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LESSONS FROM THE LIFE OF JOHN 

Lessons from the Lives of the Apostles, number 3 

Within the life of the apostle John, we shall 
witness one of the most dramatic changes seen in any 
of the apostles' lives. The change is dramatic, not 
because it is instantaneous or sensational, but because 
of the vast difference it brought about in his life 
after many years in the Master's service. 

In the slow and sometimes painful process of 
developing into a mature apostle, John had certain 
noteworthy experiences from which great lessons can 
be drawn. 

Selfish Ambition 

Realizing the potentiality of the kingdom of God, 
John and James made a selfishly ambitious request of 
Christ (Mark 10:35-41). One desired to sit on the 
right and the other on the left hand of Christ--positions 
symbolizing great authority and importance. 

Selfish ambition arises from · a sense of personal 
superiority either because of what one has or of what 
one has attained. James and John were a little better 
off than the other apostles and thus were subject to 
a feeling of superiority. 

The close family kinship of John to Jesus caused 
him to feel that he should be favored. His mother, 
Salome was the sister of Mary and thus he was a full 
cousin of Christ. Often because of who one is or 
because of whom one knows he looks for sepcial favors 
revealing his spirit of selfish ambition. 

One who is selfishly ambitious does not understand 
the meaning of "greatness" in God's kingdom. John 
thought that to be "great" meant to be prominent and 
conspicuous--to sit in some special seat of authority. 



Many 20th century Christians have great difficulty in 
reconciling "greatness" with some lowly place of service. 
But Jesus said, "he that will be great among you, shall · 
be your servant." 

Selfish ambition always creates dissension. The 
first recorded break in spirit among the apostles 
resulted from the selfish ambition of James and John. 
"When the ten heard it, they began to be much dis
pleased with James and John" (Mark 10:4-1). 

Temper 

Christ and his men were on their way to Jeru
salem when hospitality was discourteously refused 
them by a small Samaritan village (Luke 9:51-56). 
Violent anger arose in John as he turned to Christ 
and said, "Lord, wilt thou that we command fire to 
come down from heaven and consume them?" 

Temper acts immediately and violently because 
one fails to love others. To destroy is always 
easier than to win. One moment's fury can destroy 
another but an entire life's effort may be required 
to win him. 

Only when one forgets the purpose of Christ's 
coming does the spirit of temper appear. Jesus 
reminded John, "The Son of man is not come to destroy 
men's lives, but to save them" ( Luke 9: 56). 

Intolerance 

One one occasion John discovered a man who was 
casting out devils in the name of Jesus. Because 
this man did not belong to the apostolic group, John 
forbade him from continuing his work (Mark 9:38ff). 

Many, like John, have a narrow concept of the 
kin~dom of God and thus adopt an exclusive attitude. 
This man was doing a good work--casting out devils 
in the name of Christ. Yet John ordered him to stop. 



Because of a failure to see either the value of a 
certain phase of Christian work or the need for 
to work much good work for Christ is hindered. --

The Difference Christ Makes 

Our first impression of John is that he is a 
man of selfish ambition, violent temper and intol
erant heart. But there is something else to add to 
this picture. Christ, living in John, made a real 
difference. · 

Christ makes a difference in self-esteem. John's 
name frequently appears in the first three Gospels, 
but not once does it appear in his own Gospel--he is 
simply called "the beloved disciple." By the time 
John wrqte his Gospel, Christ had taken this "son of 
thunder" and transformed him into "an apostle of love. " 

Faithfulness to the Trust of Christ 
I 
·'j 

John records (19:26) the occasion when Jesus I 
entrusted his mother, Mary, to his keeping. Nicephorus 
states that John stayed in Jerusalem and cared for 
Mary like a son until her death. Are you faithful 
to the trust pf Christ in caring for others? Though 
persecution and false doctrine ·may abol.D'ld we must be 
faithful. 

John is an example of how Jesus can take a man 
as he is and use his natural gifts, powers, and 
temperament for greatness. Over a period of years, 
Christ took this man filled with selfish ambition, 
anger, intolerance and turned him into a disciple 
of love. What he did for John, he can do for you! 
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