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How to Experience God More Fully:

Following the Example of John
A Dramatic Monologue
Characteristic of Completeness:  Jesus Christ
Big Idea:   The First Shall Be Last
I.
I am John.  I am an apostle for Jesus the Christ.
A.
You people amuse me.  I am amused by your now famous paintings of me.
1.
Here is one.  There I am.  The cuddly, affectionate one.
2.
Here is another.  There I am.  The wistful, sensitive one.
3.
Here is another.  There I am.  The quiet, effeminate one.
4.
Here is another.  There I am.  The man who looks just like a woman.  Wipe it off the screen please.
B.
I suppose I should forgive you.
1.
After all, you look at what is written by me in the Bible, and you notice that I write of love.  It is true.  I write of love far more than any other writer of Scripture.  And by this you think I must be loving.  [Laughing] By this you think I am some poet—some ancient Barry Manilow.  Phooey!
2.
You look at the gospel I have written, and you notice that I never mention my own name.  Not once do I write my name.  “What a humble man,” you think.  “He doesn’t want to draw attention to himself,” you say.  “Oh, he is so modest.”
I want to vomit.
3.
In my gospel, I refer to myself as “the one whom Jesus loved.”  By this you think that maybe His love for me somehow goes beyond His love for others.  You think that maybe I am so sensitive and loving myself that my relationship with Jesus is on a different level than anyone else’s.  Perish the thought.  It is nonsense.
The truth is, all I really wanted to say is that I am the one whom Jesus kept loving.  He kept on loving me though I myself was the most unloving.  He kept on loving me though I myself was the most unlovable.
4.
It is true that when it comes to writing about love, some consider me to be first.  But when it comes to living a whole life of love, I consider myself to be last.  I am the last person on earth you would expect to write about love in the Bible.  That I did so is a testimony to God’s grace.  And perhaps His sense of humor.
II.
You see, I was always competitive.  I wanted to be first.  I expected to be first.  I was ambitious.  I was driven.  But loving?  No time for that.  It interfered with my selfish ambitions.
I remember when Jesus chose me to be an apostle (Mark 3:17).  He gave me the nickname, “son of thunder.”  He didn’t really explain the nickname.  But it doesn’t exactly fit the image in your prissy paintings.  I have come to believe that “thunder” was intended to be the opposite of “tender.”  I was a mover and a shaker.  But not tender.
A.
I grew up in an ambitious, hardworking family.  My father Zebedee (Matthew 4:21) owned his own fishing company in Galilee.  Ours was a family of considerable means and influence.

1.
We had multiple boats (Luke 5:1-4) and hired servants (Mark 1:20).

2.
Our family had connections with the high priest in Jerusalem (John 18:16).  The Priest knew me by name.

3.
My mother Salome was also able to follow Jesus and support him out of our family resources (Matthew 27:55).

B.
The ambition of my family carried over into my relationship with Jesus, and I enjoyed a lofty position of privilege.
1.
I became one of the twelve apostles.
2.
And not only was I one of the twelve, but I was also one of the inner circle of three, along with Peter and my older brother, James.  We three were the closest to Jesus.  We got to see and do some things that the other apostles did not.
a.
We three saw Jesus heal Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 1:29-31).
b.
We three saw Jesus raise the daughter of Jairus from the dead (Mark 5:36-42).
c.
We three saw the transfiguration of Jesus on a mountain, and heard the voice of God say, “This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased” (Matthew 17:1-5).
d.
We three were chosen by Jesus to accompany Him in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matthew 26:36-37).

3.
And not only was I one of the three, but I was also first in some ways.

a.
When Peter and I ran to the empty tomb of Jesus, I outran him.  I was first (John 20:3-4).
b.
I was the first to believe that Jesus had risen from the dead (John 20:8).

c.
After His resurrection, I was the first to recognize the risen Jesus calling us to cast our nets for a catch (John 21:7).

d.
And I was the youngest apostle.  I took a certain pride in being the youngest.  The way I saw it, I made it big earlier in life than the others.  Chronologically, I was the first—the first to achieve apostleship.
I was indeed the son of thunder.  My attitude then is embarrassing to me now.
III.
But Jesus kept loving me.  He lovingly put my selfish ambitions to death.
  He killed my selfish ambitions gradually.  They died a slow and painful death, even though I kept trying to revive them.
A.
I remember on one occasion in Capernaum, we disciples were arguing about who would be the greatest in the kingdom of heaven (Mark 9:33-34).  I argued that I would be the greatest because, as the youngest, I had the greatest potential.  Thunder!
Jesus gathered us together and said, “If anyone desires to be first, he shall be last of all, and servant of all (Mark 9:35).”

Then Jesus called a little child to Him as an object lesson, and he said, “. . . whoever humbles himself as this little child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 18:4).”

B.
My ambition was wounded.  I tried to revive it by changing the subject and saying something that would illicit some personal praise from Jesus.  I said, “Lord, we saw some man casting out demons in your name.  He’s not following us.  He’s not an apostle.  He has no authorization to do what only we are supposed to do.  Don’t worry, though.  I commanded him to stop (Mark 9:38).”  Thunder!
I waited for the commendation from Jesus that I felt sure would come.  But instead of a commendation, Jesus added insult to injury.  He said, “Do not forbid him . . . he who is not against us is on our side” (Mark 9:39-40).

C.
A short time later, we were traveling with Jesus heading for Jerusalem.  We came upon a Samaritan village that did not welcome us.  In those days, there was great animosity between Jews and Samaritans.  So, their refusal to receive us should not have been a big surprise.  But I was tired and they made me angry.  I didn’t like Samaritans anyway.  So I said to Jesus, “Lord, do You want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?” (Luke 9:54)  I wanted to torch those Samaritan dogs.  I wanted to see them burn for snubbing us.  Thunder!

Jesus rebuked me, saying that I did not realize the kind of spirit I was reflecting (Luke 9:55).  True.  I did not realize that my spirit was so profoundly unloving.

D.
Still later, as we approached Jerusalem, Jesus took us aside and tried to explain the crucifixion that awaited Him there (Mark 10:33-34).  We did not understand Him (Luke 18:34).

But my brother James and I sensed that Jesus would soon establish His kingdom on earth.  We sensed a window of opportunity to secure our positions.  So we wanted to make our pitch for the key positions of honor and power in the kingdom—positions that we felt we deserved.  We brought our mother, Salome, to Jesus, thinking that because she was a big contributor to Christ’s campaign, perhaps Jesus would be more favorably disposed to grant our request.
We said to Jesus, “Teacher, we would like you to grant us a request” (Mark 10:35).

“What do you want me to do for you?” (Mark 10:36) He said.

Then our mother interjected, “Grant that these two sons of mine may sit, one on Your right hand and the other on the left, in Your kingdom” (Matthew 20:21).  Thunder!
Jesus said, “You don’t know what you’re asking.  Are you able to drink the cup I will drink?” (Matthew 20:22a)
We did not understand the question.  We did not realize that Jesus was asking if we were able to love as He does by sacrificing ourselves for the sake of others.  So we said ignorantly, “Sure, we can do it” (Matthew 20:22b).  Thunder!
He said that we would indeed drink the cup of suffering, but that it was not His prerogative to grant the privilege of sitting on His right or His left.  It is the prerogative of the Father (Matthew 20:23).
Then Jesus said something we had heard before.  He said, “Whoever wants to be first must be slave of all” (Mark 10:44).  I realized then that Jesus had just rebuked my selfish ambition.  He was calling me to a love I had never known.
E.
Still later, it was the night before Jesus was to be crucified.  We were in the upper room for what would be our last supper.  I was seated next to Jesus, in the place of honor (John 13:23).
Have you ever wondered how I came to be seated in the place of honor?  I will give you an embarrassing clue.  On our approach to Jerusalem, Jesus sent me ahead to prepare the meal (Luke 22:8).  I wanted to be first.  Thunder!
So there I sat in the place of honor.  Then Jesus got up from the table, and He wrapped a towel around His waist.  Then He poured water into a basin and began to wash our feet (John 13:4-20).  Never had I seen a Man so great stoop so low in serving others.  It was the essence of His love.
Afterwards He said, “I have given you an example, that you should do as I have done for you” (John 13:15).  My heart was pierced.  And I recognized this was the same lesson He had been trying to teach me all along:  the first shall be last.  The greatest will be the servant.  That is love.
F.
Less than 24 hours later, I was standing at the cross.  Flogged and spat upon, pierced and mocked, Jesus the Christ hung above me.  It was not what I expected.  It was not my hope.  I was looking to His coronation, not His crucifixion.  I wanted to be seated in the position of honor with my brother, James, in Christ’s kingdom, one of us on the right, the other on the left.  But Jesus was not seated on His throne; He was hanging on His cross.  One criminal on His left, the other on His right.

I remembered His earlier question to me:  “Are you able to drink the cup I will drink?”  In that moment, I realized my selfish ambition was dying there on the cross.  I wanted to be first, but I was the last.

I stood there with Mary, the widowed mother of Jesus leaning against me, weary from sobbing, staggered by waves of grief (John 19:25-26).  Jesus called down to me from the cross:  “Behold, your mother!” (John 19:27)  Mary was not my mother.  Not by blood.  But by this I knew Jesus was asking me to take her as my mother, to care for her.  And I did.  I took Mary home, and I loved her as my mother.  It is a great irony.  By this I mean no disrespect:  I was supposed to be great, but I ended up taking care of a widow.  The first shall be last.
G.
Many years passed.  I was a very old man looking back.  Many great things had happened.  Christ rose again.  His church was established and thriving in spite of great persecution.
I reflected on the selfish ambition of my youth.  I had not fulfilled the potential I once envisioned for myself.
1.
My dream of holding a position of honor and power with my brother James had ended (Acts 12:2).  James was the first apostle to be killed for his faith.

2.
Peter and Paul became the most prominent leaders in the early history of the church.  I did not.

3.
God had inspired all the others to write what would become the New Testament.  Their writings rolled out steadily over two decades (House, Chronological Background Charts of the New Testament, p. 16-17).  Then they stopped.  It had been nearly 20 years since they stopped.  God had not asked me to write a single word.
4.
One by one, I watched the other apostles martyred.  Each died a hero of the faith.  Yet, I was alive. I was the last apostle standing.  I was the last.

5.
My selfish ambition had died a slow and painful death over the years.  But Jesus kept on loving me.  I remembered the words He spoke that now have fresh meaning for me.  He said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain” (John 12:24).
My selfish ambition had died.  Yet I had never felt more alive.  God had done this in me because He never stopped loving me.  I was the one whom Jesus loved.  I was content to be last.  It had taken over 80 years, but God had transformed me from thunder to tender.  Who would have thought?  From thunder to tender.
IV.
Then one night, I was sleeping like a very old man.  I was awakened by a voice.  It said, “John, you are ready.”  I pulled myself up, but saw nothing.  I strained to listen, but heard nothing.  Then again, the voice said, “John, you are ready.”  I knew it was the Lord.  So I said, “Lord, I am ready to die.  I am ready to be with you.”
Then He said, “No, John.  You are not ready to die; you are ready to write.  I want you to write to my people.  I want them to know about love.”
I said, “Lord, who am I?”  He said, “You are the one whom I love.  So write.  I will speak through you.  I have prepared you for this moment.”

My selfish ambition had died, and in the death, I came to experience a greatness beyond my dreams.  His greatness in me.  The greatness of His love came flowing from my pen:  one gospel, three epistles, and the Revelation.  The last books of the Bible to be written by the last person on earth you would expect.
You say, “Who am I?”  He says, “You are the one whom I love.”  The first shall be last.  That is the way of love.
(Note:  The chronological order of events follows Cheney, Jesus Christ:  the Greatest Life Ever Lived.)
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