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For Howard Marshall
in gratitude for both his scholarship and his godliness
for both his mentoring and his friendship


Preface


Nearly a century ago, William Sanday gave a series of lectures in Union Seminary, New York, and Oxford University, England, which were subsequently published as The Criticism of the Fourth Gospel (1905). This book proves fascinating reading at the beginning of the twenty-first century. In some respects, the issues remain identical; only the names of the scholars have changed. Sanday wrote, believing that several recent publications had proved unnecessarily sceptical of the reliability of John, that they were based on faulty presuppositions and historical methodology, that they disregarded the majority of mainstream biblical scholarship which was more centrist in nature, and that in fact a strong case could be made on historical grounds alone for an even more conservative position.

In the past hundred years discussions of John have taken turns that could not have been anticipated a century ago, especially due to the discoveries just after the Second World War of the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Nag Hammadi library. We have made enormous advances in the understanding of first-century Mediterranean historiography and in the development of criteria for assessing the authenticity or historicity of the material concerning Jesus depicted in ancient sources both inside and outside the Christian canon of Scripture. But the spectrum of scholarly views today remains remarkably similar to what it was at the beginning of the twentieth century, and I find myself writing this book prompted by the identical four convictions that Sanday articulated.

Three successive Theological Books Editors at Inter-Varsity Press in the United Kingdom deserve my thanks. It was David Kingdon in the early 1990s who planted the seeds of the idea for this book, asking if I would use my chapter on problems in the Gospel of John in my book The Historical Reliability of the Gospels (1987: 153–189) as a springboard for an entire volume on the historicity of John. It took me several years to decide I wanted to do it, and by that time David had moved on and Mark Smith had become my editor. I am grateful that he agreed to the project. Now he has in turn given way to Philip Duce, and once again I am extremely appreciative of his commitment. I must also thank Frank Entwistle, InterVarsity Press’s Chief Executive in the UK, who has supported the project throughout, and Jim Hoover, Associate Editorial Director at the American InterVarsity Press, who enthusiastically agreed to co-publish this work in the US.

Some of the ideas in this book first took shape in much shorter formats. I am appreciative of opportunities to give papers on the historicity of John to the annual meeting of the Evangelical Theological Society in Boston in November of 1999 and to a group of students and professors in Ridley College, Melbourne, Australia, in August of 2000. I received extremely helpful feedback from participants in both gatherings in the discussion sessions following the delivery of the papers. By the time this book appears in print, some of my previous musings should likewise be published in a volume edited by Robert Fortna and Tom Thatcher with Westminster John Knox Press, provisionally entitled Perspectives on John. I appreciate the invitation to contribute to that highly eclectic volume. I must also acknowledge the invitation a decade ago from editors Robert Sloan and Mikeal Parsons to write on the historical reliability of John for an identically titled volume (1993), which was printed by a rather obscure press and received very little scholarly attention.

Closer to home, I remain profoundly indebted to Rick Scovel and Randy Kemp, whose work as research assistants helped me enormously in the identification, accumulation and synthesis of substantial amounts of secondary literature relevant to this project. Jeanette Freitag, assistant to the faculty of Denver Seminary, has again proved enormously helpful in numerous typing, editing and secretarial roles. Elodie Emig meticulously checked the final draft of my bibliography and my quotations from modern sources for accuracy. To both of them I offer my heartfelt thanks. I am grateful to the staffs of the libraries of Denver Seminary and the Iliff School of Theology for their judicious purchases of almost all the necessary literature for thorough, contemporary New Testament research and for their efficient use of inter-library loan services for the handful of items I needed that were not available here in Denver. I must also thank the Denver Seminary faculty and board of trustees for approving a July–December 2000 sabbatical term, which enabled me to complete the writing and revising of this volume. I am also grateful that our overall workload, while noticeably growing in recent years, still (though at times just barely) allows sufficient discretionary hours for those who are particularly judicious in time management to carry on research of this nature even when not on sabbatical!

Finally, I should like to dedicate this book to Professor I. Howard Marshall of the University of Aberdeen, now in partial retirement. It was his book Luke: Historian and Theologian (1970) that I discovered in my college library in the early 1970s when I was trying to decide how to respond to the claims of my religion professors that, if the Gospel writers were primarily theologians, then their presentations of material about Jesus could not be substantially historical in nature. Professor Marshall convinced me that this claim was almost entirely false and that both historical and theological motives dominated at least Luke’s agenda and largely complemented one another. In many ways it was that kairos moment that set me down the path of expending considerable amounts of research and writing throughout my scholarly career to discussing the historicity of all four canonical Gospels. It became for me an extraordinary privilege, as well, when the University of Aberdeen accepted me for study under Professor Marshall from 1979 to 1982 for my PhD in New Testament. During those years I discovered that his keen scholarship was matched in quality by his adept mentoring and warm friendship. It has been a delight to keep in touch in the years since, primarily at academic conferences on both sides of the Atlantic; and it was a special privilege to have him as a guest lecturer on the Denver Seminary campus for the first time since shortly before I joined our faculty, in April of 2000. Recognizing that all the errors of this book are my own, I nevertheless dedicate it to Howard Marshall, with especial thanks for all that he has taught me over the years.
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Part One
Introductory Considerations




Introductory Considerations


In his recent book Is John’s Gospel True? Maurice Casey vigorously attacks more traditional studies, trying to demonstrate that there is precious little historical accuracy in John. He begins by arguing that John has misplaced Jesus’ temple cleansing and altered the date of the Last Supper. These observations alone ‘show that a conservative evangelical view of scripture is verifiably false’ (Casey 1996: 29). Casey proceeds to present additional ways in which John’s Gospel cannot be harmonized with the Synoptics, discussing its Christology, portrait of John the Baptist, style and content of Jesus’ teaching, and passion narrative. Instead, this Gospel has fabricated its distinctive content in the light of the polemics between Christians and Jews at the end of the first century and in keeping with the pseudepigraphic tradition of much of Hebrew Scripture. Casey (1996: 229) concludes that John’s Gospel ‘is profoundly untrue. It consists to a large extent of inaccurate stories and words wrongly attributed to people. It is anti-Jewish, and as holy scripture it has been used to legitimate outbreaks of Christian anti-Semitism’. It is thus unworthy of inclusion in the Bible.

Casey’s charges are hardly new. The Jesus Seminar in the US gained notoriety when it alleged that all but three of the sayings of Jesus in John’s Gospel bore no resemblance to his authentic teaching (Funk and Hoover 1993: 401–470). Later, the Seminar coloured sixteen short excerpts of John’s narrative material (from one line to a few verses in length) something other than black (Funk 1998: 365–440) – the colour that signifies an item bears no relationship to what the historical Jesus actually did or said. Much more irenic but only a little less sceptical is A. T. Hanson (1991: 318):

John is aware of an earlier historical tradition about Jesus which differs in certain important respects from his. He feels constrained by it at certain points even when it seems to conflict with his own. He has his own historical tradition, which appears to be inferior to that of the Synoptists, thought not without some value. But he allows himself a very wide licence indeed in altering, enriching, transposing and adding to his own tradition from his own resources, which were largely drawn from scripture as he understood it. He has therefore not provided us with a reliable historical account of Jesus. Could he have understood what we mean by ‘a reliable historical account’, he would probably repudiated [sic.] the suggestion that this is what he was giving us in his Gospel.


But most scholars have been less sweeping in their claims. More typical are the conclusions of C. K. Barrett (1978: 141–142):

It is evident that it was not John’s intention to write a work of scientific history … John’s interests were theological rather than chronological … He did not hesitate to repress, revise, rewrite, or rearrange. On the other hand there is no sufficient evidence for the view that John freely created narrative material for allegorical purposes … This means that the chronicler can sometimes (though less frequently than is often thought) pick out from John simple and sound historical material … In the same way John presents in his one book both history and interpretation.


Similarly, Barnabas Lindars (2000: 103, 36, 45, 54) notes Clement of Alexandria’s designation of John as ‘the spiritual gospel’ and warns of false expectations. ‘The multi-dimensional character of the Gospel obviously precludes the idea that it is a straight historical record of what actually happened.’ Instead of viewing fact and fiction as mutually exclusive categories, we must establish intermediate ones. Lindars himself opts for seeing kernel, authentic sayings having been midrashically expanded in the course of the Fourth Evangelist’s own homilies on this material. Still, Barrett’s and Lindars’ approaches hardly inspire confidence in coming to the Fourth Gospel for a readily accessible source of historical information about the life and times of Jesus.1

The distinctives of John’s Gospel have of course been observed throughout church history. They may be categorized under five headings (Blomberg 1987: 153–155). First, there is John’s selection of material. Numerous prominent features of the Synoptics’ portrait of Christ2 are completely absent from John, most notably Jesus’ baptism, the calling of the Twelve, exorcisms, parables, the transfiguration, and the institution of the Lord’s Supper. Conversely, John includes information found nowhere in the Synoptics, including the miracle of turning water into wine, the resurrection of Lazarus, Jesus’ early ministry in Judea and Samaria, his frequent visits to Jerusalem, and numerous extended discourses.

Second, John’s theological distinctives prove striking. His is the only Gospel explicitly to affirm Jesus’ divinity and to reflect a ‘high Christology’ throughout Jesus’ life, without the synoptic plot development in which his disciples slowly come to understand his identity and in which his opponents more gradually increase in their hostility. Jesus’ own claims more explicitly link him with God (8:58; 10:30; 14:6). In John, the Baptist denies being Elijah (1:21); the Synoptics affirm that he is (Mark 9:11–13). The Fourth Gospel emphasizes more the presence of eternal life; the Synoptics dwell more on the future aspect of the kingdom. And John ends with Jesus dispensing the Spirit after his resurrection and before his return to his Father (John 20:22), while Luke reserves this bestowal for Pentecost (Acts 2).

Third, John’s chronology appears to contradict the Synoptics’ outline. Everything described of Jesus’ adult ministry in Matthew, Mark and Luke could have occurred within a few months; John’s references to repeated Passovers (2:13; 6:4; 13:1) presuppose a ministry of more than two years (and maybe more than three years – cf. 5:1). In addition to the specific ‘dislocations’ stressed by Casey in his opening chapter, we may observe varying dates or times for Jesus’ anointing by Mary of Bethany (John 12:1; cf. Mark 14:3), the call of the first disciples (John 1:35–42; cf. Mark 1:16–20) and the timing of the crucifixion (John 19:14; cf. Mark 15:25).

Fourth, other apparent historical discrepancies appear. John seems to think Christ was born in Nazareth rather than Bethlehem (7:52) and that Lazarus’ resurrection, not the temple cleansing, was the catalyst for Jesus’ arrest (11:45–53). He claims that Jews began to excommunicate Christians from their synagogues even during Jesus’ lifetime (9:22), whereas other historical evidence suggests this was a late first-century development (the ‘curse on the heretics’ introduced into the synagogue liturgy).

Finally, John’s style of writing differs markedly from the Synoptics. Jesus’ teaching uses language and vocabulary indistinguishable from John’s as narrator. Christ speaks in extended discourses rather than pithy aphorisms. His language merges with that of the narrator of the Gospel so that we are not sure where the one ends and the other begins (esp. John 3:1–21; cf. the same phenomenon with the words of the Baptist in 3:27–36). And, at several points, John’s narrative seems out of sequence. In the farewell discourse, Jesus calls to his disciples, ‘Come now; let us leave’ (14:31), but he then continues talking for another three chapters. Similarly, John 21 appears to many as an appendix added by a later writer, because 20:30–31 reads like a fitting conclusion to the Gospel.3

It comes, then, as little surprise that contemporary historical Jesus research pays scant attention to John. Definitive tomes have been produced by focusing almost entirely on the Synoptics’ portraits (Sanders 1985; Crossan 1991; Meier 1991, 1994; Theissen and Merz 1997). Evangelical counterparts have hardly differed from the critical consensus at this point (cf. Witherington 1990; Wright 1996).4 But three observations suggest that the evidence for John’s credibility may not be quite so sparse.

To begin with, we dare not overlook the numerous similarities between John and the Synoptics. I have spelled out several of these elsewhere (Blomberg 1987: 156–159) and shall mention each as it arises in the commentary section of this book. Second, over forty years ago J. A. T. Robinson (1959) identified what he called a ‘new look on the Fourth Gospel’, which viewed John as independent of the Synoptics, often preserving uniquely historical information, and thoroughly rooted in an early first-century Palestinian Jewish milieu. Not long afterwards C. H. Dodd (1963) penned what has become the classic, detailed expression of this perspective;5 subsequent developments turned this ‘new look’ into a consensus in many quarters (Smalley 1978: 9–40). D. Moody Smith (1993) suggests that John’s distinctive chronology, geography, portrait of the Baptist, vignettes of women and elements of the passion and resurrection narratives may all contain historical material. James Charlesworth (1996: 90) believes that the Dead Sea Scrolls have ‘revolutionized the interpretation of John’, enabling us to view it as a late first-century Jewish text relying on even earlier traditions rather than a late second-century Greek philosophical treatise. But sometimes the ‘new look’ simply favours John at the Synoptics’ expense (cf. esp. J. A. T. Robinson 1985). And Gary Burge (1992: 27) is overly optimistic when he generalizes, ‘The new look urges that we view the Gospel as Jewish and historically reliable.’ The first predicate is true; the second would be more accurately worded as ‘more historically reliable than previously thought’ – which still leaves room for plenty of material to be viewed as relatively unhistorical.

Third, a spate of recent, article-length studies and fully fledged commentaries on John have appeared, all defending a substantial amount of historicity in the Fourth Gospel (articles: Carson 1981b; E. E. Ellis 1988; Silva 1988; García-Moreno 1991; Barton 1993; Blomberg 1993; E. E. Ellis 1993; Lea 1995; Thompson 1996; D. Wenham 1997, 1998; de la Fuente 1998; Moloney 2000; commentaries: Bruce 1983; Michaels 1983; Beasley-Murray 1987; Carson 1991; Pryor 1992a; Morris 1995; Witherington 1995; Borchert 1996; Ridderbos 1997; Köstenberger 1999; Whitacre 1999). A much larger number of exegetical studies of specific passages or themes in John points in the same direction, as the running commentary portion of this book will demonstrate. All of these works, however, have received little attention from the major studies of the historical Jesus, in part due to the high degree of compartmentalization in modern research and in part because many critical scholars continue simply to ignore most conservative scholarship. It is equally common for older, important studies of the historicity of John, not necessarily by evangelicals (esp. J. A. Robinson 1908; Askwith 1910; Holland 1923; Headlam 1948; Higgins 1960) to be neglected because of the curious methodological stranglehold of the latest and newest in much contemporary biblical study.

At the same time it remains patently obvious to any careful reader of the Fourth Gospel that John is more different from than similar to the Synoptics. One of the reasons that many stand unconvinced of the possibility of John being substantially accurate is that thematic studies of the Gospel’s historicity still cover only representative problems that affect a minority of John’s data. One may allow that this feature or that characteristic of the Fourth Gospel derives from historical tradition, but as one reads the text sequentially from start to finish there still seem to be just too many differences. The time seems ripe, therefore, for a study that discusses many of the standard introductory and background considerations, but which goes on to examine in some detail every passage in John, in order, with a view to assessing historicity.

One might argue that such a book ideally should be produced by a Johannine specialist, but I know of none currently being projected. One could equally argue, though, that fresh insights on a thoroughly debated topic like this might better emerge if a scholar who has devoted most of his research to synoptic and historical Jesus issues (like I have) would bring some of the distinctives of those disciplines to bear on the Fourth Gospel. At any rate, the last book to appear even to approximate the format I envision is more than a century and a quarter old (Sanday 1872), and the evangelical commentaries noted above devote only sporadic attention to the issues of historicity because of the other issues that a full-orbed commentary must discuss.

The rest of Part One will thus devote itself to introductory and topical concerns. Part Two will then proceed in commentary format, but restricting itself to questions that bear on the historical trustworthiness of the Fourth Gospel. A brief conclusion will gather together some of the most prominent results. Historicity is not necessarily the most important question that should be analysed for every gospel pericope, but it does have considerable implications for correct interpretation and, more indirectly, for biblical authority.6 Exegetical and theological studies abound, assessing John’s contributions to numerous themes. Increasingly, too, literary criticism is producing full analyses of the Fourth Gospel (for the most recent, extensive bibliographies of scholarship on John, see van Belle 1988; Mills 1995). The time is thus ripe for supplementing this fairly comprehensive coverage on other fronts with a consistently historical assessment of John.


Authorship

The appropriate starting point in investigating the accuracy of any apparently historical narrative is to determine the author of that narrative, if possible. Was the author a credible witness? Did he or she depend on reliable sources of information? Data for determining authorship, in turn, subdivide into external and internal evidence – what others have said about the material in question and what clues may be reconstructed from the document itself. In the case of the Fourth Gospel, many modern commentators have begun with internal evidence, but nowhere does this Gospel make any explicit claim concerning the identity of its author. The number of different proposals generated by the internal data demonstrates how inconclusive that evidence is; one recent survey of scholarship discusses twenty-three different suggestions (Charlesworth 1995: 127–224)! On the other hand, every piece of ancient, external evidence, save one, agrees that the author was the apostle John, the son of Zebedee. So we must begin with this testimony and discuss its credibility.7 Because there has been considerable renewed discussion of issues surrounding authorship, we shall go into more detail on this topic than on our other introductory considerations.8


External evidence

Critics of apostolic authorship make much of the silence of the earliest post-New Testament Christian writers in the first half of the second century (e.g. Barrett 1978: 102–103). Why, for example, does Ignatius, writing to the very Ephesians that tradition would come to associate with the Johannine community, and directly quoting Matthew and Luke, make no mention of the apostle John or his writing? Yet there are only a few direct quotes of any apostolic documents and Ignatius’ epistles are primarily exhortational in nature, so that his quotations naturally draw on Paul’s and Jesus’ ethical teaching (the latter much more common in Matthew and Luke than in John). Polycarp’s situation is similar. He was himself apparently a disciple of John, but his one extant epistle makes no mention of the son of Zebedee. Although also exhortational in nature, it quotes 1 John 4:2 (in Phil. 7.1), suggesting that Polycarp may have known the other writings attributed to John as well.

Justin Martyr alludes to John 3:3–5 in his First Apology (61.4) and speaks of the Gospels as including ‘memoirs of the apostles’, in the plural, perhaps a reference to both Matthew and John since Mark and Luke were not apostles (67.4). Justin also seems to be familiar with John’s logos Christology more generally (Pryor 1992b). Justin’s (and others’) reluctance to refer more explicitly to John may well derive from the growing use of his Gospel in Gnostic circles by the mid-second century (Dungan 1999: 24–26). Hippolytus (Ref. Her. 7.10) would write that the Gnostic Basilides quoted John 1:9 to support his system of thought, while Origen scatters references to the first known commentary on John, by the Gnostic Heracleon, throughout his writing. The Nag Hammadi library of Gnostic literature provides primary source material to corroborate this trend. Allusions to the Fourth Gospel are pervasive, especially in the Gospel of Truth and, to a lesser extent, in the gospels of Philip and Thomas and the Apocryphon of John (Morris 1995: 17). Epiphanius (Her. 51.3) would later write that the Gnostic alogoi (so-called because they denied the doctrine of the logos) attributed John’s Gospel to the late first-century docetist teacher, Cerinthus.

By the latter portion of the second century, however, use of the Fourth Gospel appears explicitly in orthodox Christian writers. Tatian’s Diatessaron, a harmony of the four Gospels, actually uses John as the base into which to fit the other three. Theophilus of Antioch (To Autolyc. 2.22) attributes to John the first verse of his Gospel (‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was God …’).9 The anti-Marcionite Prologue to John and the Muratorian Canon both attribute the Gospel to the apostle John, though in contexts of other information that may not be accurate.10

The most important second-century testimony comes from Irenaeus, who briefly describes the composition of all four canonical Gospels. After the first three were written, he recounts, ‘John, the disciple of our Lord, who also had leaned upon his breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia’ (Ag. Her. 3.1.1). Later in that same book (3.11.1), Irenaeus quotes several verses from the Gospel to clarify the difference between orthodox and Gnostic doctrine, again attributing the words to ‘John, the disciple of the Lord’. That Irenaeus has in mind the son of Zebedee is demonstrated from other texts in which he is specifically called an ‘apostle,’ and in which it becomes clear that ‘disciple of the Lord’ is merely synonymous language for John’s apostolic office (e.g. 1.9.2; 3.3.4; cf. Lewis 1908: 18). In fact, the variety of contexts in which Irenaeus refers to John and/or his Gospel demonstrates that it was already commonly believed around the empire that the son of Zebedee authored this work (Lewis 1908: 24–32).11

No orthodox writer ever proposes any other alternative for the author of the Fourth Gospel and the book is accepted in all of the early canonical lists, which is all the more significant given the frequent heterodox misinterpretation of it. It is not until the early fourth century with the writings of Eusebius that any ambiguity appears. Eusebius, too, believes that the apostle John wrote the Gospel that had come to bear his name (Eccl. Hist. 3.24.5–13), but two other texts from his writing have led many scholars to wonder if matters were that straightforward. In 3.31.2–3 Eusebius cites the testimony of Polycrates, from the mid-second century, who refers to the death and burial of John in Ephesus along with the burial of the apostle Philip and his four daughters in Hierapolis. But Polycrates has confused the apostle Philip with the deacon by the same name, so one wonders if he has the right John in view. Polycrates also called the apostle John, ‘who leaned on the Lord’s breast’, a ‘priest, wearing the mitre, and martyr and teacher’. But nothing in the New Testament suggests John was a priest, and the word for ‘mitre’ (Gk. petalon) seems to refer to garb reserved for the Jewish high priest. Had the apostle come out of such a background, other early Christian writings would surely have stressed it. Richard Bauckham (1993b) thus argues that Polycrates must have confused two different Johns, probably on the basis of Acts 4:6, and that this second John wrote the Gospel (cf. also Winandy 1998).

A second source cited by Eusebius at first glance lends credence to this hypothesis. In 3.39.3–7 Eusebius describes the testimony of Papias from the first quarter of the second century, another individual with either direct or indirect ties to the apostle John.12 Papias describes how ‘if anyone came who had followed the presbyters, I inquired into the words of the presbyters, what Andrew or Peter or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew, or any other of the Lord’s disciples had said, and what Aristion and the presbyter John, the Lord’s disciples, were saying’ (3.39.4). One natural interpretation of this text is that Papias is distinguishing two Johns, the original apostle, no longer alive, and a presbyter alive in Papias’ day of whom he could directly enquire. When one notices that 2 and 3 John begin with greetings from one who simply calls himself the ‘presbyter’ (or ‘elder’ – Gk. presbyteros), one understands why scholars have from time to time suggested that this ‘John the elder’ may have been the author of one or more of the New Testament writings ascribed to John, and that later church tradition confused the two (for the greatest detail, see Hengel 1989).13

On the other hand, a case can be made that Eusebius in 3.24.5–13 is alluding to the writings of Papias there, too (Hill 1998), in which case Papias also would have believed that the son of Zebedee wrote the Fourth Gospel. If John were the sole living apostle, it is understandable that Papias should mention him twice, first in a list of apostles and then as one of the living elders of the church. As for Polycrates, it is difficult imagining anyone named John in the early church having been a former Jewish high priest without more reference to that fact. Polycrates may simply have confused the Jewish relative of Caiaphas named John (Acts 4:6) with the apostle, without any additional Christian ‘John’ in view. At any rate, even if there was a second early church leader named John, none of these testimonies links him with the Fourth Gospel per se. The external evidence must be deemed to opt overwhelmingly in favour of John, the son of Zebedee, as author of this document.




Internal evidence

The early church Fathers have been shown at times to be wrong, however, on a variety of issues, so we must turn to the data within the Fourth Gospel itself to test the hypothesis of Johannine authorship.



Evidence in support of John as author

The classic expression in modern scholarship of the internal evidence for Johannine authorship comes from B. F. Westcott almost a century ago (1908: ix–lxvii; cf. also Morris 1969: 218–256). Westcott mounts his case in five stages: the author was (1) a Jew, (2) of Palestine, (3) an eyewitness, (4) an apostle, and (5) St John. No full-scale refutation of Westcott has ever appeared, although important segments of his argument have been scrutinized. It would appear that his basic logic remains sound, even though each stage of the argument requires certain nuancing.

It is generally agreed today that the author of the Fourth Gospel was Jewish. The author accurately understands Jewish customs, is steeped in the Old Testament, is aware of finer points of distinctions among pre-70 Jewish sects, and is concerned to demonstrate Jesus as the true fulfilment of the Law and of the numerous rituals and institutions of Judaism. Indeed, the discoveries of the Dead Sea Scrolls have demonstrated affinities between Essene-Jewish thought and the distinctive milieu of John in ways that Westcott could not have anticipated (see esp. Charlesworth 1972). Thus the ‘new look’ on John has roundly rejected the dominant perspective of the first half of the twentieth century that saw the Fourth Gospel as mostly Hellenistic in background.

It is equally common to find current critics agreeing that the author was from Palestine. His knowledge of the geography and topography of Israel is excellent, particularly in Jerusalem and the surrounding Judean countryside (cf. esp. Albright 1956; Potter 1959; Schein 1980; Scobie 1982). The famous pools of Bethesda (John 5:2) and Siloam (9:11) have been excavated. Jacob’s well at Sychar (4:5–6) remains today where it was located even in Old Testament times, while the ‘Stone Pavement’ corresponding to that described as ‘Gabbatha’ (19:13) has been discovered in Jerusalem, although the site is contested. Additional examples will be discussed as they come up in Part Two of this book. Aramaic terms are employed and explained, but only in Israel did Jews still widely use this language rather than Greek. In fact, John’s Gospel regularly demonstrates Jesus and his Jewish opponents discussing ‘halakhic’ (legal) regulations relatively unique to Israel, and portions of the Gospel demonstrate affinity with distinctive Samaritan forms of thought.14 It is of course possible that a Gentile Christian over numerous years could have become well enough acquainted with Palestinian Judaism to account for all of these phenomena under Westcott’s first two headings, but this is not the first hypothesis one would naturally formulate.15

Whether ‘John’ demonstrates eyewitness touches has been more debated. It is extremely difficult to distinguish between historical realism employed in the service of a fictitious narrative and detail that can be explained only by eyewitness testimony to actual historical events (see esp. Tovey 1997; Byrskog 2000). Westcott (1908: xxxix–xliv) makes his case by examining details of persons, time, number, place and manner of action, many of which seem highly precise and theologically unmotivated. ‘If it be said that we can conceive that these traits might have been realised by the imagination of a Defoe or a Shakespeare, it may be enough to reply that the narrative is wholly removed from this modern realism; but besides this, there are other fragmentary notes to which no such explanation can apply.’ Among these appear ‘minute facts likely to cling to the memory of one directly concerned (i. 40), though it is in fact difficult for us now to grasp the object of the writer in preserving them’, details that appear to be in conflict with the Synoptics and thus not likely to have been invented (e.g. 1:21 with Matt. 11:14; and 3:24 with Matt. 4:12), and mysterious sayings left wholly unexplained (e.g. 1:29, 46, 48) (xliii-xliv).16

R. L. Sturch (1980) has examined many of these details and cautioned against immediately assuming an eyewitness source; they may mask hidden symbolism, reflect natural inferences, stress important details, satisfy readers’ curiosity, stem from literary style, or be purely fictitious inventions (315–316). Nevertheless there remains ‘a residue of items which resist … elimination’, and which ‘may suggest that eyewitness evidence could also lie behind some of the details where it cannot be proved’ (324).17 The use of the first-person plural by the narrator of this Gospel in 1:14 and 19:35 also suggests that he views himself as a participant in the events described (though see below).18

The fourth stage of the argument for those who follow Westcott is to affirm that the author was one of the Twelve. The claim of John 21:24 is that the individual referred to at several points in the Gospel as ‘the beloved disciple’ (or ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’) was the author of the work or of at least a very substantial core of it. The passages in which this figure is so described are 13:23–25 (part of the Last Supper), 19:26–27, 34–35 (at the crucifixion), 20:2–5, 8 (at the empty tomb), 21:1–7 (fishing in Galilee) and 21:20–22 (the prediction of the possibility of the disciple living until Christ’s return). Neither John nor the Synoptics ever demonstrably limits the disciples present in any of these contexts to the Twelve, but it has often been assumed that only these apostles would have communed with Jesus the last night of his life. If this is the case, then the beloved disciple must be one of the Twelve.

The very fact that the Fourth Gospel would describe a particular disciple as this intimate with Jesus also strongly suggests that we must think of one of the apostles. Indeed, the Synoptics on several occasions group Peter, James and John together as an inner core of three of the Twelve who participate in experiences like the transfiguration or Gethsemane to which the other nine are not privy. But Peter appears by name throughout John, even in the same scenes as the beloved disciple, so he cannot be this anonymous individual. James and John, however, never appear by name, though 21:2 contains a reference to ‘the sons of Zebedee’ as two of seven individuals (two others remain altogether unnamed) among whom the beloved disciple is numbered (cf. v. 7). But James, the brother of John, was martyred in AD 44 (cf. Acts 12:1–2), much too early for him to have authored this Gospel. That leaves John as the only likely candidate, precisely as early church tradition declared. The more difficult question to answer is if the logic just set out is the same as that which led to the early church tradition (so, e.g. Casey 1996: 164–170) or if it is also based on actual historical information. The Fourth Gospel, after all, never identifies an inner trio as closer to Jesus than other disciples. Interestingly, as D. M. Smith (1999: 26) observes, this Gospel omits those episodes in which the Synoptics describe John playing a role (Mark 1:16–20, 29–32; 3:13–19; 5:35–43; 9:2–8; 10:35–41; 13:3; 14:32–42).19

A stronger argument leads to the fifth and final stage of the discussion. It involves the complete absence from the Fourth Gospel of the name ‘John’ as a reference to anyone other than the Baptist. Yet unlike the Synoptics, the Fourth Gospel never calls this John ‘the Baptist’, but simply ‘John’ (1:6, 15, 19, 26, 28, etc.). If the apostle by the same name were writing to a specific community who knew him well and knew that the Gospel came from him, this silence would be readily understandable. Then, as the Gospel circulated, and eventually became combined with the Synoptics in a fourfold collection, the title ‘according to John’ would naturally have been added.20 But if the Gospel were written by anyone else named John (e.g. ‘John the elder’), how could it introduce the Baptist without any qualification and expect people not to confuse him with the apostle by the same name? Or, with much modern scholarship, if the Gospel were penned partly or wholly by one or more of John’s later disciples, surely they too would have wanted to distinguish these two Johns and highlight the involvement of their revered master (cf. Morris 1969: 277).21

It is also possible, however, that the author of this Gospel was one of the two anonymous disciples of 21:2. This hypothesis has often led to linking this individual with the anonymous disciple and companion of Andrew mentioned in 1:35, 40 and with the equally anonymous disciple and companion of Peter known to the high priest (18:15–18). These three passages, then, are often assumed to be further references to the beloved disciple, who is to be distinguished from the sons of Zebedee (cf. esp. R. E. Brown 1979: 31–34; Schnackenburg 1982: 383–387). If Johannine authorship be rejected, this is probably the strongest alternative. The author would still have been an intimate, eyewitness companion of Christ, possibly one of the Twelve not otherwise named in John (i.e. other than Jude, Judas Iscariot, Thomas, Peter, Philip or the sons of Zebedee) or possibly another close friend like Lazarus (see esp. 11:2 and cf. Eller 1987).22 But the fact that the author goes out of his way to refer to one of Jesus’ followers as ‘beloved’ in five different settings suggests that if he wanted his readers to link these other references about anonymous disciples to himself he could easily have used the same language in all eight passages. That he did not may well suggest that we are not meant to equate them. It would appear, then, that all five parts of Westcott’s argument remain plausible, when appropriately nuanced, even today (so also Bruce 1983: 1–6; Carson 1991: 68–81; Morris 1995: 4–25).




Evidence against John as author

Why, then, is Johannine authorship almost universally rejected among more critical scholarship? The answer involves a sometimes lengthy list of objections as to why the son of Zebedee could not have penned this Gospel (cf. Parker 1962; Muñoz-León 1987 [who defends Johannine authorship against each objection]; Culpepper 1994: 74–76; Charlesworth 1995: 197–213). I have combined a number of them together and categorized them under nine headings. Other arguments belong elsewhere.23

 

1. Because so much of the synoptic portrait of Christ is missing in John, and what is included is so different, it is alleged that an apostle close to Jesus could not have written this Gospel. This argument, of course, presupposes that John did not have good theological and/or literary reasons for omitting much of what he knew and for including what he did, or that the only way a credible Gospel could be compiled was by including certain episodes lacking in John. We shall see below that both of these presuppositions are unfounded (pp. 54–56). Indeed, the argument is more pertinent to the issue of historicity than to authorship. The more one inclines to attribute the Fourth Gospel to a ‘lesser light’ than the apostle John, the more difficult it is to explain that author’s willingness to paint a portrait that differed from central and widely known details of the earliest Christian proclamation of the gospel.

 

2. That John the apostle appears by name nowhere in the Fourth Gospel is frequently believed to count against Johannine authorship. This may be combined with the charge that no apostle would dare to refer to himself as a disciple especially beloved by the Lord. But the ‘beloved disciple’ passages are all in the third person and read more naturally as the work of a final redactor separate from the author of the bulk of the work (see below). And we have already seen that there is no reason for John’s name to appear in the text if he were already well known to his original audience. It is more difficult to imagine someone other than John willing to compile a work that could easily lead to the assumption of Johannine origin and yet say nothing more explicitly about that apostle.

Casey (1996: 144–149), thinking he is arguing against apostolic authorship and for pseudepigraphy, highlights the extensive Hebrew tradition (in both Scripture and intertestamental literature) of documents whose authors’ real names never appear in the text. But in fact Casey assumes what has never been conclusively demonstrated – that any of the ancient Hebrew canon was pseudepigraphical (cf., e.g. Beckwith 1985: 346–358). Demonstrable examples of pseudepigraphy appear only in the intertestamental literature, while numerous examples of anonymous authorship appear in the Hebrew canon. This is precisely the situation one finds with the four Gospels, which should thus not cause surprise. When later writers wanted to garner authority for Old or New Testament apocryphal documents they usually attributed them to a key Jewish or Christian figure within the text of that document itself. One would have expected this, were the Fourth Gospel penned by a later follower of the apostle John; as it stands, the silence of the Gospel is more consistent with apostolic authorship.

 

3. Some argue that because John’s Gospel is written in a serene tone, emphasizing key themes of love and unity, it could not have come from one of the ‘sons of Thunder’ (the nickname for James and John in Mark 3:17), who are thus believed to have been wrathful and emotional. John was interested in apocalyptic, they say, hoping to call down fire from heaven on the Samaritans (Luke 9:54) and wanting to sit at Jesus’ right hand in his coming kingdom (Mark 10:35–45). If the beloved disciple were John, then he would not be portrayed as more passive than Peter, as a quiet bystander at the cross, and so on. But this argument has so many holes in it that it is difficult to believe that it is still seriously promoted! Nicknames do not demonstrate constant personality traits; the Synoptics provide far too little information for one to pontificate as to how a disciple could or could not behave in any given situation, and Acts regularly portrays John as Peter’s less obtrusive ‘right-hand man’ (Acts 3:1, 3, 11; 4:13, 19; 8:14; cf. also Gal. 2:9). John had decades to mature as a Christian before writing this Gospel, so that two or three unrelated synoptic texts describing potentially impetuous behaviour are meaningless for determining the identity of an author of a later biography that centred on a different individual altogether – Jesus.

 

4. A variety of arguments compare the Fourth Gospel with the other putative Johannine literature – 1, 2 and 3 John, and Revelation. Only in Revelation does the name John actually occur (1:1, 4, 9, etc.); but some find the style of the Gospel too different from the apocalypse to have been written by the same person. Yet large numbers of critical scholars think the ‘John’ of Revelation to be an otherwise unknown prophet or seer. Others still defend apostolic authorship but are more impressed by the linguistic similarities with the Gospel. So, too, some find the anti-Gnosticism of the epistles clearer than in the Gospel and thus give more credence to the external testimony about the circumstances of the apostle John writing 1, 2 and 3 John than to that same testimony about him authoring the Gospel. Others point to the title ‘elder’ in the opening verses of 2 and 3 John as proof that ‘John the elder’ wrote the epistles. Debate then proceeds as to whether the Gospel is stylistically similar enough to warrant a similar ascription of authorship there. Sooner or later every one of these arguments is cancelled out by another. None makes it any more or less likely that the son of Zebedee wrote the Fourth Gospel.24

 

5. Equally unfounded are allegations that John the apostle was illiterate or too uneducated, culturally backward, or philosophically unsophisticated as a Galilean fisherman to have written the Gospel that now bears his name. Acts 4:13 implies only that the apostles did not have the advanced, theological education that prepared one to become a rabbi (see Witherington 1998: 195–196). Jewish boys for the most part did learn to read and write Hebrew and/or Aramaic and studied Scripture intensively in a primary school education from roughly the ages of five to twelve (Riesner 1980). Alan Millard (2000) has recently demonstrated how pervasive reading and writing were in Jesus’ world, even in Greek, contrary to the claims of many. It is entirely credible that John the apostle could have learned considerable Greek, with or without formal education, over a possible seventy-year period of multicultural ministry in several parts of the Roman empire. On the other hand, the Greek of the Gospel of John ranks among the simplest of the New Testament Greek texts – precisely what one might expect from someone who learned it as a second language and never mastered it with the fluency of a native Greek speaker.

 

6. The detailed knowledge of geography and topography in the Fourth Gospel appears most clearly with respect to Judea and Jerusalem. Therefore, some argue that the author of this work must have been Judean not Galilean. This argument might carry some small weight if one had already determined that the Gospel were a literary fiction. As it stands, it professes to be a historical account of the ministry of Jesus, in which the author accompanied Jesus most of the time and would have been told about other events that he did not witness. Accuracy of narration demonstrates nothing about the geographical origin of the author, but merely about his access to reliable sources, including perhaps his own memory.25

 

7. The Synoptics claim that all the disciples forsook Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:50 par.), whereas the Fourth Gospel depicts the beloved disciple present with Mary, Jesus’ mother, at the crucifixion (John 19:26). But the Synoptics also all recognize that Peter, at least, returned to follow Jesus to the high priest’s courtyard (Mark 14:54 pars.), so who knows where else various apostles went after leaving Gethsemane? One may infer nothing about the presence or absence of any of the disciples from the crowds observing the crucifixion the next day simply because the Synoptics explicitly refer only to certain women there.

 

8. The apparent rivalry between Peter and the beloved disciple in John 20 – 21 seems inappropriate if that disciple is John. But this way of putting things can mislead. It is true that many have deduced some tension in the church at the end of the first century (one wing supporting Peter and another John) to account for the inclusion of these episodes, but even this scarcely proves actual animosity between the two apostles sixty years earlier. And nothing in the text of John itself suggests any discord between the two men.

 

9. Probably the strongest argument (perhaps the only strong argument) involves the question of whether a Galilean fisherman could have been so well known and influential in Jerusalem to gain access to the high priest’s courtyard and feel safe there while his master was on trial for his life (John 18:15–16). On the other hand, this objection plays down the evidence that the family of Zebedee may have been more well-to-do than is often imagined; they at least have ‘hired men’ – in the plural (Mark 1:20). Given that Jerusalem relied on its fish supply from Galilee, it is only natural to assume that the wealthier fishermen would have had the most access to the homes of the elite in Judea (cf. Charlesworth 1995: 56). It is also at least suggestive to observe that if one be permitted to ‘harmonize’ the list of women standing by the cross in the various Gospels, the sister of Mary, the mother of Jesus (John 19:25) is equated with Salome, the mother of James and John (Matt. 27:56; Mark 15:40). But Luke 1:36 also calls Elizabeth, the wife of Zechariah the priest and herself a descendant of Aaron (v. 5), a relative of Mary. The upshot is that the sons of Zebedee were relatives to at least one priestly family in Judea (v. 39). It is not impossible that such connections led to some kind of acquaintance with the household of Caiaphas (cf. J. A. T. Robinson 1985: 119–122).

 

Moreover, all of this is predicated on the assumption that the anonymous companion of Peter in John 18:15–16 is the same as the beloved disciple, a premise we have already seen is by no means secure. If this person is a separate individual, then the entire objection collapses. Despite glib and even inaccurate generalizations to the contrary,26 the internal evidence against Johannine authorship appears remarkably weak.





The case for Thomas

What, then, of the case for other prominent Christians (named, anonymous or ideal) who were portrayed as followers of Jesus? Charlesworth (1995: 127–224) thoroughly surveys the entire sweep of modern scholarship, pointing out how no single alternative commands more than a small minority following and how all are fairly readily dispensed with.27 Charlesworth then mounts an elaborate case for an alternative almost never before suggested in church history, the apostle Thomas (225–437). Because his case is so extensive and has received only a few, brief critiques, we must take the time to interact with it here.

The heart of Charlesworth’s argument may be summarized as follows: John 21:7 discloses that the beloved disciple is one of the seven men referred to in verse 2. The sons of Zebedee are excluded because of the various arguments noted above (pp. 31–35). The two anonymous disciples are excluded because the link between verses 2 and 7 suggests that one of the purposes of this passage is to reveal who the beloved disciple is. That leaves only Peter, Nathanael and Thomas. Peter is obviously not the person in question since he is compared and contrasted with the beloved disciple in chapters 13, 20 and 21. Thomas is far more plausible than Nathanael because his confession of faith in Jesus after seeing his resurrected body (20:28) perfectly fits the purpose of the Gospel (20:31). Thomas’s response forms the paradigm desired of all who read this work, as in fact does his earlier willingness to follow Jesus and die with him if necessary (11:16). Charlesworth recognizes that the strongest argument against Thomas is the observation that the beloved disciple apparently comes to faith as soon as he sees the empty tomb (20:8) rather than eight days later. Charlesworth thus devotes extensive discussion to try to bolster the claim that this verse need not refer to full, saving faith, in the light of the inadequate faith of various other characters described as believing throughout the Fourth Gospel (cf. esp. 8:30 with 31–59). While this point is well taken, it is still difficult to see how the description of the beloved disciple’s behaviour in 20:1–14 is not in some way distinguishing him from Thomas.

The most telling observation about Charlesworth’s case is that if one does not begin with the premise that John the son of Zebedee is already excluded, all of his main points support John even more strongly than they do Thomas. The same is true for several of Charlesworth’s supporting arguments – that the author must have been one of the Twelve, a Galilean, close to Jesus, and so on. The other points that try to strengthen his argument seem much weaker. For example, while it is true that John refers only to the beloved disciple as observing the crucifixion and only to Thomas as knowing about the wounds in Christ’s hands, feet and side (20:25), it is improbable that only one disciple would have heard of these details. It is difficult to imagine one of the Twelve who witnessed the crucifixion not describing it to his companions, if indeed they were not present for that event. Charlesworth thinks that the Fourth Gospel’s love of dualism would lead him to name both Christ’s arch-enemy (Judas) and his closest follower (the beloved disciple), but it could be that Judas and Thomas are both named because they share a certain notoriety yet end up with quite contrasting fates.

The argument that John was martyred and Thomas was not relies on minority voices in the external evidence in both cases. That Thomas is ‘narratively framed’ and therefore highlighted by the inclusios in 11:16 and 20:24, or by 1:40 and 11:16, appears artificial, since in both cases much material comes in between that is unrelated to Thomas. That the ambiguous reference to ‘another’ witness in 5:31–39 is misunderstood in 11:2, and subsequently clarified in the beloved disciple passages as Thomas, is an argument that similarly joins several parts of the Gospel otherwise unrelated to each other and skips over large amounts of intervening material. Once one hypothesizes that Thomas may have authored the Fourth Gospel, various parallels with the other literature attributed to him in Gnostic and apocryphal circles may be discerned, but John is well known to have numerous parallels with a wide variety of ancient Jewish, Greek and Christian literature (R. E. Brown 1966: lii–lxvi; Schnackenburg 1968: 119–152; Barrett 1978: 27–62), so these similarities scarcely provide initial support for Thomasine authorship. Charlesworth, therefore, has not mounted a persuasive case for Thomas and has, despite his intentions, offered strong arguments for reconsidering John the son of Zebedee.




Stages of redaction

Arguing for apostolic authorship, however, does not commit one to believing that John himself wrote (or dictated) every word in the final form of the Fourth Gospel as we know it. Even highly conservative commentators have often recognized that 21:24–25 suggests a final redaction of the Gospel that at the very least added these two verses (e.g. Michaels 1983: 349; Morris 1995: 775–777; Ridderbos 1997: 670–672). While ancient parallels can be adduced for one writer referring to himself in the third person and first-person plural, as well as the ordinary first-person singular (Jackson 1999), the natural reading of a passage that in three consecutive verses uses all three forms is that different individuals are in view. It is probable that the ‘we’ of verse 24 reflects the stamp of approval by a group of the beloved disciple’s followers, probably within the community to which the Gospel was addressed, making explicit his authorship of the rest of the work. Verse 25 then contains the observation of one of those individuals – perhaps the actual writer or speaker.

Once we allow even this minimal amount of redaction, it becomes natural to see all of the passages that refer to the beloved disciple in the third person as phrased that way by the final editor(s). Whether John originally wrote them in the first person or whether they were the additions of these later editors seems impossible to determine. If 21:23, as part of one of those passages, comes in its current form from this final stage of editing, then it is worth asking if the entire passage comparing the destinies of Peter and the beloved disciple (vv. 15–23) does as well. But these comparisons run throughout chapter 21, and many scholars have taken the entire chapter as an appendix to a Gospel that was originally designed to end with 20:31, both because chapter 20 ends as if the entire work is being concluded and because of a variety of vocabulary and stylistic differences between chapter 21 and the rest of the work (cf., e.g. Lindars 1972: 618–624; Barrett 1978: 576–577). It has also often been suggested that the prologue of 1:1–18 was the later addition of a separate hand, possibly though not necessarily the same one responsible for chapter 21. Some have found a self-contained poem beneath these verses that strengthens the case for a separate origin (for both of these suggestions, see esp. Miller 1989).

On the other hand, John 1:1–18 introduces so many key Johannine themes that, at least in its current form, it seems inseparable from the body of the Gospel that follows. Just as many modern writers often pen their introductions last (cf. esp. Miller 1993), it, too, may have been composed last on the basis of those main themes. Numerous recent studies make the literary unity of all of verses 1–18 more plausible than detailed tradition-historical hypotheses that isolate pre-Johannine forms (rightly Culpepper 1980; Staley 1986; Booser 1998). The linguistic and conceptual links between chapter 21 and the rest of John’s Gospel are also being increasingly recognized (see below), so that it is best to attribute the entire canonical form of this work to the same hand. It is certainly still possible to see the son of Zebedee responsible for every one of its verses (e.g. Carson 1991: 682–685), but it is perhaps somewhat more likely that a separate editor has lightly touched up the document throughout. But this editorial reworking must be limited to verses 24–25, possibly the various ‘beloved disciple’ passages, and to stylistic improvements throughout the Gospel, if we are to take seriously the testimony of verse 24 that the beloved disciple wrote something corresponding to the contents of everything that precedes this verse.28

But why would one or more followers of the apostle John feel free to edit his Gospel even minimally? The answer may be that they knew it was not yet in the final form that the apostle desired, and because John had recently died he was unable to complete the project. The misunderstanding described in 21:23 is difficult to explain if the beloved disciple were still alive, though it is possible that he was simply elderly and close to death. Either way, it appears that a distortion of Jesus’ teaching that was claiming that John would live until the parousia was creating a crisis of faith among some in John’s community and that his followers felt the need to correct this distortion. Both of these points follow somewhat more naturally if John had in fact just passed away (Smalley 1978: 120; Beasley-Murray 1987: 412; Talbert 1992: 262).29

Attempts to identify additional stages of redaction, however, founder in a sea of subjectivity. Most widely touted are Raymond Brown’s five stages (1966: xxxiv–xxxix): (1) material from the apostle, (2) developed over decades of preaching in the Johannine community, (3) organized into a consecutive Gospel, (4) thoroughly edited by an anonymous evangelist, and (5) given a final reworking by a later redactor. It is not that we have concrete historical evidence to disprove any of this, merely that the hypothesis depends on numerous judgments as to what does or does not cohere internally at either a theological or stylistic level, each of which has been disputed and explained differently by various scholars. The same literary unity that we shall note below under an examination of the Gospel’s sources makes it impossible to be at all confident about any hypothesis of multiple stages of the composition of John’s Gospel beyond the minimal editing I have discussed above.

The same is true of theories about a Johannine school collectively responsible for the final form of John’s Gospel. Alan Culpepper (1975), who first made this theory especially prominent, subsequently demonstrated even more convincingly the literary unity of this final form (Culpepper 1983). But Culpepper does not seem to recognize how irrelevant his second work has made his first (though see his comments on 49, n. 85), especially when his depiction of John’s ‘school’ was virtually indistinguishable from a sect or religious community, except in the one key area of teaching and writing – precisely the area that needed to be proved rather than assumed (see here).






Conclusions

Despite widespread assumption to the contrary, a strong case can still be mounted for John the son of Zebedee as author of the Fourth Gospel.30 If this case be rejected, then the next most likely alternative may be to see the author as one of the unnamed disciples of 21:2 (cf. esp. Boismard 1998). Third in probability seems to be the hypothesis about ‘John the elder’ as a disciple of John the apostle.31 Even with these last two options, the author of the Fourth Gospel is no further removed in the chain of witnesses from the material he narrates than are Mark or Luke on the traditional assumptions that each of them travelled with and/or interviewed apostles and eyewitnesses of Jesus’ ministry.32 If Johannine authorship be accepted, of course, then the connection is even closer, comparable to traditional beliefs about the apostle Matthew penning the Gospel attributed to him. Given John’s particularly close position to Jesus, we should have at least as much confidence in discovering accurate historical information as with any of the other three Gospels and perhaps even more.

On the other hand, short of postulating theological a prioris about the inspiration or inerrancy of Scripture that prevent a full-orbed assessment of the historical possibilities (cf. also below, p. 292), we must admit that much could have happened in the years between Jesus’ ministry and the production of John’s Gospel to modify the traditions he records. Aged apostles could also have had faulty memories! Conversely, the strong influence of memorization of oral tradition in ancient Judaism and the surrounding cultures, especially that held to be sacred, makes it entirely possible that accurate information could have been preserved down to the end of the first century even in completely non-apostolic Christian circles. And such memorization was also often combined with sufficient degrees of freedom and flexibility in each ‘performance’ of the tradition to account for the variations among the several Gospels (cf. esp. Gerhardsson 1961; Riesner 1984; Bailey 1991; Byrskog 2000). Millard’s evidence (2000: 197–211, 223–229) makes it conceivable that certain members of Jesus’ original audience could even have used a kind of shorthand to take notes concerning the outlines of his addresses, particularly memorable sayings and/or the overall contours of his ministry. This would then reduce virtually to nil the period of exclusively oral tradition! Thus our consideration of authorship creates some presumption in favour of the historical reliability of John, but that presumption might be present even on other theories of authorship. We must therefore move on to the question of the dating and the place of writing of John’s Gospel.






Date and provenance

We have been presupposing the dominant early church tradition that John wrote his Gospel near the end of the first century to churches in and around Ephesus in western Asia Minor. This location seems relatively secure and commands a fair consensus among scholars from diverse theological traditions.33 The strong Palestinian Jewish elements in the Gospel are often attributed to a previous stage in the life of the Johannine community, in which many of the Christians addressed lived in Israel or even Jerusalem. John Ashton (1991) has gone as far as to postulate eight discrete stages in the life of this church, divided between Palestine and Asia, discernible from the Fourth Gospel; others suggest similar but less segmented hypotheses (e.g. Painter 1993). But as with hypothetical stages of editing, these hypotheses are by definition virtually impossible to demonstrate and are probably unnecessary. The letters to the seven churches of Revelation (Rev. 2 – 3), which include a letter to Ephesus (2:1–7), demonstrate intense hostility between the churches and certain local synagogues in Asia Minor (2:9; 3:9), so that all of the seemingly anti-Jewish polemic in John can be accounted for by the situation his church faces at the end of the first century (cf. Witherington 1995: 7, 37–41).

The external evidence seems secure, as Eusebius cites Clement of Alexandria to the effect that John remained with the Asian elders in Ephesus until the time of Trajan (AD 98) (Eccl. Hist. 3.32.3–4). Irenaeus (Ag. Her. 2.22.5; 3.3.4) recounts this exact information. This provenance would account for the Hellenistic or Gentile flavour to John’s Gospel as well as its Jewish background. Sjef van Tilborg (1996) has demonstrated how the entire Gospel proves thoroughly intelligible in the light of the specific political and religious backgrounds of Ephesus at the end of the first century (more briefly, cf. Kalantzis 1997).

Debate over the absence of direct quotations of John and over the presence of allusions to his Gospel in second-century Christian literature related to Asia Minor proves even more inconclusive for dating than it did for authorship (Barrett 1978: 110–115, 123–125). Of greater significance are the John Rylands Papyrus and Papyrus Egerton 2. The former is a scrap of a copy of John’s Gospel with portions of John 18:31–33, 37–38 from about AD 130, the oldest known portion of any of the New Testament still in existence. The latter is a composite fragmentary narrative of stories about Jesus that quotes or alludes to several passages from John and the Synoptics and probably dates to the mid-second century. Few scholars today would thus want to date John much later than about AD 100.

A significant minority of scholars, however, has tried to push the date back to a considerably earlier period, particularly into the 60s before the fall of Jerusalem to the Romans (see Cribbs 1970; J. A. T. Robinson 1976: 257–258, 267–278; Kemper 1987; Berger 1997). However, most of their arguments stem from silence: John does not refer to the destruction of the temple; he does not know the Synoptics or Paul’s letters; he does not focus on the sacraments as the later church did; there are no references to Peter as the foundation of the church, to the Lord’s Prayer, the Gentile mission, the Sadducees, and so on. None of these points carries much weight. A document from the late 90s would be far enough removed from the events of AD 70 that no mention of the temple’s destruction or of Sadducees need have occurred. We shall see below that John probably is familiar with the Synoptics even if he does not depend on them literarily (pp. 47–49). His silence on the sacraments may be a protest against their growing institutionalization (see here, there), and he does have texts that give Peter and the disciples authority to bind and loose (20:22–23), that enunciate many of the principles of the Lord’s Prayer (ch. 17), and that foreshadow a Gentile mission (12:20–36).

An interesting grammatical observation that has convinced some of a pre-70 date is the use of the present tense in 5:2 – ‘Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda, and which is surrounded by five covered colonnades.’ After Jerusalem’s destruction, these statements would no longer be true; one would expect past-tense verbs. On the other hand, John frequently uses the historical present tense and that may be all he is doing here, to mark out the scene more vividly. Daniel Wallace (1990: 197–205) responds that he can find no other use of the historical present with the verb ‘to be’ (Gk. eimi), but it is difficult to know how much significance to attach to this observation. After all, most historical presents occur in narrative where a specific verb of speech or action is highlighted.

Other arguments involve the author’s accuracy and the careful knowledge of the customs and topography of Israel already noted. But this hardly proves anything about John’s date, unless one assumes such information could have been preserved accurately for only thirty rather than sixty years. Proponents of an early date often point out that supporters of a late date tend to bolster their position by assuming a slow, evolutionary hypothesis concerning the development of New Testament theology, so that only after this long a period of time could the high Christology of John have emerged. While correctly pointing out the fallacies of this argument (cf., e.g. the high Christology of the potentially pre-Pauline creed in Phil. 2:6–11), they often reinstate the same fallacy by pointing to signs of ‘primitive’ Christology in John. Early, undeveloped views of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel may have some bearing on questions of historicity but they demonstrate nothing about the date at which those views were recorded.34

It is also possible to support an early date for John by combining apostolic authorship with the traditions that hold to an early martyrdom for the son of Zebedee. But these are much later and less reliable traditions than those I have cited, and they comprise a tiny minority voice within the early church (Barrett 1978: 103–104, with the relevant texts presented). Hans-Joachim Schulz (1994: 373–391) offers a novel argument that the comparisons and contrasts between Peter and John in chapter 21 may suggest that Peter has just died, pointing to a date in the late 60s. It is far more likely, however, as I noted above (p. 39), that the peculiar ending of chapter 21 is to be explained at least by John’s advancing age if not his actual, recent death. There may have been something of a gap between the draft of the Gospel that John actually penned (which itself could have circulated locally in and around Ephesus) and its final redaction (possibly designed for more widespread use; see esp. Bauckham 1998b), especially if that editing took place posthumously. This would allow for the epistles of John and/or Revelation to intervene between the two stages of the publishing of the Gospel.35 Yet, while it is true that the external evidence focuses primarily on John’s age and location of ministry rather than explicitly tying the authorship of his Gospel to that late date, the subsequent conviction of the church that became the ‘traditional’ position should probably be accepted, dating the Fourth Gospel either to the late 80s or to the 90s.

It is an attractive apologetic for conservative scholars to opt for an earlier date, but the evidence is not nearly strong enough to do so with any confidence. As we have already seen, there were enough factors in the first-century Mediterranean world to make it possible for historical traditions to be preserved accurately for sixty years, along with enough impediments to that preservation for traditions to be distorted within thirty. What is more, any historian is only as good as his or her sources. It may be, too, that the finished Gospel of John has a late date but that its underlying sources take us back to a much earlier time. So it is to the question of Johannine source criticism that we must now turn.




Sources


Hypothetical documents

Rudolf Bultmann (1971) set the agenda for modern source analysis of John by postulating a ‘signs’ source, a ‘discourse’ source and a ‘passion’ source to account for a sizeable percentage of John’s unique material. Only the signs-source ever commended itself to a large number of scholars, especially due to the two books by R. T. Fortna (1970, 1988), which capitalized on the tension in the Gospel between the importance of miracles as a reason for belief (esp. 20:31) and the emphasis on believers not having to need miracles to support their faith (esp. 4:48; 20:29). The Jesus Seminar postulates the existence of a signs Gospel underlying John as an accepted datum of scholarship and dates it to somewhere between AD 50 and 70 (Funk and Hoover 1993: 16–19). However, scholarship at the beginning of the twenty-first century is moving away from this direction. While it is quite plausible to believe that the Fourth Gospel utilized written source material, as did the Synoptics (and most other ancient historians for that matter), it is quite another matter for us to declare with any confidence that we can determine what they are.36

Literary studies of John are increasingly offering plausible reasons for the so-called aporiai, or seams, in John’s text that do not require us to imagine slipshod redaction of sources (van Belle 1985; Bjerkelund 1987; Ruckstuhl 1987). Some of the seeming inconsistencies of John most likely reflect the loose weaving together of orally preached material (Lindars 1977, 1981a).37 Few today would adopt the radical displacement theories of Bultmann, as he frequently rearranged the sequence of passages in the Gospel to make it read more smoothly.38 After all, a good redactor would have smoothed out the very breaks and awkwardnesses that are usually used as a pointer to his presence (cf. Hengel 1989: 107). Pierson Parker’s famous tongue-in-cheek dictum (1956: 304) has proved prophetic: ‘Unlike the various parts of Matthew and Luke, the writings supposed to underlie John exhibit the same theology and the same language and style throughout. It looks as though, if the author of the Fourth Gospel used documentary sources, he wrote them all himself.’

Gilbert van Belle’s exhaustive survey of scholarship on a signs-source summarizes five arguments supporting its existence and five reasons that make him conclude the hypothesis to be improbable (1994: 366–376). In its favour are (1) the fact that the first two signs are numbered (John 2:11; 4:54), as if John were relying on a source containing all seven signs that he presents (the rest without numbering); (2) the possibility that John 20:31 reads like the end of a Gospel because it formed the end of the signs-source (and thus it highlights the positive value of these sēmeia); (3) certain stylistic peculiarities in John’s miracle narratives; (4) the homogeneity of the form of these narratives, which is distinct from the synoptic miracle stories; and (5) the seemingly different theology and Christology of these texts.

On the other hand, (1) John could have numbered his first two signs as easily as a source could have; the lack of further numbers does not really count for or against a separate source document. (2) Chapter 21 should be viewed as an epilogue designed to be an integral part of the Gospel. (3) There are more stylistic affinities between the miracle accounts and the rest of the Gospel than there are differences. (4) The form-critical homogeneity is equally attributable to John. (5) Why appeal to a source at all, especially when there are other explanations of the theological tensions? If the final editor of John were really correcting the theology of his source(s), why did he not simply remove all trace of it, or at least radically subordinate the strand of thought he inherited to his own? While it might seem to bolster the case for historicity to appeal to an early written source on which the fourth Gospel drew, the evidence is too slight for us to do so with any confidence.39 But perhaps we can make more headway with the issue of John’s knowledge of the Synoptics.




John’s relationship to the Synoptics

Here one may discern three phases of research in the modern period. Until the 1930s it was usually assumed that John knew the Synoptics, borrowed from them at places, but primarily chose to go his own way by supplementing or even contradicting them at numerous points (see esp. Windisch 1926). But while authors may rely on written sources even when they so rework their material and integrate it with their own that their redaction is hard to detect, the only way one can confidently declare a literary relationship between two documents without explicit external or internal statements about the author’s procedure is when exact verbal parallels in the language of two texts recur. This is precisely what is extremely rare as one proceeds through a synopsis comparing John with all its synoptic parallels. Rarely do more than two or three words appear in the exact form in the same place in parallel accounts, and almost always these are the words one would expect an author to use, in view of the contents of the episode at hand, regardless of sources. Parallels in order of events can almost always be explained on the assumptions that the order recounted is historical and that both John and the Synoptics had access to historical information. And even where John and the Synoptics both narrate the same stories, the versions found in the Fourth Gospel typically include different portions of those stories than those that occur in the earlier Gospels.

Percival Gardner-Smith (1938) is usually credited with being the pioneer in breaking from the tradition of believing in John’s literary dependence on the Synoptics. The pendulum eventually swung to viewing John as entirely independent. This left the door open for the rehabilitation of a significant minority of his unparalleled material as historical and the possibility of his differences from the Synoptics within paralleled passages as at times reflecting better historical tradition (again, classically, see Dodd 1963; cf. R. E. Brown 1966, 1970).

Since the 1980s the pendulum has begun to swing back, though claims of a new consensus that agrees that John knew at least Mark (Denaux 1992: viii) are probably premature. On the one hand, detailed exegetical studies have tried to demonstrate again the fine points in paralleled passages that can be attributed only to literary dependence (see esp. Neirynck 1979; for a counterpart at the theological level, cf. Dowell 1990), but it is doubtful these will convince those who were not convinced before.40 On the other hand, Bauckham (1998b) has edited an important work that demonstrates the probability that all four of the Gospels would have circulated quite widely quite quickly and may even have been written with a broad or general audience in mind.41 The probability of one or more of the Synoptics (esp. Mark) making it to an urban, Christian centre like Ephesus during an approximately thirty-year period (from the 60s to the 90s) is high. Bauckham himself (1998c) writes perhaps the most important chapter of the volume on ‘John for Readers of Mark’. He does not argue that all of John’s audience must have known Mark, but that some of them would have. Nothing in the Fourth Gospel requires knowledge of any other document in order to understand John’s text, but numerous features of his narrative read as if he is trying to allude to events in Mark for those who are familiar with them.

For example, in the middle of the account of Jesus’ and John’s ministries of baptism, the parenthetical comment appears that ‘this was before John was put in prison’ (John 3:24). Nowhere else does John ever mention the Baptist’s imprisonment, but Mark gives a detailed account (Mark 6:14–29). It would seem that John is explaining to people familiar with Mark’s account that what he has narrated thus far in his Gospel is to be located chronologically before Jesus’ ‘great Galilean ministry’, during which that imprisonment took place. John 5 describes Jesus’ first trip to Jerusalem after the start of his ministry in Galilee, and the absence of any references to his disciples suggests that he may have travelled to Judea while the Twelve were sent out on their first missionary journey without him (cf. Mark 6:7–13, 30). John 5:33–35 also seems to locate this discourse after the Baptist’s public ministry is over and thus after his imprisonment. And Mark 6:54 – 9:50 may well be summarized by John 7:1.

Again, John 11:2 explains that Lazarus’ sister Mary ‘was the same one who poured perfume on the Lord and wiped his feet with her hair’. This could simply be literary foreshadowing of 12:1–8, but it reads somewhat more naturally as if the narrator knows that his audience will have learned of more than one Mary in the gospel tradition and that he is clarifying which one is in view by referring to a well-known event associated with her. That is, in fact, exactly what Mark implies when he has Jesus declare, ‘I tell you the truth, wherever the gospel is preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in memory of her’ (Mark 14:9). John 11:56–57 may be intended to help the person familiar with Mark’s outline insert all of John 11 in between Mark 10:31 and 32. The abbreviated references in John 18:24 and 28 to Jesus’ trial before Caiaphas also seem to presuppose knowledge of something like Mark 14:53–65. In addition to Mary, John introduces other characters without the explanations we would expect if his audience were not already familiar with them: John the Baptist (John 1:6, 15, 19), Simon Peter (1:40), the ‘Twelve’ (6:67), Judas Iscariot as the ‘betrayer’ (6:71) and Pilate (18:29). Even John’s ‘I am’ sayings seem to presuppose or build on such texts as Mark 6:50 and 14:62.

Bauckham’s argument proves largely persuasive (cf. also Dvorak 1998), though methodologically it is probably impossible to distinguish between John’s presupposing knowledge of Mark’s finished Gospel, a pre-Markan source or core oral tradition proclaiming the major contours of the life of Christ (thus esp. de Solages 1979; Borgen 1987). We may thus assume that John was familiar with many if not all of the contents of the Gospels that preceded him even if he did not borrow from them in a strict, literary fashion. We may assume that he knew that at least some, if not many, in his audience would be familiar with the basic stories about Jesus and that he did not want to repeat many of these accounts. Combining our hypotheses about apostolic authorship, the possibility of separate sources underlying John (even if they may no longer be recoverable),42 and his lack of literary dependence on the written form of the Synoptics, we can fairly speak of John as an important, independent witness to the words and works of the historical Jesus.






John’s omissions

When John leaves out material found in the Synoptics, we may assume that he does so deliberately. The older approach that spoke of John as consciously supplementing Matthew, Mark and Luke thus remains valid, even if it may no longer be tied to theories of direct, literary dependence. As redaction criticism of the Synoptics has repeatedly demonstrated, it is always more difficult to explain why a Gospel writer left something out than to give reasons for his inclusion of distinctive material. But we may make some plausible suggestions.


Parables

Not a single narrative parable of the form common to approximately forty passages in the Synoptics appears in John. John certainly knows that Jesus characteristically spoke in metaphors; he uniquely speaks of the paroimiai (10:6; 16:25, 29; NIV ‘figures of speech’) of Christ. Kim Dewey (1980) translates this term as ‘proverbs’ and finds no less than thirty-four of them in the Fourth Gospel (cf. 1:46; 2:10; 3:8, 20, 27, 29, 30; 4:35, 37, 44; etc.). Many of these are closely parallel to the imagery used in synoptic parables and aphorisms. Dodd (1963: 366–387) had already identified six of these passages in John as examples of short narrative parables embedded in larger discourses that even more closely resemble synoptic forms (12:24; 16:21; 11:9–10; 8:35; 10:1–5; 3:29).43

Still, no passages in John appear in the exact form of the major synoptic narrative parables. It is also significant that while more than two thousand parables appear scattered throughout the rabbinic literature, more than two hundred of which are attributable to the earliest (Tannaitic) period (roughly the first to the third centuries), no exact analogy to Jesus’ or the Jewish parables has ever been found in the Graeco-Roman literature of the time (see Blomberg 1990: 58–68 and the literature there cited). That John was writing to a predominantly Hellenistic Christian audience in a strongly Graeco-Roman environment probably has a lot to do with his omission of this specific form. Given that there was an element of opacity to the parables even for Jewish audiences (Mark 4:11–12 pars.), that the details which were most immediately intelligible typically involved life in rural Galilee, and that John omits almost all of Jesus’ Galilean ministry during which the vast majority of these parables were spoken, we should not be quite as surprised that he omits all of the major, narrative parables.44

John’s omission of the parables probably relates as well to the infrequency of his use of ‘kingdom of God’ (only in 3:3, 5; cf. also ‘kingdom’ three times in 18:36) despite 103 uses in the Synoptics (including ‘kingdom’ and ‘kingdom of heaven’), inasmuch as parables were designed to conceal and reveal Jesus’ message of the kingdom. But Mark 10:24 and 30 demonstrate that Jesus could use ‘kingdom of God’ and ‘eternal life’ synonymously, and John’s Gospel employs the latter expression considerably more often than do the Synoptics (Matt. twice, Mark twice, Luke twice, John seventeen times). In this instance, then, it is demonstrable that John is contextualizing the Gospel for a Graeco-Roman world that frequently discussed the nature of life after death but was unfamiliar with the uniquely Jewish forms of theocracy (cf. Ladd 1993: 290–295). So it is likely that his omission of the parables of the kingdom flows from similar motives.




Exorcisms

In the Synoptics another central feature of Jesus’ ministry that demonstrates the arrival of the kingdom is his ability to perform exorcisms (see esp. Matt. 12:28 par.). Like the parables, exorcisms are absent from John. Again it is scarcely conceivable that John does not know about them. The Fourth Gospel recognizes that Jesus’ entire life and death mean the overthrow of Satan (12:31; 14:30; 16:11). Unlike the parables, exorcism stories were well known in the Graeco-Roman world, in which the boundaries between miracle and magic were much fuzzier than in Judaism. That may be one reason for John’s omission; another probably involves the Jewish polemic that his community confronted. From the days of his public ministry onwards, the exorcisms caused Jesus’ enemies to charge him with demon-possession (esp. Matt. 12:24 pars.). Eric Plumer discusses all these points and concludes (1997: 368), ‘In this way John clarifies both the scope and the nature of Jesus’ conflict with evil. But this type of interpretation was already present in the teaching of Jesus himself, so that here, as in so many places, the Fourth Gospel may be viewed as a return to first principles.’ One thinks especially of Luke 10:18, in which even the disciples’ ministry of preaching, healing and exorcising leads Jesus to proclaim, ‘I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven’ (cf. further Twelftree 1999: 223).




Pronouncement stories

A third literary form common in the Synoptics is what has alternately been called a pronouncement story, a conflict (or controversy) story, or a chreia (e.g. Mark 2:13–17, 18–22, 23–28; 3:1–6 pars.). This is a Graeco-Roman form of stylizing epitomes of individuals’ deeds and sayings into short narratives that climax in a key proverb or pithy saying, often sufficiently radical or shocking in nature to generate opposition. Jesus finds himself embroiled in such controversy in almost every chapter of John; all that is missing is the identical form in which the conflicts are narrated. Even then, a passage like John 5:1–15 mirrors almost exactly the hybrid form of miracle plus controversy story illustrated by a synoptic text like Mark 2:1–12 and parallels. That John consistently records longer accounts of the controversies Jesus’ teaching generated may suggest that he is closer to preserving the outline of an entire dialogue rather than condensing the material into such short and stylized forms as do the Synoptics.45




Discourses

The same conclusion may be drawn from the fact that John has Jesus teaching in extended blocks of material more generally. While the Synoptic Gospels, especially Matthew, present lengthy ‘sermons’ of Jesus (esp. Matt. 5 – 7, 10, 13, 18, 23 – 25), these are generally viewed as the composite creations of the Evangelists, who gathered together shorter independent teachings of Jesus, especially from the hypothetical Q-source (material common to Matthew and Luke but not in Mark). Ancient historians and biographers did indeed at times create such ‘speeches’ for the main characters of their narratives in this fashion; long before the rise of modern biblical criticism, John Calvin (1555: 204–205) suspected this was how the Sermons on the Mount (Matt. 5 – 7) and Plain (Luke 6:20–49) were put together. On the other hand, while it is not often acknowledged, a strong case can be made for sermons like Matthew 5 – 7 and 24 – 25 being stylized abridgments or digests of much longer originals (see, respectively, Kennedy 1984: 67–69; D. Wenham 1984). As we proceed through the commentary section of this book, we shall see that a case for the literary unity of each of the extended discourses of Jesus in John is stronger than sometimes believed. It may be, therefore, that these are similar abridgments of longer conversations that in fact reflect the gist of the debates and discourses of Jesus on precisely the occasions to which they are attributed (cf. Westcott 1908: cxv).

At the same time, there is no question that John has written up his material with distinctive and characteristic linguistic style and vocabulary. This, too, was standard convention among ancient writers in a world without quotation marks or any felt need for them. The Synoptics no less than John paraphrase, select, abbreviate, omit, add and interpret the teachings of Jesus according to their theological and literary purposes.46 But none of these practices necessarily calls into question their accuracy according to the historiographical standards of the first century (cf. Bock 1995; Byrskog 2000), which are of course the only standards by which we may fairly judge them. On the other hand, it is interesting to note as one proceeds through the Gospel how often stylistic peculiarities of John appear on Jesus’ lips first and only afterwards in John’s narrative material (e.g. 2:4; 3:15; 5:17–23; 6:39; 7:33), suggesting that John’s own style may at times have been influenced by Jesus’ manner of speaking. And it is not quite true that the discourses of Jesus in John are wholly indistinguishable from John’s narrative style elsewhere. No less than 145 words spoken by Jesus in John appear nowhere in the Evangelist’s narrative material, and many of these are general enough in meaning that we might have expected them elsewhere (Reynolds 1906: cxxiii–cxxv).47







Interlocking between John and the Synoptics

I have already discussed places where John seems to presuppose knowledge of synoptic-like kerygma. There are at least as many examples of the reverse phenomenon, in which information that John provides helps to clarify enigmas in the Synoptics on the assumption that he has access to historical information. Leon Morris (1969: 40–63) has developed the lengthiest list of examples of this ‘interlocking’ (cf. Carson 1991: 52–55). Not all of his items prove equally persuasive; however, I list some of the more convincing examples. The additional ministry of Jesus in Jerusalem that the Fourth Gospel describes helps to account for the extent of the Jewish leaders’ hostility, especially in Jerusalem, that the Synoptics narrate, and for the enthusiasm of the crowds on ‘Palm Sunday’. Mark 14:49 (‘Every day I was with you, teaching in the temple courts, and you did not arrest me’) makes better sense if Jesus has taught there frequently at festival times, not just on the Monday and Tuesday of Passion week, as in the Synoptics. Previous time in Jerusalem would also explain Jesus’ ability to prepare a room for his Passover celebration somewhat clandestinely (Mark 14:12–16 pars.) and his lament in Matthew 23:37 and parallel, ‘O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing’ (my emphasis). Luke in fact gives hints, too, that Jesus may have been in Jerusalem prior to the Passover at which he was executed (Luke 4:44; 6:17; 10:38–42 [cf. John 11:1; 19:44]).

Why did Jesus make his final fateful journey to Jerusalem when he did (Mark 10:1 pars.)? The Synoptics give no historical explanation, but John does: Lazarus was ill (John 11). How did Peter gain entrance to the high priest’s courtyard (Mark 14:45 pars.)? Only the Fourth Gospel tells us: an unnamed disciple was well known there and allowed in, with Peter (John 18:15–16). Why were the false charges against Jesus before the Sanhedrin framed as accusing him of threatening to destroy the temple (Mark 14:58–59)? Only John offers an answer: because Jesus had predicted the temple’s destruction early in his ministry in Jerusalem (John 2:19). The fact that two or three years had elapsed in between makes it that much more intelligible how his teaching had become so garbled. Why did the Jews feel compelled to send Jesus to the Roman governor, Pilate (Mark 15:1–3 pars.)? Again, John alone replies: the Jewish people were not permitted to carry out the death penalty in this instance (John 18:31).

Additional examples of this kind of interlocking appear. Mark 1:16–20 and parallels describe an abrupt call by Jesus to his first disciples; they immediately leave their fishing nets and follow him. But John 1:35–42 makes their response more intelligible: several of them have already met and been impressed by Jesus earlier. The messianic secret motif in the Synoptics, especially Mark, has long puzzled readers. Why does Jesus so often tell people not to talk about him or disclose his identity? John 6:15 confirms what commentators have often suspected, that at least part of the answer is because of Jewish hopes for a political or military messiah (cf. esp. Dunn 1970a). But only John explicitly describes how after the feeding of the five thousand, the crowds ‘intended to come and make him king by force’.




The outlines of the four Gospels

These examples of interlocking between John and the Synoptics remind us that Matthew, Mark and Luke, no less than John, are highly selective in what they record and are theologically motivated in structuring their Gospels. One important answer to the question of why John and the Synoptics are so different, therefore, is that each Evangelist has determined what he wants to include via various theological, geographical and literary criteria. Whatever does not fit into the structures determined by those criteria is simply omitted, however crucial later readers of the four Gospels might come to think it was.

This procedure can be observed among the Synoptics themselves. Matthew 1 – 2 and Luke 1 – 2 differ from each other in roughly the same ways as John does from the Synoptics overall. Literary dependence of either on the other is unlikely, even though both agree on numerous historical details surrounding Christ’s birth. But Matthew focuses exclusively on information that sets up his five quotations from the Old Testament, while Luke follows an outline that compares and contrasts the conceptions, births and significance of John the Baptist and Jesus (Blomberg 1997: 199–208). Matthew and Mark each follow primarily topical outlines for the first ‘halves’ of their Gospels and then turn to more strictly chronological outlines for the material leading up to and including Christ’s passion. Luke adds and deletes material from Mark’s basic outline to set up a geographical progression of the story of Jesus from its setting in Roman history to Galilee, to Samaria and Judea, and to Jerusalem, all of which is inversely parallel to his outline for Acts – from Jerusalem, to Judea and Samaria, to the uttermost parts of the earth (Acts 1:8; cf. Blomberg 1997: 115–117, 126–129, 140–145). Thus Luke’s ‘Great Omission’ of Jesus’ withdrawal from Galilee (Mark 6:45 – 8:26) does not mean that Luke did not know or use Mark, but merely that this material did not fit into his geographical-theological outline.

The same is true for John. Although the particulars of their outlines vary, many commentators recognize that the first main ‘half ’ of the Fourth Gospel (2:1 – 11:57)48 presents seven main signs and seven related discourses (see, e.g. Morris 1995), all designed to inculcate belief in Jesus as the Messiah. Chapters 12 – 21 further the identical aim by means of the testimony of Christ’s death and resurrection (Blomberg 1997: 159–161). Theologically, a major emphasis for John is to present Jesus as the true fulfilment of the meaning of the major Jewish festivals and institutions. Thus chapters 2 – 4 present four episodes from Jesus’ earliest period of ministry, not found in the Synoptics, in order to stress four ways in which Jesus’ ministry brings something new: a new joy, a new temple, a new birth and a new universal offer of salvation (Blomberg 1997: 224–231). John 5 – 11 focuses exclusively on the relationship between Jesus and various Jewish festivals: the Sabbath, Passover, Tabernacles and Dedication. Thus John includes accounts of Jesus’ pilgrimage to Jerusalem at festival times – an obligation incumbent on all Jewish males when possible, which we have no reason to doubt Jesus would have kept. The only exceptions, in which Jesus is back in Galilee, are the paired accounts of the feeding of the five thousand and the walking on water, which include Passover typology (cf. 6:4) and ‘I am’ Christology (6:20), both crucial to John’s purposes (Blomberg 1997: 295–303). The last major section of John that presents material entirely unparalleled in the Synoptics is Jesus’ farewell discourse and final prayer (14 – 17), and these contain the most concentrated cluster of distinctive Johannine themes anywhere in this Gospel (Blomberg 1997: 334–340).

I shall make more comments about each portion of John in the commentary section of this book, but this should suffice to demonstrate the central point of our discussion here: John and the Synoptics alike omit and include material according to relatively clear theological and literary criteria. What does not fit those criteria is not included, however much we might have thought it should be. Thus the resurrection of Lazarus does not appear in the Synoptics because it takes place in Judea prior to the last of Christ’s trips to Jerusalem, of which the Synoptics wish to record only one. The transfiguration does not appear in John because it occurs in the middle of the ministry, but does not take place in or around Jerusalem or directly tie in with one of the Jewish festivals. And so we might continue. We may not be able to guess the reason for every omission in a given Gospel, but enough examples are clear that such omissions cannot be used to argue that a given Evangelist did not know of an event he omits, much less that it is not historical.




Other indications of historicity

Conversely, there are a variety of additional pointers not yet discussed that support the general historical trustworthiness of John. These will receive more detailed treatment in Part Two but may be mentioned briefly here. To begin with, the issues Jesus discusses in his extended discourses and debates with Jewish leaders (and others) reflect key issues within pre-70 Judaism: ritual purification (13:8–9; 18:28; cf. 2:6), the status of the Samaritans (4:9), Sabbath regulations (5:1–18, ch. 9); and the value of testimony about oneself (5:31–47; 8:13) (Thomas 1991b). Jesus’ form of argumentation and biblical exegesis regularly parallels ancient Jewish approaches more generally (see esp. Reim 1983; Manns 1985). Indeed, John’s work is steeped in the Old Testament throughout, not only via direct quotation but also by allusion and background.49

Second, various passages from the Pauline epistles support the historicity of Johannine events and the authenticity of Jesus’ words in John, because they reflect knowledge of the Jesus-tradition already in the 50s, almost a half-century before the final redaction of the Fourth Gospel. 1 Thessalonians 2:13–16 demonstrates the hostility of Jews against Jesus and the first disciples, so often reflected in John, at a very early date in Christianity. Also, 1 Corinthians 1 – 4 discloses early Christian debate about the concepts of revelation and knowledge, two of John’s distinctive emphases, well before the rise of the more developed Gnosticism that can account for John’s emphases but not their creation. Philippians 2:5–11 and Colossians 1:15–20 may reflect pre-Pauline creeds that closely match John’s high Christology (cf. also Gal. 4:4 and Rom. 1:3–4) (for these and other examples, see D. Wenham 1997: 155–170).

Third, several passages show how John differentiates what was understood before the cross from insights gleaned only after the resurrection, thus militating against the view that sees later Johannine interpretative insights so intertwined with nuggets of historical information as to be inextricable (cf. esp. John 2:22; 7:39; 12:16; 16:12–13). This phenomenon is closely related to the broader theme of misunderstandings in John’s Gospel more generally, a sufficiently frequent feature of his narrative to suggest that John is not trying to further his apologetic by falsely describing greater levels of belief in Jesus during his ministry than were actually present, or by blurring distinctions between the varying responses to the words and works of the historical Jesus (see esp. Carson 1982). Thus while it is true that John presents the role of the Holy Spirit or ‘Paraclete’ as teaching about the significance of Jesus’ person and ministry (esp. 14:26; 15:26), thus explaining the freedom John felt to select and stylize the episodes that he records in the manner he did, these verses by no means support a view that John imposed later theological developments on the historical Jesus in ways that find no precedent in authentic data about Jesus’ earthly ministry (cf. the good balance on this in Ridderbos 1997: 15–16).50

Finally, while it is certainly the case that many kinds of theological truth may be taught by fictitious genres, it is hard to square the uniquely Christian (and strongly Johannine) themes of God’s incarnation in Jesus at a definable point in space and time with fictitious descriptions of precisely that event. Combine this with the observations that John regularly stresses the themes of ‘witness’ and ‘truth’ (see esp. Trites 1977: 78–127), that part of the purpose of his Gospel is to combat an anti-historical, anti-incarnational docetism (see esp. Schnelle 1992), and that he frames much of his Gospel as a prophetic lawsuit (Heb. rîb) against those who would deny all this (Harvey 1977; Lincoln 2000), and it is difficult not to agree with F. F. Bruce (1980: 18) that

John presents the trial and execution of Jesus, as he presents everything else in his record, in such a way as to enforce his theological Leitmotiv: Jesus is the incarnate Word, in whom the glory of God is revealed. But the events which he presents in this way, and pre-eminently the events of the passion, are real, historical events. It could not be otherwise, for the Word became flesh – the revelation became history.





Literary genre

Everything discussed thus far supports the conclusion that John, no less than the Synoptics, was writing in a historical and biographical genre. The shift in synoptic criticism away from claims of the absolute uniqueness of the Gospel genre back in the direction of stressing its general affinities with ancient history and biography seems substantiated (Blomberg 2001: 273–277). To be sure, what qualified as good or reliable history in antiquity involved a broad range of literature with varying degrees of factual accuracy. Over the years, several short studies have argued that the Fourth Gospel’s distinctives vis-à-vis the Synoptics can be explained in part by postulating that John adopts a more ‘dramatic’ form of presentation akin to styles observable in the Greek theatre (Bowen 1930; Muilenburg 1932; Connick 1948; E. K. Lee 1953; Flanagan 1981; Domeris 1983; Pilgaard 1987), though they differ as to the implications of this identification for historicity.51 Even drama can recount history in a fashion that is faithful to the essential facts of its characters’ lives, though obviously it can relate pure fiction, too.52

Observing the differences between John and the apocryphal gospels is instructive at this juncture. Four broad genres may be discerned within this later literature. (1) Some ‘gospels’ exist in such fragmentary form or are known only from excerpts cited by early church Fathers that we simply cannot pronounce on their overall genre. What little does exist may suggest that these were simply amalgamations of material from the canonical Gospels with some additions and alterations, but we cannot be at all sure. In this category appear what Wilhelm Schneemelcher (1991: 92–109, 134–178) labels ‘fragments of unknown Gospels’ and ‘Jewish-Christian Gospels’. (2) Most of the ‘gospels’ from Nag Hammadi appear as post-resurrection dialogues (or monologues) of the risen Christ, teaching explicitly Gnostic theology, and bear little resemblance in either form or content to their canonical namesakes. Here one thinks of the gospels of Philip and of the Egyptians, and most of what Schneemelcher (1991: 228–413) labels ‘dialogues of the Redeemer’ and ‘other Gnostic Gospels and related literature’. (3) The Gospel of Thomas is formally unique in collecting together 114 relatively unconnected logia attributed to Jesus. Roughly one-third of these find at least partial canonical parallels; that every one of the four Gospels, including those sections typically ascribed to distinctive sources (Q, M, L, John’s ‘sign-source’, and the small amount of uniquely Markan material), is cited strongly suggests their dependence on the fourfold Gospel canon in relatively finalized form (cf. esp. Blomberg 1985 and the literature there cited). (4) Finally, there are gospels that supplement the ‘gaps’ in the canonical accounts of Jesus, fictitiously trying to satisfy curiosity about these periods in Jesus’ life and to bolster certain later doctrinal developments. Here appear the so-called Infancy Gospels, the gospels of Peter, Nicodemus and Bartholomew, and the Abgar legend. A straightforward reading of the documents in all four of these categories readily demonstrates that none is a close or helpful parallel to the genre of the Fourth Gospel.

Particularly important for their analyses of John with respect to the fact–fiction spectrum are the studies by Samuel Byrskog (2000) on oral history in the ancient Mediterranean world and by Derek Tovey (1997) on narrative criticism and the Fourth Gospel. Byrskog surveys in detail the statements of ancient historians, biographers and rhetoricians about oral history or story telling, noting a recurring concern to anchor their accounts in accurate, even eyewitness, testimony. At the same time, the very act of recounting events in narrative form depended on ideological motives, required principles of selectivity, and blurred any absolute distinction between fact and interpretation. Nevertheless, many historians recognized the dangers inherent in this process, which at times challenged them ‘to insist more clearly and emphatically on the importance of truth’ (180). An apologetic text that sought to persuade an audience to a particular belief or action was in fact most effective ‘when it could be shown to relate as closely as possible to the factual truth of the past’ (210). In the light of the eyewitness claims of John 19:35 and 21:24, Byrskog identifies the Fourth Gospel as an example of ‘history as authorial legitimation’ and favours an approach to the genre of John that sees at the very least a substantial core of credible history (235–238).

Tovey embarks on a quite different study but with complementary results. Seeking to bridge the common divide between literary and historical criticisms, he focuses on the close connection between the Gospel’s implied author and its story world, the distinctions within John between the time of Jesus and the time of the Gospels’ composition, and the combination of history and theology that interact with each other throughout. Details that some modern scholars have taken as fictional in the light of modern parallels may have been understood by John’s audience as more historical. Overall, for Tovey, the form of John’s narrative falls about one-quarter of the way across a spectrum from pure history as an ‘accurate record of the memory of what happened’ to pure myth as ‘narrative which is neither true nor does it approximate to actual events’ (273). It is slightly freer in style than the Synoptics, which resemble ‘memoirs’ or ‘personal reminiscences’, but not as disinterested in factual reporting as aretalogy or a historical novel.

The two most extensive recent treatments of John’s genre are both embedded in larger works on the literary form of the Gospels. Richard Burridge (1992: 220–239) notes that when the title ‘according to John’ was added to the early manuscripts of this Gospel, a literary equation was being made with the form of the Synoptics. Numerous common features of Graeco-Roman biography recur here: a prologue, the introduction of the subject of the work, the protagonist as the primary subject of the main verbs of the book, a structure (similar to Mark) with disproportionate emphasis on events leading up to the death of the protagonist,53 continuous prose narrative, comparable length and scale, a combination of chronological and topical outlines, self-contained episodes (including stories, dialogues and speeches), probable use of sources, deeds and words as vehicles for characterization, reference to the hero’s ancestry as semi-divine, and early years treated briefly with greater emphasis on later events and on the consequences of the hero’s death. Burridge concludes by citing J. D. G. Dunn (1983: 338–339) to the effect that for all the differences between John and the Synoptics, John still resembles Matthew, Mark and Luke more than any other ancient documents we know.

On the other hand, Lawrence Wills (1997: 23–52) points out significant parallels between both Mark and John and the Life of Aesop, some of which overlap with Burridge’s list. Wills observes that this largely if not wholly fictitious novel about the famous fable-teller begins with Aesop’s adult life; describes a physically unattractive protagonist who teaches wisdom and calls for justice, using pithy proverbs, fictitious stories and longer discourses; is episodic in structure; includes miracles; and describes the hostility that the protagonist engenders, leading to his death but also to his establishment as a cult hero.

Would ancient readers of John have recognized any features in his Gospel that would have predisposed them to thinking he was writing a more historical biography than the Life of Aesop? Against those scholars who have argued that the ancients would not even have asked such a question, Lucian (On Writ. Hist. 39) clearly distinguishes between texts that reflect what essentially happened and was spoken at the times and places to which given events and words are assigned and those that do not. In an analysis of Luke’s historiography, W. C. van Unnik (1979) suggests ten criteria that, to varying degrees, may help to make such distinctions. Some of the most significant include writing fearlessly and independently as a friend of truth, avoiding flights of fancy and rhetorical exercise, displaying good selection of events – dwelling at length on important details and passing quickly over less significant items, a clear order of events, touches of vividness but not overdone, the use of topographical details for clarity’s sake, and appropriately placed speeches not merely for rhetorical flourish.54 It would seem that John would hold up reasonably well when judged by such standards.

Similarly, Colin Hemer (1989: 100), in a massive defence of the historicity of Acts, notes eight elements of a reliable historian that were acknowledged in antiquity, six of which seem directly applicable to John: eyewitness participation, eyewitness interview, limiting coverage to material to which the writer had privileged access, the prospect of checking details with contemporary documents, the use of sources for speeches, and ‘the vigour of the concept of “truth” in history “as it actually happened”’.55Again, none of this is to argue for the ipsissima verba (the literally translated words) of the Gospel’s speakers but merely for the ipsissima vox (the authentic voice).56 As D. A. Carson (1991: 47) clarifies:

So far as John’s understanding of his task goes, we may speak of the liberty he felt to use his own language, of the principles of selection that governed his choices of material, of the nature of the audience (and now the readership) that he envisioned, of the focus of his interests, of his remarkable habit of getting at the heart of an issue. But we may not glibly suppose that one who felt so strongly about the importance of fidelity in witnesses (cf. 10:40–42) could simply invent narrative and dialogue and pass it off as history.57





John’s unique audience and purposes

Speaking of the nature of John’s audience leads us to a prominent approach to reading the Fourth Gospel based on the pioneering work of J. Louis Martyn (1979). This approach has assumed that the characters and issues highlighted in John refer (at least much of the time) not to the historical Jesus and his contemporaries but to the Christians in the Johannine community and their opponents (or other, more interested outsiders). As a perspective that impugns John’s historicity, this approach could be justified only after a detailed examination of the Fourth Gospel’s contents with repeated examples of information that contradicts what we can otherwise know about Jesus and his milieu. Martyn and his followers of course believe they have done precisely that, but our verdict will have to await an examination of the major texts involved in the debate. We can nevertheless affirm a priori that John’s distinct audience and its unique circumstances certainly account for a major portion of his selection of narratives and the emphases they contain. To the extent that the Synoptics address different communities under different conditions, we have every reason to expect their contents to differ as well.

Second, if we try to pinpoint John’s distinctive purposes, we have noted that we discover a fair consensus that agrees that his church was confronting the twin obstacles of rejection by local Jews and infiltration by proto-Gnostics, or at least by docetists (cf. also esp. D. M. Smith 1992). John’s explicit purpose statement (20:31), however, is more ambiguous than might appear at first glance. Textual criticism reveals two different tenses used with the subjunctive mood for the verb ‘believe’. John is writing either that people might ‘keep on believing’ (pisteuēte – present tense), and hopefully grow in their faith, or that they simply might ‘believe’ (pisteusēte – aorist tense). The textual evidence is fairly evenly balanced; if one opts for the latter, then the door is left open for an evangelistic dimension to John’s purposes. Combine this with one possible translation of the preceding clause – ‘that the Christ is Jesus’ and one can view the Gospel as particularly directed towards non-Christian Jews who are looking for a Messiah, showing them who he is (Carson 1987). This would obviously impinge on John’s selection of material as well.

On the other hand, John’s sharp polemic against Judaism seems more understandable if it is addressed to Christians, some of whom come from Jewish backgrounds, trying to reassure them and others who may wonder about such intense Jewish opposition that they have made the right choice. The harsh tone works well to warn ‘insiders’ against their opponents; it is less plausible as a direct evangelistic appeal to those very opponents. The grammar of 20:31 does not require Carson’s translation and is perhaps more naturally rendered, with the standard translations, as ‘that Jesus is the Christ’ (Brownson 1995). What is more, even if the textual evidence is divided, the scribes who opted for the present tense may have recognized the correct interpretation of John’s words: an aorist need not mean anything as specific as ‘come to faith for the first time’. Ben Witherington (1995: 2, 11) may be on the right track when he suggests that John is writing to Christians to help them, among other things, become more effective in evangelizing non-Christian friends and relatives, with a special focus on Jews.




The burden of proof and the criteria of authenticity

All of this introductory discussion has created a climate favourable to John’s historical trustworthiness. But the most difficult question remains: can one credibly defend historicity passage by passage as one proceeds through the Gospel, carefully analysing its contents? Of course, there will be places where no comparative evidence remains. Some scholars would argue in such instances that the burden of proof always resides with the person making a case, either for or against authenticity. But this approach is not that which is commonly used in studying ancient history more generally. In fact, it would lead to much more widespread agnosticism about vast portions of that history than normally obtains. A historian who has been found trustworthy where he or she can be tested should be given the benefit of the doubt in cases where no tests are available (Goetz and Blomberg 1981).58 Of course, if enough evidence of John’s unreliability emerges as we proceed through Part Two, this presumption in John’s favour will have to be reversed.

The ‘third quest of the historical Jesus’ has offered extremely important refinements of the classic criteria of authenticity. There has always been a tension between the dissimilarity criterion (material is authentic when it differs from both conventional first-century Judaism and post-Easter Christianity) and the criterion of Palestinian environment (material must cohere with what is conceivable in an early first-century Palestinian Jewish context). Both N. T. Wright and Gerd Theissen have thus created more nuanced criteria. Wright speaks of a double similarity and dissimilarity criterion (1996: esp. 131–133). It is not realistic to expect Jesus to have differed completely from his Jewish background or to have been completely misunderstood by his followers. Yet he clearly taught and acted in distinctive ways compared with his contemporaries, ways that were also difficult for others to imitate. Thus a combination of similarities and dissimilarities from both Judaism and Christianity in any given passage will probably support authenticity.

Theissen equally rejects the classic dissimilarity criterion in favour of what he calls the criterion of historical plausibility (Theissen and Winter 1998). This also breaks down into four parts. The saying or deed in question must be plausible in its historical context and demonstrate some influence in earliest Christianity, while at the same time disclosing Jesus’ individuality within his original context and with some tendency to cut against the grain of later Christian theologizing (Theissen and Merz 1997: 115–118). It would appear that both Theissen and Wright have independently formulated equivalent criteria.

In addition, multiple attestation provides an important criterion of authenticity, since John remains independent, at least at a literary level, from the Synoptics. However, multiple attestation includes not merely the same saying or episode repeated in more than one independent historical source, but the recurrence of similar teachings, events, themes, motifs, or literary forms across those sources. So, too, singly attested material that coheres with passages authenticated by either the double similarity and dissimilarity criterion or by multiple attestation may be considered part of our database for authentic material as well (Theissen and Merz 1997: 116–117).

Of course, there remain large areas of subjectivity in the application of these criteria. We know only a small portion of ancient Jewish and Christian thought because so much literature has not survived to the present day. On the other hand, we already have a vast amount of data on which to build, and the discoveries of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Nag Hammadi literature have greatly added to our understanding of both Jewish and Gnostic backgrounds – crucial for interpreting John’s Gospel. These two bodies of literature have also confirmed that previous generalizations about both Judaism and Gnosticism were not wildly inaccurate, even while they have provided significant items of new information. Thus it is not terribly likely, if we had access to considerably more ancient sources, that they would radically change our picture of the religious movements of the day.

On the other hand, especially due to the vast accumulation of writings by Jacob Neusner,59 New Testament scholars regularly give at least lip service to the notion that one’s understanding of Jesus’ Jewish background must rely on sources that probably contain traditions going back to pre-70 Judaism: the Old Testament apocrypha, most of the pseudepigrapha, the Dead Sea Scrolls and selected rabbinic traditions attributed to the oldest rabbis or to the Tannaitic period. But with the rabbinic literature, even these oldest traditions are often second and third century in their written form. Nevertheless, the oral tradition was relatively conservative, and they are at least more likely to reflect the Judaism of Jesus’ day than the vast corpus of later Jewish material.

Thus the classic compendium of rabbinic parallels to New Testament texts by Strack and Billerbeck (1922–61) desperately needs to be updated or replaced with a comparable collection of texts that probably reflect traditions known in Jesus’ day. Remarkably, even the most recent commentaries on John continue to cite almost all of the same Jewish traditions as their predecessors did, without weeding out the late material unlikely to be relevant to first-century Judaism. I shall try in the course of my discussion to avoid this anachronism as much as possible by citing post-Christian sources relatively rarely. Among the rabbinic sources, even when I do refer to them, I shall focus almost exclusively on the oldest: certain targums, the Tannaitic midrashim and the Mishnah.

Limited space and sound methodology combine to justify another omission. While I shall point out some of the most crucial, characteristic and/or distinctive examples of John’s style, vocabulary and theology as we look at each passage, I shall not infer inauthenticity merely from the presence of demonstrably Johannine style or thought. If we had reason to believe that John had translated Jesus’ mostly Aramaic speech as literally as possible into Greek, this procedure might be justified. But a comparison of Josephus’ Jewish War with his Antiquities of the Jews demonstrates that Josephus felt free to so paraphrase his material, even when he was relying on his own written work in Greek as a source for his later Greek writing, that we cannot always reconstruct the original. How much more when translating from Aramaic into Greek might John have used his preferred vocabulary, including that mediated through decades of homiletical use. ‘Greek vocabulary statistics cannot determine the authenticity of Jesus’ Aramaic sayings’ (Payne 1980: 178).
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