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John  
From Son of Thunder to Apostle of Love 

The Fisherman Called 

The sun was barely rising over the Sea of Galilee when John and his brother James 

climbed into the boat with their father Zebedee. It was the same routine they had 

followed for years—mend the nets, prepare the boat, head out to fish. This was no 

small operation. Zebedee owned fishing boats and employed hired servants. The 

family business was successful, and they were partners with other fishermen, 

including Simon Peter and his brother Andrew. 

John knew hard work. He knew early mornings, rough seas, and the disappointment 

of empty nets. He knew the satisfaction of a good catch and the exhaustion that came 

with hauling in the fish. But he also sensed something was missing—there had to be 

more to life than just fishing. He and James had heard about a prophet named John 

the Baptist who had been baptizing people in the Jordan River, calling them to 

repentance, preparing the way for someone greater. Their friend Andrew could not 

stop talking about Jesus of Nazareth, claiming he was the Messiah they had been 

waiting for. John was not sure what to make of it all, but he was curious, restless, 

sensing that something significant was about to happen. 

Then one day, Jesus walked along the shore of Galilee. He had already called Peter 

and Andrew, who immediately left their nets to follow him. Jesus came to where 

James and John were in their boat with their father, preparing their nets. He looked 

at them and said simply, "Come, follow me, and I will send you out to fish for people" 

(Matthew 4:21; Mark 1:19-20). That was it—no lengthy explanation, no promise of 

salary or security. Just an invitation to leave everything and follow a traveling rabbi. 

John looked at his father, then at his brother, then at the nets, then at Jesus. Without 

a word, they left the boat and their father and followed him. Immediately. No 

hesitation. They left the family business, their father, the hired servants, their source 

of income—everything that had defined them—and followed Jesus. They had no idea 

what they were getting into or who this rabbi really was. They certainly had no idea 

that one of them would become "the disciple whom Jesus loved," the one who would 

outlive all the others and write words that would echo through eternity. They only 

knew that when Jesus called, the only right response was to follow. 

As Jesus gathered his disciples around him, he gave some of them nicknames. Simon 

became Peter, "the rock." And James and John were nicknamed together: 

"Boanerges," which means "Sons of Thunder" (Mark 3:17). This was not a 

compliment about their preaching skills—it was a description of their temperament. 

Thunder is powerful, loud, demanding of attention. Thunder shakes things. Thunder 

can also be destructive, frightening, and overwhelming. 
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That was John and James. They were hot-tempered, impulsive, and intense—quick 

to anger and ready to fight. If you crossed them, you would know it. If you rejected 

their message, they would want to destroy you. Jesus knew what he was getting when 

he called them. He called them anyway, because Jesus does not wait for people to be 

perfect before calling them. He calls them as they are, then spends years 

transforming them into who they are meant to be. 

From early on, Jesus selected three disciples for special experiences: Peter, James, 

and John. These three were invited into moments the other nine did not see. When a 

synagogue leader named Jairus begged Jesus to come heal his dying daughter, 

messengers arrived with devastating news: "Your daughter is dead. Why bother the 

teacher anymore?" Jesus ignored them and told Jairus, "Don't be afraid; just 

believe." When they arrived at the house, Jesus did not allow anyone to follow him 

except Peter, James, and John. He sent the professional mourners outside, took the 

parents and his three disciples, and went into the room where the dead girl lay. 

Taking her hand, he said, "Little girl, I say to you, get up!" (Mark 5:41). Immediately 

she stood up and walked around. John watched Jesus raise a dead girl to life. He 

witnessed power over death itself. 

Six days later, Jesus took Peter, James, and John up a high mountain by themselves. 

There, something happened that John would never forget. Jesus was transfigured 

before them—his face shone like the sun, his clothes became dazzling white. Then 

Moses and Elijah appeared and talked with Jesus about his coming death in 

Jerusalem. A cloud covered them, and a voice spoke from within it: "This is my Son, 

whom I love. Listen to him!" (Mark 9:7). When the cloud lifted, only Jesus remained. 

John had seen Jesus in glory. He had heard the voice of God the Father. He had 

witnessed Jesus talking with Moses and Elijah. He had glimpsed something of 

Jesus's true identity—not just a rabbi, not just a prophet, but the divine Son of God. 

The third time Jesus took these three deeper was in the Garden of Gethsemane, the 

night before he died. After the Last Supper, Jesus took his disciples to a garden to 

pray. He led Peter, James, and John farther in, away from the others. "My soul is 

overwhelmed with sorrow to the point of death," Jesus told them. "Stay here and 

keep watch with me" (Matthew 26:38). Then Jesus went a little farther and fell to the 

ground, praying desperately: "Abba, Father, everything is possible for you. Take this 

cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will" (Mark 14:36). He was in such 

agony that his sweat became like drops of blood falling to the ground. Three times 

Jesus came back to check on his three closest friends. Three times he found them 

sleeping. John, who had seen Jesus in glory on the mountain, now saw him in agony 

in the garden. Being in the inner circle meant seeing both the glory and the 

suffering—privilege and responsibility intertwined. 

Jesus and his disciples were on the road to Jerusalem. Jesus had been telling them 

repeatedly what was about to happen—he would be betrayed, arrested, mocked, 

beaten, and killed. And on the third day, he would rise again. The disciples did not 

fully understand. They heard "kingdom" and "glory" but could not grasp "suffering" 
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and "death." That was when James and John approached Jesus privately with an 

audacious request: "Teacher, we want you to do for us whatever we ask." They 

wanted Jesus to commit before even hearing what it was. 

Jesus, patient as always, asked, "What do you want me to do for you?" They revealed 

their hearts: "Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory" 

(Mark 10:35-37). They wanted the best seats in the kingdom—positions of highest 

honor and authority. They wanted to leapfrog over the other ten disciples straight to 

the top. They were Sons of Thunder, after all. They were not asking for middle 

management. 

Jesus did not shame them. He simply said, "You don't know what you are asking. Can 

you drink the cup I drink or be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?" (Mark 

10:38). They thought he was talking about sharing his glory. He was talking about 

sharing his suffering. "We can," they answered confidently, having no idea what they 

were saying. When the other ten disciples heard about this power play, they were 

furious. So Jesus called all twelve together and taught them about greatness in his 

kingdom: "Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and 

whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come 

to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many" (Mark 10:43-45). 

John's "Son of Thunder" temperament showed up repeatedly. Once, Jesus and the 

disciples were traveling through Samaria on their way to Jerusalem. They came to a 

Samaritan village and sent messengers ahead to prepare for their arrival. The 

Samaritans refused to welcome them because Jesus was heading to Jerusalem (Luke 

9:53). Jews and Samaritans had hated each other for centuries. James and John were 

outraged. How dare these Samaritans reject the Messiah! 

"Lord," they asked, "do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy them?" 

(Luke 9:54). They wanted to incinerate an entire village because of their lack of 

hospitality. Jesus turned and rebuked them. This was not the spirit he wanted his 

followers to have. He came to save people, not destroy them—to show mercy, not call 

down judgment. 

On another occasion, John came to Jesus with a complaint: "Teacher, we saw 

someone driving out demons in your name and we told him to stop, because he was 

not one of us" (Mark 9:38). John was being territorial and exclusive. Someone was 

doing ministry in Jesus's name—good ministry, effective ministry—but he was not 

part of their official group, so John tried to shut him down. Jesus corrected him: "Do 

not stop him. For no one who does a miracle in my name can in the next moment say 

anything bad about me. Whoever is not against us is for us" (Mark 9:39-40). John 

was learning that the kingdom of God is inclusive, not exclusive—generous, not 

territorial. 

Thursday evening, the night before Jesus died, he gathered his twelve disciples in an 

upper room for the Passover meal. During the meal, John was reclining next to 
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Jesus—literally leaning back against his chest. This was the position of honor, the 

place closest to the host. This is when John first identifies himself with a phrase that 

would define the rest of his life: "the disciple whom Jesus loved" (John 13:23). Not 

because Jesus loved him more than the others, but because John had come to 

understand that being loved by Jesus was the most important thing about him. His 

identity was rooted in one simple truth: Jesus loved him. 

That night, Jesus washed the disciples' feet, gave them a new command to love one 

another, promised them the Holy Spirit, told them he is the way, the truth, and the 

life, called them friends instead of servants, and prayed for them and for all future 

believers. John absorbed every word. He leaned against Jesus's chest and learned 

what love looks like. 

After the meal, they went to the Garden of Gethsemane. When Judas arrived with 

armed guards and Jesus was arrested, all the disciples deserted him and fled—

including John. The disciple who had left everything to follow Jesus ran away in fear. 

But John did something the other disciples did not do: he came back. As Jesus was 

taken to the high priest's house for questioning, John followed. He was able to get 

into the courtyard and even spoke to the servant girl at the door to get Peter in—the 

same courtyard where Peter would deny Jesus three times. 

When the Sanhedrin condemned Jesus and Pilate ordered his crucifixion, when the 

Roman soldiers nailed Jesus to the cross at Golgotha, most of the disciples were 

nowhere to be seen. They were hiding, terrified they would be arrested too. But John 

was there. "Near the cross of Jesus stood his mother, his mother's sister, Mary the 

wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene" (John 19:25). And John, the disciple whom 

Jesus loved, was there. 

While the other disciples hid in fear, John stood at the cross. He watched the nails go 

through Jesus's hands and feet. He heard Jesus's cries of pain. He saw the blood. 

Jesus, in excruciating pain, looked down and saw his mother Mary standing beside 

John. Jesus spoke to Mary: "Woman, here is your son" (John 19:26). Then to John: 

"Here is your mother" (John 19:27). In his final moments, in unbearable agony, 

Jesus made sure his mother would be cared for, entrusting that responsibility to 

John. "From that time on, this disciple took her into his home" (John 19:27). The 

young man who once wanted to call down fire on a Samaritan village was now 

trusted to care for the mother of Jesus. The Son of Thunder was entrusted with the 

most tender, intimate ministry. 

John stayed at the cross until the end. He watched as they pierced Jesus's side with a 

spear. He saw blood and water flow out. "The man who saw it has given testimony, 

and his testimony is true. He knows that he tells the truth, and he testifies so that you 

also may believe" (John 19:35). Even in his grief, John was thinking like a witness—

like someone who would need to tell this story, like someone who would write it all 

down someday. 
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Early Sunday morning, Mary Magdalene came running with shocking news: "They 

have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we don't know where they have put him!" 

John and Peter took off running toward the tomb. John, apparently younger and 

faster, outran Peter. He reached the tomb first, bent down, and looked in. He saw the 

strips of linen lying there but did not go in. Then Peter arrived and went straight into 

the tomb. He saw the linen cloths and the burial cloth that had been around Jesus's 

head, folded up separately. "Finally, the other disciple, who had reached the tomb 

first, also went inside. He saw and believed" (John 20:8). John believed. The rabbi he 

had followed for three years had not stayed dead. The friend whose chest he had 

leaned against was alive. The Savior who had given him a mother was risen. 

Everything changed in that moment. 

After Jesus ascended to heaven, the disciples returned to Jerusalem as he had 

commanded. They gathered in an upper room—the same room where they had 

shared the Last Supper just weeks earlier. "They all joined together constantly in 

prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers" 

(Acts 1:14). John was there, and Mary, Jesus's mother, was with him. He had taken 

her into his home, just as Jesus had asked. 

On the Day of Pentecost, fifty days after Passover, they were all together in one place. 

Suddenly there came a sound like the blowing of a violent wind from heaven, filling 

the whole house. What looked like tongues of fire separated and came to rest on each 

of them. "All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other 

tongues as the Spirit enabled them" (Acts 2:2-4). John, filled with the Holy Spirit, 

began declaring the wonders of God in languages he had never learned. The Son of 

Thunder now had fire from God—not destructive fire to burn enemies, but 

transforming fire to empower mission. Peter stood up and preached to the crowd. 

Three thousand people believed and were baptized that day. The church exploded, 

and John was right in the middle of it. 

In the early chapters of Acts, Peter and John are consistently mentioned together as 

ministry partners. One day they were going to the temple for prayer when they 

encountered a man who had been lame from birth, begging at the gate called 

Beautiful. Peter said, "Silver or gold I do not have, but what I do have I give you. In 

the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk" (Acts 3:6). He took the man's hand and 

helped him up. Instantly the man's feet and ankles became strong. He jumped to his 

feet, walking and jumping and praising God. 

The religious authorities—the same ones who had crucified Jesus—were disturbed. 

They arrested Peter and John and put them in jail overnight. The next day, Peter and 

John stood before the Sanhedrin, the same council that had condemned Jesus. "By 

what power or what name did you do this?" they demanded (Acts 4:7). Peter, filled 

with the Holy Spirit, answered boldly, preaching Jesus to them. "When they saw the 

courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, 

they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus" (Acts 

4:13). The secret to their boldness was clear: they had been with Jesus. 
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The council commanded Peter and John to stop speaking in Jesus's name. Peter and 

John replied, "Which is right in God's eyes: to listen to you, or to him? You be the 

judges! As for us, we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard" (Acts 

4:19-20). This was John, the one who once fled in fear when Jesus was arrested, now 

boldly defying the Sanhedrin. The Son of Thunder had found his voice. Instead of 

calling down destructive fire, he was proclaiming the life-giving gospel. 

Later, when Philip went to Samaria and preached the gospel there, the apostles in 

Jerusalem sent Peter and John to pray for these new believers to receive the Holy 

Spirit (Acts 8:14-17). Think about the irony: John, who once wanted to call down fire 

to destroy a Samaritan village, was now sent to Samaria to help Samaritans receive 

the Holy Spirit. The man who wanted to burn them was now blessing them. The 

disciple who saw Samaritans as enemies now saw them as brothers and sisters. The 

Son of Thunder had become a minister of grace. Years later, Paul would describe 

John as one of the "pillars" of the church in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:9)—a foundation 

stone, a respected leader recognized throughout the Christian world. 

Sometime in the 80s or 90s AD, when John was an old man living in Ephesus, he sat 

down to write his account of Jesus's life. By this time, the other three Gospels had 

already been written and were circulating among the churches. John had a different 

purpose in mind. He was not just recording history—he was making a case for belief. 

He wrote to inspire faith, so people would believe and have life. 

John opens his Gospel with some of the most majestic words ever written: "In the 

beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 

was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him 

nothing was made that has been made" (John 1:1-3). The other Gospels start with 

Jesus's birth or ministry. John starts before creation. He wants his readers to know 

from the very first sentence that Jesus is not just a great teacher or a prophet—he is 

God. Then John makes the staggering claim: "The Word became flesh and made his 

dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who 

came from the Father, full of grace and truth" (John 1:14). 

John's Gospel contains what may be the most famous verse in all of Scripture: "For 

God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in 

him shall not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16). Think about who is writing 

this—the man who once wanted to call down fire to destroy a Samaritan village, the 

man who was territorial and exclusive, now writes: "God so loved the world." Not just 

Jews. The world. Everyone. All nations. All people. The Son of Thunder had learned 

the depth and breadth of God's love. 

Throughout his Gospel, John records seven times when Jesus used the phrase "I 

AM"—the divine name God revealed to Moses at the burning bush. Each time, Jesus 

revealed something essential about who he is: "I am the bread of life" (John 6:35), "I 

am the light of the world" (John 8:12), "I am the door" (John 10:9), "I am the good 

shepherd" (John 10:11), "I am the resurrection and the life" (John 11:25), "I am the 
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way and the truth and the life" (John 14:6), and "I am the true vine" (John 15:1). 

John wanted his readers to know that Jesus is everything we need. 

Near the end of his Gospel, John explains why he wrote: "Jesus performed many 

other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But 

these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and 

that by believing you may have life in his name" (John 20:30-31). John did not write 

to impress people with his knowledge or to show off his writing skills. He wrote so 

people would believe, so they would have life. 

By the time John wrote his three letters, he was an old man—probably in his 80s or 

90s—the last surviving apostle. Everyone else was gone. Peter had been crucified in 

Rome. Paul had been beheaded. James, John's own brother, had been killed by 

Herod Agrippa years earlier. Only John remained. From Ephesus, where he led the 

church, this elderly apostle wrote letters filled with one theme: love. 

In his first letter, John wrote what may be the simplest and most profound statement 

in all of Scripture: "Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love" 

(1 John 4:8). Not "God loves" or "God is loving." But "God IS love." Love is not just 

something God does—it is who God is. His very essence. His nature. His being. John 

continues: "This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son 

as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought 

to love one another" (1 John 4:10-11). 

Then John gives us the foundational principle of Christian love: "We love because he 

first loved us" (1 John 4:19). This is the key. We do not generate love on our own. We 

receive his love, and it overflows to others. "This is how we know what love is: Jesus 

Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers 

and sisters. If anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need 

but has no pity on them, how can the love of God be in that person? Dear children, let 

us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth" (1 John 3:16-18). 

Throughout his letters, John calls his readers "dear children" and "little children," 

writing like a grandfather tenderly instructing the next generation. The hot-tempered 

young fisherman had become a gentle old man. Decades of walking with Jesus, being 

loved by Jesus, and being transformed by Jesus had made John into this: a man 

overflowing with love. 

By the 90s AD, the Roman Emperor Domitian was persecuting Christians, 

demanding to be worshiped as a god. Christians who refused faced imprisonment, 

torture, or death. John, as a prominent church leader in Ephesus, was arrested. "I, 

John, your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient 

endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Patmos because of the word of 

God and the testimony of Jesus" (Revelation 1:9). Patmos was a small, rocky island 

used as a Roman penal colony. John, now elderly, was exiled there, cut off from the 

churches he loved. But God was not done with John yet. 
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"On the Lord's Day I was in the Spirit," John wrote, "and I heard behind me a loud 

voice like a trumpet" (Revelation 1:10). He turned and saw "someone like a son of 

man," dressed in a robe with a golden sash, with white hair like wool, eyes like 

blazing fire, feet like bronze glowing in a furnace, and a voice like rushing waters. In 

his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp double-edged 

sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance. John fell at his feet as 

though dead (Revelation 1:13-17). This was Jesus—not the humble teacher John had 

known in Galilee, but Jesus glorified, radiating power and authority. 

Jesus placed his right hand on John and said, "Do not be afraid. I am the First and 

the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and now look, I am alive for ever and ever! 

I hold the keys of death and Hades" (Revelation 1:17-18). Then Jesus opened heaven 

to John. He saw the throne of God, surrounded by twenty-four elders and four living 

creatures who never stopped saying, "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who 

was, and is, and is to come." He saw Jesus described as both "the Lion of the tribe of 

Judah" and "a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain." When Jesus took a scroll sealed 

with seven seals, all of heaven erupted in worship: "Worthy is the Lamb, who was 

slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and 

praise!" (Revelation 5:12). John, who once asked to sit at Jesus's right hand in glory, 

now saw Jesus receiving all the glory of heaven and earth. John was perfectly content 

to worship. 

After visions of judgment and tribulation and the final defeat of Satan, John saw the 

most beautiful thing of all: "Then I saw 'a new heaven and a new earth,' for the first 

heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw 

the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as 

a bride beautifully dressed for her husband" (Revelation 21:1-2). Then he heard a 

loud voice from the throne: "Look! God's dwelling place is now among the people, 

and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with 

them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more 

death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away" 

(Revelation 21:3-4). The one on the throne said, "I am making everything new!" 

As the vision ended, Jesus gave John a final message: "Look, I am coming soon! My 

reward is with me, and I will give to each person according to what they have done. I 

am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End" 

(Revelation 22:12-13). John, who had spent his life following Jesus, responded with 

the prayer that has echoed through the centuries: "Come, Lord Jesus" (Revelation 

22:20). 

According to early church tradition, John was eventually released from Patmos and 

returned to Ephesus, where he continued to lead the church until his death. Church 

fathers like Irenaeus wrote that John lived to an extreme old age, dying peacefully in 

Ephesus sometime around 98-100 AD. By the end, tradition says, he was so old and 

frail that he had to be carried into church meetings, and his message became shorter 

and shorter until it was just this: "Little children, love one another." 
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When people asked why he always said the same thing, John reportedly replied, 

"Because it is the Lord's command, and if you do this alone, it is enough." John's life 

from beginning to end is a testimony to the transforming power of walking with 

Jesus over a lifetime. From Son of Thunder to Apostle of Love. From ambitious to 

humble. From wanting to destroy to proclaiming "God is love." From seeking 

position to being content in being loved. This did not happen overnight. It took 

decades—sixty or seventy years of walking with Jesus, being shaped by Jesus, 

learning from Jesus. God did not erase John's personality. He redeemed it, 

transformed it, and used it for his glory. John's thunder became tenderness. His fire 

became love. He gave Jesus seventy years, and at the end, he could say with 

confidence: "We love because he first loved us." 

 

Reflections on Redemption 

 

Called As We Are, Not As We Should Be 
 
When Jesus nicknamed James and John "Sons of Thunder," he was not offering a 
compliment—he was describing a problem. These were hot-tempered, impulsive, 
combative men who would later want to incinerate a village and jockey for positions 
of power. Yet Jesus called them anyway. He did not wait for them to clean up their 
act, manage their anger, or develop a servant's heart before inviting them into his 
inner circle. 
 
This reveals something profound about how God works. He does not recruit the 
qualified; he qualifies the recruited. Jesus saw in John not just the hot-tempered 
fisherman he was, but the apostle of love he would become. The call comes first, then 
the transformation. We often wait to respond to God until we feel ready, until we 
have our lives together, until we are worthy of being used. But John's story reminds 
us that Jesus calls us in our mess, with our flaws fully visible to him, because he 
knows what he can make of us over a lifetime of walking together. 
If Jesus can call a Son of Thunder, he can call you—with all your rough edges, your 
temperament issues, your patterns of failure. You do not have to be perfect to follow 
Jesus. You just have to be willing. 

The Cost of Closeness 

John was part of Jesus's inner circle—one of only three disciples who witnessed the 

raising of Jairus's daughter, the transfiguration on the mountain, and the agony in 

Gethsemane. This privilege came with a cost. John saw Jesus's face shine like the 

sun, but he also saw his sweat fall like drops of blood. He heard God the Father 

declare "This is my Son," and he heard Jesus cry out "Take this cup from me." 

Greater intimacy with Jesus does not mean an easier life. It often means being 

entrusted with more—more knowledge, more responsibility, more suffering. The 

disciples who stayed closest to Jesus in the garden were the ones who witnessed his 
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deepest anguish. Being in the inner circle meant they could not pretend the cost of 

redemption was small or painless. 

We sometimes pursue intimacy with God expecting only mountaintop experiences—

transfiguration moments of glory and clarity. But true closeness to Jesus means 

walking with him through the garden as well. It means staying awake when others 

sleep. It means being willing to see both his glory and his suffering, and to share in 

both. 

When Ambition Disguises Itself 

James and John's request for the best seats in the kingdom was audacious in its 

timing—Jesus had just finished explaining that he would be betrayed, mocked, and 

killed. While Jesus spoke of suffering and sacrifice, they dreamed of thrones and 

power. Their spiritual ears were selective, hearing "kingdom" and "glory" but filtering 

out "suffering" and "death." 

This is how ambition often operates in the spiritual life. It dresses itself in religious 

language. It convinces us that our desire for recognition is really a desire to serve 

God more effectively. It persuades us that wanting the best seat is about maximizing 

our impact for the kingdom. But Jesus saw through it, and his response was not 

anger but gentle correction: "You don't know what you are asking." 

The world teaches us to climb ladders, to get ahead, to make names for ourselves. 

Jesus teaches us to climb down—to serve others, to decrease so he can increase. John 

eventually learned this lesson. The man who asked for the seat of honor became the 

man who simply called himself "the disciple whom Jesus loved." His identity shifted 

from what he could achieve to what he had received. 

From Fire to Spirit 

One of the most striking transformations in John's story is his relationship with the 

Samaritans. When a Samaritan village refused hospitality to Jesus, John's immediate 

response was violent: "Lord, do you want us to call fire down from heaven to destroy 

them?" This was not a momentary lapse—it revealed how John saw people who were 

different, people who rejected his message, people he considered enemies. 

Years later, the same John was sent to Samaria to pray for Samaritan believers to 

receive the Holy Spirit. The man who wanted to burn them was now blessing them. 

The disciple who saw them as enemies now recognized them as brothers and sisters. 

This is what decades of walking with Jesus can do—it transforms our "call down fire" 

impulses into "bring them the Spirit" ministries. 

We all have our Samaritans—people we struggle to love, groups we instinctively want 

to judge or exclude. John's journey invites us to examine our own hearts. Who do we 

see as beyond the reach of grace? Whose rejection makes us want to call down fire 
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rather than extend blessing? The same Spirit that transformed John's hatred into 

love is available to us. 

The Disciple Who Came Back 

When Jesus was arrested in the garden, all the disciples fled—including John. The 

man who had left everything to follow Jesus ran away when following became 

dangerous. This is a humbling detail that John does not hide in his Gospel. He does 

not present himself as the brave one who never wavered. 

But John did something the others did not do: he came back. He followed at a 

distance, got into the high priest's courtyard, and eventually made his way to the 

cross. While the other disciples remained in hiding, John stood at Golgotha, 

watching Jesus die. His initial failure did not disqualify him from faithfulness. His 

running away did not prevent him from returning. 

This is a crucial lesson for all who follow Jesus. Failure is not final. Running away 

does not mean you cannot come back. The same Peter who denied Jesus three times 

was later given three opportunities to affirm his love and receive his commission. The 

disciples who scattered in fear became the apostles who turned the world upside 

down. What matters is not that you never fall, but that you get back up. John came 

back, and because he came back, he was there when it mattered most. 

Identity Rooted in Love 

Throughout his Gospel, John consistently identifies himself not by name but as "the 

disciple whom Jesus loved." This is not arrogance—it is profound humility. John is 

not claiming that Jesus loved him more than the others. He is declaring that being 

loved by Jesus is the most important thing about him. Not his position as one of the 

twelve. Not his place in the inner circle. Not his family connections or his 

accomplishments. Just this: Jesus loved him. 

This identity anchored John through everything—the trauma of the cross, the 

decades of ministry, the persecution, the exile on Patmos. When your identity is 

rooted in being loved, you do not have to prove yourself. You are already loved. You 

do not have to earn approval. You are already accepted. You do not have to compete 

for position. You are already valued. 

When you fail, what defines you—your mistakes or his love? When suffering comes, 

what keeps you standing—your strength or his love? The Son of Thunder became the 

Apostle of Love when he learned to root his identity in Jesus's love for him. This is 

the identity that will carry you through success and failure, through praise and 

criticism, through ministry highs and ministry lows. 
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The Long Obedience 

John's transformation from Son of Thunder to Apostle of Love did not happen 

overnight. It took sixty or seventy years of walking with Jesus, being shaped by Jesus, 

learning from Jesus. Sometimes we grow frustrated with our spiritual progress. We 

want instant transformation—to wake up one morning completely sanctified, with all 

our rough edges smoothed out. But that is not how it works. 

Spiritual growth is the long obedience in the same direction. It is daily choosing to 

follow Jesus, daily receiving his love, daily letting him transform us. John was still 

John at the end—he still had passion and intensity. But those qualities had been 

redirected toward love instead of judgment. His thunder became tenderness. His fire 

became love. God did not erase his personality; he redeemed it. 

The key is staying with Jesus. Keep walking with him. Keep learning from him. Keep 

receiving his love. Keep obeying his commands. Over time, you will look back and 

realize you are not who you used to be. The transformation happened gradually, 

almost imperceptibly, but it happened. You are more loving, more patient, more like 

Jesus. 

We Love Because He First Loved Us 

By the end of his life, John had distilled the Christian life down to its essence: "We 

love because he first loved us." This is the great reversal of religious striving. We do 

not generate love on our own to earn God's favor. We receive his love, and it 

naturally overflows to others. The sequence matters: receiving comes before giving. 

John, who once wanted to destroy those who rejected Jesus, now wrote "God is love" 

and "whoever does not love does not know God." The cross defined love for him—

Jesus laying down his life as the ultimate demonstration of what love looks like. And 

because we have been loved like this, we ought to love one another. Not with words 

only, but with actions. Not sentimentally, but sacrificially. 

According to tradition, when John was too old and frail to preach, he would simply 

say: "Little children, love one another." When asked why he repeated it so often, he 

replied: "Because it is the Lord's command, and if you do this alone, it is enough." 

After a lifetime of following Jesus, John understood that everything comes down to 

love—received from God, and poured out to others.  

Discussion Questions 

1. John and James left their father, their fishing business, and their financial security 

"immediately" when Jesus called. What has following Jesus cost you? Is there 

something you sense Jesus calling you to leave behind that you have been hesitant to 

release? What makes it difficult to respond to Jesus's call with immediacy? 



John: From Son of Thunder to Apostle of Love 

Page 13 of 14 

2. Jesus nicknamed John and James "Sons of Thunder" because of their hot-

tempered, impulsive personalities—yet he called them anyway and spent years 

transforming them. What aspects of your own temperament or personality do you 

sense need Jesus's transforming work? How does John's story encourage you about 

the possibility of genuine change over time? 

 

3. James and John asked for the best seats in Jesus's kingdom while Jesus was 

explaining that he would suffer and die. In what ways does our ambition for position, 

recognition, or success sometimes blind us to what Jesus is actually calling us 

toward? What would it look like to pursue greatness the way Jesus defines it—

through service and sacrifice? 

 

4. When the Samaritan village rejected Jesus, John wanted to call down fire from 

heaven to destroy them. Later, he was sent to that same region to bring the Holy 

Spirit to Samaritan believers. Who are the "Samaritans" in your life—people you 

struggle to love, groups you instinctively judge or exclude? What would it look like 

for your "call down fire" impulses to become "bring them the Spirit" ministries? 

 

5. When Jesus was arrested, all the disciples fled—including John. But John came 

back and eventually stood at the cross when the others remained in hiding. How does 

John's story speak to your own experiences of failure in following Jesus? What does 

it mean that failure is not final and that coming back is always possible? 

 

6. John consistently identified himself as "the disciple whom Jesus loved" rather 

than by his name or accomplishments. What is your primary identity rooted in—your 

achievements, your roles, your reputation, or being loved by Jesus? How would your 

life change if "the person whom Jesus loves" became your fundamental self-

understanding, especially in moments of failure or suffering? 

 

7. John's transformation from Son of Thunder to Apostle of Love took sixty or 

seventy years of walking with Jesus. How does this challenge our expectation of 

quick spiritual growth? What would it look like for you to commit to "the long 

obedience"—decades of faithfully following Jesus, receiving his love, and being 

gradually transformed? 
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8. At the end of his life, John's message was reduced to one repeated phrase: "Little 

children, love one another." He said that if we do this alone, it is enough. What does 

it mean that the apostle who lived longest and saw the most ultimately believed that 

everything comes down to love? How does his foundational principle—"We love 

because he first loved us"—reframe how you approach loving others? 

You don't have to be perfect to follow Jesus. You just have to be willing 

✦ ✦ ✦ 

"Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. 

Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 

Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love." 

— 1 John 4:7-8 

 

Closing Prayer: 

 

"Jesus, thank You for John's story. Thank You for showing me that You can transform 

anyone—even hot-tempered, ambitious, judgmental people like John. Like me. 

Like John, I want to leave everything and follow You immediately. Help me not hold back 

anything from You. 

Like John, I want to be close to You—close enough to lean against Your chest, close enough 

to hear Your heartbeat, close enough to be transformed by Your love. 

Teach me that my identity is simply this: I am loved by You. Not my accomplishments. Not my 

ministry. Not my reputation. Just Your love for me. 

Transform my 'thunder' into love. Change my ambition into servanthood. Replace my desire 

for position with contentment in Your love. Turn my judgment into mercy. 

Fill me with Your Spirit. Give me boldness to proclaim You, courage to stay faithful in 

suffering, and perseverance to finish well. 

Help me commit to the long obedience. Give me patience with the process of transformation. 

Let me walk with You faithfully for decades, not just days. 

And at the end of my life, let it be said: This person loved because You first loved them. This 

person was transformed by walking with Jesus. This person finished faithful. 

From Son of Thunder to Apostle of Love. By Your grace. For Your glory. 

Come, Lord Jesus. Amen." 

 
 


