



The Cleansing of the Temple

For a short time the Saviour settled with both of his families, the natural and the spiritual, in Capernaum. Certainly this temporary merging was beneficial to both families in one respect: his brothers would have benefited from the contact to the divinely enthusiastic disciples who had left all that was worldly behind them and who had recognized in Jesus (who had never been deemed worthy of esteem by his brothers) the one promised by John. There was much more than one could clothe in words:the benefits to the disciples from the contact with a divinely natural life in Jesus’ family, namely the motherly care of Mary,which must have transformed the roughness that they would have brought with them from John the Baptist into gentle but nevertheless holy humaneness. Otherwise the short note in the text is insufficient to explain the reason, significance or success of this temporary relocation. It appears as if he was desirous of showing himself, as John had already drawn so much attention to him, as one who does not want – as did his predecessors – to retreat from normal human intercourse. He wanted to declare himself as a future element of Galilean life. However, for John’s sake, he did not want to put himself forward, to assert himself.
Soon the Easter feast called him to Jerusalem. Here, in stark contrast to the just recently experienced friendly customs of human life founded on spirituality, he found himself in stark opposition to an evil custom and a protestation that he – because he has committed himself completely to human life – cannot supress. The prevailing trade with livestock and money in the courtyard of the temple was probably tolerated out of courtesy to the multitude of Jewish merchants who poured into the city from other countries and brought new growth, not only to the sacrificial cult but also to Jerusalem itself; whereby, against their will, the sacrificial cult had become a line of business for all Jerusalem. “Profit” had again become, as today, the highest godhead before whose claim to power all must kneel.
I find that Jesus’ conduct would lose its fresh glow of immediacy and involuntary character if we were to assume he had wanted to announce himself here, and behave, “as the Messiah”. It was the child in him that was appalled at the ignominy done to his Father; it was also the common Israelite in him who felt his sacred rightsto be injured and therefore, in anger at the ignominy done to God, ruthlessly asserted them again. Thus he regarded the sacred ground of the courtyard as free space and reservedonly forthose wishing to pray. He overturned the tables of the money changers standing in his way as if they were not there; for the livestock he had a whip made in order to indicate to them in the only language they understood (“for they know not the voice of strangers” John 10:5) that they should remove themselves elsewhere. That he used this instrument – even only suggestively – towards people is not recorded.
“Take these things hence” he says to those who sold doves, “make not my Father’s house an house of merchandise”. He does not attempt to hide how close he stands to He whose honour is being trampled underfoot, and a quiet reproach that they have no feeling as of children towards God their Father lies perhaps in the words “my Father’s”.
The great respect that his person already enjoyed, what he had achieved with his calm manner coupled with determination, and a feeling that he was in the right meant that no-one contradicted him and everyone willingly did his bidding with humility and – who knows – those with more noble aspirations also with quiet gratitude. One must acquiesce to him whom the highly respected, almost feared, Baptist had singled out with such reverence. But – and so they thought – because of this he owed them a sign, a miracle. The two men, John and Jesus, behaved as if in them the old and sacred times of godly men and great godly deeds had arisen again but the latter, the miracles, were absent from John’s life. If they also remained absent in Jesus’ case then a critical eye could perhaps see their deeds as mere presumption, as voluntary imitation. The Lord answered them (literally): “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). We see the concept going through three stages of development as expressed in this sentence. First of all there is the retrieval of the honour of “this temple”, for which he must justify himself. However, this temple retains its sanctity only through the purpose that it serves and the idea that it represents – what has been injured is the sacred constitution, the union, the order or worship: “destroy it!” However, this is not meant literally; leave the form standing but drive out the spirit so that this order only continues to function as would a mechanically propelled corpse. Just continue in this vein! I will raise it up!
Let us abide for a moment with these memorable words in which we already encounter the beginnings – although more low-voiced than we would have thought – of a presentiment of death! The words stimulate one to think by the fact that two activities are used for the temple that are literally not appropriate: “destroy” and “raise”[footnoteRef:2]. Seeing the decay of sacred custom and torrential impoverishment of the holy spirit, the Saviour remembers a lament by the prophet Hosea (6:1ff.) who, lamenting the decline of Israel and above all its shepherds, priests and elders, rang out a call of repentance: “Come, and let us return unto the Lord: for he hath torn, and he will heal us; he hath smitten, and he will bind us up. After two days will he revive us: in the third day he will raise us up, and we shall live in his sight.” [2: In other translations the words are “dissolve” and “awaken” which makes the author’s argument more understandable. Translator’s note.

] 

In the eye of the prophet the lingering illness is so far advanced, unto death, unto a complete demise, that, instead ofhealing, a bringing alive and awakening must be undertaken. God lets things come to such a pass. He no longer wants to continue with the old, the old should die and decease, an interval must lie between the old and the new so that the old can be established as dead and the new as the new and as an act of God. Thiscan take place in the shortest span of time as for His doing God needs no time. This is the meaning of “in two days” and “on the third day”.
The Saviour senses and sees that also these words of the prophet will be fulfilled in him. “My attempt (by cleansing the temple and by all my other forceful calling and beckoning) to heal will be in vain, things will take their course and disintegration will only come to an end when it has done its work and the dissolution is complete. But go on! It is too late to successfully, permanently bring destruction; because I am here, I will raise everything again, I will breathe new life into these religious doings, which are suffering from the infirmities of old age, as soon as the light of life is completely extinguished”. He did not think in the first place that he would be the “awoken one” but rather that he would be the “awakener”. He was really thinking of “this temple” and thus the Jews alone could understand.
These tremendous words had certainly perplexed the disciples. However, after they had lived through the crucifixion, the resurrection of Jesus and histriumphal procession through the worldthey saw how Jesus’ foresight had proved to be true and how gloriously and precisely he – in his resurrection –had kept his great word. John summarized this briefly in the words “But he spake of the temple of his body” (John 2:21). Certainly the Saviour had thought of this, but perhaps initially as an indeterminate foreshadowing. He no longer had need of the local temple; the place where he sensed the peace of God was within him, was – as he was soon to tell the Samaritan woman – his spirit. His spirit and more; what the divine purpose had been of this stone building, a place where God, bestowing grace, was close to the people, now he was himself, a walking source of grace, a walking temple of God. “And this indifference towards what is sacred that here defiles the symbol, the temple, will, even though the divine one shines in the whole radiance of his being, increase the profanity, the zeal to desecrate, and  will not rest until this true temple of God is destroyed. But only temporarily. When this sham piety has condemned itself then God will mercifully intervene.”
The Saviour had yet another light that could lead his thoughts in this direction. He had to say to himself, “The Israel that can still die, I mean, that is still truly alive, am I. Hosea’s word is of me. I must die, must be dead and buried. Then the Father will raise me up on the third day.” However, in their absolute clarity such thoughts probably came to him somewhat later in the course of things with the more profound experiences of, on the one hand the magnitude of the obduracy into which Israel had fallen, andon the other, of the gravity of the anger of God at the conduct of the people defying judgement upon them. This divine judgement that they call upon themselves will – he will do this for their sake – be discharged upon him.


Nicodemus

The circumstances in Jerusalem appeared to be extremely favourable for Jesus. The ruling status of the Pharisees was for the moment shattered, their rough opponent, the Baptist, ruled the people’s minds in stillness and had just promised them wonderful things from Jesus. In addition to this were “the miracles which he did”(John 2:23). These probably took place discreetly, otherwise one would not have demanded a definite sign (as justification of his deeds in the temple) from him; in this quiet time he hardly intended to give signs but because of his love, his compassion, he could not deal with people without, as it were involuntarily, his glory radiating all manner of salvation and blessing.
Did not this favourable ground make it his downright duty to “shine his light here”, to work as a teacher? “Many believed in him”. Should he not devote himself to them? However, their conduct was not as it should be, but would this give him the right to absent himself from them or, rather, the duty to do the opposite? Jesus did not acknowledge the rights of this imposition. “He did not confide in them.” He had a treasure to tend, namely himself, his person, as a gift of God to all.  He must safeguard the full freedom of unfolding, the generality of the ministry, for all. These children of the orthodox, spiritual church capital obviously assumed themselves to be in full possession of the proper understanding. Jesus himself would not have much more to offer, at the most – as we might say – the icing on the cake. Their belief in him was more the approving assessment of the expert than the trusting yearning of those eager for help and teaching. They wanted to model him on themselves, to contract him for themselves; he would have remained futilely buried in the thought-coffins of their categorizations. This is why “he” did not confide in them, he saved himself for a greater, broader sphere of activity; he safeguarded the freedom to be himself. Because he knew what was in man, he knew them all.
But behold, from the camp of the opponent, from the Pharisees, one approaches him, and perhaps one of the highest, “the (not “a”) master of Israel” (John 3:10). It is extremely enthralling to see how Jesus lovingly attempts to conquer this fortress of fancied spiritual knowledge, but without visible success. He conducts himself in a reserved manner as if he did not expect a fruitful yield from such an exchange, but in his reserve he does after all, in his own way, give something, something that always strikes the exact centre of the conscience. Reproaches are what Nicodemus harvests with his tenacious questions and the more pressing he becomes the warmer, more cordial and incisive become the reproaches. With every answer he receives from the Saviour, Nicodemus sees all his thoughts turned upside down. He remained “eager for knowledge” but he does not appear to feel the arrows that were aimed at the human in him, at his conscience; he remains steadfast in his “scientific” manner so that it does indeed seem initially as if the course of the conversation has been fruitless for him.
There is something strange about party thinking, club sentiments, society mindedness; particularly when it strays into the realms of the religious. Such a system seems to have a mind of its own, it thinks as a communal mind for all, and individuals often do not dare to allow themselves their own “I” the air and light of freedom. Frequently, system-thinking only lives in the generality and not in the individual. “We know”, says Nicodemus, “that thou art a teacher come from God”(John 3:2) but (we can sense it in the words) we scarce dare to tell it to each other as the system does not know of this, it is not equipped to know something new, something from the present. The main emphasis of the party is that it wants to work for God and now, with full awareness, it distances itself from the teacher coming from God!
The Saviour ignores this discrepancy. This “knowledge” after all, which for these scholars almost takes the place of religion, is of no value to him. “Of the divine you know nothing. In order to recognize the kingdom of God you are lacking the organs eye, ear and heart.” “Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God”(John 3:3).What does this “kingdom of God” mean? “The kingdom – the royal reign of God”; Jesus will announce this, when he appears publically (after John’s imprisonment), as something that will usurp the entire visible reality. However, here, in this gospel which speaks only of Jesus’ significance for humankind in and of itself, we have to understand the word mainly as the term for an inner reign. “God rules in me, through me and around me and you do not notice this. You think you understand everything, you praise the one, condemn the other while next to you stands one who, in the same moment, is ruled by God. What you also hear and see opens the doors of his heart for the Father in Heaven – it has saved him; you it has more or less interestingly entertained. And this cannot be held against you, you cannot help it. In order to be able to help it, you must be born again.”
The counter question of the Pharisee to this answer leads the Saviour deeper into the essence of this “kingdom of God”. What about the kingdom of God within mankind? “That which God once promised: ‘Iwill live among them and will be their God, and they shall be my people’ that is fulfilled in me”.So could the Saviour think.“You live within me, I am your throne and in turn you are the dwelling of my spirit. And thus, that is, alone: to be human, we humans are destined for this.” Why he was like this, and only he was like this, he now knew. He was not like this due to anything he had done but due to his antecedents. It is no help at all to us others to also attempt to ascend to this consciousness of childhood, to determine and to “believe” that we are now children of God, with the best intentions of behaving as such – we are not.We are first of all flesh, nature, something that is externally capable of higher development and refinement, that can put forth blossoms that have the appearance of spirit – but only the kind that wilt. A child of God is born. “But I am he” – as Jesus said to himself – “and this can have no other reason, and has no other reason, than that all humankind should become as I am. The child that died before birth within them is in, with, me born again for all.” When he speaks of rebirth from water and spirit, are we not hearing memories of his life? He stood before John for all his people and what he received from the Father there, through the water and in his spirit was for the good of his brothers – for them the possibility had come from the Father to become children of God in him, the son: this was why John had been sent and the son given to the world.
Here we encounter, brightly lit and all-encompassing, what God intended and will achieve with the sending of Jesus. Flesh, i.e. the person, as a part of nature, part of the whole, will never attain what would be a satisfaction within the individual, a right to be eternal, a living relationship with God. Flesh requires nourishment from without, the coarse in all kinds of sensory stimuli, the fine in the pleasures of acclaim, fame, power and revenge and so on.Thus it depends on destruction for its existence and wears its sentence of mortality on its forehead. The generality of this law we encounter particularly in Nicodemus, who represents the flesh in its most refined form, in religious adornment. What Jesus brings is nourishment for his hobby horse, Nicodemus finds it “interesting”, but progresses no further for the time being.
However, since Jesus has appeared in the flesh and grew to manhood in the flesh, God has won a kingdom in the realms of the flesh which shall ultimately expand His kingdom to include all flesh. The human is no longer, as in the flesh, an independent member of a state as it were, that pays the mandatory tribute to God with meagre obedience and loyalty while living for its own special interests; but through the rebirth incorporated in Jesus, part of his status in God, he is God’s child, he is from God, God is his mother and father and ultimately, God will be all in all (1 Corinthians 15:28). If the realm of the flesh were a house full of antagonistic wills, a mass of putrefaction, so is God’s dominion a realm, a structured whole, moved by one spirit, ensouled by Him. This dominion has its own right to be eternal in itself; its destiny to triumph and to reclaim all ground from that of the flesh is inherent in its nature.
The triumphant power of this realm lies (to our advantage) in the fact that it does not count on the participation of the flesh for its victory. What is born of flesh is flesh, so one can expect nothing more of it. This is a great, yes, the greatest and most tremendous of the deeds of God. The great primordial deed is the sending of Jesus. The Saviour does not touch upon this until his sermon. Here – in connection with being born again – he does not mention it, his listeners would not have understood it, they would have found it presumptuous. He also ignores the aspect of the rebirth, that it is a resurrection of God, the Father, presumably for the same reason. All the more clearly then, does the narrator speak at other places, from his own experience and certainly also from the lessons of his master, on this subject in his first letters (1 John 1:3ff.).
However, the Saviour does speak of the power of the spirit. As the wind is only felt by its effect, so too the spirit. He born of God feels and knows that he has been wrought upon and what has been brought about in him, and he can therefore perceive what has been wrought upon him. So far is flesh from being the driving power of the working of the spirit; so autocratic and therefore irresistible – is the working of the spirit. The spirit of God is not a mood such as the flesh is heir to or that we can evoke at will; it is alive, God’s personal power, God’s perennial blessing in and upon us.
But something remains to be done by mankind which is flesh. Not only flesh after all, there is still a spark of the divine within. This is why mankind can feel shame for its entire carnal essence, can become aware of being emptied of God, of the death associated with this and therefore can accept the aid that God has sent us. This is the significance of the water.
Water, as the first prerequisite of being born again, is reminiscent of an external deed, emerging into visible reality, undertaken by those seeking help. Being born again cannot and should not be carried out as a mere internal process, as a mere shift of opinions and attitudes, otherwise it is and will remain a flower of the imagination, that is, of the flesh. I must allow my life’s story to join the ranks of the great, inconspicuous but public story of God on earth – only in connection with this holy story can the God of Salvation be found. That is the first thing when Jesus speaks of water, that which refers to the part we play.
This also has associations with the other, the act of God which took place during John’s baptisms. One cannot be divested of the flesh by a mere change of opinion, it must be expiated; the whole smell of death must be stripped away from my spirit by a word from God. This was the great deed that God sent to the world through John.
In line with the times in which Jesus stands alongside John, leaving to him the first place, he moves here quite exclusively in the thoughts of both of them. He sees himself and the other as one double person, called to a common task on which each works towards a solution in his own special way. In them and through them God prevails royally so that the people can be reborn and thus become His children. To this end John baptises with water, to this end he baptises with the spirit. In Jesus’ words (of “water and spirit”) lies a gently clad reproach to Nicodemus regarding the Pharisees: that they believe they are able to please God without John and with him. “There is no path to God’s kingdom without going through John” are what the words are saying to Nicodemus. That which is to descend on mankind today is an act of God and not a mere product of the imagination and will enter openly and solemnly into mankind’s history as God’s work: this is why it does not take place thousands of times abruptly and straight from Heaven into the stillness of the heart but is bound up with the visible person of a servant and messenger. At that time “water” had the significance, to a certain extent, of a public atonement before God, an acknowledgment confirmed by facts of one’s own reprehensibility before the servant of God, a deed quite different from the inner, secret atonement which scarce one Pharisee would have been exempt from.
Jesus only indicated this gently and, indeed, Nicodemus does not allow himself to be disturbed in his zeal for examination. He demands an explanation of the “how”. However, here the Saviour – as it seems – has reached the end of his tether with regard to Nicodemus. “You are the scholars and you think (in the realms of the spirit) yourselves able to alter things to your fancy until you deem them worthy of being believed. We (John and I) are not like this. We are bound to facts: what we know we speak of, what we have seen we testify to. But I can only state this, I cannot prove it as to do that I would have to speak of heavenly things and this would call even more criticism down upon me.” And a further thought is added here, almost as an afterthought, “You will not enter the kingdom of Heaven, neither with your speculations nor with your virtues, all your success is merely an illusion. This is not just the case, but it is also your salvation that I have come from Heaven to you; and to that home, from whence I come, I have entrance and could therefore speak to you of heavenly things.”
Jesus does not say “I” but rather “son of man”. He uses this term in order to be able to speak of himself in the third person, as of someone else. A wondrous and humble awe of himself speaks out of this need. Here he looks up to himself with great awe as a son of man, there he speaks with compassion of the human so, but always a self-abnegation is expressed that he also impresses upon us. 
Where is the boundary to be found in Jesus’ speech up to where Nicodemus was the listener and from where Jesus gives his impression of the conversation? We do not know and do not need to know. Possibly the following was addressed to Nicodemus but possibly not.
The Saviour realized from the course of the conversation how difficult it will be for many to recognize the (so very!) outstanding significance of his person, to understand it, to enter into it and ultimately to find their salvation solely in devout faith in him. He will have to be – this is clear to him – somehow (John 3:14, 15) raised above the mass of mankind and marked recognizably to all people as something special. If this is to take place in glory and power or in ignominy and anguish is left undecided in his words. Perhaps the latter appears to him as possibility or probability in his mind’s eye. But it must become obvious to all people what he is and what he is for them. It is powerfully uplifting how here the Saviour beholds the love of his Father to the world in that he – the son of God – is.  Why am I? That I am is proof of the love of the Father for the world. I have been sent to save the world – for it to be judged, for that there would be no need of me.  But that the light has come to the world in me, that is the judgement as that is what the people do not want. Forgiveness, mercy, they would be happy with that – but not light; that is too bright, they can see their deeds with too much clarity, the former darkness where one can envision religion at one’s pleasure is preferable to them.


The Samaritan Woman

From Jerusalem, the Saviour went to the Jordan to work alongside John, although only in John’s sense and in his way as it was still John’s “hour”.  “Though Jesus himself baptized not, but his disciples” (John 4:2), because as John had named him as the one who would baptize with the Holy Ghost, then the baptizands could have expected to attain the Holy Ghost through the baptism. This, however, was, on the one hand, not even remotely possible at that time and was, on the other, a much too literal explanation of the words of John and a reinterpretation of Jesus’ future great deeds as something mechanical.
That this new desert preacher drew people with an even greater attraction than John did does not surprise us as John himself consistently contributed to this. Indeed, if we disregard the premonition that the people would have had of the greatness of Jesus, we can still comprehend what an enormous trust he involuntarily – as friendly as he was holy and grown to manhood among the people with all their cares and temptations known to him from experience – would have called forth in them. Thus the longer Jesus’ status as the second in line lasted, the more untenable it grew. Initially it troubled John’s disciples and then, even more awkwardly “it came to the Pharisees that Jesus had more disciples than John”. Perhaps they gloated a little at this; at least they felt a significant relief that he who had portrayed them so unsparingly was now outshone by a brighter light and in the veneration of the populace was overtaken by another from whose cordiality and clemency they might expect a more advantageous judgement.
What did the Saviour do? He (John 4:3) left the land of Judea and departed again for Galilee because (John 4:44) “a prophet hath no honour in his own country”. Our whole idea of a so-called Sunday interlude is based on the way in which we understand this passage. Did Jesus, because a prophet has no honour in his own country, want to leave or to find his home? A prophet would obviously experience this disrespect not where he might, by chance, have been born but in the place where he grew up. Therefore Galilee would be counted as Jesus’ own country and the desire to be unnoticed is what led him there. Indeed, the Saviour had no other choice if he did not want to hinder John from taking full advantage of “his hour”. If we have surmised correctly here, the gospel offers us confirmation in that Jesus only appeared in public after the imprisonment of John the Baptist as well as the way in which, after the imprisonment of John, he called a number of disciples, obviously old acquaintances, away from their nets, and how they followed him at once.
Matthew (4:12-16) appears to be at odds with John here in that the time as well as the announcement of the Baptist’s arrest are stated as the reasons for Jesus’ departure to Galilee. This appearance arises from Matthew’s peculiar way of writing history. He treats external happenings as incidental and only as a framework for spiritual content which is why he often abbreviates stories (centurion of Capernaum 8:5ff.; Gergesenes 8:28ff.; sick of the palsy 9:2ff.) in such a way that we can only understand the whole after reading the other gospels. Thus he describes the external milestones in Jesus’ life less with a view to their chronological sequence than with a view to their inner significance. He writes for the Jewish reader who is in the main already acquainted with the life of Jesus in its external particulars, but to whom it must have been a great stumbling block to believe that the life of the Messiah could have taken such an unassuming course, apparently contradictory to the promises. Each time, when yet again such a state of humbleness enters the life of Jesus, Matthew gives us, on the one hand, the historical origin of how this came to be and, on the other, points to the words of the Prophecy from which emerges the understanding that things have notwithstanding gone correctly. (This “notwithstanding” can be heard in many of his “that it might be fulfilled” etc.) So here also. When he says he withdrew, in his frequently peculiar abbreviating language, he would say “that he withdrew, this had the following reason”. Thus Matthew justifies what has caused Jews most umbrage and doubt (cf. John 1:46 and 7:52) as to whether Jesus was truly the Messiah, namely, that he appeared to belong to Galilean history and not that of Judea. That Jesus gave up his field of work in pious Judea to which, as the Messiah and the son of David, he was not initially appointed, and chose instead the religiously run-to-seed and despised Galilee was determined by the fate of the Baptist in just this Judea, and thus truly fulfilled the Prophecy.
Matthew hardly thinks that the motives that guided the Saviour were of a political nature, as if Jesus were desirous of seeking a region where, rather than wanting to draw the attention of those in power, the reason was of a more exalted nature. In the whole manner of how John’s work in Judea was abruptly and almost prematurely cut off, he saw a divine hint that Judea was not the appropriate site, prepared by God, in which the beginnings of his kingdom were to unfold.
That Jesus had withdrawn to Galilee before the Baptist was arrested is ignored by Matthew as immaterial because the withdrawal did not yet signify a choice of the sphere of activity. This choice emerged ultimately with his settling in Capernaum; with this act he declared Judea foregone, for the nonce. 
In the sentences, “Jesus departed into Galilee; and leaving Nazareth, he came and dwelt in Capernaum … that it might be fulfilled” Matthew includes the period between the temptation of Jesus and his public appearance after the arrest of the Baptist under one aspect: shifting the sphere of activity to Galilee.
If this assumption is correct and we have understood the report of the evangelist John then we find ourselves looking at a quiet and heroic deed of Jesus that is beyond all comparison. As once Moses in the flower of his years was coerced against his will to a period of silence of forty years, with the appearance of complete renunciation of working for the salvation of his people, so here Jesus makes the decision of his own free will and in spite of the consciousness of his calling – or rather by virtue of the same – to withdraw to quietude and insignificance for an indeterminate period, but which had the semblance at the time  (John was his contemporary) of a very long duration.
On the journey to his home the Saviour encounters the Samaritan woman. What is it that so opens his heart to this woman, a heart that he had closed to so many in Jerusalem who had believed in him and that had opened to even Nicodemus only slowly? It is most likely the simplicity of her manner – she thinks in a childlike way and no consciousness of alleged piety stands in her way with regard to the Saviour. Let us not believe that the Saviour had to “lower himself” more to those “childish of mind” than to such as Nicodemus! On the contrary, here he found a much more kindred view of the world than is the case with us “scholars” where he frequently encounters a thicket of artificial concepts that are foreign to him. The wisdom and clarity of the Saviour is that of a child which still enjoys the undimmed light of life while our artificial way of thought is clouded by the shadow of death. The child, for example does not possess the skill of differentiating between body and soul such as we, possibly in an exaggerated measure, beyond truth, have learned from the Greeks. So is the manner of thinking disparagingly of the body foreign to the child, however distinctly it juxtaposes the flesh on one hand as what is earthen and sinful, and on the other the spirit as heavenly. Perhaps it is its chasteness which differentiates its thinking from ours; perhaps this disparaging view of the life of the body originates from a discourse between the body and the soul, called lust, which dishonours both.
Thus for the Saviour death is an unnaturalness which he cannot overcome so easily, at the outset, by assuming  the immortality of the soul. He does not share (John 5:29) our confidence that after death the soul under all circumstances is undisturbed by the fate of the body. “That you must die, you people, that is the gravity, or more, that you do not live” – we hear this thought repeatedly in the gospel of John. In contrast he says: He who believes in me has (that is, from this moment) “everlasting life”. Luther changed this to “the eternal life” without causing disgrace insofar as it does not give the appearance as if the Saviour was thinking of adding “after death”. This would, of course, be a completely different thought foreign to the Saviour, as if in death something good would arise within us that did not exist in us before. Everlasting life that we have lived during the life of the body, this outlasts death. If there is none there, then it will not appear with death. But this “everlasting life” is still not a characteristic of the soul but the life of Jesus, the fruit of being born again, and it is something that permeates body and soul. Not only the body takes part in the life of the flesh but also the soul. Our whole life should be raised out of carnality in that the whole is permeated by divine influences.
Reading John’s gospel gives rise to such thoughts in us and particularly this part. The divine gift that will refresh body and soul that he holds out to the woman proves right here, and also on himself, this effect. Initially he is hungry and thirsty; ultimately hunger is stilled and thirst quenched without having eaten or drunk, only by the fact of it having been granted to him – in accordance with his Father’s work – to seek what is lost and to find it.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The Saviour sees this vivacious woman, hungry for dissipation and excitement and who because of this is the ruin of herself and others (the fact that she must draw water during the midday heat is symptomatic of her disordered and scattered character), and sees in the depths the source of this unrest, a need, which only God Himself can satisfy. Compassion moves him in the face of these senseless and empty substitutes that the lost offer their souls as food. In his mind he compares his thirst with hers and the manner of his refreshment with hers. He also has a refreshment for her, that refreshment, which through his baptism is also bestowed upon her, that refreshment he received as if he were a common man, through the water of  forgiveness of sins and giving assurance that what he possesses, all shall receive who believe in him. “That which mankind yearns for unconsciously has become in me for them, the forgiveness of sins and the grace of the Holy Spirit.” This community of peace and life with the Father is an independent source of refreshment which flows, healing, liberating and satisfying, throughout the body. This gift of God is only for mankind. I have it, I am it. How full the Saviour is of this that he, great as he is, is an earnestly meant gift of God to everyone who wants to take it! “If thou knewest the gift of God, and who it is that saith to thee, Give me to drink; though wouldest have asked of him (already), and he would have given thee living water.” (John 4:10.) Thus he speaks to this woman.
The woman, of course, understands him too literally but he does not correct her – proof that he does not mind as long as she thinks the gift is an actual one. But to speak with a strange woman about a gift to be given to her (at least as she literally understands it) and to continue to confer with her in the absence of her husband is not in accordance with the Father’s commandments and nothing was further from his mind than to set himself above this commandment “out of detached interest”. How such obedience can clarify a situation such as this one at one blow! Without the Saviour’s words, “Go, call thy husband” the woman would have listened at great length, comfortably interested, without experiencing anything of herself, of her soul. However, these words place her abruptly under the light of reality and pose the great and decisive question, “Who are you?” The Saviour reveals her past in a nutshell and without obfuscation, but also without the least accompaniment of judgement, censure or reproach. Sin does not necessitate this, it carries its judgement on its forehead, it is enough that it is brought to light. Now the woman stands before the Lord as she is – in the light. This is a decisive turning point for a soul, when such a word is spoken, not as a generality but instead having pertinent, special, personal content for her and striking directly at the centre of her conscience. Will she suffer it? Will she put up with this crushing punishment? Or will she, indignant at this supposed “tactlessness”, turn away? She justifies the Lord’s trust. In the unadorned answer “Sir, I perceive that thou art a prophet” lies a simple but straightforward confession of sin.
It can be seen how royally victorious the Saviour is when he places this gift of God before the soul of the people so that they are interested in nothing else but receiving this gift; when he forgives the woman her whole past “punished by light” as soon as she sincerely “comes into the light”; when he trusts her willingness and understanding to the highest degree and speaks to her with a familiarity that we will rarely see him bestowing on anyone else in the future.
The water has done its duty, it has cleansed the life of her soul and in her heart has opened the door to the Father. Struck in her conscience, the woman is immediately prepared to undertake the most extreme step that her mind could conceive of, that which today we would call changing faith. She wants to bow to the truth as it appears to her in the figure of Jesus. Jesus raises her, not without remarking on the flaws of the confused beliefs  of the Samaritans and emphasizing belief in the God who had revealed Himself as the only true one, while ignoring her question as to the correct place of worship. The place, the same temple in which and about which he once, as a boy, forgot everything. The same temple the sacredness of which he had recently so vehemently defended becomes here, where a soul seeking for salvation wishes to know the way to reach God, a minor matter.  He speaks to her now of the spirit, of the eternal, of the temple in which she can rise above all earthly life of the soul in order to find God, the Father who is spirit. The spirit has no need of the earth but only of God and the divine, He Himself is the source of life. “God is spirit” and is the creator of all that is and will be, the source of spiritual life so that he who prays to Him in spirit will find and have light, strength and refreshment not from secondary sources but directly at, in, and with Him. “Worship the Father in spirit and in truth”; we are not only serving ourselves when we do this but Him also, as the Father also seeks those who worship Him. The Father seeks among the thousands who worship, but without sincerity, without sense and spirit, without faith, for those who speak innocently as children to a father; this is what is meant here.
The woman feels so divine and so at ease that the idea comes suddenly to her that this is what it will be like when the Messiah comes – and in heartfelt familiarity she tells him this. She strikes so straight to his heart that she elicits his innermost secret. What he later will want to have wrapped in deep secrecy, to her he must say it, she has conquered: “I am he”.
What has this woman experienced in a quarter of an hour! She has been drawn from the bog of her carnal senses and raised to the region of the spirit, to the Father in heaven, and now standing in front of her – as a sudden heavenly apparition but in the flesh – he who embodies all hopes, Christ, the Saviour of the world! And it is immediately clear to her that it is he she experienced and knew this before she knew him as Christ.
It is a touching and natural quality that the woman now forgets everything, although she could now ask Christ anything she wants, also that he was thirsty and had asked her for water. She then “left her waterpot” and hurries to the city in order to spread the great news. It describes well the conversion that has taken place in her, the simple and repentant sense in which she attests to “the man which told me all things that ever I did: is not this the Christ?” (John 4:29). Should they go there? It is dangerous, “what if he treats us the same and tells each of us all the things we have done?” But they go to him and ask him to remain with them, and it must have been two wonderful days that Jesus spent with them; the fact that he tarried so long is proof of this but also that they tell the woman the result of their encounter with Jesus. “We have heard him ourselves, and know that this is indeed the Christ, the Saviour of the world.” As you felt and as we felt, so can and must the whole world feel; what we have experienced is so great that it must have significance for the whole world. If we are saved so will the whole world be saved. Thus the men summarize – obviously blown by the spirit of Jesus – great, wide and bold, but not too bold. If a chemist when examining a few grains of quicksilver can infer all the quicksilver in the world – why should we not be able to draw conclusions from this encounter, where, on the one hand, perdition cries out so loudly for help and, on the other, experiences such all-powerful help?
Later transcriptions have regrettably spoiled this passage (John 4:42) by inserting, with the best will in the world, the words “the Christ”; and holy awe prevented them later – as is often the case – from removing them again. The sense of the words, however, is altered and weakened by the insertion, is robbed of its freshness. These Samaritans were probably less interested in him being the “Christ”, for whom mainly the Jews were hoping; they were not searching for expressions and concepts offered by antiquity in order then to see if Jesus corresponded to them. Rather their impressions came straight from the present, from real life. “This man, as we have met him and as he has spoken to us is what the world needs, he has the purpose and is capable of saving the world, and he will be successful in this.”
It is heart-rending how John (4:31ff.) describes the effect that the woman’s conversion had on the Saviour. First of all he was freed of hunger and thirst. He had received the task from the Father to seek what was lost and to save it. This was his constant striving but, as the earlier stories show us, with alternating and often infrequent success. Here, however, it was granted him to complete the task utterly and entirely. This was truly as meat and drink to him. The saving of a soul, if one is permitted to be the instrument of such, is a wonderful enrichment of our own being. In addition to this, he drew a great conclusion from this single experience for the whole and the general. A fruit which apparently was not yet in season fell fully ripe into his lap. Do not be disheartened by external appearances! He says to his disciples, “Say not ye, There are yet four months, and then cometh harvest? Behold, I say unto you, Lift up your eyes, and look on the fields; for they are white already to harvest. And he that reapeth receiveth wages, and gathereth fruit unto life eternal: that both he that soweth and he that reapeth may rejoice together.” (John 4:35ff.). He adds a warning to his disciples, that in the rejoicing of the harvest they do not take it as their own success and perhaps forget the work of those – apparently unsuccessful sowers – who went before.


The Nobleman

We are approaching the end of what I call the “Sunday interlude”. If it were not too presumptuous of me to use a phrase I invented myself and which does not appear in the Gospels, I would use it as a general heading for this series of pictures which have passed before our gaze since the temptation of Jesus. The ending comprises a curious incident that threw a prophetic light on what was waiting for the Saviour in his public work. One of Herod Antipas’s officials travels from Capernaum to Cana to request Jesus to come home with him in order to heal his son who is fatally ill. This is the first appeal to Jesus to help in healing sickness that we are told of, the first at any rate that reached him in Galilee.
Here, perhaps, the Saviour is approached by the corporeal aspect of human misery with the question: Have you also help for me? This was a question with far-reaching significance. Should the Saviour enter upon such a field? We can feel that it is difficult for him. He probably feels like the field commander who is asked to spare lives; he sees himself placed at a great detour. “If I make you well again, are you then helped?”  The Saviour is there so that through him and in him we are transported to the position of a child to its father that he has – is this achieved when we are made well? The new, the eternal, the kingdom of God, is to commence. We should rise from out of the earthly to be transformed into spirit, into the divine and gain eternal life – will being as comfortably bedded as possible in earthly things support this?
Questions such as this must have moved the heart of the Saviour. He must have sighed, “Oh, that humankind could believe without such aids that we would arrive at once and quickly at our goal!” But here the other side becomes apparent: if signs and wonders were expendable merely for the sake of help, then they are indispensable for the sake of faith. “Except ye see signs and wonders, ye will not believe”, the Saviour says with great melancholy (John 4:48). The whole fruit of God’s work in sending Jesus depended – and still depends – on that we believe it. Insofar it is given to us, it is only as much as we value it and believe in it. It is as if we do not have or hold what we do not trust in. This was the Saviour’s difficulty on earth – certainly much more so than we can imagine today – to create belief in himself. “I am something that you are not, I have something you do not have, and I am it and have it for you” – he knew this, but to say it so directly sounded so un-humble that there was the constant danger of being judged too presumptuous or boastful, and yes, it evoked resentment, bitterness and, not least, hate. One would have accepted and deemed worthy of discussion a new opinion, a new teaching or theory, yes – as long as it kept within the bounds of the narratives in the Bible – even a new revelation. But opinions are of no help to us and the enormity that he is a fact and brings us a fact, the fact of the love of God to the world transcending all thought, and that he, the son, is given to us for our salvation – how is mankind to learn to believe this? Without signs and wonders they will not believe. For those among us who aspire to belief without signs and wonders, the fact has usually paled to a theory, a doctrine or a dogma. To sense and to believe in the living, paternal benevolence of God; our senses only achieve this when somehow through signs and wonders something is awoken from the dream life of habitual custom which leaves the dear Lord little left to do but “let it happen without Him”.
Thus the Saviour makes the decision to help. As limited as the value is of relieving misery, so exalted and noble is the value of the wonder as the language of God’s deeds. The official, for instance, would never have understood, or believed in, the Saviour’s message of a new divine benevolence transcending all imagination if the Saviour had ignored his request. “Changing water into wine for his table companions and leaving my son to die – believe who will that such is supposed to be God’s work, but I don’t”, he might have been expected to grumble.
So the Saviour sees himself compelled – to help the man (and others) to belief – to enter this field of employing God’s aid against corporeal misery and trusts that his Father will support him in this for this reason. On the other hand, to travel to the man’s house as he requests he does not wish to do. The furore that such a visit and its successful conclusion would call forth would have led immediately to new tasks of the same kind and have drawn him inexorably into activities that would have thwarted his intention of withdrawing to quietude. So he says, trusting in his Father, “Go thy way; thy son liveth” (John 4:50). And it was so. What a wonderful, bright sun of the benevolence of God in Jesus now rose for the official and his whole house we can hardly imagine until we have experienced it ourselves. From now on we lose trace of Jesus completely, with the possible exception of a visit to a feast in Jerusalem, for an indeterminate period, namely until the time when John the Baptist was arrested. So successful was Jesus in his intention of withdrawing to quietude.








