ETERNAL LIFE

John’s clear purpose in writing the fourth gospel was so his readers would know the way to eternal life through faith in Christ (John 20:31). Jesus’ purpose in coming into the world was so people might enjoy this life (10:10). John presents eternal life as the central theme of Jesus’ teaching while the Synoptics emphasise the proclamation of the Kingdom of God. Further, the primary emphasis in John is eternal life as a present experience – an emphasis lacking in the Synoptics (as well as in Judaiasm).

(1) The Linguistic Data
The Greek word for life = zoe occurs 36 times in John, the verb zen 16 times and the compound verb zoopoien (make alive) 3 times. The term eternal life occurs 17 times

(2) The Jewish Background

The term eternal life occurs in the LXX only in Daniel 12:2 where it designates the life of the future age after the resurrection of the dead.
The basic meaning of life in the Old Testament is not immortality or life after death, but complete well-being in earthly existence as God’s gift. To enjoy life means to enjoy the fullness of God’s blessings and gifts, including long life (Psalm 91:16), family blessings (Ecclesiastes 9:9), prosperity (Deuteronomy 28:1ff), security (Deuteronomy 8:1) and especially fellowship with God (Psalm 16:11; 36:9; Deuteronomy 8:3). God’s good gifts which constitute life must be enjoyed in relationship with God (Deuteronomy 30:15-20). The belief that life meant fellowship with God and the enjoyment of the divine presence and blessings led to the conviction that even death could not destroy this relationship; the living God would enable His people to transcend death (Psalm 16:9-11; 49:15; 73:24). This conviction led to the conviction of the resurrection of the body and life in the Age to Come (Isaiah 26:19; Daniel 12:1,2)
In inter-testimental Judaism, Sheol was presented as the intermediate state where the dead await resurrection. Sometimes Sheol became the place of final doom and destruction of the wicked while only the righteous experience the resurrection. Eternal life is the term sometimes used of the life of the resurrection, and sometimes the simple word life was used instead of eternal life. 
When the dualism of this age and the Age to Come emerged in Jewish usage, the rabbis frequently spoke of “the life of the Age to Come.” The Age to Come would bring the blessing of immortality. Eternal life in Judaism is primarily the life of the Age to Come, the life of the resurrection.
(3) ‘Life’ in Gnosticism

The Hermetic writings of the second and third centuries AD represented light and life as belonging to God. God created humanity but humanity’s involvement in the material world have led to ignorance and death. If one can dispel ignorance and rediscover true purpose, this knowledge (gnosis) brings them back to light and life. Gnosis is achieved by asceticism and loathing the bodily senses. At death, one who has gnosis ascends by stages through the heavenly spheres, giving up bodily passions at each stage until entering into God and so becoming one with Him 
(4) ‘Life’ in the Synoptics

The Synoptics tend to treat eternal life as the life of the Age to Come. The rich young ruler refers to eternal life in these resurrection terms (Mark 10:17) and Jesus responds in the same terms. This eternal life is the life of the Kingdom of God (10:23) which will be inherited in the Age to Come (10:30 cf. Matthew 25:46). The coming of the Son of Man will bring a separation; the wicked will go into eternal punishment and the righteous into eternal life (Matthew 25:46). 

(5) ‘Eternal Life’ in John: Eschatological  
It was commonplace in rabbinical teachings that the study of the Torah would lead to “life in the Age to Come” (reflected in John 5:39)

John 3:36 life here is the life of the Age to Come

John 12:25 comparing this verse to the Synoptic equivalents (Mark 8:35;
                    Matthew 10:39; 16:25; Luke 9:24; 17:33) John’s form contrasts

                    this life to the next life more than the Synoptics have.
                    NIV this world = this age; eternal life = the age to come

John 4:14 this living water is the source of life in the Age to Come

John 6:27 Christ gives food that brings us into eternal life

(6) Eternal Life: Present and Future

While eternal life is eschatological, the central emphasis of John’s gospel is not to show people the way of life in the Age to Come but to bring them a present experience of this future life. The teaching that the life of the Age to Come is already implanted in the believer is not found in any explicit form in the Synoptics. 
John 10:10 John sees the purpose of Jesus’ mission as bringing a present 

                    experience of the future life

This life is the impartation of new life and not the quickening of any ‘innate’ power already in humanity. This new life comes through Christ and Christ alone. 

John 6:35 those who do not ‘eat his flesh and drink his blood’ cannot share

                  His life

John 6:63 this life is also mediated through Jesus’ words 
John 12:49,50 Jesus’ words come from the Father who told Him what to say;
                         embracing these words of the Father leads to eternal life 

John 6:51f Jesus is the living bread offering Himself to humanity

John 4:10,14 Jesus is the living water

John 5:26 this life is in Jesus

John 11:25; 14:6 Jesus could rightly say ‘I am the … life’

This ‘life’ resident in Jesus is the life of the Age to Come

John 10:28 receiving Jesus’ life means we will not perish

John 6:51 receiving Jesus’ life means living forever

The future dimension of eternal life includes the resurrection of the body. The one who believes in Jesus will die physically but will live again at the last day (11:25,26)

The mission of raising the dead is fulfilled in two stages

(1) John 5:25 = the present experience of eternal life (… and has now come …)

(2) John 5:28,29 = the future experience of eternal life
Both in the Synoptics and in John, eternal life is the life of the eschatological Age to Come. In the Synoptics this life is also the life of the Kingdom of God which belongs to the Age to Come. However the unique element in Jesus’ preaching of the Kingdom in the Synoptics is that the eschatological Kingdom has invaded this age. The Kingdom has come (Matthew 12:28) while the Age to Come remains future. In the same way John sees that the life that belongs to the Age to Come has come to people in the present age. While the language is different and eternal life and the Kingdom of God are not to be equated, the underlying theological structure is the same. What is properly a future blessing (eternal life and the Kingdom of God) becomes a present reality in our life in Christ. If eternal life is the life of the eschatological Kingdom of God, and if the Kingdom is present, it follows that we can expect the Kingdom to bring us a foretaste of the life of the future age
(7) The Nature of Eternal Life: Knowledge of God

John 17:3 is this the gnostic salvation by knowledge?

(8) Knowledge in Greek Thought

Knowledge is used in two different ways in Greek thought

(a) in philosophical thought knowledge meant the contemplation of its object to understand its essential qualities

(b) in Gnostic thought knowledge is the understanding of God by direct God-given intuition and inner illumination. This knowledge is within the reach of all who will control, subdue, extinguish their bodily appetites

(9) Knowledge in the Old Testament

Knowledge in the Old Testament means an experienced knowledge. Knowledge involves relationship, fellowship, concern (Isaiah 1:3). Those who God doesn’t know are those excluded from His family (Psalm 138:6); but God knows His own (Psalm 1:6). Human knowledge of God means response, obedience, relationship (Jeremiah 2:10; 10:5; Isaiah 45:4,5,20). Knowing God is humanity’s goal (Jeremiah 9:24; 1 Chronicles 28:9).

This knowledge of God is the goal of the Kingdom of God to be fulfilled in the eschatological consummation (Jeremiah 31:34; Hosea 6:2,3)

(10) Knowledge in John

In John knowledge is experiential relationship. An intimate mutual relationship exists between the Father and the Son; Jesus knows His disciples; and in knowing Him they also know God (10:14,15). What sets Jesus’ disciples apart from the world is their knowledge of Him (17:25). The world does not know Him (1:10; 8:55; 16;3; 17:25). Jesus’ mission is to be extended through His disciples who by showing genuine mutual love will make it possible for the world to know who Jesus is (17:23).
Knowing Jesus includes knowing the meaning of His mission. He is the one sent by God (17:8,25) who speaks the word of God (8:28). He and the Father mutually indwell each other (10:38) yet the Son is totally dependent on the Father (17:7)

The knowledge of God in John is obviously different to the Gnostic knowledge of God. To John knowledge is a personal, relationship knowledge, mediated through Jesus as the Word become flesh. Knowing God comes through faith by the Spirit, and not, as with Gnostic knowledge, through the mind by suppressing the bodily senses. People don’t know God because they don’t know Jesus and not because they’ve chosen to enjoy bodily pleasure. Knowing God doesn’t lead to the Gnostic merging of self with God but to a life of love and obedience.
The knowledge of God is seen by John as the eschatological blessing promised in the Old Testament. Eternal life is the life of the Age to Come brought to humanity through Jesus. If the presence of eternal life can be experienced in this present age through Jesus, then so can the knowledge of God, because both eternal life and the knowledge of God are mediated through the same source – Jesus.
(11) The Vision of God

Judaism held that seeing God was impossible in this life but occurred at death or in the Age to Come. But in John, the blessings of the Age to Come have already come to humanity; so ‘seeing’ God can also be a present day experience, albeit a mediated experience

John 1:18 no one has seen the Father but the Son makes Him known

John 14:9 the one who has seen Christ has seen the Father

John 12:45 beholding Jesus is beholding the Father who sent Him

So great emphasis is placed in John’s Gospel on seeing and beholding Jesus (1:14; 6:36,40; 9:37; 14:19; 16:16,17)

(12) Knowledge of the Truth

If eternal life can be defined in terms of knowledge of God (John 17:3), it is closely paralleled by knowledge of truth (John 8:32). In John there is a close relationship between life and truth

John 14:6 the way, the truth, the life

John 1:9 the light

John 1:4 the life of humanity

John 17:3 He gives knowledge of the true God = life for humanity

John 6:32 the true bread who came from heaven to give His life for humanity (6:33)

(13) Truth in the Old Testament

The Hebrew emet designates trustworthiness and reliability. A truthful witness is one whose word can be trusted because it corresponds with the facts (Proverbs 14:25). Emet is used of God’s acts in His dealings with His people. He is not arbitrary; He can be trusted. His people can rely on Him to deal with them faithfully. Emet is often coupled with hesed (covenant mercy) signifying God’s loyalty in fulfilling His promises and His covenant (Exodus 34:6)
Micah 7:18-20 a future (eschatological) disclosure of God’s emet promised to
                         Jacob and hesed promised to Abraham

In return for His acts of emet God looks for a response from His people

Exodus 18:21 men of truth

Nehemiah 9:33 God’s emet is sometimes responded to by wickedness

Joshua 24:14 people are called upon to serve God in emet

1 Kings 2:4 people are called to walk in emet

Emet becomes essentially the revealed will of God

(14) Truth in John

John seems to use the Greek aleitheia (truth) as an equivalent term for the Hebrew emet 
John 1:14,17 grace and truth are being used by John as equivalents for hesed and

                       emet. This is the only place in the New Testament where grace and 

                       truth are used together.
  The covenant love (hesed) and steadfastness (emet) that God has  

  shown through Israel’s history have now culminated in the 
  incarnation. John deliberately contrasts God’s past expressions of
  covenant love and steadfastness through the Law of Moses with its
  expression through Jesus which is the complete fullness (1:16).
When Jesus said I am … the truth (14:6) He meant He was the full revelation and embodiment of God’s redemptive purposes. Christ’s coming was God’s faithfulness to His character and desire to be a saving God being fully exposed.

To know the truth (8:32) means to come to know God’s saving purpose in and through Christ. The freedom promised is freedom from sin (8:34) which can only come through Christ (8:36) and not through the old covenant.
This redemptive understanding of truth is further shown by the adjective alethinos (true). The Greek word carries the sense of something being genuine and not counterfeit.

John 1:9 Jesus is the true light not in contrast to false lights of pagan religion but 

                 in contrast to the partial light that preceded Him

John 6:32 Jesus is the true bread because in contrast to the manna, He satisfies 

                 completely

John 15:1 Jesus is the true vine because He is the source of real life for those who 

                 abide in Him in contrast to membership in Israel as the vine in the former

                 dispensation (Jeremiah 2:21; Psalm 80:1-16; Ezekiel 15:1-8)

John 4:23 the true worshippers, created by the new revelation in Christ, are 

                 contrasted with the Jews and Samaritans who think worship is only

                 possible in their respective central temples. 

John 17:3 God is the true God, not just because He stands in contrast to false or 

                 unreal gods, but because in Christ He is acting consistently with His

                 redemptive character as Creator of a world that has become sinful

After leaving His disciples Jesus will send the Holy Spirit, called the Spirit of truth (14:17; 15:26; 16:13; cf. 1 John 4:6; 5:7) because His mission also has to do with the outworking of God’s redemptive purpose in the world. He bears witness to Christ who is the truth (15:26) = to direct peoples’ attention to what God has done in Jesus. He will lead the disciples into all truth (16:13) = a full, personal apprehension of the saving presence of God that has come to humanity in Christ.

This manifestation of truth demands a response from humanity

John 3:21 doing the truth = coming to the light. In John to do the truth means to 

                  respond to God’s revelation of His truth in Christ in the right way

John 18:37; cf.10:3) receiving Christ’s word = receiving Christ (1:10,11)

As Jesus has come to bear witness to the truth, He commits to His disciples the same task after His departure (17:18). Jesus had sanctified Himself (17:19) = dedicated Himself to His mission, and as Jesus sends His disciples into the world to continue His witness, He prays that they too may be sanctified in truth (17:17,19). This means that the disciples too are to be dedicated to the truth. As Jesus completely committed Himself to the task of accomplishing the redemptive purpose of the true God, so His disciples are to be committed unreservedly to the task of making God’s truth, His word, known to the world

This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 20 ‘Eternal Life’
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