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    Preface


    As far as I am aware, this volume is the only English-language textbook on John’s theology that aims to be both critical and comprehensive. It is critical in that I have tried to be aware of the basis and extent of our knowledge, given the problems inherent in the use of ancient human documents. It is comprehensive in that it includes all the books of the New Testament ascribed to John: the Gospel, the three Epistles and the Apocalypse (the book of Revelation).


    By no means are Johannine specialists in agreement that sound criticism allows a comprehensive approach in that sense. Not all believe that John wrote even one of these books. In mainline scholarship the number of hypothetical hands that shaped the Gospel alone keeps growing. Some suppose that each of the three Epistles had a different author, and that the John who wrote the Apocalypse was a fifth (at least!). Even conservative scholars nowadays are less strident in defending the apostolic authorship of the Apocalypse than were their predecessors of a previous generation, and some have gone mute. In harking back to the old solution, I claim no more than to testify to what I myself see—come what may in reviews.


    About the steady, mighty river of learned publications on the Johannine literature C. K. Barrett spoke with candor for many when he wrote, “Probably no one has read it all; I know I have not.”1 That was back in 1975, before annual output more than doubled to what it is today. Selection is imperative. I have concentrated on works that have proved seminal, become classic or been especially influential and on journal articles and serial monographs since the turn of the third millennium.


    Anyone who delves into the theology of John finds the subject inexhaustible. No matter how one shapes the material, the result is but a sketch that captures certain aspects. I have done my best, through prayer and thoughtful labor, to capture some key aspects. Whether the result is serviceable to those seeking further insight into John’s writings is for them to judge.
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    Introduction


    Of authors whose writings make up the New Testament, John was the last, leaving his legacy toward the end of the first Christian century. By this time the meaning of the Christ-event had mellowed for around seventy years in the mind of one who had had close dealings with Jesus and with most of the key leaders of the mother church in Jerusalem. John is the one who contemplates most deeply the eternal communion of the divine Father, Son and Spirit among themselves, a loving fellowship to which God’s self-disclosure invites humankind. “Not surprisingly,” therefore, “John is often treated as the pinnacle of the development of New Testament theology.”1 During the next five centuries John’s language was fodder for patristic discussions about the triunity of God and about the union of the divine and the human in our Lord’s person.2 In countless other ways as well John’s writings have fertilized Christian self-understanding.3 Alone among the four Evangelists John enjoys the title of “the Theologian.”4


    Johannine Theology


    The present volume sets forth the Johannine theology according to the relations among the divine persons (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) and the world made up of its various constituents. This is not the only possible way to lay out the matter. Proposals for how to do biblical theology, and Johannine theology in particular, are manifold.


    Biblical theology: Nature and problems. Insofar as biblical theology focuses on the oeuvre of a canonical author, it seeks to configure that author’s ideas, in contrast to exegesis, which expounds texts. But biblical, in contrast to systematic, theology sticks to terms, concepts and accents peculiar to the author in the author’s own time and setting.


    This task raises problems of method. How, when the connections are rarely explicit, can we be sure to connect the author’s ideas in the way the author would? What guide have we for ranking ideas by generality, centrality or weight when fundamental concepts may show up in only a very few places? How can we determine an author’s presuppositions if the author never fully expresses them anywhere, even though parts may jut to the surface here and there like tips of an iceberg? How are we to discover the coherence of ideas with one another when the texts convey only select aspects relevant for particular situations? Although these questions and others are not yet settled to the satisfaction of all,5 the human mind strives toward integration. So biblical theologizing must go on even as the discipline seeks criteria for legitimacy and rigor.


    Historical-theological approach based on the Jewish matrix? One entrance into New Testament theology might be to move from Judaism to early Christianity. Judaism of the late Second Temple period was the matrix that gave birth to the religion of Jesus and his first followers. Early Judaism, though perhaps more an orthopraxy (“right practice”) than an orthodoxy, was founded on four tenets: (1) there is but one God, in contrast to pagan polytheism;6 (2) there is one people of God, constituted by God’s call of Abraham and his descendants (2 Bar. 48:23b-24a); (3) there is one covenant between God and Israel, made possible by atoning sacrifices and couched in the stipulations of Torah (Ex 24:7-8);7 (4) and there will be one end for the world, God’s final kingdom (2 Bar. 85:14[-15]; Amidah, Benediction 14).


    Each of these beliefs underwent transformation as Christians absorbed the impact of Christ’s coming. (1) God’s unity constrained Christian understanding of God’s Son and Spirit. Because monotheism could not be compromised, the divine Son and Spirit had to be identified with the unique and incommunicable deity. (2) That believing Gentiles were accepted into the church without circumcision did not blur the line that separated God’s unique people from the pagan world. (3) A new covenant predicted by the prophets was ratified by Jesus’ blood and requires faith that issues into obedience to God’s will. The standard of Christian conduct is, at its moral and spiritual core, identical to that of the Mosaic covenant, even if Jewish rituals are not enjoined on Gentiles. (4) God has inaugurated his future kingdom by exalting Jesus to his right hand and will consummate it by sending Christ again to judge the living and the dead.8


    Monotheism was the bedrock of Judaism. The apostolic church followed suit in compressing its deepest-held beliefs into various formulas based on the predicate “one” (Mt 23:8-10; 1 Cor 8:4-6; Rom 3:29-30; Eph 4:4-6; 1 Tim 2:5-6). Significantly, Mark Appold finds the Gospel of John outstanding in the number of its unity-formulations in the areas of Christology, soteriology and ecclesiology (Jn 10:16, 30; 11:52; 17:11, 21-23).9 Since the seminal minds of the New Testament canon—Jesus, Paul, John—were Jewish, any adequate account of New Testament theology must show how those minds strove to articulate a divine Christology while keeping monotheism in the forefront of their thought.


    Analysis of this sort sheds light on the theology common to all the New Testament authors. Of a piece with Judaism are John’s root beliefs concerning God, humankind, sin, the world and salvation history. The Christ-event put its stamp on a two-stage eschatology that John shares with the other apostles. But further description is needed to take into account what is characteristic of him individually.


    Topical approach? In addition to unresolved methodological issues of New Testament theology in general, John’s writings present special problems. He expresses thoughts not in logical order but through a meditative interweaving of key words and themes, constantly repeated in fresh, kaleidescopic patterns. John’s interest in a given topic we must gauge not by finding a rich paragraph but by noting scattered references throughout his writings. Hardly any two of his numerous brief, nontechnical phrases are identical, and each is connected with other ideas in its own context. His ruminative method invites an approach that compares text with text topically. But the only thorough way to explore his ideas is to study each term, concept, or theme in relation to all the others, and that is impracticable.10


    Literary-theological approach? A more workable alternative is to start with literary-theological readings of the individual books in the Johannine corpus. Andreas Köstenberger, in his massive Theology of John’s Gospel and Letters, after using a quarter of his space on introductory matters (pp. 35-174), devotes more than another quarter to a survey of the Gospel narrative and the Epistles (pp. 175-272), before he plows through the material again looking at major themes (pp. 273-546).11 His commitment to a narrative approach requires even the thematic portion to break down each theme according to linear sections of the books where it appears. An advantage of this tactic is that it reads the big ideas straight out of the literature by theological exegesis and thus cannot stray far from the author’s own arrangement of thoughts. A drawback, besides repetition, is that the ideas remain unsystematized.12


    Organization around personal entities. Another approach, followed here, is to organize John’s ideas by the main characters around whom they revolve. The Johannine universe is essentially personal; it consists of persons divine and human and their relationships.13


    In the Gospel the witness of the Son to the world concerning his relationship to the Father dominates the first twelve chapters. John 13–17 highlights the impending gift of the Spirit, himself a partner of the Father and the Son, to the community of disciples as “another paraclete” (Jn 14:16) in succession to Christ. In the passion account (Jn 18–19) the world crucifies Christ. In the closing chapters (Jn 20–21), Jesus convinces the disciples of his resurrection and ascent to the Father and bequeaths to them the Spirit to carry on his witness to the world. The main characters are God, world (including “the Jews” and the “ruler of this world”), Son, Spirit and believers (individually related to Christ; also corporately related to Christ or to the world).14


    The Johannine Epistles contain references to more or less the same entities: the Father, the Son, the “anointing which you received from him” (1 Jn 2:27) or “the Spirit of God” (1 Jn 4:2), the community that has remained loyal to the author (“the elder” with his “little children”), and the world (of which a movement of schismatic heretics have shown themselves to be a part).15


    Only slightly more elaborate is the bill of characters in the Apocalypse. Representing the divine triad are the One sitting on the throne of heaven, the Lamb and the Spirit of the prophets. Symbolizing the church are the seven churches, sometimes viewed in continuity with Israel and sometimes portrayed as an international and multilinguistic throng with prophetic, sacerdotal and royal functions. The world consists of antagonists that mimic the roles of the persons in the Trinity—the dragon, the beast, the false prophet—together with all dwellers on earth who are deceived by them. Diametrically opposed destinies of Lady Babylon and of Lady Jerusalem underscore the polarity between the world and the church.


    This analysis yields a theology of persons and their relationships.16 The community of disciples taken out of the world are first the object of the saving activity of the Father and the Son and then, imbued with the Spirit, are taken up into a working partnership with the divine Trinity to make known God’s love to a world that remains in darkness. Most of the components are present, explicitly or implicitly, in the opening of 1 John: “That which we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you may have fellowship with us; and our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 Jn 1:3).


    Accordingly, the following chapters will explore Johannine thought by concentrating on God the Father (chap. 2), the world-system (chap. 3), God’s self-revelation in the Son (chaps. 4–5), the Spirit-Paraclete (6), the believer united to the risen Christ (chaps. 7–8), and believers in relation to one another (chap. 9) and to the world (chap. 10).


    State of the Question


    Despite John’s importance as the one who summed up the apostles’ message and laid much of the foundation of church dogmatics, a comprehensive survey of the Johannine theology is wanting in current English-speaking New Testament scholarship.17 Since roughly 1850 criticism has occupied itself with preliminary questions concerning the religio-historical genesis, authorship, editions and sociological character of these documents.18 Insights into select Johannine themes and ideas are scattered in an ever-swelling mass of publications, but an overview remains a desideratum. To remedy this lack is one aim of this volume.


    Rudolf Bultmann. The most influential synthesis of the mid-twentieth century was done by Rudolf Bultmann.19 Bultmann offered a masterly sketch of some major concepts of the Fourth Gospel under the keynote “revelation.” His discussions of the Johannine concepts of the world, of the division of the human race by the divine revealer’s coming, and of faith are incisive.


    But many now concur that “every answer Bultmann gives to the really important questions he raises—is wrong.”20 Bultmann relied on a questionable reconstruction of a Gnostic revealer myth to explain John’s Christology.21 Hyper­­criticism bound him to a radically dissected and rearranged Fourth Gospel in isolation from the Epistles and the Apocalypse.22 And his hermeneutical program of existentialist demythologization imposed a focus that left but a torso of John’s thought. No scholar without a strong agenda would deny that John is aware of salvation history, or wonder whether for him the devil is “a reality,” or reduce his cosmological opposition between good and evil to a “dualism of decision,” or systematically remand every passage that cuts against the grain of the interpreter’s theological commitments to a posited “ecclesiastical redactor,” or organize Johannine theology around individual human faith while ignoring its Old Testament roots and its interest in the trinitarian persons.23 Building on Bultmann and others, we can advance by starting from a saner critical base and allowing the fullness of John’s thought to emerge in John’s own categories.


    Johannine Christianity? From about 1970 Johannine specialists began to abandon Bultmann’s paradigm in favor of another. The discovery of a unique Jewish-Christian community whose history and traditions supposedly produced the Johannine literature was the work of many contributors.24 Curious features of that corpus seemed to make sense when set in the light of a reconstructed series of social ruptures that would have left relics layer by editorial layer. According to this postulate, a group of Jews devoted to Jesus separated or suffered expulsion from their parent synagogues (the event behind the Gospel), had strife with at least one rival Christian group holding a different Christology and ethics (1–3 John), and stood apart from the pagan environment of Asia (the Apocalypse). The movement became increasingly sectarian on all fronts. To bolster their fragile identity they stressed Jesus’ divine authority (e.g., Jn 5:18) and otherness (Jn 8:23), they engaged in anti-Jewish polemics (Jn 8:42-44), defined Jesus’ saviorhood in exclusive terms (Jn 14:6), claimed to be overcomers against impossible odds (Jn 16:33), and construed reality starkly as a contest between light and darkness (Jn 1:5).


    For some time now the Johannine community hypothesis has been showing signs of strain.25 Influential though it is, it rests on a tissue of assumptions, none of which is proven. A global axiom of radical biblical criticism is that New Testament documents manipulate facts of history for theological ends.26 It is taken for granted that the first generation(s) of Christians comprised not the united church of the book of Acts but rather a sprawling congeries of conflicting movements;27 that each of our Gospels is the distillate of an urban church whose interests shaped (or created) oral traditions about Jesus;28 that the Johannine community was eccentric29 and, like the sectaries at Qumran, a more or less sequestered group with unique values and traditions;30 that it was on a trajectory toward Gnosticism;31 and that statements within the Johannine corpus pitted against one another (rather than allowed to qualify one another) mark editors with inconsistent points of view or successive stages in the development of the Johannine community (rather than John’s dialectical way of presenting complex thoughts). This last is a chosen method of interpretation, as unverifiable as it is invincible.


    A distinctive Johannine stream in early Christianity was absent from secondary literature prior to 1970 because it is invisible in our sources for the period (the book of Acts, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Eusebius). It did not come into full view until the nest of assumptions just named had accumulated in New Testament criticism. The present volume neither builds on nor seeks to overthrow the reigning paradigm; it proceeds from an independent assessment of probabilities concerning the author of this literature and his place in the church.


    The Johannine Literature: Nature and Purposes


    The Fourth Gospel, like Matthew, Mark, and Luke, tells the story of Jesus’ ministry from the time of John the Baptist to Jesus’ glorification and sending of his followers into the world. A prologue lays out the main themes: the divine origin and essence of God’s only-begotten one, who as the life and light of the human race became flesh to reveal the Father (Jn 1:1-18).32 The subsequent narrative unfolds its theology according to Jesus’ earthly career. In the first half Jesus testifies to the world about his unique relation to the Father and is met for the most part with incomprehension and unbelief (Jn 1:19–12:50).33 Then, having prepared the small band of his followers for his return to the Father (Jn 13–17),34 he lays down his life for them and takes it up again (Jn 18–20). An epilogue (Jn 21) mirrors the prologue and rounds off the whole.35 The author appeals to the widest possible range of readers with a view to their believing that Jesus is the Son of God, in whom is life (Jn 20:30-31). In places the wording seems sharply pointed to counter either adherence of some to a lingering Baptist sect (Jn 1:8; 3:22-30),36 or Jewish nomism centered on Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai (Jn 3:13), or official Jewish rejection of Jesus (Jn 9:22; 12:42; 16:1-4), or proto-Gnosticism (Jn 1:14; 6:53-58). But these accents are subordinate to an overall purpose, which is to draw people of all sorts to Jesus.37


    A trilogy of Johannine letters appears to have been delivered on a single occasion by the hand of Demetrius (3 Jn 12).38 The one known as 3 John is a personal letter to Gaius, a householder. It praises Gaius for bucking a bid for control by Diotrephes, apparently an overseer of a house church in the same town. In 2 John the words of the “elder” convey greetings from one local church (“the children of your elect sister”) to a second, probably in another city (“to the elect lady and her children”). In 1 John, a longer tract, there is no conventional epistolary opening or closing matter, and it seems to be a homily meant to reach a larger circle of churches.39 Both 1 John and 2 John express a pastoral concern to reassure the faithful who remain in the primitive Christian tradition, after some teachers or prophets from their midst have made an exit.40 They went spouting doctrinal innovations about Christ, probably of a Docetic nature and fostering a licentious lifestyle.41 John’s Epistles counter their impact by reinforcing the three cardinal values of truth, righteousness and love.42 The trio of letters corresponds to three distinct levels of ecclesiastical organization: house church (3 John), urban fellowship (2 John) and regional web of churches (1 John).43


    The Apocalypse is a Christian prophecy dressed in the form of a letter but stylistically in the vein of Jewish apocalypses. It was sent to the churches of western Asia Minor at a time when they were under social pressure to adopt the Roman values of wealth, power and pleasure. It applies florid apocalyptic imagery, adapted from all over the Hebrew Scriptures,44 to referents in John’s contemporary environment.45 The prophet calls on the churches to persevere in recognizing the One who sits on the throne in heaven and the Lamb, who shares it, to whom alone worship and obedience are due, even if such fidelity should result in martyrdom during this present age. Full of intricate literary patterns, a simple general structure is discernible: a prologue (Apoc 1:1-11), a disclosure of Christ in glory leading into seven oracles for the churches (Apoc 1:9–3:21), an invitation up to the heavenly throne room leading into seven recapitulatory visions of the destiny of the world (Apoc 4:1–22:9),46 and an epilogue mirroring the themes of the prologue (Apoc 22:6-21).47


    Authorship


    Until roughly 1800 the leading lights of the church held these books to have a single author, John, one of the twelve apostles, son of Zebedee and brother of James. This ancient opinion rested on secure grounds. Many critics still subscribe to it in spite of doubts that have made headway in the scholarly community since the European Enlightenment.48 This is not the place for a full review of the question of authorship, but the main lines of the discussion may be set forth.


    John’s Gospel: Internal clues. An eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry is behind the Fourth Gospel. “We have beheld his glory” (Jn 1:14). “He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth” (Jn 19:35).49 He is an individual (“I suppose” [Jn 21:25]) and is the writer (ὁ γράψας ταῦτα [Jn 21:24]). He identifies himself as “the disciple Jesus loved” (Jn 21:20),50 a claim attested by the community that he serves (“we know that his testimony is true” [Jn 21:24]). He reclined close to Jesus’ breast at the Last Supper (Jn 13:23; 21:20) and conveyed Peter’s query (Jn 13:23-25), Peter also being in a position of privilege at Jesus’ other side. So among Jesus’ disciples the disciple in question must have belonged to the most honored and intimate circle. Jesus on the cross entrusted him with the care of Jesus’ mother (Jn 19:26-27). The Beloved Disciple preceded Peter to the empty tomb (Jn 20:2-8), and he was one of four unnamed disciples who ate breakfast with the resurrected Lord, two of whom were Zebedee’s sons (Jn 21:2).


    His nearness to Jesus at the supper indicates that he was one of the inner three among the Twelve, whom we know from Mark’s Gospel to have been Peter, James and John (Mk 5:37; 9:2; 13:3; 14:33). Of those, James and Peter were dead before the Fourth Gospel was written (Acts 12:2 [A.D. 41/42]; Jn 21:18-19). His coupling with Peter is paralleled by John in the book of Acts (Acts 3:1-11; 4:13, 19; 8:14). It would be natural for Jesus in dying to entrust his mother to a disciple who was a cousin.51 As B. F. Westcott argued in a cogent case that is often overlooked, these facts zero in on John.52


    Clues in the Johannine Epistles. Likewise the author of the three letters has the self-consciousness of an apostle. He beheld and touched Jesus in the flesh and counts himself a member of that foundational band who proclaim their experiences of the incarnate life to other believers (1 Jn 1:1-4). He refers to himself as an “elder” (2 Jn 1; 3 Jn 1) and to his readers as “dear children” (seven times in 1 John). Pastors of local churches, such as Diotrephes, have a duty to acknowledge him (3 Jn 9) because he exercises leadership at an intercongregational level through delegates who circulate on his behalf (3 Jn 10).


    Evidence of the Apocalypse. Only in the Apocalypse does the author give his name as “John” (Apoc 1:1, 4, 9; 22:8). Critics who doubt whether this John was the apostle nevertheless accept the name. Here he appears as a prophet (Apoc 1:3; 10:11; 22:7, 9, 10, 18, 19) whose person and authority are so well known to the churches of Asia, to whom the book is addressed as an encyclical, that he need not identify himself more closely. That he refers to “the apostles of the Lamb” in the third person (Apoc 21:14) no more excludes him from that group than does “the sons of Zebedee” (Jn 21:2) from that pair. The island of Patmos, where he was at the time of his visions (Apoc 1:9), lies thirty-seven miles west-southwest of Miletus, a location consistent with traditions that place the apostle in the area of Ephesus, thirty miles north of Miletus, toward the end of his career.


    Relation of John’s Gospel to his Epistles. Until the twentieth century virtually all commentators recognized the affinity of the Gospel and the Epistles, and of the Epistles with one another, in language, style and motifs.53 In recent decades increasing numbers question the identity of authorship of these pieces, urging nuances of phrase and concept.54 Others leave the matter undecided.55 But the grounds on which authorial unity commends itself remain intact.56 As we might expect from an author who never repeats himself verbatim, there are indeed many small differences of expression and of theological emphasis between the Gospel and the Epistles, due to the nature, purpose and situation of each.57


    Relation of the Apocalypse to the other Johannine books. The Apocalypse warrants more discussion. Everything about it—apocalyptic ethos, Semitic interference in the language, imagery from the Hebrew Scriptures, knowledge of the temple cultus—indicates that the author was a Palestinian Jew who had settled in Asia.58 Yet few today ascribe it to the author of the Gospel and the Epistles, since it differs considerably in diction and outlook.59 To some, its Greek seems barbarous. Its orientation toward the future stands in contrast to the Gospel’s stress on eternal life in the present, and its lurid portrayals of divine vengeance likewise run against the Johannine dictum that God is love.


    Theological differences can be overplayed, however. The Gospel has in it more of the future, and the Apocalypse more of the present, than some have allowed.60 In the Gospel salvation is from the looming judgment of the world (e.g., Jn 3:16, 18, 36), while the Christ of the Apocalypse declares his jealous love for his people (Apoc 1:5; 3:9).


    Care is needed to assess to what extent language and style bear on the matter of authorship. Written artifacts vary, of course, in vocabulary level, in the complexity of grammatical constructions, and in their use of stylistic devices. Disparity often does point to different authors, but not necessarily, for a number of factors can influence the way or ways a person writes.


    For one thing, an author can adopt a style deliberately. Luke, for example, imitates narrative portions of the Septuagint in the opening chapters of his Gospel. Tacitus too wrote in several styles.61 Most of the peculiarities and sol­ecisms in the Apocalypse have a rationale, which usually is to signal evocations of the Old Testament.62


    Comparisons within a given genre can be telling, as between the letters of Paul and that to the Hebrews. But in the New Testament the Johannine is the only corpus that encompasses several genres (gospel, homily, letter, apocalypse).63 Having no other example to serve as a control, who would dare say how much variance in language, style or theological emphasis might be manifest in the work of single, versatile writer?64


    Also clouding the picture is the fact that Aramaic speakers such as Peter and John from the Palestinian working class with little formal education (Acts 4:13) would have required the service of a secretary to draft a piece for publication in Greek. How likely is it that the same helper accompanied them from place to place? Amanuenses often enjoyed considerable latitude in crafting words before submitting the final product to the author for approval.65 Some variations within a corpus may be due to them.


    A factor of another kind in discussions about authorship, one that can operate on participants subconsciously, is the social aspect of knowledge. What others say has a formative impact on one’s opinions. For a century and a half after the Johannine writings were published not one father of the church raised a scruple about the Apocalypse based on language or style, even though they spoke Greek as their native language, some had had formal training in rhetoric, and the lengthy controversy with the Gnostics trained their antennae to detect spurious books. When the lone voice of Dionysius of Alexandria denied the Apocalypse to the apostle, he wore a dogmatic motive on his sleeve.66 His negative judgment did not prevail. A century later the church included the book in the New Testament canon. If a predisposition to admit whatever might plausibly be apostolic could explain the patristic consensus, might social pressure likewise explain pervasive skepticism concerning apostolic authorship among academics since the rise of biblical criticism?


    Considerations of language and style are in fact woolly enough to allow for divergent conclusions about the authorship. Based on this criterion alone, neither upholders nor doubters of John the apostle can make a case strong enough definitively to exclude the other.


    For what it is worth, the Apocalypse is written in short, simple, straightforward clauses usually strung together with the word “and” (καί) in paratactic rather than subordinate constructions.67 In these respects the grammar is like that of Matthew, Mark and John and differs from Luke, Paul and Hebrews. The limited vocabulary, consisting of 916 Greek words of which 128 (13.97%) occur just once in the New Testament, is comparable to that of John’s Gospel (1,011 words, with 114 hapax legomena, or 11.27%),68 even though the list of hapax legomena in the Apocalypse is quite distinct from that of John’s Gospel,69 as one would expect for different subject matter. Like Mark, John and 1-3 John, the Apocalypse shows no literary pretensions (over against Luke-Acts, Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter). In these basic aspects of style the Apocalypse is more similar to John’s Gospel and Epistles than it is to the other corpora of the New Testament.70 Even critics who find more than one author typically posit a common tradition.


    The array of points of contact is impressive. Otto Böcher compares the Apocalypse with the other Johannine books with respect to unique points of Christology,71 ecclesiology72 and eschatology.73 We might add characteristic lexical choices (ἀληθινός; γεννᾶν; σφάζειν; τηρεῖν ἐντολάς); “I am” predications (Apoc 1:17; 2:23; 21:6; 22:13, 16);74 a tendency to think of the Spirit concretely as indwelling and acting through the church, and of the church imbued with the Spirit as a fellowship partner with the Father and the Son; the antichrist figure; elevation of the symbolic number “seven” to a structural role.75


    Yet more telling than surface traits are mental dispositions: a sense of the ideal embodied in the particular; penetration to central truths;76 narrowing down to a small number of main characters and themes;77 ruminative development of thoughts by cyclical variations having a constantly shifting texture of thematic elements;78 varied word choices;79 construal of reality in sharp polarities; an eye for symbols;80 a tendency to tap the Old Testament thematically or to quote it paraphrastically rather than word for word; delight in artistic patterns;81 prophetic consciousness;82 indebtedness to apocalyptic;83 prominence of trinitarianism and vivid picture language for the relations among members of the divine Trinity. May not choice of genre and the nature of the subject matter go far toward explaining what remains peculiar to the Apocalypse?


    Many ostensibly “literary” judgments are at bottom theologically bent. Dionysius of Alexandria distanced the millennial vision from the apostle, as we saw, to undermine a crass misuse of it. Martin Luther, in his 1522 “Preface to the Revelation of St. John,” considered that “Christ is neither taught nor known in it,” by which Luther usually meant that a given book was unclear about justification by faith and talked more than he liked about the role of works in salvation.84 Jewish apocalyptic literature with its supernatural elements was not to the taste of J. S. Semler and other early practitioners of the historical-critical method. Nor did it square with Bultmann’s existentialism. May it be repulsion at the message of the Apocalypse, not literary sensitivity, that prompts many to deny it to the author of the Johannine Gospel?


    Reception of the corpus by the Fathers. Patristic tradition univocally attributes the Johannine corpus to John.85 Justin, who spent time at Ephesus in A.D. 135, states point-blank that the prophecy of Christ’s thousand years in Jerusalem was made by “a certain man with us, whose name was John, one of the apostles of Christ” (Dial. 81.4). Irenaeus, who heard Polycarp reminisce about John, adds, “That was seen no very long time since, but almost in our own day, towards the end of Domitian’s reign [i.e., ca. A.D. 95]” (Haer. 5.30.3). As far as the Apocalypse is concerned, “There is no book of the entire New Testament whose external attestation can compare . . . in nearness, clearness, definiteness, and positiveness of statement.”86 The personal authority of the author of the Apocalypse and of the Epistles is congruent with plentiful and sound early traditions to the effect that John migrated from Jerusalem to settle in Asia near Ephesus toward the end of the century, where he supervised churches.87


    Eusebius collected statements from catholic fathers concerning the authorship of the Gospel,88 at least the first of the three Epistles,89 and the Apocalypse.90 This body of ancient ecclesiastical testimony is augmented by a considerable number of Gnostic and apocryphal writers.91


    Justin’s note dates from within forty years of the apostle’s death and stems from the very city of John’s tomb, Ephesus. Irenaeus’s report has a very old source indeed, heard by him not more than a generation after the lifetime of the apostle, in a chain of transmission of only three links.92 Clement’s information also goes back to disciples and protégés of John in Asia.93 These were men of the late first and early second centuries whose lifespans overlapped with John’s, who interacted with him personally, who had direct knowledge that he wrote these books in that place. The sources are multiple, independent and convergent. For the century and a half and more that followed John’s death the patristic church knew of no contrary claim concerning the author of this body of literature. Several Fathers of the second century treat the Johannine writings as a united corpus from a single authoritative person, using a passage from one part to help interpret a passage from another.94 If any traditions deserve to be taken seriously by historians, these do.95


    Biblical criticism since the European Enlightenment. Nevertheless, criticism rightly spares no tradition, however credible, from testing. Pious legends and misinformation sprouted early.96 Strictly speaking, the Johannine Gospel and Letters are anonymous. Patristic accounts pointing to apostolic authorship are by no means so irrefragable as to forestall speculation about alternative figures.


    Other options have been canvassed. Could the disciple whom Jesus loved have been a member of the household of Lazarus,97 or doubting Thomas,98 or an unknown eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry?99 Does he represent one or more unidentified exponents of the apostle in the next generation?100 Is he one of a circle of charismatic leaders after the apostle’s death?101 The latter type of solution is sometimes combined with the hypothesis of a Johannine community that produced the literature.102 But thus far none of these proposals has won a following among scholars, for indeed none emerges from the data of the books themselves as naturally as John does.


    John the Elder of Ephesus? Perhaps the most widely debated alternative is a John of Ephesus, whom Eusebius tried to distinguish from the apostle and whose shadowy figure has fired the imaginations of a number of modern critics.103


    Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.39.5-7) gives his interpretation of a paragraph that he quotes from Papias, bishop of Hierapolis in the early decades of the second century.


    Papias: “And I shall not hesitate to append to the interpretations all that I ever learnt well from the presbyters and remember well, for of their truth I am confident. For unlike most I did not rejoice in them who say much, but in them who teach the truth, nor in them who recount the commandments of others, but in them who repeated those given to the faith by the Lord and derived from truth itself; but if ever anyone came who had followed the presbyters, I inquired into the words of the presbyters [τῶν πρεσβυτέρων], what Andrew or Peter or Philip or Thomas or James or John or Matthew had said [εἶπεν], and what Aristion and the presbyter [ὁ πρεσβύτερος] John, the Lord’s disciples, were saying [λέγουσιν]. For I did not suppose that information from books would help me so much as the word of a living and abiding voice.” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.39.3-4)104


    Eusebius woodenly descries here a second John, who belongs “outside the number of the Apostles” (Hist. eccl. 3.39.5). But that Papias meant that is quite improbable, seeing that Papias merely distinguishes between what the apostles, whom he calls “presbyters,” had said in the remoter past, and what two select disciples of Jesus were still saying while Papias (ca. 60-130) was a young man, when John the son of Zebedee (ca. 10-100) was yet alive. Papias naturally put him in a different category from the apostles who had died. Eusebius also cites the presence of two tombs of John at Ephesus (Hist. eccl. 3.39.6), but that fact does not require two Johns.


    In addition, Eusebius quotes at length the extract from Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria (died ca. 264), in which he set out to prove that the author of the Apocalypse was a John other than the apostle (Hist. eccl. 7.25). But to repeat, Dionysius was opposing a millenarian sect centered in Arsinoe that based some of their strange beliefs on the Apocalypse. He had a motive for denying its apostolicity and casting about for some other John. There is no shred of evidence that a John of Ephesus, as distinct from John the apostle, ever existed.105


    Conclusion: John the son of Zebedee. On the question of authorship there seems little reason to be swayed by the prevalence of excessive caution in academe rather than by the internal evidence of the books supported by the Fathers. Although the primary data are not so forceful as to compel assent, they are solid and are congruent with the tradition.


    If theological coherence becomes apparent, this will add to the points in favor of John’s authorship. It is neither possible nor necessary to settle the authorial question to the satisfaction of all antecedently to a theological comparison. To segregate the documents and caricature their differences could skew the theological picture as badly, should they have emanated from a single mind, as to coordinate the documents would do, should they be from a plurality of minds. The attribution to John, allowing for some editorial help, fits the data better than any alternative. Therefore my working hypothesis will be that the Johannine literature, including the Apocalypse, more probably than not stems from a single mind.106


    Occasion for writing. The event that prompted John to write his Gospel is plainly recorded in several patristic sources. “His fellow-disciples and bishops urged him” (Muratorian Canon, line 10). “John, last of all, conscious that the outward facts had been set forth in the Gospels, was urged on by his disciples, and, divinely moved by the Spirit, composed a spiritual Gospel” (Clement of Alexandria, in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.14.7). “The apostle John was asked to relate in his own gospel” (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.24.11). From the final verses of the epilogue to the Fourth Gospel we get a snapshot of a venerable figure who had long survived the other apostles to attain iconic status. The very devotees who testified to his truth (Jn 21:24) must have realized that they had a precious opportunity to capture his memoirs for posterity.107 This makes John’s Gospel the least occasional of his writings.


    He wrote it, he himself tells us, to draw people to Jesus (Jn 20:31). Of course, it reflects its time and place as well as the issues of community self-definition and polemic in which he and the churches that he served became embroiled. Today many scholars who have set aside the witness of antiquity to the authorship are perplexed and frustrated that the Gospel of John does not more readily yield up the secrets of its origins. Can a religio-historical search that brackets out what can be known of the author make progress? John’s distinctive language and conceptions are due mostly to the genius of John.108


    If it was indeed John whose mind suffuses this literature, then what we know about him will help us find a path through the critical issues that remain to be considered.


    Stages of Composition


    It was not John himself, but a voice from his church, who penned the commendation in John 21:24: “We know that his testimony is true.” Just before that, the disciple whom Jesus loved claims to be the very person “who wrote these things” (ὁ γράψας ταῦτα), and just afterwards he lets slip an unmistakably singular “I suppose” (Jn 21:25). To what extent, then, may the final form of the material be due to (an)other(s) who may have acted in the role(s) of secretary, editor(s) or creative traditors? The question is fair, but we have no basis on which to seek an answer. According to the Muratorian Canon (lines 10-16), the writing of John’s Gospel was a group effort with John taking responsibility. As for internal clues, the Gospel presents plenty of little quirks and puzzles that could be vestiges of notes now lost or of more than one draft over time.109 Yet B. H. Streeter is worth quoting: “The critic’s pretence that he can unravel the process is grotesque. As well hope to start with a string of sausages and reconstruct the pig.”110 With all due respect for the brilliance that some bring to bear on attempts to detect behind the Gospel literary precursors,111 editorial stages,112 or relectures of a maturing gospel tradition,113 is it not ironic that jurors whose uncompromising standards of proof reject sufficiently secure traditions about John the son of Zebedee will turn around and amass tomes trying to squeeze theories from the almost total dearth of information that we have about unknown authors and redactors?114 As J. A. T. Robinson sagely observes, the end product, with its artful arrangement and homogeneity of style, looks more like an author’s unpolished manuscript than it does a motley collage of several editors.115 Since our objective is to understand John’s theology, we are on firm ground if we start where he ended: the final form of the canonical text.


    In what order John composed the five books that make up his corpus is not to be learned from the data that we have. We must proceed without that knowledge.


    The Synoptic Gospels and the Gospel of John


    That the Fourth Gospel pursues a line of its own is plain to anyone who compares it with the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke). All four share the same outline and many details in varied order. Geographically, the movement is from Galilee, where Jesus teaches and heals, to Jerusalem, where he is crucified and reappears to his disciples.


    But John has no parallels to some key incidents. In John’s Gospel there is no explicit account of Jesus’ baptism (only of the Baptist’s testimony about the descent of the dove [Jn 1:32-34]), no record of Jesus’ itinerant proclamation of the kingdom of God, of most of the parables and miracles done in Galilee, of Peter’s confession at Caesarea Philippi, of the transfiguration, of the classic trio of passion predictions, of the way to Jerusalem and the teachings on discipleship, of the Olivet Discourse, or of the institution of the Eucharist. The Synoptic theme of the “messianic secret” appears in John in but one unit (Jn 7:3-10). When John does share Synoptic material, the location in John can be surprising, as in the case of the cleansing of the temple, which John alone places toward the beginning (Jn 2:13-16).116 Often, instead of a Synoptic event John has another having a similar gist.117


    In the first part of John’s Gospel, which corresponds broadly to the Synoptic Galilean ministry (Jn 2:1–11:16),118 John’s account runs parallel to the Synoptic at only two points: where Jesus heals an official’s son at Capernaum (Jn 4:46-54),119 and where Jesus feeds the five thousand followed by his walking on the lake (Jn 6:1-21). Otherwise, John devotes almost two-thirds of this space to Jesus’ interactions with people not in Galilee but in Jerusalem (Jn 2:13–4:3; 5; 7:10–10:39) and in Sychar of Samaria (Jn 4:4-43). Although the healing of an invalid on a Sabbath (Jn 5:1-9) and the opening of a blind man’s eyes on a Sabbath (Jn 9:1-14) are the sort of things that Jesus does in the Synoptics, in John both happen in Jerusalem.


    Nothing in the Synoptic Gospels corresponds to the many messianic identifications of Jesus that punctuate the Fourth Gospel (Jn 1:41, 49; 4:26; 6:15; 7:25-27, 31, 41-42; 9:37; 11:25-27). Only in John does Jesus turn water to wine and raise Lazarus from the dead, the first and last of his signs. Instead of pithy sayings embedded in anecdotes, the Jesus of the Fourth Gospel delivers lengthy discourses or engages in dialogues about his identity and soteriological benefits to followers—in the style, moreover, of the narrator (Jn 3; 5; 6; 7–8; 10; 12).120 Competition between the disciples of John the Baptist and those of Jesus is recorded only here (Jn 3:22-30), as is the Jerusalem-based synagogue ban on Jews confessing Jesus to be the Messiah (Jn 9:22; 12:42). The Farewell Discourses are special to John (Jn 14–17). Even the passion account has unique events: soldiers falling to the ground in the garden of the arrest, a hearing before Annas, Pilate’s “Behold the man,” the seamless tunic, the handing on of Jesus’ mother, the piercing of Jesus’ side. The postresurrection reports have no parallels, as is true of each of the Gospels.


    How to assess John’s differences from the Synoptics yet overlaps with them has been discussed at length.121 Throughout the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth there was a consensus that John knew and used one or more of the others. This began to change with Percival Gardner-Smith,122 after which the position quickly became dominant that John made no direct use of any of our other canonical Gospels but rather drew from independent streams of oral tradition.123 To this view C. H. Dodd gave monumental expression.124 Frans Neirynck and C. K. Barrett, among other leading critics, resisted it.125 Following the 26th Biblical Colloqium at Louvain in 1975, however, the newer consensus itself began to fracture,126 and by the 39th Colloqium in 1990 winds were blowing in all directions, at least in continental Europe.127 Three major commentaries published in 1998 by Ludger Schenke, Udo Schnelle, and Ulrich Wilckens espoused John’s broad dependence on at least one of the Synoptic Gospels.128 Exactly how to characterize the relationship remains unclear.129


    Had John known nothing of any of the earlier Gospels, we are left to explain how he conceived of writing a Gospel, and how he and other Evangelists before him stumbled onto the same subgenre, with the exact main components, independently. Unexplained allusions in the Fourth Gospel assume hearers’ prior knowledge that John the Baptist baptized Jesus (Jn 1:32) and later was imprisoned (Jn 3:24), that Jesus appointed twelve apostles (Jn 6:67-71; 20:24), that Mary anointed Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair (Jn 11:2), that Jesus was tried under Caiaphas (Jn 18:24, 28).130 A few Synoptic sayings of Jesus have a Johannine ring (e.g., the Jubelruf [“cry of joy”], Mt 11:25-27 // Lk 10:21-22). Conversely, John often presents the equivalent of Synoptic content in his own way (e.g., compare Jn 12:25 with Mt 10:39; Mk 8:35; Lk 9:24).131 To read the Fourth Gospel with a background knowledge of the Synoptic Gospels adds a depth of understanding.132 Could this be what John intends?


    John was, with Peter, James and the rest of the twelve, prominent among those who “gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus” in the Jerusalem community (Acts 4:33). He, with the other apostles, remained in the city when many Jewish Christians were dispersed (Acts 8:1, 14). John served as a “pillar” of the church and guardian of the evangel (Gal 2:9). As one who himself contributed to the hammering out of the oral tradition behind the Synoptic Gospels, he could scarcely have been unaware of at least the central narrative now preserved in the triple tradition material, even if he never saw a final edition of Matthew, Mark or Luke. If he did, he would have noted how each (or any) of them filled out the skeleton, and he would have had precedent all the more for producing his own version. His purpose would have been neither to fill in any perceived gaps nor to correct, much less to polemicize against or to supersede, the received records of the Jesus tradition,133 but instead to offer an account based on personal recollections, in many respects complementary and confirmatory to theirs, but standing on its own merits.134


    John and Judaism


    Apostolic authorship sheds light on the vexed question of the religio-historical milieu of the Johannine corpus. John demonstrates a more exact knowledge of Palestinian places, customs and social conditions than any other Evangelist.135 In fact, his writings mention incidental details of the southwestern quarter of old Jerusalem, where traditions of the early Christians are concentrated.136 His very language points to his Palestinian origin.137 If the author was a fisherman of Galilee (Jn 21:7) who was known to the high priest in Jerusalem (Jn 18:15),138 we can set aside any suggestion that the primary religious influence on John came from an erudite philosophical Judaism (as represented by Philo or the Wisdom of Solomon), the Hermetic literature of Egypt, incipient Gnosticism, or a Palestinian gnosis that developed into Mandaism.139


    Parallels between the Fourth Gospel and the lately discovered Qumran scrolls impressed researchers in the mid-twentieth century.140 Some proposed that the seedbed of Johannine “sectarianism” could have been circles of heterodox, perhaps Gnosticizing, Jews already at the fringes of Pharisaic-rabbinic influence even before they embraced Christianity.141 But scholarship has barely scratched the most likely religious environment of all: common Palestinian Judaism defined by the Pharisean interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures.142


    From the fact that John can call the authorities either “the Pharisees” or “the Jews” indifferently (note Jn 1:19, 24; 7:32, 35; 9:13-18), we may infer that the Judaism he remembers was influenced in large part by the Pharisees. This is in keeping with Josephus’s contemporary statements that the Pharisees swayed the populace (Ant. 13.298; 18.15).143


    The Judaism of the Fourth Gospel—the heritage of the author and of his characters—approximates that of the sages, sometimes on quite technical points. Jesus taught in synagogues (Jn 6:59; 18:20). He and his followers were loyal, for they were troubled at being expelled (Jn 9:22; 12:42; 16:2). He and his Jewish interlocutors shared the highest possible view of the inspiration and divine authority of the Scriptures (Jn 5:39; 10:35). “To search” (ἐραυνᾶν) them (Jn 5:39; 7:52), a phrase attested only in John among New Testament writings, was an activity known to the Tannaim as “midrash” (from דרשׁ, “seek, be intent on”).144 There are correspondences in phraseology between the Johannine writings and Targum Isaiah.145


    The boast of the descendants of Abraham (Jn 8:33, 39) assumes that Abraham stood firm (m. ʾAbot 5:3) and can bequeath merits to succeeding generations of Israelites (m. ʿEd. 2:9; Mek. 4, I 216 to Ex 14:15). Moses’ name comes up twice as many times in the Gospel of John (13×) as in Matthew, the latter widely regarded as a Gospel for Jewish-Christians (7×). According to John, Jesus’ opponents held up Jesus against Moses as the proven teacher of Judaism (Jn 9:28-29; cf. m. Soṭah 1:9; Mek. 1, I 169 to Ex 13:17).


    John more than matches Matthew in the frequency at which he mentions the Scriptures (ἡ γραφή, αἱ γραφαί: 4× in Matthew, 12× in John), the Torah (νόμος: 9× in Matthew, 13× in John) and the Passover (4× in Matthew, 10× in John). John regards the law of Moses as the great gift of God’s grace and love (Jn 1:17; cf. m. ʾAbot 3:15),146 considers that it outweighs all the prophets together (Jn 1:45; 5:45-46; cf. Exod. Rab. 42:8),147 and takes over metaphors for the law (“bread,” “water,” “light,” “life”) into his presentation of Jesus.148 Together with a positive valuation of the Mosaic law, we find in John’s writings a complete lack of polemics against practical devotion to it.149 John makes more frequent use of the phrase “to keep the commandments” (τηρεῖν ἐντολάς) than the other New Testament authors combined (Jn 14:15, 21; 15:10 [2×]; 1 Jn 2:3, 4; 3:22, 24; 5:3; Apoc 12:17; 14:12).150 Arguing from the legitimacy of circumcising on the Sabbath, to making a whole man well (Jn 7:23), Jesus invoked the rabbinic rule of qal wahomer (“from the less to the greater”).151 The question of the crowd, “What must we do to be doing the works of God?” (Jn 6:28) and Jesus’ reply (Jn 6:28-29) reflect a nomistic usage of “labor” and “work” (cf. Jn 4:34; 6:27; 17:4) found in Palestinian Judaism (see 4Q398 14-17 II, 3; cf. Rom 2:20; Gal 2:16) and in the rabbis (e.g., m. ʾAbot 1:3; 2:8, 14; 3:12, 16; 4:10).


    There are two ages: this world (Jn 8:23; 12:25) and the world to come (m. Peʾah 1:1; cf. m. Sanh. 10:1). Messianic concepts in the atmosphere ranged from the expectation of an earthly king (Jn 6:15; cf. Pss. Sol. 17) to the view that the Messiah will originate in heaven and abide forever (Jn 7:27; 12:34; cf. 4 Ezra 13; 1 En. 37–71). A final resurrection of the righteous (Jn 5:21, 29; 6:40; 11:24) was a belief held by the Pharisees (Acts 23:8; Josephus, J.W. 2.163; Ant. 18.14).


    John’s Pharisees are conscious of a distinction between themselves and the crowd who are ignorant of the law (Jn 7:47-49; cf. m. Demai 2:3; 3:4; m. Ḥag. 2:7; m. Ṭehar. 10:1). Their interest in seeing signs (Jn 3:2) is characteristic of the period (Mt 12:39; 16:1; Jn 11:47; 1 Cor 1:22). The concept of Jesus as God’s sent one (Jn 4:34 and passim) seems related to the rabbinic maxim “A man’s agent is like to himself” (m. Ber. 5:5). A “figure” (παροιμία) in Jesus’ speech (Jn 10:6; 16:25, 29) is equivalent to a rabbinic mashal. Jesus, when reappearing to his disciples after death, brought the usual greeting of shalom, “peace” (Jn 20:19, 21, 26; cf. 14:27).


    For ritual purification, Jesus’ neighbors in Cana stored water in jars of stone (Jn 2:6) as being less amenable to defilement than leather (m. Kelim 5:11; m. Beṣah 2:2-3; m. Parah 3:2). Jews of Judea would not share utensils with Samaritans (Jn 4:9; m. Ber. 8:8; m. Demai 3:4; m. Nid. 4:1; m. Šeb. 8:10). A woman was not to talk with a man in a public place (Jn 4:27; m. Ketub. 1:8; 7:6). To carry a load from one domain to another on the Sabbath (Jn 5:9-10) was impermissible (m. Šabb. 7:2; 11:1-2), as were symbolic gestures of a healer (Jn 9:6; m. Šabb. 7:2; 22:5-6). The requirement to perform a circumcision on the eighth day had already been judged to override Sabbath restrictions (Jn 7:22-23; m. Šabb. 18:3; 19:1-3; m. Ned. 3:11). A suspect did not count as one of the two or three witnesses in his or her own favor (Jn 5:31-47; 8:13; m. Yebam. 15:1-2; m. Ketub. 1:6-9), although a defendant could present a case and argue for acquittal (Jn 7:51; m. Sanh. 5:4).


    On coming in from the street, one was to wash hands and feet before eating (Jn 13:8-9; Mk 7:1-5; m. Yad. 3:1-2). Temple officials might not enter a Roman praetorium lest they incur ceremonial impurity (Jn 18:28; m. ʿAbod. Zar. 1:1-2; m. ʾOhal. 18:7-9). Probably the reason why bystanders offered the crucified Jesus a drink on a sprig of hyssop (Jn 19:29) was that he was sufficiently near dying to raise concern about their being defiled in the act (m. ʾOhal. 1:1). The linen cloths and spices wrapped about Jesus’ corpse were those required by Jewish burial custom (Jn 19:40). The body was deposited in a newly hewn tomb nearby (Jn 19:41) because digging a tomb niche was not permitted during midfestival (m. Moʾed Qaṭ. 1:6). Yet disposal of the dead was always a matter of urgency (m. B. Meṣʿia 6:1), even apart from an impending Sabbath day (Jn 19:42). On Easter morning the author hesitated to enter Jesus’ tomb, expecting it to convey uncleanness (Jn 20:5; cf. m. Ṭehar. 4:5). To set forth the full significance of Jesus, the Fourth Gospel draws upon the meanings of several Jewish festivals: Passover (Jn 2:13; 6:4; 11:55), Tabernacles (Jn 7:2)—complete with the traditional setting ablaze of lights at night (cf. Jn 8:12; m. Sukkah 5:2) and the pouring of water (cf. Jn 7:37; m. Šeqal. 6:3; m. Sukkah 4:1, 9), neither of which is mandated by Scripture—and Hanukkah (Jn 10:22), which was added to the calendar only from the Maccabean period (1 Macc 4:59).152


    Major ideas of Palestinian Judaism—Biblicism, nomism, two ages, messianism, resurrection, judgment—thus combine with concerns for ritual purity and Sabbath and festival observance typical of the Pharisees.153 This is the sphere that formed John’s worldview radically.


    Living in the midst of a Jewish populace influenced by the Pharisees could not in itself have generated the contours of John’s thought. What he wrote received impetus from Jesus and took on coloring in the cosmopolitan setting of Hellenized and Romanized greater Ephesus. But only by observing proper limits can the religio-historical enterprise, with its fixation on the explanatory power of the cultural environment, avoid reducing the genesis of Johannine Christianity to a syncretistic conflux. From a historical perspective, everyday Jewish piety of the first century A.D. was the germinal ground.


    If the author was Jewish to his bones, there will be a presumption against answering positively the post-Holocaust question of possible anti-Semitism or anti-Judaism in the Fourth Gospel.154 John took his place in the long line of Hebrew prophets who castigated Israel, neither for their ethnicity nor for their performance of Torah, but for lack of respose to God’s accredited messengers. On one point, and one only, does John denounce his co-religionists: their intransigence toward God’s climactic self-revelation in Christ. For this he blames “the Jews” and not specifically “the scribes,” “the Pharisees,” “the elders” or “the chief priests” because, by the time of writing, attitudes toward Jesus taken up by the leaders during Jesus’ ministry had won the day among the rank and file (Mt 16:5-12; 21:23-27; 27:41-43; Lk 7:30; Jn 9:22; 12:42).


    History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel


    John presents his Gospel with bold avowals that it is his “witness” or “testimony” to the truth about Jesus (Jn 19:35; 21:24; cf. 1 Jn 1:2; 4:2).155 The family of words that he uses (root μαρτυρ-) finds its natural setting in courts of law; what he has to say invites cross-investigation, and he expects it to stand.156 His writing conforms to standards of Roman historiography.157 The signs that he has selected for inclusion in the Gospel are meant to lead a discerning reader to believe (Jn 20:30-31). If the story seems more than usually laden with doctrinal import—what some biblical critics have called “mythology”—that is because John is fully convinced that “the Word became flesh” (Jn 1:14). Earthly things bore eternal verities.158 Deity took up residence in the incarnate one and revealed itself in the empirical realm where John, among others, heard, saw and touched it (Jn 1:14; 1 Jn 1:1).


    Historical factuality sacrificed for theology? To what extent John might have skewed historical facts to enhance his theological portrayal of Jesus has exercised wary minds only since the early nineteenth century, when a number of leading figures in Germany agreed among themselves that the exent was considerable.159 The pitting of theology against history was a twist of European rationalism. G. E. Lessing (1729–1781) spoke of a “nasty ditch,” an unbridgeable gulf. Historians work with probabilities, he observed, not certainties. On the contingencies of history, so the argument goes, necessary truths cannot rest secure; out of finite premises eternal truth cannot derive; from mere experience we can never arrive at certainty about God. Biblical narrative must either tell the facts and fail to uncover the divine, leaving us agnostic, or violate the ground rules of objective historiography.


    If we set out from a strict, anthropological starting point, this logic is un­assailable, and indeed nobody is more keenly aware than John that no human being has ever seen God (Jn 1:18; 5:37; 6:46; 1 Jn 4:12). But John’s thought does not rise from below; it is receptive to God’s revelation from above. At issue is not whether the world can transcend itself to achieve knowledge of the eternal, but whether God would use what he made as the vehicle of self-disclosure to his own creatures. That decision is for God to make. What God decided, John would urge, is evident from the entire course of God’s dealings with the Hebrew nation, culminating in the sending of his Son.


    The Gospel genre is a special kind of biography structured according to the primitive Christian kerygma, combining reports of Jesus’ teaching and actions with a passion, burial and resurrection account.160 Does the kerygma of the Fourth Gospel correspond in any meaningful way to Jesus as he was?


    Not everything in the narrative is kerygmatic. Some incidental details bear no theological freight (e.g., “tenth hour” [Jn 1:39]; “there they stayed for a few days” [Jn 2:12]; “Jews do not use with Samaritans” [Jn 4:9]; “by the Sheep Gate a pool, in Hebrew called Beth-zatha” [Jn 5:2]; “a town called Ephraim—there he stayed” [Jn 11:54]). The motives that John attributes to those who engineered Jesus’ crucifixion smack of psychological reality (Jn 11:47-50). The christological content of the Gospel goes beyond anything in Judaism and so meets the authenticity test of religio-historical “dissimilarity.” It puzzled the author more than once before he became convinced of it (e.g., Jn 2:22; 12:16; 20:9), so by the same criterion the author’s imagination is excluded as its source. Had we only the Fourth Gospel to go by, it would appear to be an account of a singular personality by someone who was won over by him. Could not the subject of the portrait have stamped his image on the portrait?161


    In comparison with the Christ of the Synoptic Gospels—the only measure we have—the Johannine Son of God stands somewhat apart. For example, is the climactic seventh sign, the resuscitation of Lazarus still in graveclothes, believable? If so, why did the Synoptic tradition not include such a forceful piece of evidence? Did Jesus the Galilean preacher deliver anything like the extended Johannine dialogues and monologues, rich in lofty claims about the Son’s in­effable origin and destiny—couched in the unmistakable literary style of the Evangelist? How much historical value can criticism recognize in this material?


    As for Jesus’ signs, John would have no truck with Ernst Troeltsch’s (1865–1923) dictum that history by definition excludes the supernatural. Try telling a man who has personally observed not one miracle but many, on too many occasions to enumerate (Jn 20:30; 21:35), that miracles are impossible—or at least, as David Hume pled, that their probability is contrary to all human experience—and the witness will turn away and bless those who, without having seen for themselves, accept the firm testimony of those who were there (Jn 20:29). It is only a question of whether the testimony comes from people who are trustworthy. If God breathed life into Adam at the creation, and is going to raise all the dead at the end of the age, as Jesus taught (Jn 6:40; 11:24-26; cf. Mt 22:29-32), what is to hinder God from restoring an individual during this present age? Is not the attestation of his Son that the world may find in him eternal life (Jn 20:31) a sufficient reason for doing so?


    The calling forth of the deceased Lazarus is by no means unique. The Synoptic Gospels attest to more than one resuscitation (Mt 9:18-19, 23-26;162 Lk 7:11-17). Jairus’s daughter fits nicely into the literary plan of the Synoptic Gospels, which gather miracle reports mainly from Galilee. Lazarus, coming shortly before Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem, encapsulates John’s theme of Jesus as the life. One might as well ask why others do not record the Lukan incident at Nain as why John alone notes Lazarus.163


    Admittedly, the christological discourses in John serve up a heady fermentation. From them it is hard to extract ipsissima verba of Jesus with confidence.164 On the other hand, leading ideas of the Fourth Gospel often draw out what is implicit in Synoptic nuggets. The Johannine dialogues of Jesus preserve more features of oral communication than the form critics recognized,165 and some Johannine sayings of Jesus can be shown to meet sensible criteria of authenticity.166 It is not so much that John has taken flight from sober facts as that he has set the kernels, now germinated and grown, into a rounded understanding of Jesus’ personage.167


    Allowing that the sayings material in John is several steps further removed from stenography than that in the Synoptic Gospels, is this final impression in the mind of Jesus’ most intimate friend of less value for history? Historical criticism seeks not merely to chronicle, but to explain. The quest of the historical Jesus cannot rest with establishing the tokens that Jesus left behind in the collective memory of his followers. It wants through them to test hypotheses about his self-consciousness, his motives, his goals; to arrive at a construal that unites the raw data. Each Synoptic Gospel preserves Jesus’ public logia in a redactional framework that points the way to their significance; the Johannine speeches lay out their full and plain import in the sayings themselves. That there is a difference between the two approaches caused the History of Religions school to posit an evolutionary development in the early church’s conception of Jesus, such that the founder became encrusted in an ever thicker farrago of dogma alien to his self-understanding.168 A reader who shares John’s perspective will think rather of a deepening of insight on the part of “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” Perhaps Jesus’ self-understanding found in the Johannine Christology its most kindred and probing articulation.169 Radical critics from Strauss and Baur through Bousset and Bultmann supposed John to have made Jesus out to be something he was not. A criticism whose underlying philosophy is not at odds with the faith of the sources may consider that John came to see clearly who the historical Jesus was. But the latter brand of criticism will keep the Synoptic and the Johannine presentations separate when drawing conclusions about Jesus’ public persona and exploring his inner mystery, respectively.


    Two-level readings of the Fourth Gospel. In one of the most widely received monographs on John’s Gospel since Bultmann’s commentary, J. Louis Martyn looked at history and theology from another angle. He read the Gospel as a “two-level drama” describing Jesus in his time, but also referring to the author’s ecclesiastical community at the end of the century.170 While the healing of a man born blind belongs to Jesus’ ministry (Jn 9:1-7), the threat of expulsion from the synagogue (Jn 9:22; 12:42; 16:2), Martyn suggested, may actually reflect the insertion of a curse on Jewish crypto-Christians into the synagogue liturgy. The Benediction of the Heretics (Birkat ha-Minim) was added by the rabbinic academy at Javneh under the leadership of Rabban Gamaliel II between A.D. 80 and 115. Supposedly, the Johannine author makes the tradition about Jesus his own by blending it with his contemporary situation.


    A knotty question is whether the aspiring rabbinic movement had yet, in the final third of the first century, garnered authority in synagogues of all Palestine, much less in Asia.171 In fact, the tense of the verb in John 9:22 (συνετέθειντο, pluperfect) makes it clear the agreement to expel Jesus’ disciples was a thing of the past by the time of writing, having been limited to the synogogues of Jerusalem, where the Pharisees had some sway (Jn 9:13, 15-16). No doubt John held Jesus to have continuing relevance, but precisely as the incomparable, unrepeatable God-man who had once laid down his life for the world and had now departed to the Father, not as a literary figure whose story can be stretched and bent for every age.172


    In regard to the Gospel’s life setting, the gradual break between synagogue and church was but one of many factors, and hardly the chief one, in generating the Gospel. Andreas Köstenberger’s alternative hypothesis that John wrote in the wake of the destruction of the second temple, presenting Jesus “without peer or rival as the new tabernacle, the new temple, and the new center of worship,” unifies a wider band of data.173 But Köstenberger’s hypothesis likewise captures only a part of the picture of Jesus as “Savior of the world” (Jn 4:42). As we noted above, John wrote to advertize Jesus Christ. This subject determines the presentation. John’s rhetorical situation can illumine at most secondary accents.


    Superimposition of postresurrection glory onto the earthly ministry? There is little promise in the notion, constantly repeated in secondary literature, that John portrays Jesus from a standpoint after Easter, if that means that John retrojects Jesus’ later glory onto his whole career. This has even been called “the Johannine way of seeing.”174 But John takes pains not to superimpose what came later on what happened earlier. The narrator distinguishes between hazy and clear understanding on the part of Jesus’ disciples, before and after his glorification (Jn 2:22; 7:39; 20:9).175 As in the Synoptic Gospels, the title “Christ” (Μεσσίας or Χριστός) is applied to Jesus by others but is not heard from his own lips during his ministry (except once, in prayer, on the brink of his departure [Jn 17:3]); instead, Jesus usually calls himself either “the Son of Man” (13×), a term absent from the developed Christology of the Johannine Epistles and of the Apocalypse,176 or “the Son (of God)” (14× [cf. Mt 21:37-38]), a corollary of the Synoptic address to his “Father.”177 It is hard to dredge up a single instance of indiscriminate fusion of periods. To be sure, the Johannine Jesus is, prior to his glorification, a union of the divine and the human, the heavenly and the earthly, the above and the below, but not of a former and a latter on the plane of chronology.


    Conclusion. According to John, then, to know Jesus of Nazareth as he was is to encounter God’s supreme self-communication. To come to grips with the history is to be overwhelmed by the reality. John’s special material, which is most of it, parallels the Synoptic accounts in kind. His meditative way of conveying the words of Jesus magnifies, clarifies and intensifies the tendency of the Synoptic portrayal of Jesus without incrementing its substance. Far from falsifying history in the interest of theology, John has an eye for small incidentals, not previously captured by other Evangelists, that confirm the same picture of the God-man.


    Readers of the Fourth Gospel


    John’s memories of Jesus went back to Palestine, but his readers lived in western Asia. Until A.D. 70 John ministered in Jerusalem, where the team of leaders included Peter, James the Lord’s brother and other apostles (Acts 3–4; 8:14; Gal 2:9). Presumably, John was not free to travel much while caring for Jesus’ aging mother (Jn 19:26-27). Upon moving to Ephesus, he took his place in a church that had been founded by Paul some two decades earlier (Acts 19), and that may have claimed Timothy as its first resident bishop (Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 3.7.5). When a clutch of doctrinal innovators made their exit, they parted from an ecclesiastical network known for orthodoxy (Apoc 2:2, 6) that stood consciously in the apostolic tradition (1 Jn 2:24; 2 Jn 9).


    John addressed himself to an audience made up mostly of Gentiles. Even in the Diaspora, Jews needed no explanation of terms such as “rabbi” or “messiah” (Jn 1:38, 41), though they may have appreciated help with kepha (Jn 1:42) or “Siloam” (Jn 9:7); nor were they unaware of the Jewish rites of purification (Jn 2:6), nor were they the ones to whom John would have found it necessary to point out that Passover and Tabernacles were Jewish feasts (Jn 2:13; 6:4; 7:2; 11:55), or that Jews regarded Samaritans as impure (Jn 4:9), or that all Jews came together in the temple (Jn 18:20), or what were the Jewish burial customs (Jn 19:40). Indeed, John’s frequent designation of his compatriots as “the Jews” (68×) is paralleled only in the book of Acts (69×), where the proclamation of Christ to the Gentile world is thematic. John penned his Gospel among Gentiles, who more readily thought of the Pharisees as Jewish than as non-Sadducean or non-Essene.


    Since one could not lean on a marketing industry to bring a book to the general public, John’s channels of distribution ran through personal contacts and travelers. He wrote for people in the churches that he served, drawing upon material that he had presented orally. He recorded his memoirs to edify fellow believers and to provide them with material that they too could use for evangelistic and apologetic witness. To conclude that John had in his purview primarily believers, but also mission fields beyond them, one need only canvass the contents of the Gospel. By Jesus’ testimony to the world (Jn 1–12) faith can be strengthened as well as awakened; conversely, inquirers into Christianity may take an interest in Jesus’ special care for his own followers (Jn 13–17). The notorious textual crux in John 20:31, whether the Gospel is meant to awaken faith (ἵνα πιστεύσητε, aorist tense) or to confirm it (ἵνα πιστεύητε, present tense), cannot and need not be decided, as the Gospel serves both purposes.178


    John was a churchman of catholic breadth. Although the facts about John are sketchy, the outline that they trace is of a career at the very center of the emerging church catholic for the duration of the first century.179 Yet many scholars today suppose the author(s) of the Johannine corpus played a key role in a sectarian “Johannine community” that was at increasing odds with the rest of the church.180 How likely is this alternative construct?


    Given the vital grid of communications among churches toward the end of the first century, Ephesus being a hub,181 given John’s congenial relations with many local churches in Asia (Apoc 1–3)182 and with traveling Christian companions (3 Jn 3, 5-8),183 given the encyclopedic nature of John’s synthesis of earlier Christian traditions oriented to the worldwide Christian community,184 and given John’s expressed convictions about the one (Jn 17:11-26), holy (“saints” [e.g., Apoc 5:8; 8:3-4; 11:2, 18]), catholic (Jn 10:16; Apoc 7:9-12) and apostolic (1 Jn 2:24; 2 Jn 9; Apoc 21:14) church, is it very plausible that John wrote for a sectarian “Johannine community” in retreat from the world and possibly sequestered from the rest of the church?


    On the working assumption that John the son of Zebedee, a Palestinian Jew who had been among Jesus’ Twelve, wrote the books ascribed to him in the New Testament canon while he was serving as apostolic superintendent of Gentile churches in the metropolitan area of Ephesus toward the end of his life and of the first century, we turn to the task of delineating John’s theology of persons.
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    The Revelation of God (The Father)


    God is the person from whom all reality comes and to whom it goes, both in the whole Bible and in John’s thought. At the center of the Johannine theology is God the Father, specifically the revelation of God’s love for the world by sending his Son.


    This statement refines certain emphases in New Testament scholarship. Until recently, many leading New Testament scholars judged the preeminent figure in Johannine thought to be Jesus Christ. Few addressed the place of the Father. It went without saying that John inherited his concept of God from the Hebrew Scriptures. He could hardly bypass speaking of God; theism is the basis of the biblical worldview. But his real interest was to set forth God’s Son. Now it is increasingly recognized that however accurate it may be to describe John’s theology as christocentric, it is, at its deepest level, theocentric.1


    For example, the prologue to the Fourth Gospel highlights the incarnation of the creative divine Logos in Jesus. To speak of Christ as God’s Logos sets Christ in the limelight, thus also implying that it is of God that he is the supreme self-revelation. The prologue leads up to the statement that the only-begotten God has explained God (Jn 1:18). Again, the purpose of the Gospel is to persuade readers to confess Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God (Jn 20:31). But that statement raises tacit questions: Who appointed Christ as the means to life? And to whom is such life ordered? Earlier in the Gospel Jesus Christ himself says that the Father sent him, and later that eternal life consists in knowing the only God (Jn 17:3).


    An outstanding proponent of Christocentrism was Rudolf Bultmann. The part of Bultmann’s Theology of the New Testament that covers the Johannine literature has, after an historical introduction, sections on several important themes and concepts, but a chapter or major section on God the Father is lacking.2 According to Bultmann, the Old Testament has tenuous relevance for the New Testament.3 He concedes that Jesus preached about the reign of God, not about his own person. But he regards Jesus’ message as only “a presupposition for the theology of the New Testament rather than a part of that theology itself.”4 Not until Jesus, the original “proclaimer,” became the theme of the apostles’ message, the one “proclaimed” by them, did Christian faith, and thus New Testament theology proper, emerge.5 This shift came to fruition in the Fourth Gospel, where Jesus fills the stage. Curiously, Jesus insists only on the formal point “that” he reveals God.


    He speaks only of his own person as the Revealer whom God has sent. . . . He does not communicate anything, but calls men to himself. . . . All the words of Jesus in John are assertions about himself and no definite complex of ideas can be stated as their content and claimed to be the ‘teaching’ of Jesus. . . . Jesus as the Revealer of God reveals nothing but that he is the Revealer. . . . John, that is, in his Gospel presents only the fact (das Dass) of the Revelation without describing its content (ihr Was).6


    That God is, however, a theme for John is evident from the statistical occurrence of key terms.


    Table 2.1
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    Bultmann’s illustrious career ended in the middle of the twentieth century,7 just as some of the next generation of scholars began to observe that God had been “the neglected factor in New Testament theology.”8 Their students in turn launched a wide-ranging inquiry into the relationship between Jewish monotheism and the Christology of the early church.9 Perhaps Bultmann did not fully weigh the possibility that what he perceived as a lack of content in the message of the Johannine Christ might actually point to the ultimacy of the God who sent him. The Johannine Jesus’ transparency corresponds to Jesus’ proclamation of God’s kingdom in the Synoptic Gospels. Moreover, what specifically Jesus revealed about God is not to be sought in Jesus’ teaching alone. For John, God becomes manifest in Jesus’ acts, especially in the climactic events at the end of his ministry.10


    “God is light and in him is no darkness at all.” This sentence at the outset of 1 John encapsulates “the message we have heard from him [the incarnate life] and proclaim to you” (1 Jn 1:5), providing a significant commentary on the Fourth Gospel. It points to God as the subject of Jesus’ ministry. Light symbolizes superlative truth, righteousness and love—the three values woven together in the letter that follows. Toward the end comes a summary: “The Son of God has come and has given us understanding, to know him who is true” (1 Jn 5:20). According to John, the Son of God came to draw people not to himself ultimately, but to his Father. He wanted us to see that God is wonderful beyond imagining, and to respond with love to God’s love.


    Propositions About God


    John presents God through statements rooted in prior revelation, and through narratives of God’s latest deeds. It never occurs to John to take up the theoretical problem of the possibility of God’s existence, or to set out to prove it, in abstraction from what God himself has said and done. For John (as for the other biblical authors), the inference is sufficient: God has revealed himself, therefore he is.


    From the dawn of time God has revealed himself to human beings using human words, by sending messengers to speak “the word(s) of God” recorded in the Scriptures.11 “The prophets” have been many down through history.12 With Jews of the first century, to whom Jesus said, “You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life” (Jn 5:39), John shares the highest possible view of the divine authorship and verbal inviolability of the enscripturated oracles. “Scripture cannot be broken,” says Jesus (Jn 10:35). One dare not tamper with prophetic words (Apoc 22:18-19).13 That what Scripture says must be true or come to fulfillment is axiomatic.14 John rarely quotes Scripture verbatim.15 He prefers to paraphrase, allude to or conflate passages.16 But “the importance of the OT as the primary source for Johannine theology cannot be overstated.”17


    Several lapidary propositions about God stand out in the Johannine corpus: God is spirit (Jn 4:24), God is light (1 Jn 1:5), God is the Alpha and the Omega (Apoc 1:8), and God is love (1 Jn 4:8, 16). It will be convenient to organize what John has to say about God around these statements.


    God is Spirit. “God is spirit” (Jn 4:24). In the original languages of the Bible the word for “spirit” is “wind” or “breath” (Heb. rûaḥ, Gk. pneuma). The ancient mind associated the blowing of wind with life: “It is the spirit that gives life . . . the words that I have spoken . . . are spirit and life” (Jn 6:63). The invisible God is living, personal energy. In John 4 the Samaritan woman has asked Jesus whether the place to worship is on Mount Gerizim or in Jerusalem. By calling God “spirit,” Jesus emphasizes that God is not confined to either location.18 This will be the case even if “spirit and truth” in this eschatological context (“the hour is coming, and now is” [Jn 4:23]) also connotes the pouring out of the Holy Spirit to enable authentic worship in the last days.


    Nowhere does John define life. He assumes that his readers know of life and death from experience. What is distinctive of God is that he “has life in himself” (Jn 5:26). In so simple a phrase John points to the mind-boggling datum that God depends on no source, support, cause or reason external to himself; that in him life simply is, self-existent, self-sufficient, absolute; that all other modes of life derive from his, are possible because the divine life is their ground; that God in himself is an inexhaustible well of life.19 In the same vein, God is “he who is” (ὁ ὤν [Apoc 1:4, 8]). This phrase is identical to that used in the Septuagint at Exodus 3:14 to translate God’s special name, “I am who I am” (אֶהְיֶה אֲשֶׁר אֶהְיֶה). In the Old Testament story Moses asks God to declare his name. In the ancient Near East a name was thought to signify the inner nature of its subject. God’s reply is that he is who he is: a wonder defined only by reference to himself and intelligible only to himself. God alone can grasp who God is. Implied are the givenness of God’s existence, his untrammelled freedom to do as he wills, and, in the context of the exodus, his immutable faithfulness to his covenant promises. Therefore he is the one “who lives for ever and ever” (Apoc 4:9-10; 10:6; 15:7), “the living God” (Apoc 7:2).


    The refrain “No one has ever seen God” (Jn 1:18; cf. 5:37; 6:46; 1 Jn 4:12, 20) is the backdrop to the Johannine theology. It lies with God to reveal of himself to his creatures, for they, being finite and fallen, cannot search him out. No one born on earth has ascended to heaven (Jn 3:13). These negatives are not meant to deny that select Israelites were vouchsafed visions of the celestial glory (e.g., Ex 24:11; Num 12:8; 1 Kings 22:19; Is 6:1; Ezek 1). John knew that20 and personally had such an experience (Apoc 4–5). Yet when it comes to depicting God, John’s bare brush strokes in Apocalypse 4 show a studied avoidance of any feature descriptive of God’s person.21 Side by side with the visionary motif in the Hebrew Scriptures is another, equally ancient, to the effect that no mortal can encounter God and live (e.g., Gen 32:30; Ex 33:20; Deut 4:33; Judg 6:22-23; 13:22; Is 6:5). What the few have seen are representations of aspects of the divine under worldly analogies, not the very essence of deity.


    What God is, is a marvel that human language, suited to created things, cannot convey (Gen 32:29; Ex 3:13-14; Judg 13:17-18). It takes another who is infinite to plumb the abyss of infinity. Only the Son of God, who is what God is and lies in the Father’s “bosom,”22 knows him and can speak of him (Jn 1:18; 3:13; 6:46).23 Unlike the Son, who receives the Father’s love and gift of the Spirit without measure (Jn 3:34), those whom he redeems can receive only “of” (ἐκ) the riches of the Spirit (1 Jn 4:13). Behind that small preposition looms a boundless transcendence. Yet John, living at the dawn of the eschatological era, sees tokens of the veil lifting: God appeared in Jesus (Jn 1:14; 14:7-9),24 comes to the believing community in the Spirit-Paraclete (Jn 14:16-19), and shows up in their love for one another (1 Jn 4:12). In the renewed creation the taboos will fall away, and God will make himself available to enjoy face to face (1 Jn 3:2; Apoc 22:4).25


    God subsists eternally beyond space and time. Before he founded the world he was there (Jn 1:1-2; 17:5, 24). Although all the references to “eternal life” in the Gospel and in the First Epistle highlight God’s gift of it to human beings, God possesses it to give to others, and so is eternal himself. This presupposition becomes apparent in a few places where God (or the Father) and eternal life are mentioned in direct juxtaposition (Jn 17:3; 1 Jn 1:2; 5:20). John can designate God as the one “who is and who was and who is to come” (Apoc 1:4, 8; 4:8; cf. 11:17; 16:5).


    God is light. Besides spirit or life, another key symbol of the divine in John’s writings, as in all the major religions, is light. Life and light are related. As in nature the sun powers crop growth and illumines daily activities (Jn 11:9-10), so the divine light energizes life, as we see in the phrase “the light of life” (Jn 8:12). Surrounding the heavenly throne are flashes of gems—jasper (green) and carnelian (red)—and an emerald rainbow (transparent or yellowish green) (Apoc 4:3). This glory will illumine the city of God in the new creation (Apoc 21:23; 22:5). Applied to God in the Johannine writings, however, light points above all to God’s goodness. The sentence “God is light and in him is no [οὐκ ἔστιν] darkness at all [σκοτία . . . οὐδεμία]” (1 Jn 1:5) uses a double negative to disavow any shadow of evil in his character. This fact has a bearing on human behavior in a paragraph enjoining that only if we walk in the light and refrain from sin can we have fellowship with him (1 Jn 1:6–2:6). For he testifies of humans that they have sin (1 Jn 1:10), and, as the man whose eyes Jesus has opened knows, God does not listen to sinners but only to those who worship him and do his will (Jn 9:31).26


    An arresting turn of phrase occurs where John, having just stated that God “is” light (1 Jn 1:5), goes on to describe God as being “in” the light, the model for our walking in the light (1 Jn 1:7). Are God and light the same thing, or does the light shine on God from above? John seems to distinguish, while assuming the unity of, what God is and what he does, giving priority to the former. God’s character shapes his will, not vice versa; John is no voluntarist. “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Gen 18:25). “You are great and do wondrous things” (Ps 86:10). “You are good and do good” (Ps 119:68). As human activity must conform to God’s commandments (1 Jn 2:3-4), so God is always bathed in his own light. His actions flow from his perfect being.


    “God is true” (Jn 3:33; cf. 8:26). This statement stands side by side with affirmations that God’s sent one corresponds exactly to God. God is dependable in having sent the Son as his envoy; what Jesus says and does is precisely what God means to reveal of himself. The Hebrew אֶמֶת, often translated “truth,” has the connotation, when describing a person, of reliability, continuance, fidelity, and shades over into faithfulness and righteousness. “If we confess our sins, he is faithful [πιστός] and just [δίκαιος] to forgive us our sins” (1 Jn 1:9). We may fully expect God to follow through in doing what he has said he will do for us. “He is righteous [δίκαιος]” (1 Jn 2:29) and so we must abide in Christ lest we be ashamed and shrink from his presence at his coming (cf. Jn 17:25). God’s promises are “trustworthy [πιστός = faithful] and true,” a rock on which to stand in the present age of deception (Apoc 21:5; 22:6).


    “Holy, holy, holy” chant the cherubim who are nearest God’s presence, day and night (Apoc 4:8). Holiness is the sum of excellences that set God apart from all contingent reality. His beauty attracts, yet he remains unapproachable, even as bolts of lightning, rumblings, thunder and blazing fire resist domestication while they fascinate (Apoc 4:5). Who will not be struck with fear and glorify his name once he manifests himself (Apoc 15:4)?


    God is the Alpha and the Omega. “Alpha” and “omega” are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. Of all things God is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end (Apoc 1:8; 21:6). Back of these statements are the claims of Yahweh against false gods of polytheism in the latter part of Isaiah: “I am the first and I am the last” (Is 44:6; cf. 41:4; 43:10; 48:12).


    God’s acts comprise and direct the whole of history from the creation to the consummation.27 His first deed was to create the world. The opening phrase of the Fourth Gospel, “In the beginning,” takes readers back to Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” For the Hebrew ברא (“create”) John uses the Greek κτίζω; God created “all things” (Apoc 4:11), including heaven, the earth, the sea and the things in them (Apoc 10:6). Related words are κτίσις (“creation” [Apoc 3:14]) and κτίσμα (“creature” [Apoc 5:13]). God is “he who made” (ὁ ποιήσας) these things (Apoc 14:7) and will make them new (Apoc 21:5). In keeping with the Hebrew Scriptures and the Jewish understanding of them, God as creator acted alone, without any helper, assistant or servant, whether subordinately divine or angelic: “I am the LORD, who made all things, who stretched out the heavens alone, who spread out the earth—Who was with me?” (Is 44:24). Nothing in John’s writings would qualify that stark claim.28 If it was “through” the Logos that all things were made (Jn 1:3, 10), John is identifying the Logos with God’s utterance each time he said, “Let (there be) . . .” (Gen 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24, 26). God operated through his own fiat, which served as God’s executor to bring the whole of his determinate will, without addition or remainder, into existence.
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