that healing on the Sabbath will 
give rise to resentment on the part of the Pharisees, Jesus still chooses to heal the one who having been ill 
for 38 years could have probably waited another day. But Jesus does not think so, deciding rather that the 
extension of healing and love takes precedence over a strict Sabbath law (revealing thus the core of the 
conflict: a radical difference between Jesus’ and the Jews’ understanding of the right way to worship God). 
 
267 Ringe, 53. 
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themselves (5:24, 26-27, 30-32, 36-38; 6:28-29, 30-33, 47-48, 50, 57; 7:16-18, 28-29, 33; 

8:16, 18-19, 28-29, 49-50, 54).  Opposition in John 5 is expressed in typical Johannine 

manner, the Jews are not able to hear Jesus (5:23-25), they refuse to come to him (5:40), 

do not accept him (5:43) which means that (contrary to their own conviction) they do not 

have real faith in God nor do they believe Moses (since he wrote about Jesus, 5:47).  By 

their inhospitality to Jesus they negate the faith they claim they have in God, because to 

respond to Jesus is to respond to the Father.  

 Those who see the healing follow Jesus to the other side of the Sea of Galilee 

(6:1-2) and later are said to follow him because he once again performs a miracle (6:14).  

The discourse in John 6 demonstrates both the claims about Jesus and the need for people 

to accept them, for only the one “who accepts the words of Jesus will receive the life-

giving Spirit.”268 Ironically, the response of these people to Jesus is not a hospitable 

welcome on their part but a desire to come and take Him by force to make Him king 

(6:15).269  For they do not understand that Jesus is not just “the eschatological bringer of 

salvation”, “the prophet” who they believed will be king and will satisfy their natural 

desires and longings,270 but an envoy of the Divine Community offering himself for the 

satisfaction of their eternal longing by making it possible for them to have part in divine 

life (6:51, 53) through eating his flesh and drinking his blood (6:53-56).271  They are 

                                                                                                           
 
268 Brown, The Gospel According to John 29, 300. 
 
269 The wrong reaction of the crowd could have become also a temptation for Jesus to follow the way the 
crowds were offering: the popular, easy way of controlling the world through power and to turn away from 
the kind of service and hospitality that he came to bring. 
 
270 Bultmann, The Gospel According to John, 213. 
 
271 To eat Jesus’ flesh and drink his blood is synonymous with the words to welcome, accept, receive, 
believe into, and the like (Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 134). 
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searching him for the wrong reasons (6:24) and when they hear his words about what real 

life is, they are scandalized (6:60, 66: many of His disciples, when they heard this said, 

“This is a difficult statement; who can listen to it?”…many of His disciples withdrew and 

were not walking with Him anymore).  People divide into two groups: those who do and 

those who do not respond to the light, but now even majority of those who formerly were 

Jesus’ disciples withdraw their allegiance, leaving him only with the recognized 

twelve.272 

The twelve, however, recognize the words of Jesus as the One who speaks the 

words of eternal life, believe in him and come to know him as the Holy One of God 

(6:68-69).  In contrast with those that refuse to accept the difficult words of Jesus, the 

twelve respond properly to the Jesus claim in 6:63, “the words that I have spoken to you 

are spirit and are life”.  They begin to realize and accept Jesus’ relation to the Father and 

his claims about being one with the Father, for Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Holy 

One of God (6:69) resembles a more frequent OT title “the Holy One of Israel”, assigning 

Jesus the highest possible place.273 Having placed themselves at Jesus’ disposal they 

begin to understand about the Father, and responding to the Son they are responding to 

the Father (6:29).  

 At this point rejection of Jesus is becoming especially pronounced which is 

evident from the fact that he is unwilling to walk through Judea because the Jews were 

seeking to kill Him (7:1) and comes to the festivities in Jerusalem incognito (7:10).274  
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Following the statement of apostasy of many of Jesus’ disciples in 6:66, John tells us that 

even Jesus’ own brothers do not believe in him (7:5), although they seem to show 

excitement about the mighty works Jesus does.  Jesus is aware of what his mission is 

(7:28, 33-34): to invite others to come home (which is the will of the whole Divine 

Community), yet, the tragedy for many of his hearers is that in rejecting the Son, they 

reject the Father and the gracious offer of a final homecoming.  They are more and more 

divided in their response to him (7:43): some are inclined to accept him saying, He is a 

good man (7:12), this certainly is the Prophet (7:40), this is the Christ (7:41) and 

“performing such signs he must be the Christ” (7:31).  Others rejected him saying, He 

leads the people astray (7:12), Christ is not going to come from Galilee but from 

Bethlehem (7:41-42) and “this man cannot be the Christ since we know where he comes 

from” (7:27).275  A sense of some people doubting ‘in favor of Jesus’, yet, not really 

accepting him is overlaid with even a stronger sense of hostility276 towards the One who 

alone can invite people to come to the Father and find in him eternal home. 

 Jesus continues to declare that he is speaking and acting in harmony with the 

Father, as well as to call his listeners to believe his claims (8:24), noting that his 

subsequent crucifixion and going back to the Father will be the ultimate revelation of the 

One who is the “I AM” (8:28).  Then they will know for sure, yet, this knowledge will be 

comforting only for those that chose to believe him now but will prove to be belated and 

judging for those who have no room for his word (8:37).  What happens in 8:31ff is 

especially interesting, for John tells us that Jesus begins to speak to those Jews who “had 

                                                                                                           
 
275 This skepticism reveals to the readers the irony John puts in these words, for they know that Jesus after 
all did come from Bethlehem (Keener, John 1, 730). 
 
276 You have a demon (7:20); they were seeking to seize Him (7:30, also 7:25, 44). 
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believed Him” which is very difficult to reconcile with the sharp argument that follows, 

Jesus’ statement that they want to kill him (8:37) and them actually picking up the rocks 

to stone him (8:59).  

What kind of belief is that, one might ask.  To answer that we must note, on the 

one hand, that John quite often says that “many believed” in Jesus (e.g. 2:23; 7:31; 10:42; 

11:45; 12:11, 42).  On the other hand, it is also true that in many of these cases (including 

8:30-31) their faith would not persevere (8:31, 48, 59) and their failure “to abide” (8:31) 

suggests that they are not (or would not be) “sons” (8:35).277 That once again underlines 

John’s conviction that salvation does not consist of a superficial adherence to some of the 

truth that Jesus declares, but in reciprocating divine hospitality by “hearing” Jesus (8:43), 

trusting him (8:45), making room for his word (8:37) and continuing in his teaching 

(8:31).  For “it is not only those who begin to follow Jesus, but those who persevere who 

remain His disciples (6:60-71)… their initial faith is not fully adequate, for it is merely 

‘sign-faith’…”278 What is lacking in them is the sharing of eternal dwelling with the 

Divine Host which is the privilege of those who having received him by faith actually 

become his children (8:35; see also 1:12).  These Jews of 8:31 are on the contrary ‘the 

children of the devil’ (8:44) because it is to him they belong and his desires that they 

want to carry out (unlike Jesus who does only what is pleasing to the Father, 8:49-50, 

54).  This accounts for the fact that their hospitality at the end of the encounter turns into 

hostility (8:52) only demonstrating that they never knew either the Father (8:55) or the 

Son (8:58).  Contrasting parts in Jesus’ reply here draw strong boundaries that separate 
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Jesus’ society (those who abide in his word279) from Judean society (those who seek to 

kill Jesus because his word has no place in them).280  

 

THE JUDGMENT OF THE HOSTILE WORLD AND THE CREATION  
OF THE NEW COMMUNITY OF HOSPITALITY 

 
 From that point on (John 8) the division between those who will constitute a new 

community belonging to God and those who by their unbelief will remain on the outside 

is becoming especially sharp.  The Pharisees are not able to see in the healing of the blind 

man (John 9) the manifestation of God’s works through Jesus (9:4), because they are 

fixed on their law (9:16) and see Jesus as an enemy, as a sinner (9:16).  Hostile to Jesus 

but unable to find him, they spill out their hostility onto the man who has the courage to 

disagree with them.281 Despite the fact of healing they continue to disbelieve and make a 

decision that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah would be put out of the 

synagogue (9:22, NRSV).  Fulfilling their threats they do put a formerly blind man out282 

(in contrast with Jesus’ hospitable reception of him, 9:35) and all the more widen the gap 

between a new community of Jesus (of which the blind man becomes a part) and the old 

community of those who do not believe.  Reception and rejection of Jesus become the 

boundary of the new community of Jesus that he spoke of many times (e.g. 6:56-57), the 

                                                                                                           
 
279 See also 6:56: Those who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me and I in them (NRSV).  Eternal 
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community of union between Jesus and believers achieved by his death and their 

acceptance of it, the same union that exists between the Father and the Son (10:38; 14:10-

11; 17:21).283  

 In his discourse about the sheep and the Shepherd Jesus emphasizes now who are 

the ones belonging to his sheep fold and who are not.  He speaks again in terms of 

hospitality, which we discussed earlier: “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and 

they follow Me” (10:27).  As the Father in his communion with the Son listens to him, so 

the reflected new community respond to the Shepherd by answering to his call, by 

listening to his voice and following (implying a personal response of accepting a 

hospitable invitation of the Divine Community to “come home”).  Enough has been 

demonstrated and said by Jesus for people to see his real identity and to respond 

hospitably to him: “If You are the Christ, tell us plainly.” Jesus answered them, “I told 

you, and you do not believe” (10:24b-25a).  Of course, he is not referring to any specific 

statement of his but to the scope of his whole ministry (10:25b) “which should have 

constituted more than sufficient evidence for the Jews to believe.”284 He also might refer 

to his words about his oneness with the Father in 10:30-38 that only increased the tension 

(10:31) that has been building up “between his drawing the lost and the sick into a 

redeemed community and his opponents’ rejection on doctrinal grounds of his 

clarification of Mosaic monotheism in terms of a divine Community.”285  The rejection of 

Jesus brings the judgment of exclusion from the Divine Community.  

The irony we see is that the more Jesus’ works reveal his divine identity and unity 
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with the Father, the more hostile becomes the reaction of those who do not believe his 

claims, and so the story of Mary anointing Jesus’ feet in 12:1-8 is bracketed by two 

hostile actions (11:55-57 and 12:9-11).286 They are looking for him in hostility and they 

find him at the table with those who believe in him and welcome him; [Martha] said to 

Him, “Yes, Lord; I have believed that You are the Christ, the Son of God, even He who 

comes into the world” (11:27).  The more Jesus speaks, the more those who hear and 

watch him divide into two camps (11:45-46): those who believe in him including even 

many of the rulers (12:42) and on the other hand, those who for a time are among Jesus’ 

closest community but do not remain such, revealing their true response to him.  With 

great irony John mentions Judas’ pretense of “hospitality” to the poor,287 which will soon 

be replaced by his hostile betrayal of Jesus.  And in 12:10 (the chief priests planned to 

put Lazarus to death also) John gives us a further update on the hostility, which is now 

“aimed not only at Jesus but also at those to whom he has given life.”288  

 More and more now Jesus speaks about his coming suffering: “And I, when I am 

lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.  He said this to indicate the kind 

of death he was to die” (12:32-33, NRSV).  But the response to this divine act of 

disposability which brings eternal life to the lost is the questioning of the crowd, for  

“there is no place in their theology for a disposable Christ… their Messiah is not a 
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not because he was concerned about the poor, but because he was a thief, and as he had the money box, he 
used to pilfer what was put into it (12:5-6). 
 
288 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 207. 
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suffering Messiah.”289  Yet Jesus continues to summon his doubters to believe in him, 

which also means believing in the One who sent him, and seeing him means seeing the 

Father (12:36, 44-45).  If they fail to do that, they will reject the invitation and loose the 

opportunity to become members of the redeemed community, will remain in the darkness 

(12:46) and more than that will be “setting themselves into opposition with the God they 

professed to serve.”290 

 Jesus’ reference to the words of Isaiah “Lord, who has believed our report and to 

whom has the arm of the Lord has been revealed” (12:38; see Is. 53:1) brings out the 

truth that rejection of God’s word and work in Jesus is not a new thing.291  They see the 

works and hear the words, but having hardened rather than opened their hearts, they 

purposefully, actively, and consciously choose to reject what they hear and see.  When in 

the person of Jesus the generous hospitality of the Divine Family is willfully rejected, 

Jesus is authorized to speak with judgmental authority towards those who “refuse the 

invitation to come home and willfully choose death instead of life by seeking self-

actualization on their own rebellious and selfish terms.”292 On the other hand, believers 

respond to Jesus’ invitation to come home and become the children of God sharing both 

the fellowship and the character of the family.  No other Gospel makes this division 

between those “with us” and “those against us” (on the basis of response to the 

                                     
289 Gruenler, 84. 
 
290 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 459. 
 
291 Morris notes that even when the Jewish people recognized the prophets as those whom God had sent to 
them and revered their writings, when the prophets actually came to the people, their message had not been 
accepted. (Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 459) We see the same tendency here: many 
recognized Jesus as the one from God, but still would not receive Him nor His message.  
 
292 Gruenler, xix (“The world” is the word Jesus uses to refer to those who by rejecting Jesus place 
themselves on the opposing side of the new community, e.g. 14:17,19,22,27,30-31; 15:18-19; 16:8, 20; 
17:14, 16, 25). 
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hospitality of God) as emphatically as does the Gospel of John.293 

We have seen that while many believe in Jesus, not all of them become part of his 

new community and John 13-17294 especially points to the nature of faith which truly 

makes one a member of the new community of God.  All are welcomed to become a part 

of the Divine Community but people’s reception or rejection of Jesus sketches out the 

boundaries of this community.  First, participation is essential for becoming a member of 

the new community.  We have already been getting a sense that believing is not just 

about the words that Jesus says but about making a commitment on the basis of his word.  

It is not an intellectual acceptance of the message, but a total acceptance of the person of 

the Son and the Father, “coming to Jesus”, “receiving him”.  As the account of the 

footwashing shows, to have part with Jesus one has to accept his hospitality.  In response 

to Peter’s objection that Jesus will never wash his feet (13:6-8a) Jesus responds, “If I do 

not wash you, you have no part with Me” (13:8b).  The point here is obviously not that if 

Peter gets his feet washed on this occasion, he would belong to Jesus forever but that 

“there is no other way of being Christ’s than in receiving the cleansing he died to 

bring.”295 Jesus is saying to Peter and to the rest: you cannot secure your own salvation, 

you cannot have life, but I can bring you into this life by the gift of my life that will be 

given for you.  “The believing community is constituted through participation in him…by 

making themselves available to the generosity of Jesus…one gives, the other receives, in 

                                                                                                           
 
293 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 238. 
 
294 Only a brief treatment will be given to John 13-17 here to demonstrate the nature of faith that constitutes 
a new community of God, for the following chapter of this work will be fully dedicated to the treatment of 
the nature of this new community as delineated in John 13-17. 
 
295 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 469. 
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mutual hospitality and disposability that make interpersonal communion and the new 

community possible.”296  

Secondly, to become a member of the new community one has to believe in Jesus 

not through a single act,297 but by a continuing relationship.  This relationship John 

expresses in the terms of abiding (15:4-10; also 6:56) and in the use of the preposition in 

(14:11, 20; 17:21, 23, 26), implying an “active holding on to Jesus and his teaching”298 

and an “inward, enduring personal communion.”299 15:1-11 emphasizes this enduring 

relationship with Jesus on the part of those who came to believe in him, while 15:18-

16:4a demonstrates the opposite themes of hatred and exclusion.300  True faith is not an 

acquisition of convictions about Jesus but loving him (14:21) and only through such 

response to him one becomes a member of the new community as he or she places 

oneself obediently at the disposal of this community.  On the contrary whoever does not 

love me does not keep my words (14:24, NRSV) and although such person can associate 

him/herself with the new community, they will not remain a part of it, because to love (as 

Jesus demonstrates) is to offer oneself hospitably to the other.301  

                                     
296 Gruenler, 90. 
 
297 Which seems to have been the problem of those who at first accepted Him but then rejected Him. 
 
298 Marshall, 521-522. 
 
299 Gary M. Burge, The Anointed Community: the Holy Spirit in the Johannine Tradition (Grand Rapids: 
Wm.B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987), 54. 
 
300 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 233. 
 
301 In 13:29-30 we see Judas who was among Jesus’ closest community, but having received the hospitality 
of Jesus, instead of placing himself at His disposal and giving of oneself he “stole” the money that was 
entrusted to him (12:5-6) and acted harshly towards Jesus whose love and hospitality he experienced so 
many times.   
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For John, believing in Jesus is equivalent to knowing him.  This knowledge of 

Jesus (17:25-26) is the “stuff” of faith which stands at “the center of the new society; and 

so for the unbelieving world there is, by implication, no possibility of real and lasting 

community apart from the Community of God.”302  

The paradox and the extent of Jesus’ rejection are expressed in his words earlier 

in 15:23-25;303 worldly hatred of Father and Son is without a cause, it is groundless and 

self-destructive.  “But such oppositional language indicates the magnitude of the breach” 

created now between the new community of God and the surrounding society304 whose 

rejection “of Jesus culminated in his crucifixion.”305  Betrayed by the one who was 

among his closest friends (at least apparently) Jesus is arrested by a great cohort of those 

looking forward to dispose of him.  It is notable, however, that John does not strictly 

speak “of an arrest, but of Jesus’ giving himself up” in that he comes out to the soldiers 

asking, “Whom do you seek?” (18:4,7),306 reminding the reader that no one takes his life 

from him, but he lays it down freely in ultimate hospitality (10:18) and with authority 

(18:5, 6, I am He307).  

John once again emphasizes that it is Jesus’ own people that have been and are 

becoming even more hostile to him: it is his own nation and the chief priests that 

                                     
302 Gruenler, 130. 
 
303 Whoever hates me hates my Father also.  If I had not done among them the works that no one else did, 
they would not have sin; but now they have seen and hated both me and my Father… ‘They hated me 
without a cause’ (NRSV). 
 
304 Malina, Social-Science Commentary, 238. 
 
305 Pohl, Welcoming Strangers, 82. 
 
306 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 4, 605. 
 
307 Although the context here for the saying does not put this expression on the same plane as other “I am” 
sayings in Jesus, the resemblance is striking and probably intentional.  
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delivered him to Pilate and (18:35) and it is “the Jews”308 who were obviously on the 

opposing side from his followers (18:36).  In the same way the irony of the trial (18:12-

14, 19:12-16) is in the fact that “the chief enemies of the redemptive hospitality of the 

Family of God embodied in Jesus the Son are the supposed guardians of Israel’s 

prophetic tradition concerning the new community of the messianic age.”309 Judas is 

standing with the soldiers demonstrating whose side he is decisively on, so “the lines are 

drawn and Judas now belongs with the enemies of Jesus.”310  

We might note at this point that Peter’s relationship with Jesus, although marred 

by his cowardly denial, still ‘remains’.  There is something that Jesus knows about the 

heart of Peter that we might not know (21:17) that will carry Peter on to give his life for 

his Master (21:19) and Jesus invites him anew to continue in the relationship with him.311  

                                                                                                           
 
308 It is important to note that John’s frequent negative use of the term “the Jews” has become a ground for 
misinterpretation and rise of anti-Semitic feelings even within the Christian church. But many have 
legitimately asked the question of whether John’s gospel is really intended to cause such reaction.  I do not 
think it does, for despite the majority of negative references to the Jews, there are also some references that 
are positive or neutral. First of all, while referring to those who opposed Him as “Jews” Jesus still accepts 
the designation “Jew” for himself (e.g. 4:9; 18:35) and there are positive references to the believing Jews 
(e.g. 11:45; 12:9).  But in the negative contexts, “Jews” often clearly mean the Jewish leaders who oppose 
Jesus and his followers.  In the passion narrative John is spoken of as “writing as a Jew for other Jews” who 
presents the condemnation of Jesus from beginning to end as “the great betrayal of the nation by its own 
leadership” (Beasley-Murray, 363). Yet, it is not only about the Jewish leaders either, for even they become 
representatives of the evil attitudes of the world in general (Keener, John 1, 217, see also Beasley-Murray, 
lxxxix).  Going further in that direction, Keener suggests that John uses the term “Jews” ironically as a 
response to the opponents’ claims that Jewish Christians are no longer Jews (they are in fact never referred 
to as Jews) thus, emphasizing further the growing gap between those who accept and those that reject Jesus 
and His claims.  In light of all that, John’s use of “the Jews” cannot be taken as anti-Semitism but has to be 
viewed as a collective term representing all those who are hostile to Jesus whether they be of His own 
people (1:11) or of any other nation. 
 
309 Gruenler, 134. 
 
310 Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 4, 606. 
 
311 The present tense of “follow Me” gives a sense of “keep on following Me”, reflecting both the fact that 
in the past Peter’s following was rather erratic (Morris, Reflections, vol.4, 742) but indeed as Peter’s life 
and death will demonstrate he will (and already does) abide in Jesus. And in fact, Peter was just one of the 
‘uncertain’ members of the new holy community, for Jesus made it clear in His words in 16:32 that all his 
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Unlike Judas, he is on Jesus’ side and still among the children of God who are “at home, 

adopted, emancipated, awaiting inheritance”; friends of God who participate “with God 

in a practice of openness, vulnerability, and candor”; servants of God who are “under 

way in obedience and risk.”312 He is the member of the same community as Thomas to 

whom Jesus declared (20:24-29) that access to life in the community of God is gained 

“not by evidence of demand… but by placing oneself at the disposal of Jesus in faithful 

belief and service, whether one sees clearly or not.”313   

There is no doubt that for John the emergence of the new community of God is 

closely connected to “Jesus’ dual identity as stranger-guest and host” which “is a core 

image of the Christian faith.”314  So we come to the end of John’s gospel narrative, “the 

story of the interplay of the acceptance and rejection of Jesus” in which some follow him 

and “remain” with him constituting “the insiders of the Johannine community”, while 

others reject him and become outsiders.315 And the cross seen through the eyes of faith is 

not where the hostile and unbelieving world triumphs getting rid of Jesus but “where 

Jesus the King makes himself utterly disposable in divine hospitality and becomes the 

seed of the new society (12:24).”316  

                                                                                                           
disciples will be scattered each to their own home, leaving their Master alone. On the other hand, this 
community will be brought back together and will “remain”.  
 
312 Brueggemann, 163. 
 
313 Gruenler, 138. 
 
314 Pohl, Welcoming Strangers, 66. 
 
315 Ringe, 55. 
 
316 Gruenler, 135. 
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Chapter 5 
NEW COMMUNITY AS THE IMAGE OF TRINITARIAN HOSPITALITY 

 
As we have seen so far in John’s Gospel, God, the hospitable community of 

Father, Son and Spirit, graciously invites the world to participate in this community.  We 

have also seen that hospitable reception or hostile rejection of divine hospitality creates 

boundaries of a new community of faith.317 This community is brought to life, first, 

through the self-giving ministry of Jesus who demonstrates the triune hospitality to the 

world, and second, through a hospitable reception of it by those who believed in him.  In 

this chapter I would like to explore the unique nature and mission of this community, 

which John presents as imaging the nature and mission of the triune community.  This 

has very important implications for the life of the Christian church today.   

 John never uses the word ‘church’ but it would be a mistake to conclude on such 

basis that there is no concept of the church in his Gospel.  On the one hand, it is true that 

John lacks the strength of Matthew’s concern for the apostolic authority (Mt 16:13-20), 

institutional structure of the church and ‘leadership’ in the church.318  On the other hand, 

in place of these concerns John raises his own concerns about the church as the new 

community, the nature of which could be understood in light of the relationships binding 

believers to God and to one another within the community (e.g. 10:1-18; 15:1-10, 16, 17).  

What has been discussed in this work so far has important bearings not only on 

our understanding of the nature of the trinitarian community as hospitable within and 

outside of itself, but also on our understanding of the church as such.  Johannine 

                                     
317 The term “community of faith” that will be used here is intended to refer to the Christian community 
(new community of hospitality), which in my opinion is fitting for John’s gospel description of the 
Christian church.  This term is not intended to designate some pluralistic post-modern notion of vague 
‘faith communities’ (that are not characterized by any particular belief).   
 
318 Kysar, John: The Maverick Gospel, 99. 
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trinitarian focus that we have seen throughout the Gospel is not replaced by a 

Christological focus319 when it talks about the Christian community.320 We have seen that 

who God is in himself he is also in relation to the world, which must inevitably mean 

“that the fellowship of Christians should reflect the trinitarian unity of God”321 and that 

there is a close connection between the intratrinitarian life and the ‘mission’ of the 

church.322 The Johannine concern has been taken into account by the church Fathers who 

have emphasized the nature of the church as grounded in the Trinity saying, “the church 

is full of the holy Trinity” (Origen)323 and “where the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit 

are, there also is the church, which is the body of the Three” (Tertullian).324  

 Volf notes that in recent years the thesis of Christian communion corresponding 

to trinitarian communion is regaining its prominence, but there is still a great need to 

examine carefully where such correspondences are to be found.325 The Gospel of John 

appears to be the starting place for such examination, for if it is a “unique…testimony to 

                                                                                                           
 
319 Such can easily be the impression, since in the great number of texts the references are to the 
relationship of Jesus to the community of believers.  But we have to remember that even when Johannine 
Jesus talks about the unity of believers to himself (15:5,7) he always points beyond himself to the Father 
(14:9-11; cf. 15:8) and always acts on behalf of the whole divine community, creating a very unique 
trinitarian feel in the Fourth Gospel (especially clear from John 17).  
 
320 Many scholars build their ecclesiological understanding on Christology, which John does not allow us to 
do. Volf notes this tendency as well (Volf, After Our Likeness, 196-7). 
 
321 Ibid., 197. 
 
322 Erickson, 306. 
 
323 Origen quoted in Volf, After Our Likeness, 195. 
 
324 Tertullian quoted in Boff, 43. 
 
325 Volf, After Our Likeness, 191. 
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the life of the triune God” and what we say about Christian community in light of this 

Gospel also “has to be measured against the greater reality of the life of the Trinity.”326 

 As was demonstrated earlier, in the process of the earthly ministry of Jesus those 

who have accepted him and his claims have formed a new community of God based not 

on ancestral roots and belonging to the people of Israel (8:33), but on reciprocating the 

hospitable ministry of Jesus and accepting the divine welcome into divine family (1:12).  

Belonging to such community in John’s terms is life of which he speaks extensively in 

the first 12 chapters (over 30 times).  Curiously ‘life’ is only mentioned a few times in 

chapters 13-20, the assumption being that those to whom Jesus speaks in these 

concluding discourses are the ones that have already “come to him”, “have life” and thus, 

are incorporated into this new community of life.327  What they need to hear and 

understand now is the essential nature (being) and mission (doing) of this new 

community, which John presents also in the light of hospitality of the triune God: love, 

mutual service, giving, witness, abiding and unity.  We see that John’s Gospel makes “a 

profound connection between who God is and what it means to be a member of the 

people of God,”328 thus, expressing the nature and the mission of the new community as 

grounded in the hospitable nature and mission of the divine Trinity. 

 

 

                                     
326 Stephen C. Barton, “Christian Community in the Light of the Gospel of John.” In Christology, 
Controversy & Community: New Testament Essays in Honour of David R. Catchpole, eds. David G. 
Horrell and Christopher M. Tuckett (Leiden: Koninklijke Brill, 1999), 279. 
 
327 George D. Vanderlip, Christianity According to John (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1975), 31-
32. 
 
328 Barton, 293. 
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THE NATURE OF THE NEW COMMUNITY 

 To speak of the church John uses terms and images that were often symbolic of 

God’s people (Israel)329 and “consistently presupposes a gathered Christian 

Community”330 that came into being through the gracious invitation of the Triune God to 

enter into its fellowship of love and hospitality.  John uses the designation “children of 

God” (1:12; 11:49-52) to describe those who form the new community and expresses the 

heart of his teaching concerning the church as a community of those who belong to the 

Father, because they are included into the family.  The new community is also referred to 

as “his own” (13:1) expressing the notion of belonging and formerly referring to the 

people of Israel (see 1:11).  The notion of belonging and gracious gathering by God of 

those who responded to his hospitality is found in the expression “one flock with one 

shepherd” (10:16b).  In 10:4 John refers to the members of the new community as both 

the sheep and “his own” creating a picture of God’s providential care for the new 

community which now includes not only the people of Israel, but also Gentiles.331  So, we 

see in John the church that is the inclusive community of those who have been graciously 

incorporated into the family of God through the work of his Son; this community is the 

result of divine ministry of hospitality in the created world.  

The nature of the new community and the basis of its mission are grounded in its 

life of communion with the triune God as the image of the branches and the Vine clearly 

shows.  That is to say, what the church is in relation to the triune God defines what the 

church does (15:4-8), just as in the relationships between the Father and the Son: what 

                                     
329 Marshall, 523. 
 
330 Vanderlip, 72. 
 
331 Köstenberger, John, 307.  
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they are in the relationships with one another defines their actions on behalf of one 

another in the world.  Jesus’ words “I am the true vine, and My Father is the 

vinedresser” (15:1-2) are an indication of the Divine Community as generously disposed 

to promote the health and productivity of the believing community.332 The primary thing 

for the new community then, is not to accomplish great things for God’s sake, but to 

“abide” in the Son, for only then will it be given the ability to accomplish infinitely more 

than it could ever do on its own (15:5).  The call to “abide” complemented by the promise 

that Jesus will also “abide” in them (15:5) reflects the mutual indwelling of the Divine 

Community into which believers have now been drawn (17:21).  And as Father, Son and 

Spirit abide in one another, in the analogous way the new society abides in the Divine 

Society, participating in its life “always allowing oneself to be encompassed, of allowing 

oneself to receive.”333  In this sense what is demanded in the imperative “Abide in Me” 

(15:2) is primarily not “a continued being for” but a “being from”, not a holding onto a 

position within the new community, but “an allowing oneself to be held”,334 continually 

responding to the hospitality of God and getting to know better (15:15; 16:13-15) the One 

who is its life-giving Vine.  

John 15:15 shows that integration of believers into the new community changes 

their status in relation to God: from that of slaves to that of friends.335 This shift of 

relationship is complemented by an earlier contrast between children and slaves (8:33-35) 

                                     
332 Gruenler, 107. 
 
333 Bultmann, The Gospel According to John, 535. 
 
334 Ibid., 535-6. 
 
335 In the same way we can say that in creating the new community God by inviting people in changes their 
status from strangers into “His own” (13:1) and into “His children” (1:12). 
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and is very important for John’s depiction of the new community.  This change of 

relationship that Jesus grants the new community means that they “need no longer 

assume the role of subordinates”336 but rather of trusted intimates with whom Jesus 

shares everything that is shared among the Divine Community (I have called you friends, 

for all things that I have heard from My Father I have made known to you, 15:15).  In a 

way 16:23-27337 also reflects how with the embrace of believers into the Divine 

Community of love and hospitality their relationship with the Father resembles Jesus’ 

relationship with him.  For as Jesus asks the Father on their behalf and the Father grants 

him what he asks for, the believers themselves are now in the family and can ask the 

Father and receive from him.  Lossky nicely captures this participation in the Divine 

Community of the Holy Trinity as “possessing by grace all that the Holy Trinity 

possesses by nature.”338  

The proper response of the new community, then, is to reciprocate God’s 

hospitality with obedience (You are My friends if you do what I command you, 15:14).  

By this reciprocal obedience believers “continue to make themselves more open 

recipients”339 of God’s love and hospitality, “abiding” in ever closer communion with 

God.  The thrust of this verse is not conditional, that is, God making believers his friends 

                                     
336 Keener, John 2, 1014. 
 
337 In that day you will not question Me about anything. Truly, truly, I say to you, if you ask the Father for 
anything in My name, He will give it to you.  Until now you have asked for nothing in My name; ask and 
you will receive, so that your joy may be made full. In that day you will ask in My name, and I do not say to 
you that I will request of the Father on your behalf; for the Father Himself loves you, because you have 
loved Me and have believed that I came forth from the Father. 
 
338 Del Colle uses the idea of Lossky from “The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church” (Del Colle, 10). 
 
339 Keener, John 2, 1015. 
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“only if they obey” but reciprocal,340 which characterizes the relationships of the triune 

community and is now to be reflected in the relationships of the new community with 

God.  The assumption is that obedience arises out of love, just as Jesus’ love for the 

Father issues in obedience (14:31; see also 14:15,21,23-24).341  There is, of course, 

asymmetry here as well.  The obedience flows from the love of God that has been 

extended to the new community of believers created from those drawn to God and 

transformed into his people by his gracious self-giving and redeeming love.  In turn, this 

circle of hospitality that was first extended by God to believers (15:9) is now to be 

extended by them to fellow members of the new community (15:12, This is My 

commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you).  These words Jesus 

speaks knowing that soon he will no longer be with them but they, nevertheless, continue 

to exist only in close relationship with the triune community, through the presence of the 

Holy Spirit in them, on the one hand, and through their love to one another, on the other 

(15:9, Abide in my love).   

Until the upper room discourse the emphasis of Jesus’ words was on the disciples’ 

relation to himself and through him to the Father; now the emphasis is on their 

relationships to one another (A new commandment I give to you, that you love one 

another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another, 13:34).  According to 

13:35 this mutual love of its members is the distinguishing mark of the new community, 

(by this everyone will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another, 

                                     
340 14:31 (I love the Father, I do exactly as the Father commanded Me) is one of the examples of intimacy 
in relationships between the Father and the Son that issues in Jesus’ obedient deference to the Father. 
 
341 Marshall, 506. 
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NRSV).342  The “newness” of the commandment, of course, was not in his call “to love” 

(since loving God and loving one’s neighbor was essential even in the Old Testament), 

but in the command to love “as Jesus loved them.”343 As he anticipates the cross, Jesus 

calls the believing community to the same self-giving love, which says “as I have given 

myself, not simply for you (though that is true), but to you”344 you also are to give 

yourselves to one another.  The appeal here is “not an exhortation to begin loving or to do 

one’s own meritorious part” but rather “to continue in the reciprocity of loving which has 

its beginning in the oneness of Father and Son.”345 The new community is to be the 

image of the Divine Community of which it is now a part, to “emulate God as a person, 

rather than adhere to abstract principles, for love has no reality of its own apart from its 

embodiment in the persons of the divine Community.”346 Therefore, the call is to stay 

with him who creates the relationship of love in the first place and out of which arises the 

necessity to love as he did.  And just as Jesus “throughout his life remained in the 

Father’s love” and “kept his Father’s commandments”347 the new community is also to 

remain in his love by keeping his commandments (15:9).  

The context of the command in 13:35 as well as its repetition in the inclusio of 

                                     
342 The overwhelming number of times Jesus uses ‘love’ in his address of the new community emphasizes 
the same point.  Morris notes that in the Upper room discourse the noun love is used six and the verb 
twenty-four times vs. only one and seven times correspondently in the Gospel up to this point (Morris, 
Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 482). 
 
343 Brown, The Gospel According to John 29A, 614 (also Morris, Reflections on the Gospel of John 3, 484). 
 
344 Cadman, 141-2. 
 
345 Mark L. Appold, The Oneness Motif in the Fourth Gospel: Motif Analysis and Exegetical Probe into the 
Theology of John (Tübingen: J.C.B.Mohr, 1976), 39. 
 
346 Gruenler, 100. 
 
347 Beasley-Murray, John, 273. 
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15:12-17 further underline the meaning of love with which Jesus loved his own and 

which is now to be imaged among the members of the new community – it is the love 

that gives oneself in ultimate hospitality (13:1; 15:13).348 In the context of the invitation 

to “abide” in God, to remain in the relationship of friendship with him, love means 

disposability, willingness to share everything, even one’s own life with another (15:13).  

It is dying to one’s “own narcissism or self-love,”349 finding of one’s true self in 

hospitable service to others350 and reflecting “trinitarian holiness of divine self-emptying 

love” through “living in a community of love.”351 That is why we do not have any other 

commandments listed in John, because “reciprocal love is indeed the dynamic base of the 

Johannine ethics” which are elevated “above a list of rules.”352 With this single command 

members of the new community are at once hospitably drawn into divine fellowship and 

are spurred to act hospitably on behalf of its members and in the world (even though it 

adheres to a set of values, which are far removed from the divinely ordained values of 

hospitality). 

In a sense even the arrest of Jesus gives us insight into the nature of God’s 

kingdom as well as the community Jesus brings into being by saying, “My kingdom is not 

                                     
348 Jesus knowing that His hour had come that He would depart out of this world to the Father, having 
loved His own who were in the world, He loved them to the end (13:1); Greater love has no one than this, 
that one lay down his life for his friends (15:13). 
 
349 Maloney, 113. 
 
350 The same servanthood principle is found in Jesus’ words in 12:24-26 (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. 
Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 
Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also, NRSV) and is “derived 
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of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting so 

that I would not be handed over to the Jews” (18:36) and, “the cup which the Father has 

given Me, shall I not drink it?” (18:11).  How is that so?  Jesus says that the divine 

kingdom is not of this world, that is, “not of this world’s kind.”353 It is radically different.  

So far we have seen that John often uses “the world” to designate the unbelieving part of 

created world, those who choose hostility over against hospitality as their response to 

Jesus.  The disciples who do not yet fully understand that the community Jesus creates 

and the nature of the Divine Community are of the same kind and continue to act in the 

their ‘natural’ habitual ways.  Peter is trying to defend Jesus by means of force, using his 

sword (18:10), while, Jesus tells him to put the sword away, for it “represents the way of 

the world” while the cup is “the way of the Family of God, for the Father has given his 

Son for the salvation of the world to drink the cup.”354  The cup, the ultimate hospitality 

of God through Jesus’ giving his life on the cross, reflects the way of Jesus’ kingdom and 

therefore the way of the new community.  Jesus himself has decisively accepted this cup 

and is ready to give himself for the world.  He also continues to create the new 

community, which (embraced by Divine Community) is to live according to values very 

different from those of this world, reflecting God’s hospitality in the face of worldly 

violence and hostility.  

A hospitable relationship of mutual giving and receiving, however, presupposes 

an already existing communion of persons, because being utterly isolated from others one 
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can neither give nor receive anything.355 John asserts that truth when he says that the 

oneness of the triune community must be replicated within the new community of faith 

(17:11, 21-23).  There is no claim to independent individuality, but an assertion of 

essential identification in loving Triune community and it is on this pattern Jesus prays 

that the new community of believers may be one.356  As Boff notes, this “united society 

that exists in the Trinity is the foundation of human unity, the latter is inserted in the 

former” (Holy Father, keep them in Your name, the name which You have given Me, that 

they may be one even as We are, 17:11).357   

Our understanding of the new community as imaging the triune community is also 

deepened when we consider “the glory” which Jesus has given to the new community 

(17:22).  If the glory “commonly refers to the manifestation of God’s character or person 

in a revelatory context”,358 then the oneness of the new community is also a manifestation 

of the hospitable character of the triune community.  In other words Jesus’ giving them 

the divine glory “is the establishment between Himself and them of a relationship 

corresponding to that existing between Himself and the Father.”359  This means that 

God’s people reflect the image of God in being “for one another as God the Father is for 

us through Christ in the power of the Spirit” (17:22-23).360  

Although the oneness of the new community is restricted to those who are made 
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part of the community by the gracious initiative of the triune God, this is the only 

identifying criterion.  Jesus’ words in 10:16 are important:  “I have other sheep, which 

are not of this fold; I must bring them also…and they will become one flock with one 

shepherd.”  This reminds us of how diverse this new community is: it includes Jews 

(8:31; cf. 3:1) and Gentiles (10:16), Samaritans (4:42) and Galileans (4:45), men (3:1) 

and women (4:7), those ignorant of the law (7:49) and the ‘rulers’ (12:42), the sick (9:1-

2), the excluded (5:5-7) and the prominent (19:38) alike, all those who have accepted the 

generous invitation of the Divine Community to come home.  It is in such context 

(irreconcilable by the cultural and religious norms of that day) that Jesus prays for their 

diversity to “be expressed in the unity that exists in the unity and diversity of the Holy 

Trinity.”361 The oneness of the Divine Community is to be imaged in the community of 

one flock under one shepherd.   

Such unity cannot be reached by human effort, by an outward gathering of all 

Christians “under one banner” of an organization,362 nor by adherence to any official 

formula because there is only one criterion: the love that binds together the Divine and 

the believing communities alike.  Many reciprocity statements that are characteristic of 

John’s Gospel and express oneness between Father and Son appear also in the context of 

the new community describing the relation among believers363 and their mission in the 

world, showing once again that oneness of the Christian community has its roots in the 

intratrinitarian oneness.  The new community is one when “the symmetrical reciprocity 

of the relations of the trinitarian persons finds its correspondence in the image of the 
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church in which all members serve one another with their specific gifts of the Spirit in 

imitation of the Lord and through the power of the Father.”364  

The first instance of such service of the members of the new community we 

already find at the foot of the cross when Jesus said to His mother, “Woman, behold your 

son” and then to the beloved disciple, “Behold, your mother” after which the disciple 

took her into his own household (19:26-27).  In the grand scheme of Jesus’ ultimate 

hospitality on the cross he continues to demonstrate the pattern for believers in their 

relationships with members of the new family.  John tells us that Jesus’ own brothers did 

not believe in him (7:5) and although it would be their responsibility to care for their 

mother after Jesus’ death, he chooses to entrust her to the care of one of “God’s children” 

(1:12).  So, it is to the beloved disciple that Jesus refers Mary as his adopted mother and 

he out of obedience to his Lord’s request places himself at the disposal of Mary, imaging 

Jesus’ own hospitality. 

It is also very significant that what has been said so far about the nature of the 

new community is not only limited to those who were present at the time of the 

discourse, but includes everyone who will come after, having believed through their word 

(17:20-21365).  The prayer in John 17 implies then, that the new community at any age or 

place will maintain its unity by abiding in the triune community and remaining in the 

mutual relationship of hospitality.  Having received, believers are to give to one another 
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and to those who are yet to come into fellowship through their belief in Jesus.366   

 

THE MISSION OF THE NEW COMMUNITY 

 What is quite significant in John’s presentation of the new community is the 

difficulty of drawing a clear line between the nature and the mission of the community.  

In fact the discourse on unity among believers makes it clear that the unity itself is the 

beginning of its mission in the world (that they may all be one…so that the world may 

believe that You sent Me, 17:21; and loved them, even as You have loved Me, 17:23).  

When Tertullian says that the church is the body of the three divine Persons, he suggests 

that through the life of the new community of God, its mutual love and oneness  

“something is made known of the mystery of the Father, of the intelligence of the Son, 

and of the love of the Holy Spirit.”367  Just as the ministry of Jesus in the world was 

aimed at communicating God’s love and welcoming the world to come home, the unity 

of the new community testifies both to the intratrinitarian love and to God’s love to the 

world.  Thus, through its unity the believing community will offer to the world the same 

type of invitation Jesus offered: an invitation to recognize divine love seen clearly in the 

sacrificial giving of the Son as the paschal lamb who takes away the sin of the world368 

and hospitality as revealed in the life and ministry of Jesus.369 It is clear that the new 

community is not created solely for its own enjoyment of the love of God but is to 
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become an image of the divine community and an extension of Jesus’ mission, which is 

“the outworking of the love of God.”370  

It is out of love for the world and the desire to bring the world home that God sent 

his Son (3:16) and it is in the new community that this “truth of the gospel of God is 

embodied and maintained.”371  So, on the one hand, the mission of the new community is 

implicit in its reciprocal hospitality, love and unity born out of its intimate relationship 

with Divine Community.  In those relationships the church “finds its origin, meaning, 

strength and ultimate purpose”; apart from them it “has neither life nor message, neither 

purpose nor mission, and is powerless for service.”372 On the other hand, the mission of 

the new community is given explicitly in the same terms Jesus expressed his own mission 

on behalf of the Divine Community, “Peace be with you; as the Father has sent Me, I 

also send you” (20:21; see also 17:18).  This missionary directive is given by the risen 

Lord to the new community of disciples that itself embraces and is authenticated by the 

Divine Community (note the “…I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my 

God and your God”, 20:17, NRSV) who are then sent as Jesus was sent by the Father.  

Understanding how and why the Son was sent into the world, then, should shed 

light on how and why the new community is sent into the world as well.  Jesus was sent 

to do the will and the works of the Father (4:34; 5:30, 38), to reveal the one who sent him 

(5:36; cf. 7:29), to draw all people to the Father (6:44), to offer himself in hospitality as 

the Bread that gives life (6:57), to communicate the Father in what they hear from (8:26) 
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and see in (12:45) him.  All that serves only one purpose: that those who receive him and 

believe in him may have life in his name (20:31).  Jesus, appearing to his disciples, greets 

them with the words of peace and shows them the evidence of his ultimate self-giving on 

their behalf, demonstrating that it is he who has done and given so much for their own 

homecoming (I also send you).  Then he is sending them in the name of the Triune 

community to go and minister forgiveness of sins just as the Son was sent by the Father 

to forgive sins (20:19-23).  Having been welcomed into the community of divine love, 

they are now also drawn into the unity and mission of Father, Son and Spirit (as the 

Father has sent Me, I also send you, 20:21; Receive the Holy Spirit, 20:22).  It is notable 

that John (in contrast with Matthew) focuses not so much on Peter and the authority 

given to him, as on the whole new community and “the pronouncement of the 

forgiveness (in case of repentance) or the retention of sins (in the case of a person’s 

refusal to believe).”373 Up until now, the entrance into the new community was based on 

the reception or rejection of Jesus as the representative of the Divine Community.  Now, 

being ready to return to the Father Jesus sends his disciples as a community to carry the 

collective witness about God and to hold “the key to membership in the messianic 

community”374 still on the basis of people’s reception or rejection of their testimony (e.g. 

9:41).  This mission will be carried out in the presence and with the help of the Holy 

Spirit375 who will also testify (15:26-27) and whose testimony will also be accepted by 

some and rejected by others (14:17; 16:8).  
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We see that departing from this world Jesus still desires that the Divine 

Community of love and the invitation to life would continue to be offered to the world.  

Jesus is sent by God out of divine love (3:16) and serves God through faithfulness to that 

love (15:9); in the same way “the mission of the community is likewise an expression of 

the divine love and is an agency of love.”376 This inseparability of the mission of the new 

community from God’s love seems to resolve the tension between Jesus’ seemingly 

exclusive command “to love one another” and the love of God for the world that rejects 

Him.  The world, which responded to God’s hospitality with rejection of Jesus is not yet 

permanently excluded from the love and union of the new community,377 “it is still the 

object of God’s redemptive love (3:16), and it is to be given a further opportunity of 

coming to faith through those who are the direct concern of Jesus’ prayer (17:21, 23).”378  

Continuing the mission of the Divine Community in the world, however, will evoke the 

same hostility towards the new community as was exhibited towards Jesus himself 

(15:18-16:15).  And it is over against this hostility that the new community is encouraged 

to remain in close union with the Divine Community (15:1-17) retaining his love as the 

binding force against the world’s hatred.  So, the emphasis on the love towards one 

another within the new community does not mean that believers are freed from the 

responsibility to love the world.  Rather, the expression of this love would be different: 
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the love within the new community is to be highly reciprocal (reflecting that of the 

Divine Community) while the love for the world is “focused on bringing the unbeliever 

into the community of God”,379 getting involved with it in order to invite the people to 

join God’s family (see 4:42; 13:35; 17:21, 23).   

There is a degree of urgency with which Jesus invites the new community to join 

the divine work in the world saying, “look on the fields, that they are white for 

harvest…he who reaps is receiving wages and is gathering fruit for life eternal” (4:36) 

and “We must work the works of Him who sent Me as long as it is day; night is coming 

when no one can work” (9:4).  Although the plural “we” seems to primarily imply the 

Divine Community working together (14:10), it is also possible that Jesus includes in it 

an invitation to disciples (14:12) to “share in continuing Jesus’ mission from the 

Father.”380  This plural “we”, then, underlines the mission in the world as “a social 

ministry in two respects: the divine Community is at work, and Jesus’ followers are 

working with him as the nucleus of a new community.”381 The “must” of 9:4 also 

emphasizes that “this is not simply what is advisable or expedient” but something of a 

“compelling necessity”382 and “the works of Him who sent Me” reminds us that mission 

in the world is something that originates with God.  Once again we see that Jesus places 

the disciple’ mission in direct continuity with his own, so that “God’s own triune mission 

to the world provides the source, pattern, and impetus for the church’s mission to the 
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world.”383  

The extension of divine ministry through the new community is also seen in 14:12 

(the one who believes in me will also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater 

works than these, because I am going to the Father, NRSV).  These words are given in the 

context of the promise of the Spirit who will continue to do what Jesus had done and 

whose work will be carried out through the new community of believers in proclaiming 

and demonstrating the divine invitation to come home to the Father.  Greater works refer 

neither to a greater success or miracles of the disciples than those of Jesus, nor to 

supplementing or surpassing his work in any quantitative way.384 Rather, the idea is that 

of preserving and fulfilling in the new community of the work that begins in the past, is 

manifested in the ministry of Jesus and is continued in the ministry of the Spirit.  It is 

possible that Jesus might be pointing to the world-wide mission of the people of God and 

hence to a greater geographical spread of Jesus’ ministry through disciples385 but whether 

it is true or not, these “greater works” will convey to people the spiritual realities of 

Jesus’ own works386 that reflect God’s hospitality.  This statement must be seen in light 

of Jesus’ reminder that the new community can do nothing (15:5) apart from him but 

with him will not only participate in divine ministry of hospitality but will bringing it to 

fruition.   

 Bearing fruit is another image used to describe the mission of the new community 
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(My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples, 

15:8; also 15:2,4-5, 16).  Although Jesus does not define fruit-bearing in this discourse, 

the context can give us some indication of what Jesus might be speaking about.  In the 

immediate context, 15:5 (I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and 

I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing, NRSV) is a 

summary of John’s repeated thought that “new birth, new life, and religion genuinely 

pleasing to God all must come from above.”387 Fruit-bearing then generally refers to 

“every demonstration of vitality of faith, to which, according to vv 9-17, reciprocal love 

above all belongs.”388 However, we must also understand this fruit-bearing in continuity 

with Jesus’ own ministry of self-giving and hospitality (unless a grain of wheat falls into 

the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit, 12:24). “I 

…appointed you that you would go and bear fruit” of 15:16 also points to the sending of 

the disciples on a mission.  In this light the “fruit” cannot only be limited to an attitude 

within the community but has to mean also an attitude towards the world (as 15:18-16:4a 

clearly indicate), carrying the “effective mission in bringing to Christ men and women in 

repentance and faith.”389  So, we must say that bearing fruit in the context of the whole 

Gospel refers to the mission of the new community, which is expressed both in their 

reciprocal love to one another (15:9-17)390 as well as in their self-giving ministry of 
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welcoming others home to the Father as a continuation of the ministry of Jesus (4:36; 

12:24). 

 The note of Jesus’ ultimate hospitality is also emphasized as the mark of the new 

community in the account of foot washing in John 13.  Jesus’ actions, on the one hand, 

reflect hospitality customs of the day as well as serving as a pointer to the “eschatological 

hospitality” of God.  On the other hand, having upset typical hospitality expectations his 

actions radically supersede the values of the ordinary society391 (13:13-14) and reveal a 

completely new nature of the believing community imaging divine hospitality.  Through 

this radical action Jesus exemplifies both “the characteristic motif of the divine 

Community and [that] of the beloved community he is bringing into being.”392  It is 

important to note that the footwashing goes well beyond ritual, or even beyond believer’s 

imitating Jesus (e.g. by seeking to perform the most menial tasks for others).  The power 

of the command of Jesus in 13:14-15393 “lies in the symbol of how we also, to the degree 

that we have been transformed by the self-emptying love of the triune God, as manifested 

by Christ and recognized by the outpouring of the Spirit, must live for others in a similar 

kenotic love.”394   

The question of Jesus in 13:12 of whether the disciples understand what he has 

done for them is also a call to see that humble servanthood, hospitality beyond 

conventional norms and total self-giving are the essential characteristic of divine love 
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(13:13),395 which has very important social implications for the new community.  

Hospitality of the Son to the new community must be transformed into their hospitality 

for one another (If I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to 

wash one another’s feet, 13:14-15).  In the light of the assertion of 13:16 (a slave is not 

greater than his master, nor is one who is sent greater than the one who sent him), God 

the Divine Community who is “dynamically social both inwardly and outwardly in 

unselfish hospitality” is also the secret to true discipleship and true community in which 

each member is a servant who is sent to share.396  

The progression of divine love stems from the generous and loving hospitality of 

Father to Son, Son to believer, believer to believer and through their ministry to the 

world.  Quite significantly this chain of hospitality and love is expressed in Jesus’ prayer 

in terms of ‘sanctification’ (Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. As You sent Me 

into the world, I also have sent them into the world. For their sakes I sanctify Myself, that 

they themselves also may be sanctified in truth, 17:16b-19).  The new community can be 

sanctified because Jesus sanctified himself for their sakes (17:19; cf. 6:51; 10:11,15; 

15:13).  The Holy One of God (6:69) “proves His holiness by sacrificing himself for his 

own” and “his holiness like his sonship and his [glory]…is nothing other than the 

fulfillment of His being for the world, his being for his own.”397 Sanctification for the 

new community, then, is not an end in itself, not something connected with their 
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goodness, nor something “inwardly focused, cultivating merely intracommunitarian love 

and unity”398 (while being physically removed from the world).  Rather, it is closely 

connected with sending into the world (17:18) and has to be understood in terms of 

mission.399 Holiness for John, then, is not a physical separation from the world (17:15) 

but a separation from the world’s values400 while remaining in the world and resembling 

the Divine Community of love, which does not shun, but hospitably reaches out to, the 

lost and needy world. 

Finally, this is underlined in the very last minutes Jesus spends with his disciples 

and his conversation with Peter.  On the shore, Jesus the host once again demonstrates to 

Peter that divine hospitality does not easily let go of people.  Peter’s restoration is the 

clear evidence of divine love that includes rather than excludes, but it is significantly 

more than that.  What Peter is called to do in response to being assured of his inclusion 

into God’s family is to participate in the extension of the mission of Jesus, which is 

spoken here in terms of “shepherding.”  In light of sending the new community as he 

himself was sent, Jesus points to the nature of their ministry which will be the image of 

his own: caring for those whom he will continue to draw into fellowship with him.401  

What we find in this concluding instruction of Jesus is a confirmation of what he has 

already said about the mission of the new community.  After his departure his disciples as 
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an extension of his own mission and out of their reciprocal love for him (21:15-17) will 

“act as a shepherd to the flock”402 doing all that a shepherd should do.403   

This ministry for the flock is to image the ministry of Jesus to the full, for as the 

Good Shepherd’s care for the flock was characterized by ultimate self-giving (10:11), so 

the hospitable ministry of the new community would have always to be carried out “in 

the shadow of the cross.”404 Divine hospitality requires that the new community be ready 

to obey the final word of invitation from the Son, “Follow Me” (21:19,22) as he leads 

homeward405 into eternal life in fellowship with the Triune Community (14:1-3, 23).  For 

Peter Jesus’ invitation to follow him, in the light of 21:18-19 can only have one meaning: 

asserting one’s love for God and being hospitably included in the circle of divine love he 

is also included in God’s hospitable mission of bringing others home and this mission 

requires an attitude of ultimate self-giving.  Such is the ministry of the Divine 

Community in the world; such will be the ministry of the newly created community as 

well. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

John tells the story of God using hospitality language and creates a picture of God 

who desires to welcome people to dwell with him forever.  Having looked closely at 

John’s Gospel we can say that while the word “hospitality” is not found there, this 

otherwise biblical term is “a useful piece of shorthand”406 for a Johannine concept that is 

so important for the church.  John describes God as receiving, drawing, providing food 

and drink (not only physical but also spiritual) and generously giving (not only things but 

even himself).  John describes relationship as dwelling together (abiding), as mutual 

conversation and listening, love and intimate knowledge.  For him God by nature is 

social, is the triune community of hospitality that exists in a reciprocal relationship of 

love, service and conversation, ministering to and acting on behalf of other Persons.  The 

Triune Community is also one in their purpose to welcome humanity into their fellowship 

through the Word that became flesh and dwelt among them, revealing God’s ultimate 

hospitality for humanity and desire to be in communion with it.  

 This Johannine view of God helps us to overcome our “frustration over the 

perceived irrelevance of the doctrine of the Trinity for practical Christian living”407 for 

having been drawn into the hospitable communion of God we also have been made a new 

community whose purpose is “to transform life where we are, so that the world may 

become a home and other strangers may also come to be at-home.”408 
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John’s concept of the church challenges us to ask ourselves some honest questions 

about ourselves as a church.  Where do we go, having discovered in a new way the 

emphasis John places on the notion of hospitality? What changes, once we have been 

exposed anew to the social nature of God the Trinity, utterly hospitable within and turned 

toward the world with an intention of bringing it into communion with himself, are 

required of us, the people of God? How do we continue to be the church, which would be 

the image of the hospitable trinitarian community in the world?  Butin states that looking 

at the church today, we often see what is “not even a pale reflection of the relational, 

triune God’s intention,” something “little more than buildings where organizational 

meeting are held and public speeches with a religious twist are made.”409  How true is 

such an assessment in relation to our church, which believes itself to be called to embody 

God’s holiness, to be God’s holy people? If this assessment is even partially true, does 

this reading of John focusing upon hospitality offer any way forward?  Can it help us 

reflect the unity of the Trinity for which Jesus prays to the Father?  How can the church, 

present in multiple cultures with understandings of hospitality as numerous as cultures 

themselves, grasp the meaning of and, more importantly, be the new community of 

hospitality? John challenges us to reflect on these questions and to seek answers for what 

our churches are like and what they are to be.  But where do we begin? 

As was said in Chapter 1, first, we must broaden our understanding of hospitality 

beyond any cultural notions of it and to find its deepest meaning in the nature of the 

triune community.  If we are the people of God, our understanding of community needs 

to take its shape from the triune God, not from any of the debased models of community 
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that we can find in our cultural contexts.  We are then to see hospitality not as a set of 

things to do in receiving another but as a “way of living our lives and of sharing 

ourselves.”410 John helps us to see beyond the narrow notion of hospitality as simply 

providing for the physical needs of friends or even strangers that might come our away.  

In the context of our ministry we are to see that hospitality is not only about distributing 

food, sharing money or shelter (although it is an important part of it), but about 

recognizing the stranger as a “person worth loving and caring for”; it is about “inviting 

people into our lives” and going beyond physical needs to such notions as love and 

friendship, dignity and respect.411   

We are called to recognize that relationality is at the center of God’s and our 

being.  Although those concerned with social action and justice also aim at bringing 

people to restored relationships, dignity and respect, hospitality calls for a more personal 

character of solidarity and liberation and a more personally substantive involvement than 

just service or political action.  Hospitality as sharing a life of reciprocity “brings to the 

other what no law or revolution can do: understanding and acceptance.”412 But even that 

is not the end in itself for truly divine hospitality aims not only to embrace people and 

bring them into the believing family but to bring them into communion with the triune 

God.  The encounter of people with the triune hospitality of God has transformative 

power which changes their lives as John demonstrated in many of his stories (e.g. 4:7ff, 
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8:2ff).  However it will play out in each one of our contexts, we are to maintain a balance 

of a hospitable response to the physical, emotional and spiritual needs of people, for 

“Gospel hospitality will not allow people to starve physically or spiritually.”413 

Another great challenge for the church is its desire to preserve its identity and the 

attendant fear of anything different.  Hospitality involves creating a relationship of 

friendship, which “challenges the notion of an enclosed identity in which the aim is to 

protect my/our identity by insulating me or us from what is different and other.”414  Being 

hospitable means bringing the diverse into unity without erasing their diversity, unity that 

is expressed, not “in bureaucratic leveling,”415 but in a blending of the variety of 

members of the new community with one another in mutual giving and service.  Just as 

the unity in the Trinity is based on community of diverse persons who exist in complete 

self-giving to the other persons, the Christian community of hospitality is to be open and 

ready to receive others in their otherness and to include them in the relationship of mutual 

giving.  This is not easy but “hospitality is the insistence that life must be kept open to 

those unlike us, not only for their sake but for ours as well”416 if we truly are the new 

community of God.  This is a challenge for a modern church, which is often much like 

the world around it in its individualistic tendencies, its desire to live an unbothered, 

private life.  John’s hospitality challenge is double-sided: it is “the mandate to care” as 
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well as a call to recognize our “foundational need to receive what someone else gives 

unconditionally.”417 

Being part of the holiness tradition we know the danger of turning the life of 

seeking God’s holiness into the life of protecting one’s established, comfortable identity.  

It is easy to turn holiness into an individual’s attainment of some moral standards, while 

John’s Gospel is all about the fact that holiness of the new community is precisely in their 

living in a community of hospitality, which “reflects the trinitarian holiness of divine 

self-emptying love for them.”418  We are then to look for creative ways to live out our 

lives as a community of hospitality, so that our ethic can both celebrate and embrace 

others without forfeiting our identity.419  Wesley’s assertion that he knows no holiness 

but social holiness is exactly what we find in John’s Gospel for “God as Trinity means 

that whatever is Sacred is relational, never self-absorbed; always moving beyond itself to 

meet the new, the other.”420  To be holiness people is not just to create a community, 

which glorifies God and celebrates his holy laws in its words and actions.  It is a 

community that also glorifies God in its dispositions and in the structure of action to be 

“that [which] corresponds to God’s decision to be with us and for us in Christ” because 

“we are to be for one another as God the Father is for us through Christ in the power of 

the Spirit.”421   
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Hospitality must be seen not as one of the commands given to the children of God 

in the Bible but as an invitation to participate in what is already in place in the Divine 

Community.  Christine Pohl rightly notes that “a life of hospitality begins in worship, 

with a recognition of God’s grace and generosity” and that “hospitality is not first a duty 

and responsibility” but primarily “a response of love and gratitude for God’s love and 

welcome to us.”422  The starting point for the church is not to attempt to ‘imitate’ the 

community of the triune life, but to ‘participate’ in the life of the triune God, which will 

then become the source of our holy life.  It is “through the sacrificial giving in Christ, a 

gift of hospitality par excellence”, that people “are invited and enabled to participate in 

the Triune feast of love” and enabled “to embody what can be called perichoretic 

hospitality.”423 It is because we have been adopted into the circle of the Divine Family 

that we are invited to be servants of others in continuing acts of hospitality, “in a “going 

out” of ourselves and moving always in loving presence toward others.”424  

It is often heard today that offering hospitality in the modern world is a dangerous 

business.  It is said to have been much easier for our grandparents or even great-

grandparents because the world was different then and it was set for such practice.  There 

is some truth to this perspective.  The extension of the world, great distances and the size 

of communities (cities for example) can present us with challenges that might not have 

been there at the time of our ancestors, not to mention at the time of John’s writing, and 

make hospitality a difficult task, the completion of which requires grace and wisdom.  

We need to begin with transforming our church’s mentality, challenging our people to 
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realize that they are a community that has been welcomed into the family of God and is 

to be a caring community of hospitality which celebrates life and allows space for sharing 

disappointments as well as joys.  It is difficult because most of us today are very busy and 

overwhelmed by great need and pain around us, so we need to rethink and reshape our 

priorities, to allow space for uncertainty, contingency and human tragedy and also to 

move from “our abstract commitments to loving the neighbor, stranger, and enemy” to 

“practical and personal expressions of respect and care for actual neighbors, strangers, 

and enemies.”425 Our vague fears of strangers (often based on generalizations or negative 

experience) will not be overcome by our theoretical fuzzy claims of welcoming the other, 

but can be overcome by intentional and “hard work of actually welcoming a human being 

into a real place.”426  

I cannot list practical suggestions of how each Christian community is to be the 

new community of hospitality because this gospel concept will find variety of 

expressions in different places, cultures and eras.  John does not make a list of hospitable 

actions we are to copy but invites us to discover that God is the triune community, “an 

open, inviting fellowship” who “wants the church to be the same, responsive in the same 

sort of way” and who wants “to hear from us an echo of dynamic relations within his own 

life, anticipating the coming of the kingdom.”427 In a hostile, fearful of anything different, 
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xenophobic and defensive world, how effective would be God’s new community of 

hospitality if it truly became “an oasis in the inhospitable desert” of society?428 
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