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Abstract of Thesis

The common template in Gospel scholarship places the key hermeneutical 

principle for interpretation as the quest for the community that each Gospel 

represents. At present the study of the Gospel text is almost a secondary concern; the 

primaiy effort is spent attempting to unveil the Gospel “community” which, it is 

claimed, is to be found within the collection of Jesus material we call a Gospel. In 

light of the Gospel community debate, this thesis will argue that such a hermeneutical 

approach is both internally inconsistent and does not match well with external data.

By attempting to provide further definition to various aspects of the Gospel 

community debate, and by using the Fourth Gospel as a test case, we will argue that 

the Fourth Gospel was never intended for a local, geographic “community” or 

network of “communities.” The conclusion of this thesis, then, is that both the use and 

concept of “community” in the historical depiction of the Gospel audiences and as the 

beginning assumption in the interpretation of the Gospel narrative be abandoned. Not 

only is the teim very ambiguous, but it carries a conceptual meaning that has been 

found to be inaccurate. The current concept of a Gospel “community” is an 

inappropriate model of the Gospel audience. The inteipreters who reconstmct the 

Gospel “community” have been misreading the Gospel narrative. Furthermore, the 

application of a general audience reading strategy to the Fourth Gospel reveals further 

aspects of the purpose and function of the Gospel of John.
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CHAPTER ONE 

A HISTORY OF THE RECONSTRUCTION PROCESS OF CURRENT GOSPEL 
RESEARCH THAT DEVELOPS THE COMMUNITIES BEHIND THE GOSPELS

INTRODUCTION

It has long been recognized that any study of the Gospels must incorporate to some 

degree a detailed understanding of the origins and traditions of early Christianity, whether 

explicitly or implicitly. The modem conunentary almost always begins by discussing the 

introductory material before discussing the text proper. This approach is simply assumed. 

The end result is certainly affected in principle by the starting point. This is not to say that 

any understanding of the text is predetemiined a priori and that the text itself is left 

helpless to the scholar’s dissecting and analyzing tools; on the contrary, the text is often 

used as the very tool itself by which one draws theories by which it need be analyzed. 

Thus, any attempt to understand the Gospels and their meaning must consider thoroughly 

the means by which an understanding of what they are and how they came to be directly 

affects how one discovers what they mean.

The danger with the above discussed is obvious: where one starts can undoubtedly 

determine where one will end. Too often one’s particular understanding of Christian 

origins can malign a text so that it no longer reveals the meaning most appropriate to early 

Christian belief and the text within which it dwells.* In order to prevent such a mishap, it 

seems appropriate to step back from the detailed aspects of current research to see if the 

picture being painted by modern scholars is appropriately describing the texts as we now 

have them. When this is done to the Gospels, a corrective appraisal of the current view of 

their origin and historical background is much in need. Fortunately, such a critique has 

already been suggested. A recent trend has sprouted in Gospel study that challenges the 

current imderstanding of a Gospel’s audience and origin, specifically in relation to the 

historical environment in which and for which the Gospels were created. It gives an 

appraisal of the current picture of the Christian beginnings which, by necessity, coerces 

one’s interpretive outlook on the Gospel text itself. A detailed look at the problem and its 

correlative aspects is now in order.

’ Anderson (1964, 16) summarizes well the complexity of tlie study of Christian origins by saying, “Every 
form of inquiiy into tlie rise of Christianity, environmental-historical and theological as well as dogmatic is 
confronted with the dilemma o f where to start and what to choose.”



P r o b l e m  t o  be  A d d r e s s e d : Its  R e c e n t  D e v e l o p m e n t  

The discussion of the introductoiy and foundational issues of the Gospels abounds. 

The complexity of establishing certainty in these issues need not be explained, for it is well 

assumed. Within these discussions, however, a great variety of differences exists between 

the various results of scholarly research. But what has become almost unanimously 

assumed in current research is the audience for whom the Gospels were written. The 

current consensus assumes that the Gospels were written for a specific, geographically- 

located audience in contrast to a general audience. Any survey of cun ent literature on 

Gospels scholarship reveals how dominant community reconstructions have become for 

inteipretive method.^

Recently, this general scholarly consensus was questioned in an attempt to conect 

what some have called the unproven and hermeneutically determinative assumptions used 

to reconstruct the current understanding of Christian origins. This critique was proposed in 

the 1998 book The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences {GAC), 

edited by Richard Bauckliam and contributed to by several other British scholars.^ A 

summary of this book’s critical thesis is now in order.

The most crucial and well received essay in GAC is the initial chapter by the editor 

himself, Richard Bauckham."* Arguably this is the case because Bauckliam sets forth the 

thesis proper while the rest of the essays simply support its various aspects, establishing a 

cumulative argument. Bauckliam’s thesis is to challenge and reflite the current consensus 

in Gospels scholarship which assumes that the Gospels were written for a specific church 

or group of churches. Bauckham proposes that it is more probable that the Gospels were 

written for general circulation around the churches and envisaged a very general Christian 

audience. “Their implied readership is not specific but indefinite: any and every Christian 

community in the late-first-centuiy Roman Empire.”  ̂Bauckham’s thesis is argued in five 

cumulative parts, each of which we should now summarize.

 ̂Some recent and popular examples include the following: Conway 2002; Sira 1998; Balch 1991; Overman 
1996; Saldarini 1994; Burge 1987; Esler 1987.
 ̂Bauckham 1998a.
While the other essays are helpful, tlieir existence can be seen as supportive arguments for the thesis which 

Bauckliam presents. In his critique of GAC, Sim (2001, 5) states, “Without doubt the most important 
contribution in this volume is the first essay, ‘For Whom Were Gospels Written?,’ by Richard Bauckliam 
himself. It is this offering that presents the most sustained attack on the consensus position and the most 
detailed account o f the alternative hypothesis.”
 ̂Bauckham (1998b, 1-2). As we will discuss below, the phrase “any and every” will need to be more clearly 

defined. The audience is certainly not wholly indefinite.



First, the assumption that a more specific audience is intended is simply assumed; 

in fact, as Bauckham argues, whereas the Christian backgi ound of the audience is often 

given extensive support and argumentation in its discussion, the question of the specific or 

general nature of the audience is remarkable for having never been discussed in print.^ 

Bauckliam hopes to “sow an initial seed of possibility” against nearly all the literature of 

the last few decades that have increasingly built large and sophisticated arguments upon 

the assumption of a specific audience, “...as though no alternative could ever have 

occurred to anyone.”^

Second, Bauckham briefly summarizes the histoiy of the Gospel-community 

interpretation.^ Bauckliam argues that this view of the Gospel communities goes as far 

back as the end of the nineteenth century in British scholarship. With the discussion having 

begun in the origins discussions at the turn of tlie nineteenth century, it was soon 

considered common practice to discuss the developing idea of the Gospels’ Sitze im Lehen, 

which became a prominent theme just after the Second World War, and in such 

discussions to focus on a particular Gospel community in contrast to a more general 

audience. Then, in the 1960’s and 1970’s, after form criticism had already become a 

standard tool of Gospels scholarship, some major works on the Gospels and their 

communities were produced using a relatively new method called redaction criticism. “The 

redaction critics often complained that form criticism, despite its professed emphasis on 

the Christian community as the Sitz im Leben of the Gospel traditions, always considered 

the community in highly general tenns.... The redaction critics were intent on much more 

specificity.”  ̂Thus, Bauckliam claims, many community interpretations of each of the four 

Gospels began appearing on the scholarly horizon. The result of this has led to a more 

allegorical reading of the Gospels in the service of reconstructing both the character and 

history of the community behind the Gospel, but also an increasingly sophisticated use of 

social-scientific methods to assist with the reconstmcting process.***

Third, Bauckham questions whether the assumption being practiced in current 

Gospels research is in any way confirmed by the fact that multiple conclusions and results 

have been built upon it. For Bauckliam, the results that are derived are simply the results

Bauckham (1998c, 10). 
’ Ibid., 11.
A more complete history of the community-hypotliesis in Gospels scholarship will be given below. 
 ̂Ibid., 18.

Ibid., 19-22.



of applying a particular reading strategy to the text, not of showing that this particular 

reading strategy does “better justice to the text than another reading strategy.”** Wliile not 

disproving the methodology behind this untested reading strategy, Bauckham argues that 

the relative success, or amount of detailed reconstructions, does not prove at all that a 

reading strategy based on a different, or even contraiy assumption, would not be equally or 

even more successful.*^

Fourth, it seems more appropriate to assume, based upon historical evidence, that 

someone writing a Gospel in the late first centuiy would have envisaged a more general 

audience.*^ This seems to be an appropriate counter-assumption to the community 

reconstructions simply by comparing the Gospels with the Pauline epistles. Bauckham 

argues this aspect on two fronts: first, the difference in genre between Paul’s epistles and 

the Gospels implies a different type of reading, hence a different or broader readership. 

Second, the more basic but important question of why would anyone put in writing this 

infonnation in the genre of bios and yet expect it to be treaded like the epistolary genre. In 

many ways, the simplicity of this question forces us to deal with the more basic 

assumptions of the creative use of the Gospels.

Fifth, Bauckham argues that the general character of the early Christian movement 

should not be pictured as “...a scattering of isolated, self-sufficient communities with little 

or no communication between them, but quite the opposite: a network of communities 

with constant, close communication among themselves.”*"* This aspect of the early church 

is not an assumed reconstruction but is supported by the historical evidence we have 

concerning the late first and early second centuries of Christianity.

It seems as if the ground was ripe for the broader audience promoted by GAC, 

While several prominent “community” interpretations had already begun to lessen their 

stance on the specificity of description of the particular community, other NT scholars 

argued against the trend as a whole. This is especially evident since GAC where entire 

sections within conferences*^ have dealt with what may be called the “Gospel community

"  Ibid., 22.
Ibid., 26. This is not to say that the use of a heuristic method is inappropriate simply because it is 

unproven. What Bauckliam is questioning is the use of a heuristic model as the starting point from which the 
rest of the inquiry takes place.

Ibid.
Ibid., 30.
Society of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting, Johannine Literature section, November 2002; Life in 

Abundance: An International Conference on the Gospel o f Jolui: in tribute to the life of Raymond E. Brown, 
October 2003; Society of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting, Synoptic Gospels section, November 2003.



debate.” Since this author has recently provided an extended discussion of the evidence of 

both pre-GAC warnings and the post-GAC debate in “The Gospel Community Debate: 

State of the Question,” only a summary of the current situation will be given here.**’

The Gospel community debate is much larger than GAC and its recent critique of 

the current approach to Gospel audiences. The Gospel community debate is connected to 

several historical and hermeneutical developments going back as far as the late 1970’s. At 

the same time it is has been through the “rethinking” of the Gospels’ origin and audience 

by GAC that the debate has been brought into focus. In light of the discussion of Gospel 

audience and origin since GAC, it has become evident that the way forward for the Gospel 

community debate centers upon four areas of definition.

The first area that needs definition is the use of the term “community.” A good 

example of an ambiguous understanding of the term “community” can be seen in the 

recent work on the FG by Andrew Lincoln. As Lincoln explains in relation to his own 

work:

.. .this study takes care to distinguish between this group, from which the Gospel 
emerged, and either the implied readers or intended audience that it addresses. The 
former may well be included in, but certainly does not exhaust, the latter. In other 
words, in the view posited here, although the nan'ative is shaped by and addresses 
the needs of the group fi'om which it emerged, it also gives clear indications in its 
final form that its perspective transcends any particular experiences of this group 
and is addressed to a wider audience. ... We do not, however, need to banish all 
discussion of communities behind particular Gospels and any consideration of the 
hermeneutical significance that the enquiries behind such a discussion might 
have.*^

Lincoln’s proposed handling of the Sitz im Leben of the FG is too vague to be of any help. 

How does he plan to differentiate between the “community” that created the Gospel and 

the “community(ies)” for which the Gospel was intended? If he does not want to banish 

the discussion of communities, a more appropriate definition is needed. Even then, there 

are inherent dangers when one applies formative terms such as Gospel “community,” 

“group,” or “sect” to the discussion of the audience of the Gospels. Only by defining the 

contours of a “community” will the use of community tenninology become useful.

Klink (2004). 
Lincoln (2000, 265).



The second area that needs definition is the nature of the Gospel genre. As Graham 

Stanton has warned, a Gospel is not a letter and cannot be read like one.*  ̂The work on 

Gospel genre by Richard Burridge has helped define what a Gospel what is needed is 

further discussion of what a Gospel can do. Questions concerning Gospel referentiality 

need to be asked of the Gospel naiTatives.̂ ** How one understands the nature of the bios is 

not of more importance than how one understands the referential function of narrative and 

the reading assumptions of flrst-century readers. Thus, it is not just a matter of the type of 

genre, but the function of genre.

The third area that needs definition is the use and fiinction of the Gospels in the 

early Christian movement. Part of Bauckham’s argument in GAC was intended to critique 

a consensus that seems to depend on a view of an early Christian “community” as a “self- 

contained, self-sufficient, introverted group, having little contact with other Christian 

communities and little sense of participation in a worldwide Christian movement. Identity, 

issues, and concerns, it seems to be presupposed, are thoroughly local.” '̂ Two major 

critiques of GAC challenge Bauckliam on his counter-depiction of the early Christian 

movement.^^ But the most major critique, one that brought a specific task to the Gospel 

community debate and not just a clash of “schools,” was a paper by Margaret Mitchell. 

According to Mitchell, far from being unconcerned with a local audience, the patristic 

writers were very concerned with the local origins of each of the Gospels. The patristic 

evidence points to numerous local audience traditions that were interested in the historical 

and local origins of the Gospels. In fact, according to Mitchell, these Gospel origins acted 

as a “hermeneutical key” for later readers of the Gospels.^"* But could the same evidence be 

read in a different way? What, for example, does Mitchell mean by “hermeneutical key?” 

Two questions seem most pertinent here. First, do the patristic writers actually possess 

knowledge of the specific historical circumstances of the individual Gospels? Related to 

this is the formation and use of tradition in the early church. The second question is

Stanton (1994). O f course, Stanton is not aligning himself with the position held by GAC. For a response 
to Stanton see Bauckliam (1998c, 26-27, n. 29).

Burridge (1992; 1998)).
See Klaiick (2003). See also Klink (2004, 64, 78-79).
Bauckham (1998c, 30-31).
See Esler (1998) who critiques Bauckliam’s pictin e of the early Christian movement from a social- 

scientific perspective. Bauckham (1998e) gives a specific response to his colleague in the same journal. See 
also Sim (2001), who critiques Bauckham’s picture of the early Christian movement from a historical 
perspective. Cf. Klink (2004, 69, 72-73).

Mitchell (2003).
Ibid., 17.



connected to the first: To what extent do these traditions reflect their own agendas (i.e. 

different from the modern historical critical understanding)? Related to this is the use of 

the Gospels in worship and as scripture/^ the interrelation between the Gospels,^*’ and the 

fourfold Gospel.^^ As Mitchell has reminded us concerning the Gospel community debate, 

the path forward cannot ignore the voices from the past.

The fourth area that needs definition is the role of “community” reconstructions in 

Gospel hermeneutics. 25 years ago Luke Timothy Johnson argued that the use of 

“community” reconstructions in the interpretation of the Gospels was a dangerous 

enterprise.^^ For Johnson, even if we assumed that a community existed behind a Gospel, 

we would not be certain how to apply the information from the text to the specific 

community. He uses the example of the discussion of prayer in Luke: Are we to suppose 

that Luke stresses praying because his community does not pray (or that some in the 

community do not pray)? Or are we to assume he is correcting an inappropriate view on 

prayer; one that requires a theological lesson?^^ For Johnson, anything but a general 

description of Luke’s readers does injustice to the text; it destroys the texts intended 

literary meaning. Since Johnson, several similar hermeneutical “warnings” have also been 

g iven ,even  by some who support the reconstruction of Gospel “conununities.” *̂ Finally, 

the most thorough hermeneutical critique of “community” reconstructions was recently 

presented by Dwight Peterson, looking specifically at the Gospel of Mark.^^ Peterson 

approaches the community-hypotliesis by studying the hermeneutical principles used by 

proponents of such an interpretive method. According to Peterson, the purpose of his book 

is to show that the concept of “The Markan Community ... is the product of highly 

speculative, viciously circular and ultimately unpersuasive and inconclusive reading.”^̂  

The circular nature of such a method, whereby the text is used as a window to see the

See Cullmami (1963); Hengel (2000).
See the discussions between Bauckliam (1998d) and Sproston North (2003).
See Cullmann (1956),; and Stanton (1997).
Johnson (1979).
Ibid., 91.
See Judge (1980); Allison (1988); Holmberg (1990, 124-25); and Barton (1992, especially 425). For a 

fiiller discussion see Klink (2004).
See Kingsbury (1991). While offering concluding remarks at the end of the essays, Kingsbury gives a 

surprise warning to such a methodological practice. ‘To move from text to social situation by simply 
invoking the principle of transparency is, owing to tlie high degree of subjectivity involved and the paucity of 
independent evidence for corroborating one’s findings, hazardous indeed” (262).

Peterson (2000).
Ibid., 196.



originating aspects of an early Christian community so that the text can be understood, is a 

circular and illegitimate practice and is based upon a faulty hermeneutical methodology.

But the recent critiques of “community” reconstructions in Gospel hermeneutics 

are not merely due to observed flaws in methodology. The entire postmodern critique of 

modernity’s historical-critical emphasis is also related to the Gospel community debate. 

Robert Kysar has recently suggested that the “Wliither” of the Gospel community is 

connected to the postmodern critique of the dominance of the historical-critical method. "̂* 

The rise of postmodern interpretive methods that press upon the old paradigm is beginning 

to forge the way ahead. The alternative approaches to the text are taking their stand against 

the old redaction critical method of seeing in every word and phrase in the Gospels an 

image standing behind it. Postmodern interpretation’s denial that the text is merely a 

means to an end presents a radical challenge to the way a “text,” specifically a Gospel text, 

is read. Such approaches are not divorced from the Gospel community debate.

The above discussion of the four most pressing areas in the Gospel community 

debate that are in need of definition gives both direction and credence to this thesis. The 

only full monograph concerning the Gospel community debate, The Origins o f Mark by 

Dwight Peterson, was actually completed with all but revisions as a doctoral dissertation 

without any knowledge of GAC?^ That the field of Gospel scholarship is ripe for 

continued research concerning Gospel audience and origin is evident fi'om the continued 

debate.

H is t o r ic a l  Su r v e y : T h e  Q u e st  f o r  th e  G o s p e l  C o m m u n it y

Before we can further the Gospel community debate we must trace the history of 

“community” reconstructions in the histoiy of Gospel interpretation.^^ The areas of NT 

scholarship that we are going to use to trace the concept of “community” through are 

massive; each alone could warrant a historical study on its own right. Thus, in order to 

focus on the appropriate task, we shall only seek the origin and methodological use of the 

“community” concept and its gradual development into the community reconstructions 

currently used in Gospel research. The puipose of this suiwey is to trace the developing

Kysar (2003).
Peterson only cites GAC on two occasions, the first of which appears to be only a footnote adding 

comprehensiveness to the introduction o f his original work. The conclusion, which may have been added 
during revision for publication, also deals briefly with GAC.

Although both Bauckham (1998c) and Peterson (2000) refer to its general historical development, a fiiller 
treatment of the concept of “community” is needed.



definition of the term “community” and its use as the inteipretive grid by which the Gospel 

audience and origin are determined.

Source Criticism: The Geographic Origin o f Community

The history of community reconstructions does not present a clear and precise 

understanding of the view that each Gospel was written in and for its own community. In 

fact, the concept of “community” only gradually developed as various historical-critical 

methods were employed to the text of the Gospels. It is this gradual development that has 

lead to an improper and untested hermeneutical methodology, as well as the inaccurate 

historical picture that such a view creates. Thus, as we move through the stages of 

historical interpretation over the last centuiy, it is important to note that the term 

“community” has not always had the same meaning or implication as it does today. Only a 

survey of the development will make this clear.

A survey of the introductions to the NT of a century or more ago will reveal that 

different questions were asked of the text. The general discussion of Gospel authorship, 

date, and provenance reveals their interests and indifference to the problems raised since 

then. The terms they used and titles given to aspects of early Christian history and 

theology carried a different meaning for that era in biblical scholarship. Thus, when we 

begin to look for the community reconstmctions in Gospels scholarship we need not look 

too far, for such a development is relatively recent.

It seems as if the first to present the view that the evangelist wrote for his own 

community were British scholars.^^ Possibly the first to make mention that a Gospel was 

written “in and for” a specific community was Henry Barclay Swete.^^ Swete, in reference 

to Mark’s place and time of writing states, “According to the prevalent belief of the 

ancient church St. Mark wrote his Gospel in Rome and for the Roman Church.” Swete 

draws this conclusion from patristic evidence which need not yield such an 

interpretation.^^ But following this coimnent on Mark’s assumed intended reader, Swete 

goes no further."*** Swete immediately moves on to the next introductory question of Mark, 

the time it was written. The hermeneutical principle of using the intended “community” as

”  Cf. Bauckham (1998c, 13).
Swete (1898). Cf. Bauckliam (1998c, 13)

39 Bauckham (1998c, 13-14). According to Bauckham, Swete is basing tliis specifically on the accounts of 
Clement o f Alexandria {ap. Eusebius, Hist. Eccl 6.14.6-7). See especially n. 7 for Bauckliam’s discussion of 
what Clement implied in reference to the distribution of Mark in Rome.

The evidence of the commentary itself is important here. This is where one would expect to find tlie 
exegetical results o f the definition of evidence.



the grid and basis of interpretation is absent from the exegetical and historical discussion. 

In fact, a general sui*vey of introductions in commentaries around the time of Swete finds 

little discussion of “community.” The questions of that sort were yet to be asked.

The primary impetus in British scholarship that supposed each Gospel had a

specific “community” was established by Burnett Hillman Streeter."** Wliile this is

certainly true, we must pay careful attention to the exact understanding of Gospel

“community” that Streeter uses. Stieeter introduces his work by claiming to unite in this

work the various and specialized branches of research such as textual criticism, source-

analysis, and the background of the NT."*̂  This is the major point from which all of

Streeter’s methodological principles depart. Thus, when he discusses the four Gospels

selected by early Christianity and the “idea” of a NT canon, his picture of the origin of

Christianity argued that each Gospel was accepted into the canon amidst all the

comparative difficulties brought with it because, “...at the time when the Canon was

definitely settled, each of the four had acquired such a degree of prestige that no one of

them could be excluded.. Streeter continues, then, to draw conclusions about each of

the Gospels based upon this understanding of the origin of the Gospels, an understanding

based heavily upon manuscript traditions known in the early church. Streeter states:

Certain of the divergences between the Gospels ... are of such a character that it is 
difficult to believe that these books originated in the same church, or even in the 
same neighbourhood. The contrast between the Jewish atmosphere of Matthew and 
the even more markedly Gentile proclivities of Luke is enhanced by a still more 
notable contrast between the divergent cycles of tradition on which they draw."*"*

For Streeter the geographical area in which the Gospels were created had to have been the 

major influence in their literary emphasis and in their overall approval in early 

Christianity. In this way Streeter can announce, “Thus we are led on to the view that the 

Gospels were written in and for different churches, and that each of the Gospels must have 

attained local recognition as a religious classic, if not yet as inspired scripture, before the 

four were compiled into a collection recognized by the whole church.”"*̂ According to

Streeter (1924). Cf. Bauckliam (1998c, 11) 
Ibid., xxxvii.

43 Ibid., 11.
Ibid.
Ibid., 12. Streeter summarizes his opinion later by stating, “Inevitably this independence resulted in local 

diversity -  in regard to doctrinal emphasis. Church organization, the religious literature most valued, and 
also, as we shall see, in regard to the manuscript tiadition of such books as they had in common. Thus the 
history of Catholic Christianity during the first five centuries is very largely the histoiy of a progressive 
standardization of a diversity the roots of which were planted in the sub-Apostolic age.” (15)
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Bauckham, the statement that the Gospels were written “in and for” different churches 

encapsulates the axiom of the current consensus of Gospel origins and audiences."**’

Thus, the beginnings of community-based interpretations were under way. 

Obviously the differences between Streeter’s understanding of Gospel “community” and 

current Gospel scholarship is great,"*̂  but this basic understanding of a Gospel’s creation, 

the geographical influence in particular emphases, and the overall picture of early 

Cliristianity had found for itself a birthday. From this time forward, admittedly with a still 

developing understanding, the idea of a Gospel “community” would soon become a 

common term in Gospel scholarship.

Form Criticism: The Tradition o f the Community

Around the same time Streeter was developing his major source critical work 

German scholarship was formulating an understanding of Gospel origins that would carry 

even further the concept of “community.” It was in the early part of the twentieth century 

that Formgeschichte became the common tool with which the process of historical-critical 

readings could be earned out on the text and tradition of the Gospels. Surveys of fomi 

criticism and its origins are legion, and no attempt will be made to repeat such an exercise 

here."*̂  Our purpose is to show how the concept of “community” gradually developed 

within Gospels scholarship and soon became the standard by which historical criticism 

interpreted the text of the Gospels.

Questions concerning the difference between tradition, legend iSagen) and histoiy 

in the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures have been active since the nineteenth century. As 

early as 1865, the existence of “forms” in literature had become commonly recognized, 

although undefined."*  ̂But it was not until nearly thirty years later that the prominent Julius 

Wellhausen, in his historical-critical study of the OT, began taking notice and defining 

such an enterprise. Wellhausen refused to see in the Hebrew writings a tradition of 

antiquity but rather that the stories, in Genesis for example, were a mere reflection of life

Bauckham (1998c, 15).
Streeter, using the foundations forged by textual criticism, believed the Gospels to have been formed 

within the major geographical centers that supported them in the early church. Current Gospel community 
reconstructions, with no ties in any way to text-critical assumptions, base their community reconstructions on 
the assumed community existence o f each Gospel, apart from any concrete historical evidence.

For good a discussion of the nature and practice o f form criticism see McKnight (1969) and Blomberg 
(1992). For a good discussion of the historical development o f form criticism see Kümmel (1975) and Neill 
and Wright (1988). For a well-known critique of form criticism see Gtittgemanns (1979).

Ewald (1869-1886, 2:139) traced “The history of the style (form) o f commandments.” A little later Franz 
Overbeck (1882, 429) could write that “A literature has a history in its forms; hence a proper history of 
literature will be a history of forms.” Cf. Koch (1969, 3-5).
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and religion in the era of the Monarchy projected back into the pre-Mosaic times.̂ **

Wellhausen’s fame is attributed to his source-critical “documentary theory” which used as

a basic methodological criterion the literary form of the Hebrew text; but his prophetic

insight into related research in NT studies was also present/*

This idea of a literaiy understanding in application to the Scriptures received its

foremost impetus and definition in the work of Herman Gunkel/^ Gunkel, with the work

of Wellhausen and others in the background, pioneered the form-critical branch of literary

research. But it was Gunkel specifically who argued that the biblical writings originated

not so much from individual writers, as from the complex working of “communities.”^̂

This becomes most obvious when we compare Gunkel’s The Legends o f Genesis: The

Biblical Saga and Histoiy^"^ with the work that soon developed in Gospels scholarship in

the beginning of the nineteenth century.

William Wrede, influenced by the work of Wellhausen, challenged the assumption

in NT scholarship that Mark was more historical and less theological than the other three

G ospels.W ith a blow of this magnitude to Mark, the Gospel assumed to be more

historical and less theological than the other tliree, all the Gospels and their historical

validity were affected. Wrede, doing redaction years before the criticism itself would

begin, argued that Mark and his “community” believed that Jesus was the Messiah but had

to confront a tradition of Jesus in which he never claimed the Messianic identity for

himself. According to Wrede, this is why Mark reworked, so to speak, the tradition about

Jesus in order to serve the purposes of the theological interests of the “community.” *̂’ In

reference to the reworking of the Jesus tradition Wrede stated:

I should never for an instant lose sight of my awareness that I have before me 
descriptions, the authors of which are later Christians, be they ever so early- 
Christians who could only look at the life of Jesus with the eyes of their own time 
and who described it on the basis of the belief of the community, with all the view-

See Wellhausen (1895) for his own methodological starting-point in reference to the Hebrew Scriptures.
See especially his work in the Gospels (1903; 1904; 1904; 1905). According to Bultmann (1963,2), the 

most far-reaching and important work in the field of synoptic Gospels research since Wrede has been done 
by Wellhausen.

Koch (1969, 3). According to Koch, even at the end of the nineteenth century Gunkel introduced form- 
critical methods of biblical scholarship, although he used different terminology: Gattungsforschung (research 
into literary types) or Litemturgeschichte (history of literature). In fact, it was Koehler (1924, 7) who spoke 
of form criticism as the “child of Gunkel’s spirit.” Cf. Vincent Taylor (1933, 11).

For a discussion of Gunkel’s work and the “community” theory in Johannine origins see Brodie (1993a,
35, 144-45).

Gunkel (1964).
Wrede (1971).
See the related discussion by Peterson (2000, 10-11).
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points of the community, and with the needs of the community in mind.... For Mark’s 
notion of Jesus’ mode of teaching did not grow out of the impression made by 
transmitted sayings and discourses of Jesus. More congenial to the Gospel would be 
the idea of the imparting of divine truths such as were for Mark and the community 
of his day the essentials of the Christian faith.^^

From this point on the initial “community” reconstructions were fully underway. But 

before redaction criticism would have its day, a fully developed criticism that could handle 

the pre-Gospel Jesus tradition was needed. Its need was met in NT form criticism.

Between 1919 and 1921, three major works of NT form criticism revolutionized 

the way scholars undertook historical criticism.^^ The work of Martin Dibelius,^** Karl L. 

Schmidt,*’** and Rudolf Bultmann,*’* greatly promoted the “community’s” role in the origin 

of the Gospels. In essence what Wellhausen and Gunkel had given birth to in the OT was 

brought to fruition in NT form criticism. The term Formgeschichte first appeared in the 

work of Dibelius.^^ Dibelius started with the activity of the early church, studied the 

various tradition forms in the Gospels, and analyzed them and traced their individual 

histoiy right to the Gospel form itself. It was Dibelius who helped to define Sitz im Leben^^ 

and describe the multi-faceted unliteraiy nature of the “Church,” which for him eventually 

gave forth the Gospels in their literaiy form. Bultmann, in contrast to Dibelius, started with 

the Gospels themselves and worked back from the material to the earlier forms of it that 

can be traced from a prior tradition. Bultmann states that the work of Wrede annihilated 

the seemingly clear picture of historical development in Mark. Hence our work is now as 

follows:

Mark is the work of an author who is steeped in the theology of the early Church, 
and who ordered and ananged the material that he received in the light of the faith of 
the early Church ... and the task which follows for historical research is this: to 
separate the various strata in Mark and to determine which belongs to the original 
historical tradition and which derived from the work of the author.̂ "*

Wrede (1971, 5, 79).
See Fascher (1924, 1-51) for a good siirvery of form criticism’s historical development from the 

perspective o f German scholarship.
Dibelius (1934).

“  Schmidt (1919).
Bultmann (1963).
Koch, The Growth o f  the Biblical Tradition, 3.
According to Dibelius (1934, 7), the Sitz im Leben is “the historical and social stratum in which precisely

these literary forms were developed.’ 
^  Bultmann (1963, 1).
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Bultmann helped form eriticism define the idea of “community” and its secondary nature. 

With Bultmann, terms like “community,” “primitive Christianity,” and “early Church,” 

amalgamated into the source of the life-setting in which and by which the Gospel material 

took its shape and found its home. In essence, the early Christian “communities” took and 

used the Jesus tradition for their own polemical and communal needs; this is what we find 

in varying ways in each of the Gospels.**  ̂Schmidt focused on the framework of the Gospel 

narratives and showed that the Gospels were put together by an evangelist who used small 

units of traditional material and fitted them loosely together as his interests and purposes 

led him.*’̂  His work shows that a distinction is to be made between the traditional material 

and the editorial material. The work of Schmidt was similar to Wrede’s in that it foresaw 

the work of redaction criticism.

Although the main impetus of NT Formgeschichte was begun by the three German

scholars mentioned above, it was not long before form criticism was a common exegetical

tool in the English-speaking world. In his work The Formation o f the Gospel Tradition,

Vincent Taylor introduced form criticism to Britain, admittedly with some critique. This

book, published in 1933 and based upon eight lectures given at the University of Leeds in

1932, allows us to see both the development of form criticism over a decade after the work

of Schmidt, as well as its English reception. What is most interesting for our pui-poses is

how Taylor supports form critieism’s emphasis on the “community” and its role in using

and establishing the Jesus tradition material, but is wary of asserting its radical use.

According to Taylor;

[Form criticism] is almost bound to result in scepticism. In dealing with popular 
forms it is natural to stress the activity of a community, and, while this cannot be 
ignored even in relation to the sayings-tradition, the tendency is to ignore the 
creativity of the original speaker. This danger might perhaps be avoided by a Forni- 
Criticism conscious of its limitations. . .

Taylor argues against Bultmann’s presentation of the “community” as follows:

As Bultmann sees it, the primitive community exists in vacuo, cut off from its 
founders by the walls of an inexplicable ignorance. Like Robinson Crusoe it must do 
the best it can. Unable to turn to anyone for information, it must invent situations for

^  As Bultmann (1963, 4) explains, “The Sitz im Leben is n o t ... an individual historical event, but a typical 
situation or occupation in the life o f a community.”

Perrin (1970a, 14-15). 
Taylor (1933, 31).
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the words of Jesus, and put into his lips sayings which personal memoiy eannot 
check/^

What is important to note is that while Taylor criticizes the radical nature of form critics’ 

use, or abuse, of the early Christian community or communities, he did not deny that such 

a “community” existed behind the fonnation of the Gospels. Thus, while less radical than 

his German counteiparts, Taylor canies forward the idea that a “community” stands 

behind each of the Gospels.**̂

Form criticism took pains to identify in the Gospel texts the various forms of the 

traditional material that would have been known and used by the evangelists.^** Then, 

following a definition of the form, the specific material of the tradition would be assigned 

an appropriate Sitz im Leben in the early church. If the history that the evangelist presented 

could no longer be tmsted, thanks much to the work of Wrede, then the historical nature of 

the texts themselves would be made manifest in the life-settings hom which they would 

have originated. Each unit of the Gospels would have originated in a typical setting in the 

early church. In this way the various forms are like windows into the life and ministry of 

the early church. In essence, form criticism earned on what literary and source criticism 

could not do; form criticism broadened the picture of the early ehurch into a sociological 

movement of multiple traditions and concepts. Thus, once form criticism appeared in 

Gospels scholarship:

The individual persons, such as the authors of the gospel had been considered to be, 
began to move into the background and to fade away the moment the synoptic 
gospels began to be regarded as the outcome of a pre-literary work of collection, 
undertaken by Christian communities.^*

The change of focus from literary document to literaiy creation, then from literary creation 

to literary ereation in the life-setting of a “community,” became axiomatic for form critics. 

The simplistic idea that a single evangelist had created each of the Gospels had become 

naïve, now the focus was the early Christian “communities” and their various Sitze im 

Leben, To the form critic the term “community” is still quite vague; it simply refers to the

Ibid., 41.
Although Taylor is not thinking of a specific “community” as is common in today’s assumption, but he 

does carry forward the terminology.
The current rekindling of interest in orality puts form criticism on the agenda again.
Rohde (1968, 3).
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group of Christians who owned some part of the Jesus tradition. The taie creativity of the 

“community” was yet to be discovered.^^

Redaction Criticism: The Creative Depiction o f the Community>

Once it was assumed that the various traditions were in direct relations with a 

specific context, the creative aspects of primitive Christianity were soon to be noticed. As 

was mentioned above, a few scholars had already given hints of what would soon become 

redaction criticism .Already the specifics of the origin of the Gospels and their created 

environments, namely their originating eommunities, had begun to take the focus of 

Gospel production. But the creative depiction of the “communities” behind the Gospels 

came to the forefront when redaction criticism became the norai in Gospel scholarship. 

From the work of the form eritics, followed by the focus of interpretation to be derived 

from the exact Sitz im Leben of each Gospel, now the primary interpretive intention has 

shifted from some ideal-constmct of an unknown primitive community to a more exact 

delineation of the “community” of the evangelist itself. “Redaction criticism investigates 

the evangelist and his community, the one in which he is standing and for whom he is 

writing, unlike form criticism, which enquires about the Sitz im Leben of the individual 

pericopes.” "̂* This came in part because redaction critics considered the Gospel milieu 

defined by fomi eriticism to be too vague.W hile some redaction critics were hesitant to 

label the entire creative force of the Gospel as dependent on coiporate rather than 

individual authorship, the majority agreed that they still “require for their Sitz im Leben a 

church where such sophisticated discussion might be expected to meet with a sympathetic 

response on the part of at least some of the m em b ers.V alid  historical research, then, 

must establish the context (i.e., “community”) of origin in order to truly interpret the

This is not to say that Bultmann’s form-critical work lacked creativity. The difference is that with 
redaction criticism the “community” became more specific and this creativity extended to the 
evangelist/redactor.

Also important here is the work o f R. H. Lightfoot (1934) and G. D. Kilpatrick (1946). In the stages 
between form and redaction criticism, both continued in emphasizing the life-settings of the early church and 
their effect on the Gospel texts. As Kilpatrick explains, “While we may not say that the Gospel [of Matthew] 
was created by a community, yet it was created in a community and called forth to meet the needs of a 
community. This will require us to reconstruct something o f the context of Christian religion and Church life 
in which the book came into being” (2).

Rohde (1968, 22).
Stendahl (1954, 12). Stendahl, working heavily on a corrected form o f Kilpatrick’s work on Matthew, 

argued that the undefined preaching as labeled by the form critics was better to be seen as language that 
reveals a “school” atmosphere as the origin behind the Gospel tradition and formation.

France (1989, 114).
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Gospels. Thus, after Second World War, the scholarship world was ripe for a more defined 

“community” context.

Redaction criticism was quite varied in its initial years. Some used redactional

study to simply highlight the particular theological emphases of the evangelist or Gospel,

whereas others tended to focus more specifically on the context in which the Gospel

arose.^^ In a similar way to form criticism, three primary scholars were the impetus for

redaction criticism, each in a different Gospel: Gunther Bornkamm^^ in Matthew, Hans

Conzelmann^^ in Luke, and Willi Marxsen^® in Mark. Bornkamni’s work in Matthew takes

as its starting point the completed work of form criticism, namely, that the content and

form of the Gospels are determined not by historical biography, but by the faith of the

church in Jesus Christ. Although Bornkamm admits that some of the Gospel material was

simply collected by the evangelist and arranged by thematic equivalents, in the stilling of

the storm in Matthew 8.23-27 he notices how Matthew’s use of that specific tradition

(probably Mark) reveals a theological intention in the evangelist’s purpose.^* This

theological intention is made clearer in the work on Luke by Conzelmann and Mark by

Marxsen. Conzelmann explicitly differentiates between the traditional material and the

context for which it was redacted. As Conzelmann explains:

Form criticism has shown to what extent the community projected its own problems 
and answers back into the reports of the life of Jesus. It is true that limits were set to 
this projection both by belief and by the traditional material itself. But it is not until 
Luke that this demarcation, this distinction between then and now, the period of 
Jesus and the period of the Church, between problems of yesterday and those of 
today, becomes fully conscious. The period of Jesus and the period of the church are 
presented as different epochs in the broad course of saving histoiy, differentiated to 
some extent by their particular characteristics.^^

For Conzelmann this distinction between then and now is vital to an appropriate reading of 

the Gospels.^^ This distinction is made even clearer by Marxsen, who developed further 

the conclusions of form criticism and separated their conclusions from those of redaction

’’’’ Bauckham (1998c, 17).
Bornkamm, Barth, and Held (1963). The most famous work was originally done by Bornkamm, “The 

Stilling of the Storm in Matthew.”
Conzelmann (1960).
Marxsen (1969).
Bornkamm (1963, 57).
Conzelmann (1960, 13).
While it is true that Conzelmann believed Luke to be aware of three epochs, for our purposes his 

distinction between the original tradition and the later “community” is important. For the inti oduction of two 
Sitze im Leben see Jeremias (1954, 18).
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criticism. For Marxsen, calling the evangelist a mere collector does not do justice to his 

work as an author.Although there are similarities between form and redaction criticism, 

there are differences that need to be noted, specifically their Sitz im Leben differences. 

Marxsen was the first to introduce three unique life-settings for the study of the Gospels. 

The first life-setting is the unique situation of Jesus’ activity (i.e., the historical Jesus). The 

second life-setting is the situation of the primitive church (i.e., form criticism). The third 

life-setting is the unique situation of the evangelist’s creation of the Gospel (i.e., redaction 

criticism ).Thus, in reference to our understanding of Gospel origins Marxsen states, 

“This third life-situation is thus thoroughly differentiated, though it is not as complex as 

the second, since we have three (or four) fixed points in our extant gospels. And if we 

examine the development from one to the other, a very vivid picture of the histoiy of the 

early church re su lts .T h u s , the beginning of the quest for the third Sitz im Leben was 

now underway. A thorough definition of the third life-setting of the Gospel, the detailed 

“community” context in which and for which the Gospel arose, was needed.

Following the work of these early and founding redaction critics, the late 1960’s 

and 70’s saw the production of works on the Gospels that were specifically concerned with 

the unique “community” situation of each of the Gospels. Using the Gospel of Mark as 

an example, the work of Theodore Weeden^^ exemplifies this approach. For Weeden, the 

clues to interpreting Mark are to be found in the situation for which he is writing; clues 

which can only be deduced from the text itself. Thus, one must read the text with eyes of a 

first-centuiy reader,denoting all the instances where pure (if possible) Jesus tradition 

material is not redacted and contrast it with the redacted Jesus material utilized for Mark’s 

“community” and its issues. Since Mark portrays a Christological dispute within the pages 

of his Gospel, and since no such dispute is known in early Christian histoiy, then, “...the 

only way to account for Mark’s consuming interest in it is that it has some existential 

importance for the situation in his own community.” ®̂ A similar procedure, also in Mark, 

can be found in the work of Howard C. Kee.^  ̂The premise of his argument is that the

^ Marxsen (1969,18). 
Ibid., 23.
Ibid., 25.
Bauckham (1998c, 17).
Weeden (1971).
In chapter three we will challenge the approach of Weeden and others who assume that a modern 

redaction-critical approach allows the interpreter to “read with the eyes of a first-century reader.” 
Ibid., 69.
Kee (1997a).
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Gospel of Mark is written to address the pressing needs of the Markan community as the 

delay of the Parousia is becoming problematic. Kee argues that full delineations of the 

“community” context of the Gospels have been wholly absent from Gospels scholarship. 

He states:

To the extent that the historical setting of Mark has been considered by its 
interpreters, scholars have been almost wholly content to utilize stereotypes of the 
situation in Judaism and in the period down to AD 70. But most inteipreters of Mark 
have not been concerned with much beyond the theology of Mark, as though 
theological affirmations were formed during the early decades of the church’s 
existence by a process of intellectual debate -  like a present-day seminar. The 
crucial factors of the kind of community with which the author was identified, the 
social and cultural forces which shaped his existence, consciously and unconsciously, 
are almost wholly left out of account. In short, no serious effort is made to detemniine 
the horizon of the author of our earliest gospel.^^

In a similar fashion to Weeden, Kee defines the process by which the interpreter of the

Gospels can successfully establish this background to the Gospel and thus be more fully

able to inteipret its text:

What was the Sitz im Leben from which and for which Mark’s gospel was written? 
To answer that question responsibly it is not sufficient to attach a general label to 
Mark -  such as Hellenistic-Jewish-Christian, or Palestinian-Jewish-Christian. By 
analysis of the text itself, but with the aid of paradigms for the study of 
eschatological communities as well as historical analogies with apocalyptic 
communities close in space and time to primitive Christianity in the first century, it 
should be possible to trace the contours of the Markan community.^^

Thus, for the inteipretation of Mark the community behind the Gospel has become 

the locus of interpretation. As Kee asserts above, it was no longer appropriate to simply 

place the Gospels in the midst of first-centuiy Jewish-Christian culture and read the Gospel 

texts. What was needed was a precise placement of the Gospels in their context; a context 

simply assumed to be a unique and particular Christian “community.” The Gospels of 

Luke and Matthew have been led to the same trough to drink.̂ "̂  It is simply assumed that 

such a methodology is not only appropriate but required. Therefore, any study in the 

Synoptic Gospels in the last thirty years will almost certainly begin with the reconstructed 

context of a Gospel “community” as its interpretive locus.

The survey given above establishes the growing consensus of a “community” 

behind each of the four Gospels up to the 1960’s. In the 1960’s and 70’s each gospel began

Ibid., 9.
Ibid., 77. See also Bauckham (1998c, 18). 
For examples see Klink (2004).
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to take a “community” life of its own as the brief examples mentioned above make clear. 

The FG is no exception.^^ In fact, it is likely that the Gospel of John has had more 

reconstructions made concerning its “community” origins than any of the other Gospels, 

and has clearly kept pace, if not surpassed, the work done on the other three.^^ The reasons 

for this and examples will be discussed more thoroughly below since we will use the FG as 

our test case.

Social-Scientific Criticism: The Articulation o f the Community^

Since the 1960’s, the reconstructions of “communities” have become more

elaborate and technical. The Gospel communities have needed to be more clearly

articulated in order for a fuller understanding of the texts to occur. Interestingly, Willi

Marxsen had already hinted at such a procedure in 1956 when he stated:

Thus we inquire into the situation of the community in which the gospels arose. The 
community ought not to be unqualifiedly viewed as located in a specific place, 
though we shall keep in mind the possibility of defining it exactly. Our concern is 
much more with what is typical in this community, its views, its time, perhaps even 
its composition. Hence, a sociological element is present throughout.

This “sociological” element has certainly arrived. In chapter two below we will discuss in 

full the current methodological procedures involved in the application of sociological 

methods to the Gospels and their “communities.” ^

Conclusion

Our survey has shown the progressive development of the concept of “community” 

throughout the last one hundred years of Gospel scholarship. It began as scholars searched 

for the sources behind the Gospels and the British view that prevailed, linked in many 

ways to the text-critical conclusions of local text-types, argued that the Gospels grew out 

of local fame in major geographic centers of early Christianity. With the onslaught of form 

criticism, and with it the preliminaiy death of the historical Jesus, the early “communities” 

became the focus of secondary and purposeful adaptation. Then, through redaction 

criticism, the theological purpose and intent of the evangelists and their “community” 

contexts became established. Since then the evangelist and his “community” have been 

used as a tool, or window, to see the “community” context in a more clear and articulated

Although the FG is certainly related to the source, form, and redaction movements discussed above, it has 
always maintained some distinction, especially in its role in redaction criticism and its relation to the 
Synoptics.
^  See Bauckham (1998c, 18-19) for his discussion of JComm reconstructions in comparison to the 
Synoptics.

Marxsen (1969, 24).
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way. This has been greatly advanced by sociological theoiy. Thus, the “community” 

reconstructions in current Gospel scholarship are an undeniably primary method of 

understanding the origin and context of the Gospels in order to inteipret them with 

accuracy. It is this development and understanding of the picture of Christian origins that 

this thesis is attempting to critique.

T h e  F o u r t h  G o s p e l  a n d  “ C o m m u n it y ”

The historically enigmatic nature of the FG has led it to become probably the most 

frequent Gospel with a community reconstructed behind it. Although the discussion above 

focused much on the Synoptic Gospels, in part due to the relative distance commonly 

placed between John and the Synoptics, the parallel work done in the discovery of the 

JComm is well noted.A lthough Gospel scholarship has separated the two endeavors, 

“comnumity” reconstructions have been doing similar work to them both. A suiwey of the 

development of the reconstructions of the JComm is now in order.

It is impossible to separate the reconstructions of the JComm from the authorship, 

source, and origin issues of the Gospel, or in fact, from all of the Johannine literature.^^

The often used term “riddle” for the Johannine writings is fitting, for John has caused 

many to propose creative theories about its origin and creative sources. Hence, the 

developed concept of a “community” that stands behind the Gospel, as the other Gospels 

seem to support, has seemed to make perfect sense to many. The focus of study can then 

be placed on finding and describing the obviously unique character of the “community,” 

which then describes the unique nature of the Gospel itself. While “community” discussion 

came to Johannine scholarship in a similar manner as it did the Synoptics, around the time 

of the work and influence of B. H. Streeter and his geography-focused source hypothesis, 

John’s oddities in comparison with the Synoptics have lent themselves to a more 

communal creation. It can also be argued that John was the first Gospel to have 

“community” concepts used to explain and describe its unique and uncertain origin.

The most comprehensive histoiy of JComm reconstructions was done by R. Alan 

Culpepper in The Johannine S c h o o l Culpepper noted that many Johannine scholars 

used terms like “community,” “circle,” or even “school,” to describe the creative 

environment in and for which the FG was written. He argued that a more detailed

See Bauckliam (1998c, 18-19),
^  See below for our methodological approach to the FG and the rest of the Johannine literature.

Culpepper (1975). Originally a Ph.D. dissertation at Duke University in 1974 under the supervision of D. 
Moody Smith, the same supervisor of Dwight Peterson (2000).
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delineation of such tenus was required, and his hypothesis, based on comparing John with 

other known ancient schools, was that the term “school” most thoroughly covers the 

creative milieu in which John o rig in a te d .O f course, Culpepper was not arguing i f  these 

tenus were appropriate, but which of these terms was most appropriate. What is useful for 

our purpose is his detailed tracing of the development of “school” or “community” 

language over the last four hundred years of Johannine scholarship.

In Johannine scholarship, once it was held that John the apostle may not be the 

author, as was traditionally believed, then a wave of vaiying theories were presented in its 

place, leading to the current reconstructions of the JComm. Initially it was believed that if 

it were not the apostle, at least one of his close companions completed the work from his 

m em o irs .T h is  thesis was held and adapted so that it was assumed that the apostle was 

not the author, but one after him, a disciple of his most probably.C ulpepper claims that 

although it was C. Hermann Weisse'^^ who was the first to conclude that a group of 

followers or disciples of the apostle wrote the Gospel using notes which the apostle left 

when he died, it was Ludwig Baumgarten-Crusius'*^^ who first used the idea of a Johannine 

“circle” in defense of John’s authenticity.^®  ̂In the late 1800’s both Michel Nicholas’®̂ and 

Carl H. von Weizsacker^®® argued that the FG was written by a pupil of John or a member 

of the Ephesian church, the location where it was assumed John originated.’ ’® Thus, from 

as early as 1860, the disputed origin of John made the gi ound ripe for the establishment of 

a group of Johannine disciples from which one was to be the understood author of the FG.

The next century brought forth a growing consensus that the FG was in some way a 

creation of a Johannine “circle,” that is, the work and ideas of the disciples of the Apostle. 

In discussing the relation between the Gospel of John and the Johannine letters, James

Culpepper (1975, 1).
Our survey only traces the Johannine origin question in reference to the community-hypothesis, and only 

after the late nineteenth century. For a good survey of Johannine origins prior to 1874 see Christoph E. 
Luthardt (1874, 15-25); this book was enlarged, revised, and translated by C. R. Gregory, who added an 
important appendix, “Literature of the Disputed Origin of the Fourth Gospel from 1792 to the Present;” 
James Drummond (1903, 67-71); Paton J. Gloag (1891, 123-30); and Vincent H. Stanton (1920, Part 111:1- 
16). For a list of commentaries on John published between 1517 and 1875 and a list o f books on John dating 
from 230-1878 C.E. see Luthardt (1876-78). See also Strauss (1864, 90-114) for a survery of the history of 
Johannine scholarship from Bretsclineider to Baur.

Eckermann (1976).
Breschneider (1820); Dieffenbach (1816); Paulus (1821).
Weisse (1838,11:225-300), cited by Drummond (1903, 404).
Baunigarten-Crusius (1843-45).
Culpepper (1975, 2-3).
Nicholas (1864, 127-221).
Weizsacker (1901,1:iii, 220-302).
Culpepper (1975, 3).
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Moffatt’s 1918 NT introduction summarizes the current understanding of Johannine 

literature by stating the general position many scholars had come to agree upon. He states, 

“Their relationship on the disjunctive hypothesis is accounted for by the common language 

of a group or school in Asia M i n o r . A l t h o u g h  Culpepper narrows his focus to the use 

of the temi “school” in reference to this Johannine circle, such specific connotations seem 

not to be present in the descriptions of the scholars themselves. Their intention, it seems, 

was to use a term that would denote the relationship between the Apostle and his later 

followers, thus seeing a relationship between the Apostle and the text. To assume that the 

use of the term “school” in 1863 is anything like its use today is assuming too much.”  ̂

Thus, through the first six decades in the twentieth century, the discussion in NT 

scholarship focused on the enigma of the FG and its relationship to the other Johannine 

writings. The more “orthodox” defended the authorship of the Apostle, the less “orthodox” 

assumed some type of Johannine group as the responsible party for some or, more 

probably, all of the Johannine writings. The Johannine oddities and the various proposals 

concerning the background of the Gospel presented by these causes, not unlike current 

Johannine scholarship, were certainly present.”  ̂In the 1920’s, the influence of form 

criticism and its picture of the origin of the Gospels also played a role. As discussed above, 

the concept of “community,” even in John, seemed to fit well the understanding of the 

Gospel’s origin and the notable Johannine oddities, although the “community” was as 

vague as it was in the Synoptics. The uncertainty of the origin, authorship, and sources of 

the Gospel of John, and its relation to the other Johannine writings, made the JComm 

reconstructions appear to many to be a most plausible explanation.

It was in the 1960’s, in the high point of redactional activity in all four of the 

Gospels, that the face of JComm reconstmctions was drastically affected. In 1968, the first 

edition of History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel was presented by J. Louis Martyn.” '’ 

John Ashton states in reference to Martyn’s book, “...for all its brevity [it] is probably the

Moffatt (1918, 389). Moffatt gives a full list of agreeing scholars following this general summary (389- 
90).

See Culpepper (1975, 4) for the beginning o f his detailed focus on the term “school” in describing the 
assumed group that authored John. The date 1863 reveals what to Culpepper was the first occurrence of the 
term “school” to refer to the Johannine group o f disciples; it was used by Ernest Renan (1864, xxii-xxxii).

See Culpepper (1975, 4-34) for the most detailed treatment, albeit biased, o f the use o f the term “school.’
Martyn (2003). The second revised and enlarged edition was published in 1979. A Third edition, 

unchanged from the second, was recently published in 2003; this third edition is the text from which all 
subsequent discussion will take place from.

23



most important single work on the Gospel since Bultmann’s commentary.””  ̂Martyn

combined two growing conclusions into this one work: the Jewish nature of the Gospel as

its background and origin and the reality that John was a book of many compositional

levels.” ® Martyn himself states his purpose in his introduction:

Our first task ... is to say something as specific as possible about tire actual 
circumstances in which John wrote his Gospel. How are we to picture daily life in 
John’s church? Have elements of its peculiar daily experiences left their stamp on the 
Gospel penned by one of its members? May one sense even in its exalted cadences 
the voice of a Christian theologian who writes in response to contemporaiy events 
and issues which concern, or should concern, all members of the Christian 
community in which he lives?

Thus, Martyn sets the stage to present his picture of the powerful message hidden within 

the innermost passages of the text of the FG.

According to Martyn, the text of John needs to be read on two levels: one that 

reflected the tradition of the church and the other that was involved in the contemporary 

issues of the particular community.”  ̂For Martyn, each writer in the NT handled these two 

issues and their relationship in different ways. This is in part because although each drew 

from a similar cistern of tradition, each had unique social and religious circumstances 

which they faced. In this way Martyn can say, “Consequently, when we read the Fourth 

Gospel, we are listening both to tradition and to a new and unique interpretation of that 

tradition.”” ® Methodologically, then, according to Martyn, one could compare how 

different writers of the NT adapted the common tradition to their specific circumstances; 

thus, the different application denotes something of the historical circumstance in which 

each “community” lived and ministered.

For Martyn, this could be done quite easily with the Gospels. Martyn takes

passages that have counterparts in both the Synoptics and John, traditional stories, and

applies his method to them. In this way Martyn claims:

It is just possible, then, that careful attention to style and to accents characteristic of 
the discourses will enable us to distinguish ... between (a) traditional materials and

Ashton (1991, 107). Also cited by Bauckliam, (1998c, 19), who refers also in n. 18 to the comment of D. 
Moody Smith (1990, 293, n. 30); “Martyn’s thesis has become a paradigm, to borrow from Thomas Kuhn. It 
is a part o f what students imbibe from standard works, such as commentaries and textbooks, as knowledge 
generally received and held to be valid.”
"^Ashton (1991, 106-07).

Martyn (2003, 29, emphasis original).
"U bid ., 30-31.
''"Ib id ., 30.
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(b) passages in which elements of John’s own interests and experiences are more or 
less clearly reflected.’̂ ®

To denote the traditional material Martyn uses the German term Einmalig, since even with

help he could not find “a suitable English equivalent.” By this term Martyn means to imply

“back there” as opposed to “now and here.” ’̂ ’ Thus, Martyn traces through key pericopae

in John with the following methodological principle:

In what follows, therefore, we will have to keep constantly in mind that the text 
presents its witness on two levels: (1) It is a witness to an einmalig event during 
Jesus’ earthly lifetime.... (2) The text is also a witness to Jesus’ powerflil presence 
in actual events experienced by the Johannine church.

In this way, Martyn has not only assumed a Johannine “community,” but has even 

provided a method by which interpreters may take a “glimpse” through a once clouded 

window into the actual historical circumstances that were faced by the JComm that 

authored, for itself and by itself, the text of the Gospel of John.

The influence from Martyn’s first edition in 1968 to the current day is massive. 

Since then it has been the common assumption that the FG was written in and for a 

specific “community.” Following in Martyn’s trail there have been many and various 

proposals given to delineate the exact nature, circumstances, and historical development of 

the “community” in which the text of the FG was written.’̂ '’ A brief chronological survey 

of other Johannine “community” reconstructions and their particular methodological 

emphases is now in order.

Although Martyn had the earliest impact on “community” interpretation in John, he 

was not actually the first example of the recent JComm reconstructions. In 1966 the first 

volume of Raymond Brown’s magisterial commentary in Jolni was published. In his 

discussion of the composition of the Gospel, Brown sketches as a “working hypothesis” 

his now famous five stages in the production of the document. He only hints at different 

events or conditions in the community for whom the Gospel was intended.’̂ ® This initial 

publication of Brown’s view of the JComm was to become much more explicit in his The

Ibid., 32 (emphasis original). 
Ibid., 40, n. 22.

122 Ibid., 40.
The term “glimpse” is taken from a later essay on the JComm by Martyn (1977).
See also Brown (1979, 171-82) and Brodie (1993a, 15-21) for suiweys o f JComm reconstructions. 
According to Kysar (2003, 2) the expression “Johaimine community” was first used m its modern sense 

by Jan Adolph Buhner (1977f 
Kysar (2003, 2).
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Community o f the Beloved Disciple published in 1979. This work is by far the most 

comprehensive and thorough explanation of the individual stages of the community and 

the many groups, for and against the authoring Johannine group, that were related in some 

way to the JComm. Some of his later works also incorporate his “community” 

reconsti'uction and add flesh to its earlier por t r aya l . I t  is worth noting that Brown’s 

proposed reconstruction is “wrapped up” in the other introductoiy issues involved in the 

FG. His appeal to a single “community” to which the Gospel was directed is intended to 

handle the peculiar features of the document by references to several events in the life of 

the community. In essence, “the community concept grew out of Brown’s efforts to 

explicate the peculiarities of the Gospel.” ’̂ ^

This leads us into the two primary methodological approaches to the excavation of 

the JComm. The reconstructions of Brown and Martyn are rooted in the introductory 

questions of the FG, as evidenced by Brown. An understanding of the historical context in 

which the Gospel was written facilitates ones understanding of the text of the Gospel. The 

reconstructed context and the received text are in a reciprocal hermeneutical relationship. 

But a second type of “community” reconstruction also began shortly after Martyn. This 

second approach was initiated by Wayne Meeks’ article “The Man from Heaven in 

Johannine Sectarianism,” published in 1972. Using the methods of sociology of knowledge 

Meeks examines the descent/ascent motif in the FG and argues that it comprises a myth by 

which the Johannine Christians understood and strengthened their status as a sectarian 

counter-culture “group.” Once the audience behind John was assumed to be a recognizable 

“group,” various approaches were used to define its functional make-up. Meeks’ 

provocative article did much to fashion a view of the JComm that has dominated 

scholarship for years to come. While debated raged over the use of the term “sect” or 

“sectarian” to describe the “community,” ’̂ ® the view of the Johannine Christians as a 

minority group in their culture and their emphasis on the in-group/out-group distinction 

became a basic assumption of later scholarship.’̂ ® As Kysar explains, “Meeks’ ingenious 

proposal was the spark that ignited a wide range of social-scientific investigations of the

For example, in his work in tlie epistles of John, Brown (1982, 70-71, 94-97) incoiporates a later period in 
the community’s life when, he believes, the church is divided over its interpretation of the Gospel.

Kysar (2003, 3).
See, for example. Brown (1979, 14-17, 88-91).
Kysar (2003,4).
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reconstructed Johannine community.”’̂ ’ We will discuss these other sociological 

approaches later in the chronological survey.

In 1975, in the historical-critical tradition of Martyn and Brown, further definition 

was brought to the use of “community” terminology by R. Alan Culpepper in his The 

Johannine School. For Culpepper, the various terms applied to the “group” of Johannine 

Christians needed definition. Culpepper compared the Johannine “gi*oup” to ancient 

Greco-Roman schools and argued that the term “school” should be applied to the whole of 

what we have been calling the JComm. The term never gained wide acceptance. Brown 

criticized the use of “school” over “community” and Culpepper’s emphasis on the 

“community’s” writing of the Gospel. According to Brown, although there is a Johannine 

communality of discipleship that gives credence to Culpepper’s position, he goes too far in 

making the community the author of the Gospel. “The evangelist... was the author, not 

the community, whence the need to distinguish between school and community. Thus, 

most Johannine reconstmctions sided with Brown: the teiTn “community” applied to the 

wider Johannine “group,” although a “school” of followers closer to the Beloved Disciple 

was certainly active within the wider JComm.

Following in the work of these major “community” inteipretations, the next few 

years saw a remarkable increase of interest in the histoiy and situation of tire JComm; all 

of which conducted their research from the historical-critical perspective. In 1975 Georg 

Richter proposed a reconstmction of the JComm’s histoiy that was diametrically opposed 

to Martyn.’̂ '’ While Martyn’s guiding principle was that the Gospel reflected one “group” 

that experienced several different circumstances, Richter finds in the FG traces of several 

different “groups.” His history is not one “community” that adapts to new situations, but 

several conflicting “theologies” that reflect several different “communities.” In 1976 Oscar 

Cullmann published his full reconstmction of the JComm in The Johannine Circle. 

Although Cullmann had published several articles on the JComm, he had never provided 

an overall and detailed picture of the “community” histoiy as he understood it. In the 

historical-critical tradition, Cullmami tried to describe the “group” behind the text, its 

theological emphases, its ethnic and geographic make-up, and its relation to the text of the

Ibid
132 Brown (1979, 101, n. 196). Cf. Brown (2003, 197).

Brown (1979, 102).
Richter (1975). For a good English summary see Mattill (1977). 
Cullmann (1976).
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FG. Ill 1977 Marie-Emile Boismard published probably the most elaborate study of the 

JComm and its environment in his L 'Evangile de JeanP^ Boismard focuses on the various 

stages of composition; he describes not so much the histoiy of a community but of the 

changing ethos surrounding the various writers (three) who over a period of two 

generations produce the Gospel. Also in 1977, Wolfgang Langbrandtner argued that the 

FG was originally a basic Johannine composition {Grundschift) written by an author that 

had a Gnostic, dualistic outlook.”  ̂The Gospel as we now have it was completely 

reshaped by a later redactor who was anti-Gnostic. These two redactions reflect a major 

struggle that occurred over a period of about 40 years in the JComm. Finally, in 1981 

Klaus Wengst attempted to describe the general make-up of the “community” (not one 

“group” but several small and scattered “groups”) and several possible geographic 

locations in the early Christian movement.

In 1988 Jerome Neyrey published the first social-scientific “community” 

interpretation entitled An Ideology o f Revolt Neyrey examines the Christology of the

FG by inquiring “into the social dynamics of the community which authored it.”’"’® Neyrey 

admits that the perspective of his book was shaped by Meeks’ 1972 article on Johannine 

sectarianism. Like form-critical methods, Neyrey is asking questions concerning the 

social context and experience found within the text. What is new, in the tradition of 

Meeks, is “the explicit appeal to fomial social-science models and concepts....”"’̂  Also in 

1988 David Rensberger published his contribution to the reconstruction of the JComm 

entitled Johannine Faith and Liberating C o m m u n ity Rensberger’s work is an 

interesting example of using aspects of both models: the historical-critical and the 

sociological. Rensberger premises his combined and more ad hoc method by claiming that 

NT scholarship has entered a “new era in Johannine interpretation.” Yet Rensberger is 

careful to clarify that he does not consider his work as “sociological” in a proper sense, 

since he is not explaining “his obseiwations on the basis of a theoretical model or

Boismard and Lamouille (1977).
Langbrandtner (1977).
Wengst (1981).

'^"Neyrey (1988).
Ibid., xi. The amount of weight Neyrey places on the situation in which the Gospel was created is 

evidenced by the phrase “the community authored it [the Gospel].”
Ibid.
Ibid., 6.
Rensberger (1988).
Hence, the title of his first chapter.
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models.”’"’® Rather, his aims are simply “descriptive [rather] than explanatory, attempting 

to enrich our understanding of John’s purpose and theology by paying attention to the 

social circumstances surrounding the community for whom the gospel was written.”’"’®

In 1989 Martin Hengel played his hand at the JComm with his The Johannine 

Q u e s t io n Hengel is firmly rooted in the historical-critical method in his approach to the 

Johannine question. In many ways Hengel’s work is a response to the overemphasis on the 

“community,” for Hengel makes clear that he begins with the premises that the FG is the 

work of a “gieat theologian.”’"’̂  Hengel begins his inquiry in the second centuiy “church” 

since he believes “that the broad witness of Christian writers of the second century to ... 

the Fourth Gospel deserves more attention than it is usually given.. ..” ’"’® Hengel’s inquiry 

leads him to develop a hypothesis concerning the “Johannine school,” the person and 

character of “the elder,” who is the focal point of the “school,” and through him a general 

histoiy of the tradition behind the Gospel culminating in a figure who was a witness to the 

death of Jesus. Hengel loosely cites modern reconstructions and focus his attention on the 

more traditional Johannine questions.’®® In a sense, Hengel’s dialogue partner is more 

Adolf von Hamack than Martyn, Brown, or Culpepper.

In 1991 John Painter published his massive reconstruction of the JComm entitled 

The Quest for the Messiah}^^ Similar to Rensberger but more advanced. Painter’s goal is 

“to bring together the historical, literaiy, social and theological dimensions,” thus 

attempting to set out “a synthesis in which certain new insights provide the basis for 

understanding the fundamental unity of the Johannine tradition.”’®̂ Painter’s amalgam of 

methodologies focus on the FG’s portrayal the JComm’s long and specific history in which 

they take part in a “quest for the Messiah.”

Finally, Bruce Malina has been a major contributor to the reconstruction of the 

JComm, even though he himself has provided no overall theory.’®® Rather, in the 

sociological tradition of Meeks, Malina employs insights from speech accommodation

Rensberger (1988, 30).
Ibid.
Hengel (1989; 1993).
Ibid., X.

Ibid., ix.
For example, although Hengel is using the “school” model promoted by Culpepper (1975), he only refers 

to Culpepper in an endnote and neither defends the “school” model nor places it in the current discussion. 
Painter (1993).
Ibid., 1.
Malina (1994).
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theoiy, anti-language perspectives, and sociolinguistics to tiy to establish the general lines 

of the Johannine association that might assist in a more adequate interpretation of the FG. 

By using speech accommodation theoiy Malina believes that the FE reveals who the 

author assumed his audience was and what sort of language they would understand.

Malina argues that by looking at the convergence and divergence within the Gospel of 

John, we are able to see how John (or John’s “gi'oup”) established inter-gimip 

boundaries.’®"’ By arguing that John’s language is an anti-language Malina is stating that 

the JComm is an anti-society. As Richard Rohrbaugh explains, “As an anti-society, then, 

the Johannine community has a language all its own. It is an anti-language, an original 

tongue. Any new member of the community ... assumed a new identity, one which could 

stand over against ‘this world’ and the ‘Judeans.’”’®® The JComm, according to Malina and 

others, is a sectarian movement that has separated from the “world” and “the Jews” by 

forming a symbolic construction of identity. By using insights from the sociology of 

knowledge, and by applying a sectarian model related to those insights, Malina and others 

believe that they have found a more appropriate way to read the FG.’®®

We have surveyed the development of the JComm from its origin in critical 

scholarship to the Gospel community debate. Most pertinent are the two primaiy 

methodological approaches utilized in recent reconstmctions of the Johannine 

“community.” The first, in the tradition of Martyn and Brown, is rooted in the traditional 

introductory questions about the FG and attempted reconstmction through historical- 

critical means. The second, in the tradition of Meeks, is rooted in the more recent advances 

in sociological approaches to both literary texts and the “groups” behind them. But, as we 

saw above, some “community” interpreters use both methods in combination; applying a 

sociological “bent” to the historical-critical tools. It is important to note that all of these 

recent reconstructions of the JComm begin with the same assumption that we have traced 

throughout this chapter: the FG is directly connected to a specific “group” standing behind 

the text. Even though the “group” cannot be understood without the text, so also the text 

cannot be understood without the “gi'oup,” at least in the sense of a historical or 

sociological account.’®̂ As we discussed above, these reconstructions are not without 

serious problems, as the Gospel community debate has made clear. These more recent

Ibid., 169-70.
Rohrbaugh (1998, 262).
See also Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998). We will discuss Malina’s approach more flilly in chapter two. 
For certainly a purely narrative approach could be divorced from a historical or sociological context.
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“community” reconstmctions will be discussed and critiqued throughout the remainder of 

this thesis.

M e t h o d o l o g y

The above survey of the development of the term “community” as applied to the 

context in which and for which the Gospels were created has prepared us to look in detail 

at one Gospel in particular to see if such a methodological approach is legitimate. The 

Gospel which will be our test case is the Gospel of John. Although one may speak of a 

Gospel community debate, the issues are just now beginning to be made manifest. The 

various historical and hermeneutical issues involved in the initial stage of the debate are in 

need of further researeh. Thus, in testing the origin and audience of the FG, we shall center 

much of our discussion on the four areas of definition discussed above.

In chapter two we will focus our attention on the problems of definition in the 

Gospel community debate. Several problematic areas will be investigated. The first area to 

be examined will be the external definition of “community.” The use of the term 

“community” as a categoiy for audience and origin is simply unhelpful, since it has several 

possible uses and meanings. Its abstract sense has allowed it to be a catch-all for Gospel 

audiences. After investigating the various “community models” we will argue for a more 

complex model for understanding “community” in the early Christian movement. The 

second area to be examined will be the “community” language internal to the text. Once 

critics made common the reference to Gospel “communities,” various approaches to the 

Gospel “language” as self-referential became an important issue. We will examine and 

critique the “sectarian” nature of the FG by testing the nature and function of its language. 

The third area to be examined will be the external evidence of Gospel “communities.” 

Looking at the patristic writings, we will interact with and critique a recent proposal that 

the patristic writings reveal the hermeneutical importance of Gospel “communities.”

In chapter three we will focus our attention on the problems of Gospel genre in the 

Gospel community debate. Our problems of definition are not completed by chapter two. If 

the patristic writings do not reveal the hermeneutical importance of Gospel 

“communities,” then the answer must be found in the literaiy nature of the Gospel texts 

themselves. In this sense we are asking two questions of the Gospel text. First, how does a 

Gospel text reveal its audienee? It has been argued that the genre of the Gospels affects the 

assumed audience. But does a text’s genre reveal if the text was intended for a local or 

general audience? It is this that we will attempt to clarify. Second, how would the earliest
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Christians have read the Gospels? This question is searching to see if the Gospel genre and 

its narrative form give clues to how the Gospel would have been “read” by first-century 

readers/hearers. How would a first-centuiy reader have understood the story? Wliat type of 

narrative referentiality can we discern in the Gospels? We will argue that the genre of the 

Gospels both limits the range of use of the text and allows us to see how it may have been 

understood by its original readers. In essence, our assumption is that the historical 

character of the Gospel genre and its first-century appropriation give it a more precise 

hermeneutical nature and its interpreters a more certain hermeneutical responsibility. Much 

time will be spent critiquing the reading strategy proposed by J. L. Martyn. Our goal in this 

chapter is to define more precisely an appropriate reading strategy for the FG.

In chapter four we will focus our attention on the problems of Gospel audience by 

searching for the “implied reader” in the FG. Over the last decade several studies in the FG 

have integrated literary and historical methods to the text of John. Begimiing with the 

assumption that the narrative sheds light on the real world in which it was written and that 

the implied reader is assumed to know certain things that original readers would have 

known, we will use the coneept of the “implied reader” as a heuristic device to answer one 

primary question: would the various explanations or comments (or laek of) befit a text 

written for the author’s specific, geographically-local community? If our comparison is 

between “eommunity” and non-“community” readings of the Gospels, then part of this 

chapter’s assumption will be to evaluate the knowledge assumptions for a local, 

heterogeneous group in light of its hypothetical “community” context. Thus, by using the 

implied reader as a heuristic device and placing the text setting in a potential “community” 

in the latter part of the first-century, we will attempt to discover which type of audience the 

FG expects.

After defining early Christian “community,” “Gospel,” and “reader,” in chapters 

two through four, we will propose in chapter five our own reading of the FG in light of the 

Gospel community debate. The “community” readings have become totalizing in the last 

several decades. Until now the entire debate has been theoretical. The various conferences 

and article interchanges have only dealt with the exegetical principles and not exegetical 

practice. The newness of the debate has required more in depth discussion and 

clarification, as this thesis has attempted to do in the first four chapters. But now we must 

turn to exegetical practice. After summarizing our proposed reading strategy, we will 

examine five related test cases in order to show that the FG was intended to be read by a
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general or indefinite reading audience. The five test cases involve the following areas of 

debate: representative figures, the lack of contextual importance of the “expulsion from the 

synagogue” passages, the puipose of the FG, the mission motif in the FG, and early 

Christian relations. Our discussion of these test cases will involve two aspects. First, we 

will argue that these test cases reveal how a non-community reading is more appropriate to 

the narrative of the FG and its exegesis. Second, we will analyze how current 

“community” interpretations of various pericopae are internally inconsistent and frequently 

tangential to the naiTative. In sum, this chapter examines the function of the FG in light of 

the Gospel community debate. It is in this chapter that the methodological issues related to 

the Gospel community debate discussed in the previous four chapters will come to fruition.

Finally, in chapter six we will conclude the thesis by summarizing our research 

regarding the Gospel community debate and the FG. In light of our own research, several 

fi esh conclusions concerning the audience and origin of the FG will be suggested. Since 

the Gospel community debate is a continuing discussion concerning the audience and 

origin of the Gospels, areas of in need of further research will also be highlighted.

The Fourth Gospel as a Test Case

The Gospel that we will use for our test case will be the Gospel of John. The 

frequently reconstructed JComm makes the FG the preferred candidate as a test case for 

this thesis. But, unlike the Synoptic Gospels, the FG has also been tiaditionally tied to the 

whole corpus of the Johannine literature. A brief discussion of our use of Jolin in relation 

to the rest of the Johannine literature is now in order.

The enigmatic nature of the Johannine literature has caused much confusion in 

understanding both their historical origin and literaiy relationship. There is no widespread 

agreement on the origin of the Johannine literature; neither the order of the writings nor 

their shared or distinct authorship has been determined.’®̂ Thus, while it is common for 

such obscurity to provide an impetus in the construction of a developing JComm, such a 

case has never been proven. This thesis will neither attempt to prove any relationship

For an excellent summary o f the relationship between John and the Johannine letters in light of the 
JComm see Brown (1982, xi-x, 14-35, 86-102, 140-143). In reference to the necessity of using both the FG 
and the Johannine letters to reconstruct the JComm, Brown states, “My understanding that it is important to 
relate the Epistles to GJohn [Gospel o f John] goes beyond the obvious. I maintain that the struggle in I and II 
John between the author and his opponents is centered on two contrary interpretations o f the Johannine 
Community’s tradition as known to us in GJolui.... Thanks to the Epistles, we discover that the profound and 
innovative Clnistology of GJohn also contained dangers, so that a drama of community histoiy, religious 
sociology, and theological development unfolds before our eyes” (xi). See also Rensberger (1997, 17-29, 42- 
43); Sproston (1995).
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between the Johannine literature, nor feel obliged to use the whole Johannine corpus in any 

methodologically necessary way.

The relationship between the canonical Johannine literature, though not unrelated 

to this thesis, is not going to be a matter of discussion. Although it is common for 

“community” interpreters to use the Johannine letters in collaboration with the FG to 

reconstruct the experience and nature of the JComm, that shall not be our focus here for 

three reasons.’®® First, several of the most important reconstructions of the JComm derive 

their reconstiuction from the Gospel alone. For example, in John Ashton’s description of 

the JComm, no mention of a connection to the Johannine letters is made. ’®® He even 

entitles his chapter on the reconstruction of the JComm “The Community and its Book;”’®’ 

the singular reveals his emphasis on drawing out the “community” from the Gospel alone. 

Second, even those who do reconstruct the JComm by using all or part of the Johannine 

letters do so in a secondary manner. For example, although David Rensberger posits some 

connection between the Gospel and the Johannine letters, he is hesitant to make direct 

links between them.’®̂ According to Rensberger, “the Fourth Gospel is a closed system, so 

that even the Johannine epistles ... are of limited comparative usefulness.”’®® Rensberger’s 

hesitation leads us to our third reason. Although using the Johannine letters may be 

considered a common practice,’®"’ its own methodological merit has not been proven 

legitimate. The initial complexity is attempting to relate the social location of an epistolary 

genre with a biographical genre. If their content were overtly similar, some contextual 

comparison could possibly be attempted, though not verified. This leads us to another

See specifically Brown (1979, 23-24) and Witlierington (1995, 28), who avoids dealing with a 
reconstruction of the JComm in hill because he claims that the letters and the Gospel are writing to two 
different aspects o f the community’s situation, the Gospel against the world and the letters against a faction 
within the community itself. He also states his overall methodological theory concerning reconstructions of 
the JComm when he states, “While I think there are a few hints in the Gospel’s text that tells us something 
about the Johannine community, I am basically skeptical of the ability of scholarship to successfully 
excavate the mound known as the Fourth Gospel and make nice distinctions between earlier and later layers 
of Johannine tradition, and then correlate them with the stages in the development in the Johannine 
community (6).”

Ashton (1991) only mentions a pericope from the Johannine letters seven times in the entire 600 page 
volume. Most o f the references are simply showing a related theological or lexical idea.

Ashton (1991, 160).
Rensberger (1988).
Ibid., 113.
According to Lieu (1986, 166), this consensus is due to the assumption that a “conmiunity” exists behind 

the Gospel. In turn, this confidence in a “community” behind the Gospel has contributed to the confidence 
with which plirases like “Johannine community” or “Johannine Christianity” are discussed in modern 
scholarship.
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problem. Although there are obvious similarities between the Gospel and the letters/®®

there are also obvious differences. The differences were enough to force Bultniann to

conclude that “the Gospel of John and 1 John are directed against different fronts.”’®® A

conclusion of difference is stated more poignantly by Schnackenburg:

The comparison of the two writings yields one positive result. It is impossible to 
regard the epistle merely as a companion piece to [the Gospel of] John. It is a 
completely independent product. It neither presupposes the existence of the written 
Gospel, nor does it leave the reader to expect such a work dealing with the earthly 
life of the Son of God to follow.’®̂

These differences require methodological gymnastics whenever the two are given any 

historical comparison concerning audience and origin. The various hemieneutical 

problems are highlighted by Judith Lieu who, although not opposed to linking the Gospel 

and the letters, finds the entire enterprise highly dubious.’®̂

Therefore, for the purpose of this thesis, which is taking place in the context of the 

Gospel community debate, using only the FG as a test case is deemed appropriate. In fact, 

due to the loose historical or contextual connection between the Gospel and the Johannine 

letters, our critique of the “community” audience of the FG may dramatically affect our 

understanding of the audience of the Johannine letters.’®®

The Purpose o f this Thesis

The histoiy of interpretation of the concept of the “communities” that stand behind 

the Gospels reveals that the common template in scholarship places the key hermeneutical 

principle for interpretation as the quest for the community that each Gospel represents. In 

light of the Gospel community debate, this thesis will argue that such a hermeneutical 

approach is unfounded. At present the study of the Gospel text is almost a secondary 

concern; the primary effort is spent attempting to unveil the Gospel “community” which, it

These similarities and thus a historical and “community” connection between John and the letters is 
certainly overestimated by Smalley (1984, xxii-xxxii), who posits an amazingly smooth transition between 
Gospel and letters, even though he admits that the literary focus and situational context between them has 
changed dramatically.

Bultmann (1973, 1). Cf. Haenchen (1960).
Schnackenburg (1992, 39).
Lieu (1986, 205-216). In fact, for Lieu the entire discussion of the relationship between the Gospel and 

the letters returns to our ability to “excavate” the “community” behind the Gospel (213). For as Lieu points 
out concerning this excavation, “In the absence of any external ‘control’ [by which she is referring to the 
“extremely unlikely” identification of the Birkat ha-Mmim], the approach must depend on intrinsic force of 
argument. ... This is not to deny that John does reflect the community’s own circumstances; it is to question 
whether those circumstances or past history can be ‘read o f f  directly from distinctively Johannine passages” 
(214). Lieu’s methodological questions have highlighted the importance and task o f this thesis.

We will discuss these potential conclusions and related avenues for further research in chapter six.
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is claimed, is to be foimd within the collection of Jesus material we call a Gospel. By 

attempting to provide further definition to various aspects of the Gospel community 

debate, and by using the FG as a test case, we will argue that the FG never was intended 

for a local, geographic “community” or network of “communities.” The Gospel reveals a 

large early Christian audience, in contrast to the current “community” reconstructions 

which assume that each Gospel was written by and for a specific Gospel “community.”



CHAPTER TWO

EARLY CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY: A STUDY OF THE COMMUNITY 
CONSTRUCT AND ITS FUNCTIONAL POTENTIAL IN EARLY CHRISTIANITY

T h e  Q u e s t  f o r  t h e  E a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  “ C o m m u n i t y ”

The quest for the historical Jesus that occupied much of the nineteenth century 

largely gave way to the quest for the early church in the twentieth century. ’ As we saw in 

chapter one, the focus on the communities of the early church, though undefined, was 

considered by the initial form critics to be the only historical remnant left to be sought. The 

historical results determined by the form critics were in many ways sociological in nature. 

The basic methodology used by Bultmann and the other early form critics was an idea 

taken from the sociology of literature, namely that certain types of literature or genres 

{Gattungen) are bound to and shaped by specific types of social life-settings {Sitze im 

Leben)? Literaiy gem*e is a social categoiy of communication;® the questions being asked 

of the text were sociological. The communities in which the Gospel texts were created had 

various fiinctions which determined the forms and overall use of the Jesus tradition and its 

eventual Gospel text form.

Although the initial sociological emphasis in form criticism looked promising, the 

sociological potential was never developed. Thomas Best argues that, “it cannot be denied 

that even form criticism, with all its talk of the Sitz-im-Leben (life-setting) of the text, was 

a literary and theological"’ discipline which produced hardly any concrete historical, social, 

or economic information about the traditions which it studied.”® Whether it should be 

attributed to the World Wars® or the theological revival of the 1920’s,  ̂the use and 

application of the social sciences to the text of the Gospels would have to wait. Even 

redaction criticism focused on the religious milieu of the evangelists and their particular 

theological emphasis rather than on the social situation.

' See a good discussion of the quest for the early church in reference to the origin o f the Gospel of John by 
Brodie (1993a, vii-vni, 5-21, 137-52).
2 Holmberg (1990, 1-2).
 ̂We will discuss the implications of Gospel genre in chapter three.

‘'S ee  Watson (1998).
 ̂Best (1983, 181-82).
Holmberg (1990, 2).

’’ Morgan and Barton (1988, 145-46). See also the discussion by Scroggs (1980, 164-65), where the 
theological “pendulum,” as Scroggs called it, had been taken from the liberals as unfashionable and been 
given to the Neo-orthodoxy emphasis upon theology and the word.
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Since the 1970’s, and in light of the almost fifty year absence of social history and 

sociological perspectives, what could be called a reform movement within historical 

criticism took place and has been broadly called social-scientific criticism.^ Social- 

scientific criticism has offered what it believes to be new and improved questions to the 

Gospels.® In place of the traditional questions of occasion and purpose of the Gospel text, 

which are ideational or theological terms, situation and strategy are being offered.’® 

Situation refers to the social circumstances and interaction that motivated the writing of a 

text. Examples of causality commonly used include social disorder or conflict, threats to 

group cohesion and commitment, problems with group boundaries, confiiets over 

legitimate authority, events to be celebrated, and communities to be galvanized to action.” 

Strategy, on the other hand, refers to the fact that the text is specifically designed by its 

producer not simply to communicate ideas but to move a specific audience to some form 

of action.’̂  “Social-scientific criticism thus aims at discovering how a given document was 

designed as an author’s motivated response to a specific situation and how it was 

composed to elicit a specific social response on the part of its audience.”’®

It is in this way that the term “community” becomes used to denote the group 

situation in which and for which a document’s strategy is functioning. The classical use of 

“community” was in a more general sense, denoting the earliest “Clndstians”’"’ and the 

group movement that they began following Jesus’ departure. In this more general sense it 

can refer to the most ancient membership of the Christian religion. “Chronologically, it 

refers to Christian beliefs and practices of the first three or four decades after the 

cmcifixion, and it partially overlaps Pauline Christianity.”’® Several of the older studies

* It is important that we recognize the distinction between sociological and social-scientific criticism. 
Although they have related beginnings, they have developed into two distinct sub-disciplines. A history of 
sociological and social-scientific criticism is well beyond the scope of this thesis. For an excellent and 
comprehensive survey of social-scientific criticism see Elliott (1993). For sketches that highlight the trends 
of sociological criticism as it was developing see Judge (1960a); Keck (1974); Smith (1975); Theissen 
(1979; 1982); and Scroggs (1980).
" Although social-scientific questions are not new, as its relation to form criticism showed above, the overall 
metliodological approach that is attempting to apply pure social-scientific models on the text o f the Gospels 
is itself an innovative enterprise.

Elliott (1993, 54-55). The eoncepts “situation” and “strategy” were first used by Elliott (1981).
"  Elliott (1993, 54). See also the earlier discussion by Berger (1977, 111-27).
'^E llio tt(1993, 54).

Ibid. In this sense there is also a rhetorical thrust that can be deduced.
The use o f the term “Christian” is not meant to impose institutionalization upon the first century “Jesus 

movement,” as if  by “Christian” we imply the homogeneous institution later called the “church.” Rather, we 
will use the term to refer to the “communities” in the first-century movement that centered themselves, in 
whatever fashion, upon Jesus of Nazareth.

Tyson (1973, 273).
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reflect this understanding of “community,”’® many of which focus on Paul (Acts 15; Gal

2).’̂  Of course, the more recent understanding of “community” is not the general early

movement, but the various “groups” affiliated with belief in Jesus in the first centuiy. In

this more specific sense the term is used to describe a group of “Christians” in a specific,

geographic location, or, as it is used with the biblical texts, a group of Christians who are

reflected in a NT document. It is in this sense that we have returned to our discussion in

chapter one concerning the developing concept of “community.” Wliile Paul was the

primaiy “community” focus in the older studies, modern research has commonly assumed

that for the post-Pauline era the Gospels, and maybe the Deutero-Pauline letters and some

of the Catholic letters, are our primary sources, not to mention bits of information from

non-Christian sources’̂  or the sparse and questionable infoiination to be gleaned by

Christian authors in the early to mid-second centuiy. It is primarily the Gospels, though,

that are being used to discover the nature and issues within the various Christian

communities. Thus for historical critics, who claim that the meaning of any text is

dependent on the historical circumstance in and for which it was wiitten, the “community”

behind the Gospel texts became as hermeneutically important as the texts themselves. But

a problem already exists in reference to the study of early Christianity and its

“communities:” the paucity of sources.

The success of such an enterprise is only as likely as the sources that are available.

The difficulty in grasping the occurrences of the period and the “groups” in which things

occurred is compounded by the lack of directly relevant material. In many ways, the

historian of early Christianity is researching a movement that is “shrouded in historical

darkness.”’® Martin Hengel summarizes it best:

All too often we are only left with traces: names of people without specific details, 
isolated events, sporadic accounts or obscure legends -  as fi'om Talmudic literature, 
except where suddenly larger fragments emerge, resting on individually lucky 
discoveries. We constantly come up against gaps and white patches on the map; 
our sources are uncertain and we have to content ourselves with more or less 
hypothetical reconstructions. All this is true of ancient histoiy in general and even 
more of the history of early Christianity in particular, above all its first 150 y ears.

A good example of this procedure can be found in the Harnack (1904, 1:54-55). See also Mason (1921). 
Weiss (1959, 1:1). This is supported more recently by Cweikowski (1988, 100).
Although Judge (1960a, 16) argues that the non-Christian sources are all plagued with a “Roman slant.” 

*" Taken from Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (1983, 160).
Hengel (1979, 4-5). A similar despair is given by Mack (1988, 3-4).

39



Even the sources we do have are only the creation of Christians themselves; their own 

internal literature created for their own purposes/’ What has become apparent is that the 

limited sources reduce our access to the “world” behind the Gospels, including the 

audience for whom they were created. Once a specific audience was assumed, the text was 

scavenged for clues to the nature and circumstances of this “community.” Using insights 

from form and redaction criticism modern scholars began to evaluate the material to 

differentiate between the authentic and inauthentic material; the traditional material and 

the redacted or interpreted material. Such a procedure allows one to see the intentional 

data, supposed in the communication, as well as the unintentional data, made manifest by 

the context in and for which it which it was created.^^ Thus, with the onslaught of form 

criticism, and with it the preliminary death of the historical Jesus and the historically pure 

Gospels, the primitive Christian church and its various and dispersed communities became 

the focus of interpretation. These later groups in the early Chr istian movement are seen as 

the co-authors of the Christian scriptures, having not merely passed on the Jesus Tradition, 

but intentionally adapted^® it for the sake of their own contextually-determined needs.^"’ 

This returns us to the Gospel community debate and the appraisal of the Gospel 

community reconstructions by this thesis. Several problems arise with an approach that 

attempts to discover the specific “community” in and for which a Gospel was written.

First, there is a problem in establishing what is exactly meant by the term “community. ” 

The use of the term “community” as a category for audience is unhelpful since, as was 

discussed in chapter one, it has several possible uses and meanings. The use of a 

“community” model is not inappropriate, but it must be defined and defended. Its abstract 

sense has allowed it to be a catch-all term for Gospel audiences; unfortunately, this catch

all has become an assumption one begins with when reading the Gospels. This chapter will 

argue that the current “definition” of the term has been applied too loosely. Are we to

Meeks (1983b, 1). Meeks considers the hermeneutical key of interpreting the Gospels to be getting inside 
their social-functioning worldview tliat is apparent in their sectarian literature.

Bloch (1954, 60ff). See also the discussion by Harvey (1996, 214-221).
The authority to adapt the Jesus tradition is usually assumed to have been given by the Spirit. In the 

context o f the early church, according to Burge (1987, 224), “...the Spirit was known as a revelatory aid ... 
recalling the words of Clirist (anamnesis) and leading into new frontiers o f truth.

According to Meeks (1983b, 2), “Since we do not meet ordinary Clmstians as individuals, we must seek to 
recognize them through the collectives to which they belonged and to glimpse their lives through the typical 
occasions mirrored in the texts. It is in the hope of accomplishing this that a number of historians of early 
Christianity have recently undertaken to describe the first Christian groups in ways that a sociologist or 
anthropologist might. Without wishing to abandon previous accomplishments in philology, literaiy analysis, 
history of traditions, and theological insight, these scholars have sought in social history an antidote to the 
abstractions o f the histoiy of ideas and to the subjective individualism of existential hermeneutics.”

40



assume that a “community” was a sectarian or isolated audience? Or is it simply in 

reference to a local audience in a specific geographic location? Is there any historical 

evidence of a real JComm? Thus, if the term itself is difficult to grasp, the actual historical 

circumstances of the early “communities” are even more elusive. This first issue, then, is 

external to the Gospel text, for it requires the application of models.

The second issue is internal: there is a dangerous circularity involved in defining 

the audience behind the text without anything but the text. Once the form critics made 

common the reference to Gospel “communities,” various approaches to the Gospel 

“language” as self-referential became an important issue. The limited purview of the 

Gospel authors has allowed community interpreters to place limits on the reference of 

Gospel language. The Gospels were speaking on behalf of their individual communities, 

just as the individual communities can be seen as speaking through the Gospels. At that 

point “the one document per community fallacy,” as James Dunn describes it,̂ ® wedded 

the external (community formation) and the internal (community language) issues into a 

single hermeneutical approach.

Therefore, this chapter will assess both of these issues and argue that the entire 

approach is problematic. We will accomplish this in three parts. First, concerning the 

external definition of community, we will investigate the various “models” used in 

assuming a “community” audience for the Gospels and will argue for a more complex 

model for understanding “community” in the early Christian movement. Second, in 

reference to the community language internal to the text, we will examine the “sectarian” 

nature of the Gospel of John by testing the nature and function of its “language.” Third, we 

will conclude our quest for a definition of an early Christian “community” by examining 

the evidence for Gospel “communities” in the patristic writings, using specifically the 

evidence and argument presented by Margaret Mitchell against GAC.

D e f in it io n  o f  t h e  E a r l y  Ch r is t ia n  C o m m u n it y : It s  V a r ia t io n  a n d  T y pe

In the exegetical method we are appraising, where a Gospel community is 

reconstiTicted from the text and placed within a first-century context, the definition of 

“community” is simply too loose to be of any explanatory value. Since we have no 

evidence of what these so-called “communities” looked like, we are limited in ascertaining 

their function. As with all reconstructions, models must be used in order to establish the 

potential form and fimction of these “communities.” This is central to the Gospel

Dunn (2003, 150-51).
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community debate. Recent research has advanced our understanding not only of potential 

“community” forms, but also their functional potential thi'ough sociological analysis 

This research has attempted to view groups and their societal relations from a new 

perspective, critiquing the objective categories normally applied to these movements. This 

research will be especially helpful in our discussion below concerning the sectarian nature 

of Christian gi'oups, but for now it will help us apply judicature between the various 

“subjective” descriptions of group form. Since the possible early churches or 

“communities” are assumed to be derivative of other known and existing social and group 

formations, it will be valuable to begin there. Thus, our goal is to attempt to define more 

closely the term “community” and its possible form in the early Christian movement. 

Models o f “Community” in the Early Christian Movement

The information within the NT reveals the existence of many and variously located 

communities in the early Christian movement. Although around thirty Christian groups are 

mentioned in Acts and the Pauline letters, many other groups may also be implied.^^ 

Certainly these supposed Gospel “communities”^̂  varied depending on group size, 

location, and resources. Our most immediate problem is that we have no idea what the 

Gospel “communities” would have looked like; eveiything between a single, isolated 

“community” and a network of “groups” has been posited.^^ Problems exist in the vague 

terminology currently used to describe the early Christian groups. Although recent 

research has attempted to define these possible audiences by looking at known group 

formations in the first centuiy, such a procedure gives little pure data concerning the 

specific Gospel “communities.” For example, in order to determine the sociological form 

of the early Christian communities, various models of ancient group formation have been 

drawn on for comparison:^® the ancient household,^' the synagogue,clubs, voluntary

Most helpful here is John Barclay (1996) and Philip Harland (2003).
Judge (1960a, 12). Although it is beyond the scope of this thesis to look specifically at the definition and 

usage of Christian 6KKÀr|oia, we are assuming it existed as a sociological and fluictional entity. For a 
discussion of the term exK̂ lriOLa and its pre-Christian and Christian understanding see Robert Banks (1980, 
34-37,43-51); Meeks (1983b, 74-110); Schmidt (1964-76, 3:501-36); and Coenen (1975-86, 1:291-307).

Several terms are used synonymously in scholarly literature to describe the audiences of the Gospels or the 
“church(es)” they represent. Thus, we will use terms like group, congregation, association, and “community” 
in a synonymous manner.

For the purpose o f the Gospel community debate, die hermeneutical difference between a single group and 
a network o f groups is minimal; the assumption is the same: one document is representative of one audience.

The most recent and comprehensive work on the social history of early Christianity is by Stegemann and 
Stegemann (1999).
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associations, and religious cults,^  ̂and philosophical schools. "̂  ̂Interestingly, the school 

model has been the most well-known model applied to the Although it is appropriate 

to assume that the early Christians would have organized themselves in a way consonant 

with their tradition and cultural distinctives, it is impossible to know exactly how they did 

so.

Although several models might be helpful in revealing ancient analogies to 

“community” forms, none of them is able to explain what any one of the Gospel 

“communities” may have been. Even if we were to argue that the household model was the 

initial phase of community building, especially in the Jewish context, and when available, 

more substantial synagogue-like and permanent structures for meeting would be 

established, we would not be able to place any of the Gospels in that development. The 

various “communities” would have probably used aspects from each of the four models, 

depending on their geographic location, their missionaiy undertakings, their local activities 

and fellowship needs, and their connection with other groups of Christians. The early 

Christian communities, as recorded in our sources, amalgamated various aspects of the 

numerous group models in their culture to the needs of their own specific Christian

There is evidence in the NT that the early Christians met in one another’s homes (Acts 10: I f f ;  16:15,
32ff. ; 18:8ff; 1 Cor 1:14, 16; 16:15-19; Rom 16:5, 23; Col 4:15). For research on house churches see Filson 
(1939). For more recent studies Klauck (1981a) and Osiek and Balch (1997).

It is generally assumed that between 70 and 135 C.E. Christianity became a religion based very largely on 
the geography and organization o f the Hellensitic synagogue. See Hengel (1966) and Meeks (1983b, 80-81).

For research on Greco-Roman associations see Hatch (1892, 26-55); Heimici (1876, 464-526); Judge 
(1960a, 40-48); Wilkin (1970); and Malherbe (1983, 87-91).

The comparison of the “school” model to the Christian communities was made as early as the second 
century by Justin Martyr who presented Christianity as a “true philosophy,” followed similarly by other 
apologists o f the second and third centuries. At the same time, Tertullian was strictly opposed to such a 
designation for the Christian organization {Apol. 38-39). According to Stegemann and Stegemann (1999, 
273-74), Tertullian combined various concepts that could have been used with other Roman associations as 
well as with schools of philosophers. Nevertheless, Tertullian was attempting to prove the harmlessness of 
the Clnistian groups and, when doing so, specifically denies that Christian communities were identical with 
the collegia or philosophical schools. Cf. Robert Wilkin’s (1971) understanding of the Christian defense in 
school-like terms.

The “school” model is different in degree from the other primaiy community models, which are based 
upon a community of location and organization. The difference is that behind the documents stands a 
teacher, whose scholastic influence is primary and who, for all purposes, is the school. The geographic 
community model is less hierarchical, less established around one individual, and is more tradition based, 
often assumed to be the tradition of a local church group. The concept o f the JComm by Martin Hengel 
(1989), for example, is based upon the school model. For Hengel, behind the all the Johannine documents 
stands one head, “an outstanding teacher who founded the school ... in Asia Minor and developed a 
considerable activity extending beyond the region and who -  as an outsider -  claimed to have been a disciple 
o f Jesus, indeed -  in the view of the school -  a disciple o f a quite special kind” (80). Culpepper (1975, 261- 
89) has a similar model: the JComm is a school founded by a dominant leader (the Beloved Disciple). To 
extend the “school” model too directly eradicates the many similarities the Gospel “communities” probably 
had with other models, especially the household and Jewish model.
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“community.” But our analysis of the concept of a Gospel “community” must move 

beyond analogy.

The above discussion has helpfully laid out the potential groups or associations 

found in the early Christian movement. But that alone is not sufficient. No one model can 

be proven coterminous with the “community” (audience) behind a Gospel; nor can any 

description of that “community” be accomplished from an objective, external 

perspective.^^ It is at the point of external description that the definition of a Gospel 

“community” normally ends. A local group (or network) is assumed as a Gospel 

“community,” fitting some or all aspects of the models mentioned above, and is then 

“fllled-out” fi'om data found in the Gospel texts. Using an analogy from scientific 

hypotheses, once the community interpreters have “determined” their constant (a local, 

physical group or network of groups) then the variables (community history, members 

represented) can be defined by using textual data. But such a procedure has already 

inappropriately assigned an external model as the constant when no such definition of 

“community” can be verified. What is needed, then, is a réévaluation of this “constant.” 

This will require a more complex model that takes an internal approach to “community” 

form. This is not to deny that external models are helpful, only that in this case such an 

approach is limited in analytical value. As Meeks admits, “the associations offer as little 

help as does the household in explaining the extralocal linkages of the Christian 

m ov emen t . Wh at  is lacking is an attempt to weigh the significance of each Gospel’s 

own portrayal of their form -  an assessment which involves internal perceptions without 

assuming an external model as constant. Thus, we now turn from external analogies to 

internal perception.

Definition o f Gospel “Community: ” A New Proposal

In the essay entitled “Can we identify the Gospel audiences?” in GAC, Stephen 

Barton discusses the problematic nature of defining the notoriously ambiguous term 

“communi ty.Barton claims that although social scientists are trained to use the term 

with caution, NT scholars are more liberal in their use. The term “coimnunity,” according 

to its use by social scientists, is one of the most elusive terms to define. The social 

anthropologist Anthony Cohen states the case plainly, “‘Community’ is one of those words

Even the social-historical work of Stegemann and Stegemann (1999, 274) reveals the problem in defining 
an early Christian group from an “outside view.”

Meeks (1983b, 80).
Barton (1998b).
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-  like ‘culture,’ ‘myth,’ ‘ritual,’ symbol’ -  bandied around in ordinary, everyday speech,

apparently readily intelligible to speaker and listener, which, when imported into the

discourse of social science, however, causes immense di ff icul ty.Cohen warns that past

understandings of community have been “based entirely upon a highly particularistic and

sectarian definition.”'̂ ® The definition of community is not to be understood from an

external perspective (first-century models), it is defined from the inside; its boundaries are

marked by their symbolic meaning for the participants.'^* In reference to this Cohen states:

...the community is not approached as a morphology, as a structure of institutions 
capable of objective definition and description. Instead, we tiy to understand 
‘community’ by seeking to capture members’ experience of it. Instead of asking, 
‘what does it look like to us? What are its theoretical implications?, we ask, ‘Wliat 
does it appear to mean to its members?’ Rather than describing analytically the 
form of the structure from an external vantage point, we are attempting to penetrate 
the sti'ucture, to look outwards from its core.'*̂

What was axiomatic in the past is that the supposed structure of the community implied 

certain functions and results. Wliile it is true that the borders of the community, its 

differentiation from the other groups that allows it to be its own entity, define the 

community’s essence, the process of establishing the border must occur from the inside, 

not the outside.'*^

Recent sociological research on the symbolic construction of community can assist 

us as we attempt to establish a method that allows a group behind the text to define the 

nature of its community. In broad categories the term “community” has two major uses: 

territorial and relational. The territorial concept points to a context of location, physical 

territory, and geographic continuity. The relational concept points to the quality or 

character of human relationships, without reference to location.'*'* In both the social 

sciences and the Gospel “community” reconstructions, the two concepts are not shaiply 

exclusive. Although it is rarely discussed in NT scholarship, the nature of community is 

related to the historically difficult tension between community and society. But as we will

Cohen (1985, 11). Cohen is also referred to by Barton (1998b). See also Pierre Bourdieu (1991, 220-51) 
for a more theoretical discussion o f the difficulty of defining sociological and anthropological terms.

Cohen (1985, 12). Cohen argues that such an understanding has been a misinterpretation of the earlier 
writers like Durklieim, Weber, Tonnes, and Simmel.

Concerning community and group identity see Schwartz (1975) and Boon (1980). We will deal with this 
“symbolic meaning” for the participants in the so-called JComm when we deal with John’s antilanguage.

Cohen (1985, 20).
Ibid., 50-63.
Joseph Gusfield (1975, xv-xvi).
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see below, most “community” reconstructions assume a relational concept, a symbolic

construction of community (and world). It is this concept that we will define more closely.

As we noted above in our discussion of community models, the term “Gospel

community” does not describe any group known to exist in history. There is absolutely no

evidence of a specific Gospel community standing behind the Gospels; we have created

the Gospel “community” model for the sake of analysis.

They are analytical and not empirical terms; concepts invented to help the analyst 
think about change and human associations. As such, they are products of human 
imagination and not descriptions of a real world. No permanent human association 
can be found which contains all the attributes of community...

The use of such models goes back to Max Weber’s ideal types .The  various terms used to 

describe the Gospel “communities” in the history of its use -  group, school, circle, church 

-  are forms of that first-centuiy type. As Gusfield makes clear, “One of the great dangers 

in the use of ideal-types is reification -  treating an abstract, analytical term as if it were 

descriptive and empirical. ... In this process the type (an idea) has been transformed into a 

tiling.”'*̂ This applies directly to the current definitions of Gospel “communities.” The text 

is only allowed to reveal what the community ideal type behind the Gospel allows, as was 

determined by its assumed structure and functional ability. Thus, in reference to the 

community reconstructions, the question needs to be asked: Who is defining the 

boundaries of the assumed Gospel communities? If the boundaries of the Gospel 

communities are defined by an inappropriate, externally-imposed grid of understanding, 

confusion and distortion will most certainly exist. The amount of community constructions 

for each of the Gospels seems to imply that there is widespread uncertainty concerning the 

boundaries of these “communities.”

This thesis is proposing that the current “ideal type”'*̂ of Gospel community is 

mistaken. The notoriously ambiguous term, to use Barton’s terminology, has produced 

ambiguous results. For the sake of analysis, and in light of the fact that no known “group” 

is known to have lived behind the Gospels, a more preferred determination of the Gospels’ 

own audience, as viewed from the inside, would define “community” in its relational 

sense, in contrast to its geographical sense. Since the concept of community denotes a

' ^ U b i d . ,  1 1 .

Weber (1949).
Gusfield (1975, 13, emphasis original).
The term “type” is singular instead of plural since the various community reconstructions all define 

“community” in a geographic sense.
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quality of human relations rather than a quantity of population, we need to describe the 

kind of social bonding that exists. Gusfield tells a joke that explains well this social 

interaction:

The stoiy is told of a dying Jew who in his last hour asks to be converted to 
Christianity. His sons plead against it but the old man wins out, is converted and 
given the last rites of the Church. The children cannot understand why their father, 
always a devout and Orthodox Jew, should renounce his life-long faith and they 
prevail on him to explain. With his dying breath the old man rises up in bed and 
shouts, “Better one of them should die than one of us.”'*̂

Two aspects of the story are useful for our definition of “community.” The first is the 

exclusivity of the dying man’s loyalties. The distinction between “them and us” is sharp. It 

is the intrinsic nature of his being “one of us” that makes his death-bed conversion so 

strange. The humor of the joke comes when one realizes that the dying man’s wish 

remained consistent with his participation as “one of us.” The second useful aspect is the 

dying man’s attempt to define himself as something other than what he has been -  to 

create communal membership through symbolic construction.^® It reveals how people 

identify themselves and others as belonging to one or another association. The fact that the 

dying man’s sons, and for the joke to be understood the readers, assumed that the transition 

from Jew to Christian would have been real and not hypothetical shows the reality of such 

a symbolic construction. There was no need for physical evidence -  that the man had never 

been in a Chidstian church, or been baptized, or that the man was Jewish by birth -  all that 

was assumed to be needed was mental conversion (a symbolic construction).

A symbolic-constructed community places one in several areas of communal 

interaction. It is too simple to define a community member by only one aspect of 

community, let alone by a geographical location. “Community” is not an organized group 

of associates; it is an analytical category used by observers for description. “It becomes a 

‘class for itself when organization develops and a self-consciousness emerges among 

members and they come to act collectively toward mutual [community] goals.” *̂ This fits 

well with the definition Cohen argued for above: “We tiy to understand ‘community’ by 

seeking to capture its members’ experience of it.”^̂  In this way we can begin to see the 

one-sided nature of the terms Johannine community, or Markan community, or Matthean

Gusfield (1975, 23). 
Ibid., 24.
Ibid., 26. See the related discussion of Jewish “community” by Barclay (1996, 414). 
Cohen (1975, 20).
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community, or Lukan community. The “community” reconstmction model only defines a

Gospel community as one “type” of community: an enclosed, particular, even sectarian

“group” of Christians in which the Gospel document arose and remained. Such a definition

is too limited to provide adequate analysis; not to mention the complete lack of historical

evidence for such a “community.” Although it provides a helpful external model, it fails to

take into account internal aspects of “community” and potential interaction with other

“communities.” Thus, there are other aspects of a “community” that a geographic

definition cannot explain.

Post-World War II research on the establishments of national units in the retreat of

colonial powers and the focus of attention on efforts of new governments to promote and

develop a consciousness of nationhood provides a helpful link to our discussion of the

early Christian concept of community. As Gusfield explains, “The cmcial quality of

communal interaction is the recognition that a common identity of communal membership

implies special claims which members have on each other, as distinct from others.”^̂  In

reference to the concept of nation, another notoriously ambiguous term, '̂* Benedict

Anderson has proposed the following definition: “It is an imagined political-community -

and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.”^̂  As Anderson explains: “It is

imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their

fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image

of their communion.”^̂  But even the largest nation is limited, because it has finite, even if

elastic, boundaries beyond which lie other nations. In this sense a nation is a type of

“community.” Again, Anderson explains:

...it is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality and 
exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, 
horizontal comradeship. Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over 
the past two centuries, for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as 
willing to die for such limited imaginings.

And later.

Gusfield (1975, 29).
Hugh Seton-Watson (1977), author of the best and most comprehensive English-language text on 

nationalism, explains: “Thus I am driven to the conclusion that no ‘scientific definition’ o f the nation can be 
devised; yet the phenomenon has existed and exists” (5).

Anderson (1991, 6).
Ibid.

”  Ibid., 7.
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The idea of a sociological organism moving calendrically through homogenous, 
empty time is a precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which also is conceived 
as a solid community moving steadily down (or up) histoiy. An American will 
never meet, or even know the names of more than a handful of his ... fellow 
Americans. He has no idea of what they are up to at any one time. But he has 
complete confidence in their steady, autonomous, simultaneous activity.^^

We have used the concept of “nation” as an analogy for the concept of 

“community” in order to show the potential for defining the Gospel communities in light 

of an internal perspective. Rather than reading the Gospels as documents for one of several 

Christian “communities,” a reading strategy that applies a territorial model that limits the 

receiving audience to a geographic and special location, we propose to apply a relational 

model, one of a symbolic construction, as the primary mode of thinking and assuming 

involvement in an early Christian “community.” This “community,” rather than existing as 

one local group or networked group, often viewed as sectarian in nature, is much more 

connected than normally assumed. It is not an isolated “communal world” of its own but 

part of a much larger social system. Like a nation, the early Christians saw themselves as 

related to one another, as horizontal comrades. They may not have even known one 

another, for their group was ever-growing and thus elastic, as well as spread over a huge 

geographic region, but they had an imagined connection that was symbolically 

constructed.

Such a proposal is not difficult to reconcile with the diversity and conflict normally

perceived to have existed in early Christianity. As Cohen explains, the “commonality”

which is found in community need not be uniformity.^^ An important explanation by

Cohen is worth quoting in fiill:

It does not clone behaviour or ideas. It is a commonality of forms (ways of 
behaving) whose content (meanings) may vary considerably among its members. 
The triumph of community is to so contain this variety that its inherent discordance 
does not subvert the apparent coherence which is expressed by its boundaries. If 
the members of a community come to feel that they have less in common with each 
other than they have with the members of some other community then, clearly, the 
boundaries have become anomalous and the integrity of the ‘community’ they 
enclose has been severely impugned. The important thmst of this argument is that 
this relative similarity or difference is not a matter for ‘objective’ assessment: it is a 
matter of feeling, a matter which resides in the minds of the members themselves. 
Thus, although they recognize important differences among themselves, they also 
suppose themselves to be more like each other than like the members of other

Ibid., 26.
Cohen (1985, 20).
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communities. This is precisely because, although the meanings they attach to the 
symbols may differ, they share the symbols. Indeed, their common ownership of 
symbols may be so intense that they may be quite unaware or unconcerned that 
they attach to them meanings which can differ from those of their fellows.®®

Thus we find the potential for difference within commonality. Gusfield is helpful here. In a

section entitled, “Pre-Conditions of Community,” Gusfield explains that too often

suggested pre-conditions for communal development do not result in communal formation,

in fact, in some cases different and even opposite sources can be associated with

communal emergence.®* A homogeneous culture, for example, has often been posited as a

mark of community. Languages, moralities, and common histories are assumed to produce

a sense of being unique and different in comparison to other groups. This common

perception, however, does not specify the boundaries of homogeneity. As Gusfield notes:

Why don’t Europeans develop strong communal ties, since they possess much of a 
common history and customs as compared to non-Europeans? Wliy did American 
Jews of German origin develop a strong communal identity with American Jews of 
Russian origin when their ‘cultures’ were so opposite? What appear cmcial are the 
situations in which the culture does or does not appear homogeneous; the 
perception among an aggregate of people that they constitute a community. This 
‘consciousness of kind’ is not an automatic product of an abstract 
‘homogeneity.’”®̂

The second area often posited as a mark of community is common territoiy. “It has 

so frequently been posited as an essential condition for comimmity that the term is 

sometimes coterminous with territoiy, as in the ‘local community,’ ‘community studies,’ 

‘community power structure.’”®̂ According to this thesis, the concept of community is part 

of a system of symbols used by members and observers as a way of explaining or 

justifying a member’s behavior. “It is the behavior governed by criteria of common 

belonging” that established the community, not the geographic region in which it occurs.®'* 

This understanding of difference within commonality makes sense of the evidence 

we have in other NT documents. Early Christianity was not devoid of a universal Christian 

sense or awareness. Three times Paul alleviates tension between what would seem to be 

different groups functioning under the symbolic Christian construction (1 Cor. 12:13; Gal.

“  Ibid., 20-21. 
Gusfield (1975, 31). 
Ibid., 32.
Ibid.

64 Ibid., 33. Admittedly, the relation between territorial size and comiminalism remains a central issue in 
social theory. For our purposes, it is only important to state that the symbolic construction of early 
Christianity was assumed to spread much further than the borders o f one Christian “group.”
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3:28; Col. 3:11). Elsewhere Paul urges his readers to have concern for members in other 

areas within “church,” even those who they may not know personally (1 Cor. 8-9). This in 

no way implies that there was no intra-group conflict, just that it was intra-group and not 

inter-group. Wliile we must be carefril in our description of what first-century Christians 

saw as common between themselves in a comprehensive way, or how they dealt with their 

differences (which is why some prefer to speak of Christianities), this does not imply that 

the various versions within Christianity were any less Christian or that they saw other 

“Christians” as equal to a completely other religious system (e.g. Gentiles, or even Jews).®®

A recent collection of essays by Judith Lieu also confirms the more complex model 

of early Christianity.®® According to Lieu, “the creation, at least rhetorically, of a self- 

conscious and distinctive identity is a remarkable characteristic of early Christianity from 

our earliest sources and hom Christianity’s equally characteristic literary creativity.”®̂ 

After critiquing the use of external models to denote various “communities,” Lieu argues 

that such models are incapable of accounting for the evidence both within and outside the 

NT documents.®  ̂Although our understanding of the exact “identity” of early Christians 

must remain opaque, it seems that “Christians” may have viewed themselves as a new 

genus, a third “race.”®̂ In fact, Paul’s theoretical construct of a new auGpcoiroç (Col 3:10) is 

the ultimate pattern and goal of all Christians. As Lieu explains, Paul’s “letters bear 

eloquent testimony to the practical context, the creation of new communities both out of 

individuals and out of existing networks or households of both Jewish and non-Jewish 

background without, theoretically, giving priority to either.” ®̂ The research of Lieu and 

others shows how a more complex model of identity and “community” fits well with this 

thesis and its critique of the “communities” behind the Gospel.

Such a proposal also fits well with Peter Berger’s description of a “plausibility 

structure” (symbolically-constructed world) in his The Sacred Canopy, a work commonly 

used to describe the “group” consciousness of a Gospel “community.” Although Berger

This more nuanced understanding of difference within commonality also makes sense o f the patristic 
evidence we have concerning defenders of the early church, issues of heresy, and a universal gospel.
“  Lieu (2002).

Ibid., 171. Averil Cameron (1991) argues similarly: “But if ever there was a case of the construction of 
reality through text, such a case is provided by early Christianity ... Christians built themselves a new world. 
They did so partly through practice -  the evolution of a mode of living and a communal discipline that 
carefully distinguished them from their pagan and Jewish neighbours -  and partly tlnough a discourse that 
was itself constantly brought under control and disciplined” (21).

Lieu (2002, 172-82).
Ibid., 183-84.

™ Ibid., 184. Lieu admits that “The fragility of the construct, both practically and theoretically, is equally 
clear.”
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makes a general distinction between an entire society which serves as a plausibility 

structure and situations in which only a sub-society serves as such, he never provides 

definition to the forms or functions in which a “sub-society” might exist/* Certainly 

individual groups could have their own plausibility structure, but, as we have argued, the 

Gospels do not reflect such a use, as the use of other Gospels makes clear. Thus, when 

Philip Esler claims, in reference to the model presented by Berger, that “The importance of 

this model for New Testament criticism depends on the view that the New Testament 

documents were, by and large, written for particular early Christian communities and that 

these communities may be regarded as social worlds of the kind Berger describes,” he has 

misapplied Berger’s model.^^ Berger never shows how to make a distinction between a 

sub-society, which would certainly be characteristic of the early Christian movement, and 

particular early Christian communities that are “part o f ’ that sub-society. Such a move by 

Esler is a misuse of Berger’s “plausibility stmcture” niodel.^®

Finally, recent research in Jewish “communities” reveals a striking similarity to our 

proposed definition of “community.” John Barclay, in a monograph devoted to Jews in the 

Mediterranean Diaspora, argues that a more complex analysis of “Judaism” is needed than 

has traditionally been suggested. Barclay argues that recent research has reacted against 

the generalizations spawned by previous generations of scholars. '̂* Wliat is interesting for 

our purposes is Barclay’s portrayal of the unity of Diaspora Judaism, even amidst all the 

diversity in the different locations catalogued earlier in the monograph. According to 

Barclay although “Jewish identity could be presented differently according to context... 

such varying Jewish profiles do not necessarily represent different ‘Judaisms’: one and the 

same socio-religious phenomenon can wear many masks.” ®̂ The reason for this is two

fold: ethnic bonds and social and symbolic resources; the latter of which is especially 

pertinent to our study. According to Barclay, these “social and symbolic resources” 

allowed Diaspora Jews to bond at the local community level, but also at the wider level of 

“networks which joined Jews of diverse communities together.” ®̂

Berger (1967,48-49).
Esler (1994, 6, emphasis added).
See a similar critique by Motyer (1997a, 30-31). 
Barclay (1996, 400).
Ibid., 401. Barclay is not alone in his dislike o f “Judaisms.” See Sanders (1990, 255-56) and Bauckliam 

(1993a). According to Barclay, it would appear that models drawn implicitly from Christian denominations 
or from contemporary varieties in Judaism have led the historian astray at this point (401, n. 2).

Barclay (1996, 413, emphasis added).
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What is most surprising in this regard is how well Barclay’s findings mesh with 

Martyn’s proposal for a unified Judaism that was organized enough to produce the Birkat 

ha-Minim, that is, the systematic excommunication of Jewish-Christians from Jewish 

synagogues/^ According to Maityn, . .clearly [this] is a formal agreement or decision 

reached by some authoritative Jewish group. ... We are not dealing with an ad hoc move 

on the part of the authorities. Of course, even though Martyn’s proposal is rarely 

accepted in total, as we will discuss in chapter three, the very idea that Martyn’s Judaism 

was able to view itself as a single unit, even after centuries of strife, causing some scholars 

to prefer the term “Judaisms,” makes his following assumption, that the Christians were 

isolated, closed “communities,” extremely difficult to reconcile. For such a “formal 

decision” to have occurred, it would not only have required that Judaism had come to 

recognize “Christianity” as diametrically opposed to itself, but more importantly that 

Judaism had come to recognize “itself,” with all its diversity both ideologically and 

geographically, as a unified movement with various “groups” working in some synthesized 

fashion, having communication and general agreement between them. And all of this, or at 

least its recognition and response to Christianity, would have had to occur in less than 70 

years, since “Christianity” had come into existence, the last 30 of which were after the core 

and center of the Jewish faith, the temple, had been destroyed. Why, if Judaism could have 

been so organized and unified, according to Martyn, could not Christianity have had a 

similar recognition of identity? If Jewish sources can be viewed as depicting the larger 

Jewish movements and thought-world, then in principle the Christian sources can as well.

Returning to the unity of Judaism, Barclay discusses several unifying resources, 

each of which we will discuss and relate to early Christianity. The first Jewish resource is 

the link with Jerusalem, the “homeland,” and the temple. Both before 70 CE and certainly 

after the temple was primarily a conceptual reality for Diaspora Jews. But it was a 

significant concept, for it was the “base” of Judaism, as can be witnessed by the annual 

collection of dues required for the temple prior to 70 CE. Although some in early 

Christianity may have seen Jesus as a replacement for the temple (John 2:21), Jerusalem 

was still an important “base” for early Christians. The fact that Paul went to Jerusalem 

more than once (Gal 2:1) implies a wide recognition of the functional centrality of a 

Christian leadership. A second Jewish resource is the Law/Scriptures. The importance of

Martyn (2003, 46-66).
Ibid., 47 (emphasis original).
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“the Scriptures,” as evidenced by the unequivocal use of the term ypw^q, is no less 

important to early Christians. The use of the Jewish Scriptures (OT) and a devout 

spreading of an oral tradition about Jesus and his disciples are evident in the early 

movement, even in local worship. The third Jewish resource is the figure of Moses. 

Certainly the figure of Jesus in early Christianity is of equal if not greater standing than 

Moses is to Judaism (see John 9:28). The existence of four Gospel bioi about Jesus makes 

this abundantly clear. Even some of the earliest followers of Jesus were forced (honored) 

to bear his name: “Christians.” ®̂ Finally, the fourth Jewish resource is practical 

distinctions. Barclay describes how regular practices in daily life focused Jews on their 

distinctiveness, and hence their unity. For Jews this can be seen in their rejection of alien, 

pluralist, and iconic cults, the separatism at meals, the circumcision of males, and the 

Sabbath observance.^* Early Christians also had found unity in their rejection of other 

“religious” groups’ perspectives; in fact, it might be argued that “the Jews” were one of the 

groups that were rejected. The important Christian meal became the Eucharist, which also 

had separatist components (1 Cor. IT. 17-34). The NT makes clear that circumcision of the 

“heart” became of great importance, which was symbolized in Christian baptism. In 

conclusion, we have argued that taken cumulatively, there were several symbolic resources 

for early Christians that incorporated them into a “community” much larger than their own 

local community. Just as Jews in the Mediterranean Diaspora were able to form a “web of 

social and religious commitments”^̂  that allowed interconnection amidst diversity, so also 

the Christian “communities” could see beyond their geographic borders to a reality greater 

than their own.

Of course, this does not imply a complete unity between different geographic 

communities, for certainly individual boundaries defined themselves over and against 

other communities. Again, what is needed is a more complex analysis. Although there may 

never have been a single, identifiable “Christian” identity; that does not imply that each 

“community” was its own “Christianity.” Certainly Christian “communities” can not 

simply be defined by their individual ideological stances, as if they never saw themselves 

as part of a larger “community.” Thus, for each group one needs to determine in what 

ways they viewed themselves as part of the broader “Christian” community, and in what

See the classic discussion of this by Cullmann (1953).
This probably occurred only in Greek and Latin speaking contexts.

SI Barclay (1996, 428-42). 
Ibid., 442.
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ways they attempted to correct it (and other “deviant” forms of Christianity). Thus, using

the FG as an example, certainly John saw a boundary that some groups might have

extended beyond (John 15; cf. 1 John 2), yet he also maintains some general flexibility that

would agree with several “communities.” Again, turning to an earlier essay by John

Barclay we find similar evidence within Judaism:

.. .individual Jewish communities could clearly take some definitions for granted 
and a certain unity of mind is sometimes perceptible both within individual 
communities and across geographical and temporal bounds. Philo tells us his own 
opinion on who has ‘deserted the ancestral customs,’ but also indicates the 
viewpoint of ‘the masses’ in the Jewish community in Alexandria with which he is 
largely in accord. We can also discern certain topics (e.g. engagement in 
‘idolatrous’ worship and eating unclean foods) on which there appears to have been 
a fair degree of unanimity across different Jewish communities in our period. Thus 
we need not suppose that eveiy case o f ‘deviating ’ behavior had to be negotiated 
from scratch in the community as to its ‘deviant’ or ‘non-deviant’ status.^

This is not to deny that early Christianity’s highly fluid conditions had less “taken-for- 

granted norms,” as Barclay describes it, than a more established Judaism, and that the 

future of Christianity was determined by power contests, as no historian can deny, but it 

does imply that these struggles were not fought only by individual “communities” and 

without a concept of a larger “Christian” movement. '̂* Thus, far from seeing John or any of 

the Gospels as attempting to completely supplant the other Gospels ideologically, as if the 

only relationship that can exist between these documents (and their “communities”) is 

either complete acceptance or rejection, one may begin to see areas of common “unity of 

mind” and other areas of differing boundaries. The very fact that we even have a “Synoptic 

problem” would seem to point in this direction. Each Gospel does provide a definition of 

“Christianity” that is unique, but it is not in complete isolation or disagreement with other 

“versions” of other early Christians. The very fact that some evangelist would use large 

sections of Mark for their own presentations would seem to argue against a reading of each 

Gospel as representative of a limited audience. A more complex model is needed; one that 

accounts for the use of two or more “Gospels” for any given audience.

Definition o f Community: Conclusion

This thesis is proposing that a more complex model be applied to the assumed 

audiences of the Gospels. Rather than defining a Gospel audience based upon a territorial 

or ideological model of community, we propose to define the audience based upon a

Barclay (1995, 119, emphasis added). 
Ibid., 125.
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relational model of community. This would, in the words of Bauckliam, make the Gospels 

intended for “any and every Christian” reader in the first centuiy. The key word for our 

purposes is not “any and every,” but “Christian.” Using a relational model, the Gospels 

would have been appropriate reading material for several geographic communities 

throughout the Roman Empire. Readers who were not even aware of the other’s existence 

could participate together in the story told by the Gospels, based upon their related 

symbolic construction. “People who do not know each other nevertheless see themselves 

in the same category and share the same friends and enemies.” ®̂ For the early Christians, 

the Gospels were a stoiy that many, if not most, could share. Even amidst the diversity, 

and often a redefining of friends and enemies, they all saw themselves as partakers in the 

same story.

A  C o m m u n it y  t h a t  is Se c t a r ia n : J o h n  t h e  S e c t a r ia n  D o c u m e n t ?

One of the hermeneutical siblings of “community” terminology in the 

interpretation of the Gospels is “sectarian” terminology. A full discussion of sectarianism 

and the early Christian movement is beyond the scope of this thesis. This thesis will argue 

that the model and definition of “community” we proposed above works against the 

sectarian model frequently applied to Gospel audiences. Our goal in this section is to 

critique the use of sectarian teiininology as a model for interpretation, as well as to 

examine one influential application of the model in the FG.

Early Christianity as Sectarian

Two of the earliest attempts in applying social concepts and models to a sectarian 

understanding of early Christianity, both published in 1975, used the comparative

Gusfield (1975, 49).
This concept o f a more worldwide church goes against the sectarian division model used by several 

interpreters, including David Sim (2001), who presented a major critique against Bauckham and GAG in this 
area. But Sim’s critique against the interconnectedness of the first-century church was not based on 
conceptual understanding, the symbolic consti uction of community, but on historical evidence of travel. For 
our purposes, all that is required is that there is enough evidence to conclude that the early Christian 
movement saw itself as broader than its own geographic region. All that is needed is cognitive recognition, 
not literal contact. Two later essays in GAG provide further support for this. Michael B. Thompson (1998, 
especially 68-70) argues that between 30 and 70 G.E. the churches had the motivation and the means to 
communicate often and in depth with each other. Later, Loveday Alexander (1998) argues that a study of 
ancient book production reveals “that tlie writing down of the Gospels itself implies the crossing of an 
invisible boundary between the implicitly limited audience of an oral performance and the wider audience 
that can be reached by a written text” (100). Even Wayne Meeks (1983b, 107) argues that “the local groups 
of Christians not only enjoyed a high level of cohesion and group identity, they were also made aware that 
they belonged to a larger movement, ‘with all who invoke the name of the Lord Jesus Gluist in every place’ 
(1 Cor. 1 ;2).” Although Meeks does not see what he calls a “unique network of institutions” taking place 
until later in the movement, he admits that our earliest sources show both aspects o f a double identity 
(particular Christian community and universal Christianity) already at work (107-108).
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method/^ The one compared early Christianity to millenarian movements using the social 

scientific tradition of anthropological research/^ the other compared early Christianity to 

the sectarian movements based upon early research in sociology of religion. In both these 

models the assumption is that it was specific social forces that led to the rise of 

Christianity, created a social identity, and led to the social organization of the first 

believers. A brief description of these two interrelated models is needed.

Since Gager, it has become common to describe early Christianity as a millenarian 

movement. In 1979, Wayne Meeks argued that Pauline Christianity can rightfully be called 

millenarian.®^ From his detailed analysis of how apocalyptic language is used in some of 

Paul’s letters, Meeks concludes that the concept of millenarianism is a useful model in 

describing Pauline communities.^® In 1986, Robert Jewett describes how the church in 

Thessalonica was millenarian.^* Using Gager’s “path-breaking” millenarian model, Jewett 

uses it only on one congregation and not on the entire Christian movement.^^ More recent 

examples include the discussion by Philip Esler on the application of millenarian research 

within the social sciences to Jewish and Christian literature^® and Dennis C. Duling’s 

thorough survey of the literature that applies millenarianism to early Christianity. '̂* Thus, 

for many NT interpreters, the world of the early Christians is seen through the grid of a 

millenarian movement that is directly related to their social situation and a worldview of 

deprivation.

Related to the millenarian grid for reading early Christianity is the sociology of 

sectarianism. The classic typology of “church” and “sect” originated in the work of Max 

Weber. His student, Ernst Troeltsch, developed further a typology which took into account 

much of the descriptive material from the history of the Christian church.^® For Troeltsch, 

the “church” accepts the world and society in which it lives, is conservative, and supports 

the values of the ruling class. It recmits and accepts everyone in principle and includes

The millenarian model was used by John Gager (1975); the sectarian model was used by Robin Scroggs 
(1975).

Gager used primarily the research of Kenehn Burridge (1969); but Gager also used the research of Jarvie 
(1967); Talmon (1965, 522-57); and Worsley (1970).

Meeks (1983a).
See the detailed discussion in Holmberg (1990, 81-83).

'"Jew ett (1986).
Ibid., 162, n. 10. According to Holmberg (1990, 85), Jewett’s application of Gager’s model is clearly an 

improvement, most notably due to the more specific target group and the more detailed sociological 
definition given.
”  Esler (1994, 92-109).

Duling (1996,193-95).
Troeltsch (1912).
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them into its salvific system. The “sect” is the opposite: a small group of intensely 

religious people, into which one enters by a conscious act of conversion and remains by 

adhering to a demanding group ethos and group behavior. The sect is usually indifferent or 

critical of the world outside; often it has started as a protest movement against the 

“church,” which it considers as worldly and degenerate.^®

The initial social-scientific work that made the sectarian model popular as a 

comparison to early Christianity was by Robin Scroggs in “The Earliest Christian 

Communities as Sectarian Movement.” Scroggs, using the work that had been done in 

sociology of religion by Weber and Troeltsch, as well as the well-defined sociological 

model of sectarian religion offered by Werner Stark,^  ̂gave a sociological interpretation of 

the sectarian nature of the early Christian communities. According to Scroggs the religious 

sect has seven characteristics, all of which fit “the earliest church directly stemming from 

the mission of J e s u s . F o r  Scroggs, the same NT data that is so often viewed from an 

over-theologized perspective can now be seen in a fresh light. He states, “We now have a 

basically different Gestalt from which to view the data.”^̂  Using Mark as an example 

Scroggs states: “Recent work on the redaction history of Mark, combined with the 

awareness that the church was sectarian, open the door toward a new understanding based 

on the lived realities of the people rather than on some theological slogan.” *®® In this way, 

Scroggs attempts to make visible the hidden sociological situation behind the Gospel texts.

Since Scroggs, it has become common to describe early Christianity as a sectarian 

movement. Already in 1972 Wayne Meeks made a somewhat implicit reference to the 

JComm as a sect in his “The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism.” Although the 

title reveals as much, Meeks merely states that the community is sectarian without 

providing any justification for the classification.*®* In 1981 John Elliott, taking his starting 

point from the sectarian investigation of Robin Scroggs and Bryan Wilson, argues that 

there is a close relationship between the characteristics of a sect and the situation of the 

recipients of 1 Peter.*®® In 1985 Christopher Rowland argues that Christianity should be

Adapted from the discussion by Holmberg (1990, 86-87). For a survey of the research histoiy of this 
sociology of religion category see Meredith McGuire (1981, ch. 5, “The Dynamics o f Religious 
Collectives”). See also the more critical perspective of James Beckford (1973, especially 12-18).

Stark (1967).
Scroggs (1975, 7).

^  Ibid., 21.
Ibid., 22.
Meeks (1972, 70); similarly, see his later essay (1985, 103, n. 27).

"^ E llio tt(1981, 73-78).
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viewed as one of many Jewish sects in pre-70 Judaism.*®® For Rowland it is impossible to 

speak of Judaism as a well-defined orthodoxy against which Christianity stood out as 

evidently heretical; belief in a messiah and in the claim that the Scriptures had actually 

been fulfilled were not unique to Christianity.*®'* In 1987 Philip Esler applies Troeltscli’s 

church-sect model to the early Christian communities and, with the help of Biyan Wilson’s 

typology of sectarian responses to the world, argues that the Christian congregation behind 

Luke-Acts had a separate and sectarian existence apart from the Judaism they were once 

part of.*®® Since these studies various other sectarian models have been applied to the NT 

documents to help explain the relationship of the Christian movement organizationally to 

the world in which it arose.*®® Thus, for many inteipreters the world of the early Christians 

is seen through the grid of a sectarian movement that is directly related to their 

progressively schismatic relationship between their Jewish heritage and their new-found 

faith. The tension between the new Christians and the Jews is what the NT documents are 

reflecting and are, perhaps, specifically created to help the early Christians find their way 

in a new “world.”

Although the millenarian and sectarian models have been popular, they have not

been completely well received. Referring to the millenarian model, Thomas Best claims:

...it is not clear that a model derived from Melanesian culture is appropriate for 
understanding a movement among generally urban, relatively sophisticated men 
and women in the Hellenistic world. And why use as a model a group which 
awaited Jesus in splendid isolation upon a mountain-top, when withdrawal from the 
world was precisely what Paul forbade his churches to do (1 Cor 5:9-10)?*®®

The sectarian model is no different. While some scholars have tried to argue that 

comparison with a sectarian movement outside of the Judeo-Christian tradition is invalid, 

others have even been more defeating to the comparison by arguing that these so-called 

distant comparisons are not so distant after all.*®® According to Jonathan Smith, even the

Rowland (1985, xvii).
Ibid., 65, 263. Meeks (1985, 93) argues that it is inappropriate to assume that every observant Jew would 

have been a member o f some sect, “any more than a majority of non-Jews were Stoics, Platonists, or 
Epicureans.”

Esler (1987). See specifically 6-12 for a good summary o f Esler’s social-science methodology.
Further examples include Stark (1986); Watson, (1986); and MacDonald (1988).
Best (1983, 189).
According to Rowland (1985, especially 360), the entire millenarian model comparison should not be 

attempted with millenarian movements outside the Judeo-Christian tradition; preferable examples would 
come from movements like that o f Jewish messiah Sabbatai Sevi. But, as has been pointed out by Holmberg 
(1990), Rowland is only placing the researcher in the opposite difficulty: a too great proximity. “Similarities 
between sixteenth-century Christian movements and the early church can be more readily explained as
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models used by social anthropologists were not used independently of Christian 

evidence.*®  ̂Thus, the comparisons cannot even be used fairly to judge the Christian 

evidence, since their own criteria were assisted by related evidence. In the end, the use of 

the millenarian and/or sectarian model can be accused of simplifying complex realities in 

the attempt to depict the apocalyptic tenor of early Christianity.**®

The focus of this thesis is not on the inappropriate nature of the entire sectarian 

model*** per se, although our discussion leads in that direction. Rather, we want to argue 

that the sectarian model has been uncritically applied to Gospel audiences. The sectarian 

model is unable to hold together (and separate) both the complex individuality of various 

groups within the early Christian movement, as well as the inter-connectedness of the 

movement as a whole. For our purposes, then, and based upon the model we presented 

above, several specific objections can be labeled against the sectarian model.**®

The first objection against the sectarian model is that it is unable to describe 

correctly the whole of the early Christian movement. Scroggs states in a later article that 

his sectarian analysis cannot be applied without alterations to the urban churches of the 

Hellenistic mission.**® It could be questioned whether even the picture painted of early 

Palestinian Christianity is accurate. Gilnther Baumbach has pointed out that although the 

sectarian definition may fit the Essene communities, when applied to the early Christians it 

is easy to note several differences. * *̂* Just the use of the term “sect” over against the term 

“church” as its opposite gives one the connotation of a group opposition or deviance fi'om 

the official church or religion. Yet although “identity” issues between Jews and Christians 

were certainly at the center of much debate, “this terminology tends to import a distortive 

characterization into the allegedly neutral, ideal-typical classification.”**®

A second objection against the sectarian model is its cultural limitation.**® 

Troeltsch’s categorization of church-sect was primarily intended for comparing and 

contrasting concrete historical developments in the Christian church, not for creating a

attempts by the later Christians to emulate the New Testament ideal than as the influence o f some universal 
millenarian pattern” (80).

Smith (1978, 127-28).
' As has been argued by Tidball (1983, 40).
' ' ' Our focus on the sectarian model here is due to its popularity among current Gospel “community” 
reconstructions.

We are not attempting to state that the use of the sectarian model has no validity, we are simply pointing 
out several weaknesses with the model, especially in relation to the issues involved in reading the Gospels.

Scroggs (1980, 172, n.26).
Baumbach (1982).
Holmberg (1990, 91). Taken from Baumbach (1982, 21-22).
The following objections are adapted from Holmberg (1990, 108-114).
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universal classification scheme.**® In fact the use of such a model, even one that has

supposedly been made less culture-bound, often defines “religion” unconsciously by the

picture of the later Cluistian chur ch, so that sects are often measured by their degrees of

organizational or doctrinal formalization. Bryan Wilson, concerning the misuse of his own

sectarian research, states:

But the conscious creation of formal and systematic organizations is in large 
measure a phenomenon that is culturally specific to western society.... Perhaps the 
most important defect of the characterization of sects by doctrinal divergence from 
orthodoxy is that, like characterization in terms of organization, it puts too much 
emphasis on specifically Christian preoccupations.”**®

In reality the use of the sectarian model, even with the advances of its application, is really 

a process of circular reasoning where the Christian sects of later ages are used to analyze 

and explain the veiy movement that they all wanted to imitate. * *̂

A third objection is its analytical limitation. The initial problem concerns gross 

oversimplification.

On the one hand, the idea of sect itself is described in a very general way, so that it 
is hardly surprising that the early church can be described as sectarian, especially 
when one begins to suspect that the characteristics of the ideal type have been 
taken from early Christianity in the first place! On the other hand, early 
Christianity is described also in a general and monolithic way as a peasant protest 
movement reacting against oppression and marginalization from an equally 
undifferentiated body called ‘the establishment.’ ... So, as a tool of analysis, the 
sect model ... seems to be a veiy blunt one indeed.*®®

There have been several critiques of the church-sect distinction.*®* One of the most 

comprehensive is by James Beckford, who shows that there exists a logical structure of 

contrasting dualities that mns through most of the conventional usages of church and 

sect.*®® This reveals that there is an abundance of dual alternatives which offers 

innumerable possibilities of confusion, and often the variables that are used are neither 

logically or factually connected with each other, but vary independently.*®® In some cases, 

the use of such loaded terminology with powerful rhetoric may blind us to other data and

' ‘’ Robertson (1972, 116-17).
Wilson (1973, 13, 16).
Best (1983, 188-89); Holmberg (1990, 109-110). This is not to deny that our model is circular, for all 

models must be externally imposed upon a text and its reading. But if it can be helped, such radically circular 
methods of interpretation should be avoided.

Barton (1993, 144).
Berger (1954); Johnson (1963); Goode (1967); Demerath (1967a; 1967b); Eister (1967; 1973); Benson 

and Dorsett (1971); Dittes (1971); and Kippenberg (1983).
Beckford (1973, 92-104).
Ibid., 93-97.
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other possibilities of interpretation.*®'* In the end, according to Holmberg, “Because of its

historical and cultural limitations, the lack of precision in the construction of types, and the

inherent tendency to static reification of the typology, the church-sect categorization of

religious groups seems to be a rather doubtful instmment of analysis.”*®® This has been

confirmed more recently by Philip Harland who, after examining the evidence of

interaction between “groups” in ancient Mediterranean society, argues that sectarian

studies correctly note the differences between a certain “group” and society, but are not

complex enough to see the areas where the NT documents accept and even promote

cultural values, conventions, and practices of civic life.*®® According to Harland,

The problem is that many scholars do not pay adequate attention to the concrete 
and complex ways in which local associations, synagogues, and assemblies found a 
place in polis and empire. Wlien scholars do address the subject of group-society 
interaction..., quite often they focus on issues of tension and sectarianism without 
sufficient regard for other evidence concerning positive interaction. ... The 
evidence ... suggests the sti'ong possibility that some Christians were maintaining 
multiple affiliations of memberships within social groupings other than just the 
Christian assemblies.*®®

Evidence of this sort forces one to question the application of a sectarian model to 

“groups” within the Christian movement, especially with whom we have no actual “group” 

evidence. Harland’s comments support our proposed concept of community.

A fourth objection, and one most pertinent to this thesis, is its limitation of 

explanatory power.*®® If it is possible to conclude that early Christianity of just about 

every hue was sectarian -  Matthean as well as Markan and Lukan, Johamiine as well as 

Pauline and Petrine -  we are forced to conclude that the term “sect” has only relatively 

weak explanatory power. *®̂ Even then, there is nothing close to a scholarly consensus on 

the distinction between the various sectarian groups in early Christianity. Some make no 

distinction at all and see the entire movement as sectarian (Gager*®® and Rowland*®*); 

some see the earliest movement in Palestine as having sectarian characteristics, but none

Barton (1993, 144). In such cases, the ideological emphasis or bias of the interpreter will influence the 
outcome.

Holmberg (1990, 112).
Harland (2003, 8-15, 180-269).
Ibid., 14,184.
Holmberg (1990, 79).
Barton (1993, 158).
Gager (1975).
Rowland (1985).
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that prevailed in the later movement (Scroggs*®®); some consider Pauline Christianity to be 

a clear example of a sect (Meeks*®®), even arguing that it is the first example of a sect in 

the early Christian movement (Watson*®'*); some focus on various, more focused examples 

of sects like Lukan Christianity (Esler*®®) or the messianic sect seen in 1 Peter (Elliott*®®), 

while one scholar considers the entire period 50-140 C.E. as a characteristically Pauline 

sect (MacDonald*®®). The diversity reveals that just the use of such a model in a vague 

sense does little to classify the early Christian movement; it only clutters our 

understanding of it.*®® Holmberg explains it well when, in reference to the diverse 

conclusions, he states, “This may, of course, be due to the fecundity of scholarly 

imagination, but it may also point to the same conclusion as above: when looking at the 

‘sectarian’ character of early Christianity, scholars are actually investigating rather 

different aspects of their object.”*®̂ Thus, the sectarian model can really only be regarded 

as interesting illustrative material, but not as a model with explanatoiy force. The use of 

sectarian terminology does little explanation, but actually raises more questions; especially 

of the differences between the presumption of one document’s audience and the 

connection between that document (and its audience) and the rest of the early Christian 

movement.*'*®

Scroggs (1975).
Meeks (1983b, 84-107; 1985).
Watson (1986).
Esler (1987).
Elliott (1981).
Macdonald (1988).
The term “sect,” like the term “community,” is too loaded to leave undefined. The fact that sociologists 

have difficulty defining the term, let alone using it, should signal warning to its use by scholars trained in 
biblical literature. The term “parties” may be more appropriate. For example, is a Christian group a “sect” in 
relation to wider society or to a mainline religious group? If the latter, how can Christian Jews who still 
attended and participated in the temple be truly sectarian? Even if they were removed from the Synagogue, 
would not that imply that they saw themselves as conjoined to Judaism, not removed from it? Their symbolic 
construction would be more holistic than sectarian. I f  the former, all Christianity was sectarian to the world 
in a loose sense. How are we able to assume Jolui is hilly sectarian to the world, in the sense of a completely 
negative view, when Paul could speak of the world in both negative and positive light, depending on his 
audience and his perception of their “boundary” needs? Cf. Edward Adams (2000, 239-247).

Holmberg (1990, 114).
Interestingly, Raymond Brown (1979) refuses to use the sectarian concept, although it is certainly related 

to his method, because the term “sect” in application to the FG is too often given “radical interpretations” 
and because “there is enough evidence on either side of the issue to make them unconvincing and to point 
toward a more nuanced interpretation o f Johannine christology and ecclesiology. At any rate, there is little to 
be gained by debating once more such points” (16-17). Brown never pre-deterniines the nature o f the 
JComm, but lets the two “levels” in Jolin, using Martyn (2003) and redaction criticism, tell the life and story 
of the community, whatever its social formation.
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One of the key aspects of both millenarian and sectarian*'** approaches to “gimips” 

and their documents is the distinction the “group” makes between “them and us.” Since 

human reality and human relationships are socially constructed, a “group’s” document 

allows one to see into their “world.” Of course, this is much easier for groups whose 

external conflicts and contexts are known so that the symbolic language can be explained 

by the specific social-historical context. But where a context is unknown, let alone the 

specific make-up of the “group,” the task is more difficult. It is here where we find the NT 

documents. John’s Gospel is well traversed by sociologists who attempt to determine the 

audience’s context by the language used. It is to John and its language that we now turn. 

Antilanguage: John’s Sectarian Audience and Speech Accommodation

It is not enough to apply a different model to the Gospel audience. What is needed 

is to show that a different model does better justice to the text at hand. Although a full 

testing of our proposed reading of John will not occur until chapter five, for now it is 

appropriate to evaluate a common hermeneutical move in the FG; a move that sees within 

the language of John a code of communication that expresses more than the “plain” words 

of the narrative. This language communicates out of a specific context. It is here that the 

sectarian model, when applied to the context and language, called antilanguage because of 

its root in a sectarian, anti-world context, is made understandable. Wliat is needed is a 

critique of this recent concept of antilanguage and its influence on the interpretation of the 

FG.

It was Wayne Meeks who first approached John with tools of the sociology of 

knowledge in his 1972 article, “The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism.” After a 

careful description of the central descent/ascent motif in the Gospel, Meeks concludes that 

the whole gospel is a closed system of metaphors which must be accepted totally or will 

not be understood at all.*'*® In this way Meeks can argue that “one of the primary functions 

of the book, therefore, must have been to provide reinforcement for the community’s 

social identity, which appears to have been largely negative. It provided a symbolic

Since current discussion centers upon the term “sectarian,” we will use as our primaiy term.
More recently, Jerome Neyrey (1988) advances Meeks’ focus on Jesus ascent/descent to fiill Johannine 

Christology using “an explicit social-science model from the works of Mary Douglas as a coherent and 
extensive device for assessing the social location of John, a model that offers greater precision than the 
elusive definition of a ‘sect’ employed in Meeks’s essay” (117). According to Neyrey, John’s high 
Christology reveals a group ideology of revolt (207-12). Cf. Mary Douglas (1996; 1982a; 1982b).
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universe which gave religious legitimacy, a theodicy, to the group’s actual isolation from

the larger society.”*'*®

Meeks’ method is rooted in a methodology that attempts to find conelations

between expressions of faith and the underlying social situation or structure by using

insights from the sociology of knowledge.*'*'* According to this theory, beliefs form a social

location of thought, a substructure on which the superstructure of ideology or belief is said

to rest.*'*® As Robin Scroggs explains it:

This perspective teaches us that the world we live in, the world we think, or 
assume, has ontological foundations, is really socially constructed and is created, 
communicated and sustained through language and symbol... language, including 
theological language, is never to be seen as independent of other social realities. 
Thus, theological language and the claims made therein can no longer be explained 
without taking into account socio-economic factors as essential ingredients in the 
production of that language.*'*®

Scholars have applied the theoiy of social location from the sociology of knowledge to the 

Gospel documents by using them as justification for the claim that theological language is 

directly and positively revelatory of the community for which the language was written. 

This has especially been seen as beneficial in Gospel scholarship, all of which is founded 

on the form critical tradition, which as we discussed at the beginning of this chapter is very 

sociological in nature.*'*® This has been claimed to be especially fruitful in the FG. The 

most influential aspect of this approach for the FG is the proposal that John exhibits a 

sectarian, or anti-society, language called an antilanguage.

Although Meeks was the first to see in John’s riddles and irony a deeper message -  

a language within the language -  he was not the last. Meeks admitted that NT scholars 

“have not yet learned to let the symbolic language of Johannine literature speak in its own 

way.”*'*® Recently Bmce Malina has tried to fill that gap by attempting to define the same 

symbolism using speech accommodation theory.*'*  ̂By looking at the three-tiered nature of

Meeks (1972, 70). The terminology here is borrowed from Berger and Luckmann’s theory of the 
sociology of knowledge and may be tlie first use of these sociological perspectives in NT studies.

Berger and Luckmann (1966). See also Berger (1967). According to Esler (1987, 16), the model used by 
Berger and Luckmann may most usefully be regarded as a model of the genesis and maintenance of society 
and social institutions.

Rohrbaugh (1987, especially 105).
""^Scroggs (1980, 175-76).

See, for example, Philip Esler (1987, 2-16).
Meeks (1972,47). Craig Koester (1995, xi) also admits the difficulty in understanding Johannine 

symbolism and tries to do so not just within the confines of the historical-critical approach, but by also 
considering literary, social-historical, and theological aspects o f the text.

Malina (1994).
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language, soundings and spellings, realize wordings, and realize meanings, Malina tries to

show that all language is a socially significant feature in which meanings come from and

in fact constitute the social system/®® According to Malina, meaning is derived from a

specific social system; in all communication authors accommodate their language to their

audiences/®* Thus, by using speech accommodation theory, which assumes that

commimicators adjust or accommodate their linguistic styles to their audiences as a

strategy for gaining various social goals, Malina believes that the FE reveals who he

thought his audience was and what sort of language they would understand. Malina argues

that by looking at the convergence and divergence within the FG we are able to see how

John (and the JComm) established inter-group boundaries. Such a procedure is moving

beyond speech accommodation theoiy and applying the theoiy of social identity and

studies of in-group bias.*®® This, in part, explains both John’s distinctive or symbolic

writing and his divergence from the Synoptics. “If John’s language and style were so

distinctive, that is because John’s group was quite distinctive, hence set apart and divided

from all other contemporary groups: Christian, Israelite, and Hellenistic.”*®®

Malina goes even further. By comparing John’s divergence or distinctive

development Malina believes that John uses known symbols in a new way. In essence,

John is relexicalizing and overlexicalizating language.*®'* The consistent relexicalization

and overlexicalization reveals that John is using what linguists call antilanguage.

Antilanguage is the language of an anti-society, “a society that is set up within another

society as a conscious alternative to it. It is a mode of resistance, resistance which may

take the form either of passive symbols or of active hostility and even destruction.”*®®

Thus, for Malina, the FG was written to/within an anti-societal group because it is written

in an anti-language. In essence:

Antilanguage is not simply a specialized variety of language such as technical 
variety of ordinaiy language used in a special way or in particular, technical 
contexts.... Rather, an antilanguage arises among persons in groups espousing and 
held by alternative perceptions of reality; reality as experienced and set up in 
opposition to some established mode of conception and perception. Consequently,

Ibid., 167. 
Ibid., 168. 
Ibid., 169-70 
Ibid., 170. 
Ibid., 174.

155 Holliday (1978, 171). See the related discussion of antilanguage by Holliday (1976) and Yoder (1984, 50- 
54). For other discussions of antilanguage in John see Petersen (1993); Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998, 7-14, 
46-48, 59-61); Neyrey (1988; 1998); Rohrbaugh (1998, 260-62); and Gmidiy (2003, 56-57).
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an antilanguage is nobody’s ‘mother tongue,’ nor is it a predictable ‘mother 
tongue’ derivative. Rather antilanguage exists solely in a social context of 
resocialization.

And of course, this resocialization of the Johannine group was in relation to “the world” 

and the “Jews” to whom the Gospel so frequently refers.

Malina is not alone in assigning John’s antilanguage to an anti-society 

perspective.’̂  ̂As Rohi'baugh explains, “As an anti-society, then, the Johannine 

community has a language all its own. It is an anti-language, an original tongue. Any new 

member of the community ... assumed a new identity, one which could stand over against 

‘this world’ and the ‘Judeans. The JComm is, according to Malina and others, a 

sectarian movement that has separated from the “world” and “the Jews” by forming a 

symbolic constmction of identity. This “community” sees society at large, the world and 

its members (the Jews) around them as an affront to what they believe and to the essence 

of who they are. By using insights from the sociology of knowledge, and by applying a 

sectarian model related to those insights, Malina and others believe to have found a more 

appropriate way to read the FG. Unfortunately, several problems occur with the use of 

such models. The first has to do with the use of antilanguage, a form of the sociology of 

knowledge, in application to the social formation and location of a document’s audience. 

The second has to do with the application of an antilanguage to the text of the FG. 

Symbolic Construct and Antilanguage: The Need for a New Proposal

After explaining how theological language must take into account the socio

economic cultural factors in its own production, Scroggs admits that “The difficult 

questions for the sociologists are, in concrete instances, how to move between language 

and social realities, and which social realities are to be related to which linguistic 

structure?” This is the key question that must be asked of scholars who apply the 

sociology of knowledge to the text of the Gospels. Our appraisal will not be dealing 

specifically with the influential work of Berger and Luckmann, although critiques of their

Malina (1994, 176).
See especially Peterson (1993) and Rolirbaugli (1998, 260-62). 
Rohrbaugh (1998, 262).
Scroggs (1980, 176).
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theoiy do exi s t .Rather ,  we will be dealing with the application of insight from the 

sociology of knowledge to the Gospels.

The first warning of applying sociology of knowledge to the Gospels, according to 

Gerd Theissen, is that it is difficult to elicit information from analytical conclusions, that 

is, conclusions from different types of indirect information, especially symbols of religious 

belief, because it is impossible to decide at the outset whether there exists symmetry or 

asymmetry between symbol and social reality.’̂ ’ For example, when the apostle Paul uses 

the body as the symbol for the church, it has to be interpreted simultaneously as an 

indicative and an imperative. “This means that this symbol is both a description of a tight- 

knit community (evidence of a synimetiy between symbol and reality) and an exhortation 

to be and become a community (some lack of symmetry between symbol and reality).”

But there is nothing evident within the symbol itself to tell us on which aspect we should 

put the emphasis, the symmetrical or the asymmetrical. The same can be said of the 

metaphorical language found in Jesus’ parables, which gives us a wealth of information of 

the socio-economic background of this tradition. Yet to draw conclusions from this general 

background to the social location of the speaker, or even the tradition-carriers, is much 

more difficult. Thus, there are few definite conclusions that can be drawn from the 

symbols within a Gospel text; hence the large amount of reconstmctions for each of the 

Gospels. We will discuss this more frilly below when we examine Malina’s depiction of 

the “world” in the FG.

The second warning of applying sociology of knowledge to the Gospels is that 

theological traditions or belief complexes often frmction in several different contexts.

Work in apocalyptic literature has revealed that the apocalyptic genre can be used by 

persons in veiy different social situations.”’"’ This research has shown that the 

corresponding relationship between apocalyptic tradition and social situation is not 

patterned in any uniform way. Work in the social functions of the crucifixion and 

resurrection has revealed similar results: one original social situation can lead to several 

different results because the intervening factors need not be the same. The same end result

For an epistemological critique o f Berger and Luckmann (1966) see Thompson (1982); Gill (1974; 1977, 
18-20); and Cairns (1974). For similar discussion see also Bellali (1970; 1974); Segal (1980); Robbins, 
Anthony, and Curtis (1973); Anthony and Robbins (1975).

Theissen (1975b, especially 290-91).
Hohnberg (1990, 135).
Tuckett (1987, 361-63).
Paul D. Hanson (1979); Meeks (1983a).

68



can have been reached by several different and vaiying routes. As Holmberg argues, “It

seems inevitable that, once we leave the primitive idea of strong, direct correlation

between ideas and social basis of an almost deterministic kind, we are bereft of the

possibility to say anything much about correlations at all.” ’̂ ^

The third warning is, surprisingly, from Richard Rohrbaugh who, in his 1987

article, “‘Social Location of Thought’ as a Heuristic Constnict in New Testament Study,”

gives an important analysis of some basic concepts and postulates of the sociology of

knowledge and how these affect the attempts of interpreters to find correlations between

texts and their social contexts. Rohrbaugh argues that although social structures and belief

are certainly related, they are so in a complex and apparently unsystematic way.”’’’ “The

result is that a specific social location is frequently difficult to define, often overlapping

with other locations, and thereby difficult to correlate with particular ideas or beliefs.””’̂

This social location is a plausibility structure; a mental construct and not a set of social

conditions. As Rohrbaugh explains:

The social base is not the cause of other ideas, but the context in which other ideas 
are interpreted and understood as realistic possibilities. Few contemporary 
sociologists of knowledge would assume it is possible to locate causal origins of 
particular ideas as if a social location accounts for ideas that emerge in it.... Even 
Marxists, who routinely assume a correlation between the ideas of a group and that 
group’s social interests, shy away from rigid notions of causality. Social locations 
are heuristic constructs, not explanatoiy ones.”’̂

Thus, lines of demarcation begin to blur: “how are we to know what counts as a group? 

How are we to handle the complexities created by the overlapping character of group 

participation?””’̂  With this Rohrbaugh is not tiying to prohibit drawing correlations 

between early Christian belief and its social context, but admitting that a complete concept 

of the group’s formation is impossible to derive with certainty. A similar argument has 

been made by Motyer who argues that even Berger and Luckmann warned that only a 

macro-sociological background is ever derivable from a text’s internalized 

consciousness.’̂ ’’ According to Motyer, “The vital conclusion is that observers cannot 

infer the social ‘location ’ o f any particular group merely from a study o f its mentality

Holmberg (1990, 139).
Rohrbaugh (1987, 104).
Ibid., 105.
Ibid., 114.
Ibid., 106.
Motyer (1997a, 30-31).
Ibid., 31 (emphasis original).
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Since we know nothing concerning the audience of the FG, moving from text to social 

location is virtually impossible, at least with any verifiable accuracy.

For our purposes the complexity of social locations through the insights of the 

sociology of knowledge, and especially the warning given by Rohrbaugh and Motyer, 

allows us to present our proposal of the “community” symbolically constructed by early 

Christians, even Johannine Christians, as a preferable reading. The community model we 

presented, which is not limited to one geographic location of ideological conflict but is 

allowed to assume a relational connection with several potential audiences, provides a 

reading of John that does not force conflicting evidence to “fit” a specific, symbolically- 

assumed, geographic location. Our reading is able to provide a better reading of the 

composition and reception of the text as a whole. A fiill examination of our model to the 

text of John will be presented in chapter five.

Therefore, with this in mind we return to John and his antilanguage. The question 

we need to ask is the level at which this language is to be seen as creating an “us versus 

them” distinction. But based upon the more complex model we have proposed, the “us” 

may include more than just an isolated geographic “community.” Even ideological 

disagreements need not imply another distinct exclusion. For John, as he himself states, 

there is one primary exclusionary factor: “that you [the reader] may believe that Jesus [as 

portrayed by John] is the Christ [as believed by John].” Although the descriptions of Jesus 

and belief might adjust according to the document, one would be hard-pressed to find 

evidence that such a statement was not basic to the early Christian “sub-society” (using 

Berger’s language). Om* proposal, then, argues that all of Cluistianity was forming its 

identity in relation to other forces and previous beliefs, not just some Johannine “group.”

In light of our proposal a few criticisms are pertinent in reference to Malina’s use of 

antilanguage in John.

First, although it is certainly true that all ancient texts once did realize meanings 

from a (particular) social system, it is impossible for current interpreters to claim they have 

found a single location that explains the details of a document’s explicated social system. 

Even if we were to assume that the “JComm” was anti-society and relatively confined, 

there is no way to be certain that the language used, language common to both the tradition 

they came from and the general culture in which they lived, would have been understood 

in the antilanguage way that Malina proposes. Malina claims too much when he states:
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John’s vocabulary would minor the lexical selections in vogue among his 
associates. The distinctiveness of this vocabulary would indicate that other 
Christian associations did not converge in this regard. As a matter of fact, given 
what the author of 1 John writes, it would seem that that document emerged as a 
sort of linguistic broker. 1 John was written to compensate for the apparent lack of 
understanding of what John was about and to promote solidarity and empathy.

But John’s vocabulary is hardly as “distinctive” as Malina has claimed. As Stephen Barton 

explains.

Are metaphors like logos, light, bread, living water, good shepherd, true vine. Son 
of God, and so on -  each of them with deep roots in the biblical and Jewish 
traditions and not without a certain currency in the wider Hellenistic milieu, either 
-  as opaque as [some interpreters make] them out to be? If they are not, and if we 
recall in addition the strong, universalizing missionaiy thrust of John, then a further 
crack appears in ... sociological interpretation.’̂ ^

For example, with all the Jewish imagery attached to “lamb” in the OT and Second 

Temple Judaism it is striking that Malina links the title “Lamb of God” in 1:29 with the 

constellation Aries; a title which was labeled by Romans after the FG was already 

written.’̂ "’ Such a move by Malina is problematic for two reasons. First, it implies that 

later Romans would have been able to read John 1:19 as equally as the “JComm,” even 

without being anti-societal (for they were the society). Second, and related to the first, if 

our only access to the “meanings” of phrases or words comes from non anti-society texts, 

how can we even assume to know what an anti-society reading of the FG would have 

looked like? It would appear that any non anti-society reading would be out of the question 

for an anti-society text. Several other examples could be provided that show how Malina is 

required to highlight one nuance or aspect of a word or phrase, almost always from a non- 

anti-society, when several other plausible interpretations are available. In fact, these other 

plausible interpretations would have been available to the readers of the FG as well!

Was John’s antilanguage created within and confined to his own supposed community that 

had its own, isolated system of communication, or was Johannine language part of the 

social system of the wider Mediterranean world? As we have tried to show above, the 

attempt to fit John’s language into a specific anti-societal “community” that is speaking an 

antilanguage is methodological circular and unable to explain the text of John as a whole. 

Our proposal, that the community is an indefinite symbolic construction that correlates

Malina (1994, 169).
Barton (1993, 148). We will discuss John’s missionary thrust in chapter five.
Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998, 50-51).
For another good example see the discussion of “gate” in Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998, 178-80).
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with much of the early Christian movement and its general cultural milieu, works just as 

well with the theory of speech accommodation that Malina uses for his anti-society 

model.

Second, the one-to-one correspondence between the author and the audience is 

hardly proportional. If John was writing to a “community,” maybe a group which he was a 

leading or teaching member, he could have easily written in a way that not all the members 

would immediately be able to appreciate. In fact, some of the best literature is highly 

ambiguous in parts, while still communicating effectively. Barton’s critique of Meeks is 

pertinent here:

Doubt may ... be cast on Meek’s claim that the Fourth Gospel shows all the signs 
of being a ‘book for insiders,’ since ‘only a very rare outsider would get past the 
barrier of its closed metaphorical system.’ This strikes me as a tour de force. On 
this view, it is a wonder that anyone made it into the Johannine community at 
all!'”

Recently, a similar argument has been made by Alexander Jensen in his examination of

Johannine l an g ua ge . In  a section on the sociological backgroimd of the Johannine text,

Jensen argues, contraiy to Malina, that Johannine language would have been

comprehensible to the general, uninitiated reader.

.. .Johannine language is not an arcane language incomprehensible to the 
uninitiated. On the contrary, it is an open system of language, drawing concepts 
and symbols from the Christian and non-Christian environment and combining 
them in a poetic way. Therefore, the language of John’s Gospel would have been, 
and still is comprehensible for anybody familiar with its contemporaiy 
thought....

Where Malina emphasizes intergroup tension, we would emphasize intragroup identity formation.
Barton (1993, 148).
Jensen (2004).
Ibid., 59. Although Jensen allows for a broader use of the Gospel, he critiques what he calls the extreme 

position presented in GAC. According to Jensen, “on historical and linguistic grounds it is possible to 
recognize distinct traditions at work behind or within John’s Gospel” (59). Although “it is legitimate to say 
that Gospel o f John is a text which evolved from a particular group within the early church, and which was 
written within a context of a distinct theology and spirituality;” it is also possible to see how the FG “invited 
the reader or listener to enter the world which is brought about through its language. John’s Gospel is not a 
document of a group which separated itself from the church, but it is an offer to the church, and which the 
wider church finally accepted” (59). “In sum, we must see John’s Gospel somewhere in-between 
sectarianism and universal communication” (62). But Jensen’s middle position, though helpful, has confiised 
origin with audience. It is not self-evident that a document written by a specific “group” is necessarily 
intended for that same “group,” the one that created the document. Jensen is correct to see how John’s 
Gospel would have behind it a specific tradition or perspective of early Christianity; but he is wrong to 
assume that this view was self-perpetuating and not intended for the broader Christian movement. Especially 
when, as he admits, its tlieological language was invitational in nature and would have been understood “by 
Christians as well as everyone familiar with its contemporary religious thought” (59).
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In the same way, our model suggests that the text could assume different “levels” or 

“types” of readers. A full discussion of different types of readers and the heuristic use of 

the concept of the implied reader in John will be discussed in chapter four.

A good example of the misuse of antilanguage in the FG is Malina and 

Rohrbaugh’s description of Koopoç in Jolui. Malina and Rohrbaugh argue that although the 

term Koopo; in the Hellenistic period nomially means the inhabited world in which one 

lives, in John it only has that meaning four t i m e s . F o r  the remaining uses Koapoç is a 

subject of personal activity and the object of interpersonal relations; Koapoç refers to 

humanity, to human beings.’̂ * Since Malina and Rohrbaugh already assume that the FG is 

written to an anti-society “group” in conflict, they are required to assume that the relational 

sense of Koopoç is diametrically opposed to the JComm. That is, if the JComm (the in

group) is one geographically located “group,” then Koopoç (the out-group) must be 

referring to a conflicting out-group known to this (small) band of r ead er s . Fr om the 

perspective of John, then, Koapoç is the “Jews” with whom the JComm has conflict; they 

constitute the Koopoç (out-group) of John. But two major problems face this symbolic 

reading of Koapoç. First, and most problematic to this thesis, one is required to assume not 

only that John was written to a specific “group,” but also that this “group” was anti

society. The term Koopoç can easily have a broad relational reference in Hellenistic 

literature. Second, assuming Koopoç means “Israelite/Jew” in every occunence (except for 

11:9; 17:5; 24; 21:25) creates a confusing reading of certain passages.

The example they use is itself difficult to reconcile with their reading of the 

JComm versus “the Jews.” In 3:16 God so loved the “Israelites/the Jews” is supposed to 

mean that he gave only to the people of Israel only his Son (in the flesh). But how would 

they reconcile this reading with the very next verse which claims that God will not judge 

“Israel/the Jews,” for he wants none “of Israel/the Jews” to perish (3:17). Maybe John is 

inviting “the Jews” into its fellowship, rather than contrasting itself with the Jews. But this 

makes no sense if the JComm is in immediate “group” conflict with “the Jews.” Even 

earlier, in 1:29, does Jesus really take away the “sins of the Jews?” Are they no longer to 

be considered the out-group? Is there no longer any conflict between the Jews and the 

JComm? What may be even more striking is the Johannine irony in 12:19 where the

Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998, 245-46).
Ibid., 246.
Ibid., 247. Note the influence o f Martyn’s thesis for reading Jolm.
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Pharisees proclaim that “the world has gone after him [Jesus].” If we assume Malina and 

Rohrbaugh’s reading of Koopoç as referring to “the Jews,” then the Pharisees are 

themselves speaking as within an anti-society. They are placing themselves over against 

both Jesus and “the Jews!”’̂  ̂ By placing Koopoç within a specific “community” 

interpretation, Malina and Rohrbaugh have distorted the text.

Interestingly, though attained through different means, a similar conclusion is made 

by Raymond Brown. Although he realizes the complexity of Koapoç in the FG, Brown still 

reads it as functioning for a specific “community.” ’̂ "’ Brown reads the term diachronically 

through the Gospel assuming that its more frequent use in the latter half of the book 

implies that the JComm became more involved in Gentile missions; a stage beyond its 

initial Jewish co nf l i c t . In  this way. Brown is still closely related to Malina and 

Rohrbaugh in his understanding of its social and relational fiinction. Brown assumes that 

since the “Jews” dominate chapters 5-12 and Koapoç dominates chapters 14-17, the Gospel 

must be revealing the developmental stages of the “community.” The Koopoc; must be 

reflecting a Gentile “group” that had interaction and conflict with the JComm. In this way 

Brown sees John’s use of Koopoç as stretched linearly so as to depict the various world-like 

“groups” that the JComm had symbolically constructed. But Brown is forced to make the 

developing data comply with a single social location of thought; a geographically- 

located’̂  ̂“community” and its experiences. Yet nothing in chapters 14-17 gives indication 

that Koopoc; is to be taken as referring to Gentiles in contrast to Jews, thus fitting his linear 

proposal. In fact, the opposite can be claimed for some references. For example, 16:28, 

which is in the section Brown claims portrays a Gentile Koapoç (“I came from the Father 

and have come into the world”), is reminiscent of 1:9-11, where it claims that Jesus came 

“into the world,” that is, he “came to his own” but “his own did not accept him.” Even in 

his commentary Brown admits that this coming “to his own” (i.e. the “world”) is certainly 

Israel (the “Jews”).’^̂  Thus, although it could be said that the presentation of Koopoç in 

chapters 14-17 is less anti-Je wish than chapters 5-12, it cannot be said that Koapoq is 

completely Gentile, reflecting relations with only Gentiles. Only a more complex model of

It is this use of Koopcç in 12:19, one that is broadly relational in an idiomatic sense that most 
commentaries promote. See Barrett (1978,420) and Morris (1972, 589).

Brown (1966, 508-510).
Brown (1979, 63-66).
I use this term in order to cover Brown’s idea of a “community” that moved geographically. 
Brown (1966, 10).
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“community” can handle the nuances of icoopoç in the FG. We will present our preferred 

reading of Koapoç in chapter five.

In conclusion, we have spent a good amount of space critiquing a symbolic- 

constructed world (plausibility structure) and antilanguage and their application to the FG. 

We have argued that the model Malina proposes limits the plausibility structure that the 

text portrays concerning the “us versus them” distinction. Even more, Malina only 

reinforces the interpretation he had already c h o s e n ; a n  interpretation we have argued is 

circular in nature and distorts a holistic reading of John. In contrast, our proposed model of 

“community” is a more explanatory model; one that seeks to define the various 

complexities of “us versus them” through John’s own perception of belief; perceptions not 

based on problematic audience assumptions of geogiaphic “community” and anti-society.

A Community That is Sectarian?: Conclusion

This thesis is attempting to argue that the sectarian model is limited in its ability to 

access the social-historical context of first-century Christianity and the symbolically- 

constructed social locations of individual “groups” within its early movement. Our 

proposed model of the early Christian movement explains better the evidence of the 

general Christianity revealed in the NT documents; documents that revealed both unity and 

diversity as well as both “group” and inter-“group” documents in the same religious 

movement.’̂ ’’ Our model also provides a more appropriate reading of the Gospels 

themselves, as we will attempt to show more fully in chapter five. The FG reveals an 

audience that was connected to a broader section of early Christianity and its culture at 

large than sectarian and antilanguage readings are able to demonstrate.’̂ ” To limit John to 

a sectarian “group” or to a “group” in intense conflict with the “Jews” forces the

A similar critique was made of Meeks (1972) by Tuckett (1987, 145-47).
This was also the conclusion of Dumi (1990, 369): “I think it can justly be said that we have discovered a 

fairly clear and consistent unifying strand which from the first both marked out Christianity as something 
distinctive and different and provided the integrating centre for the diverse expressions of Cliristianity. That 
unifying element was the unity between the historical Jesus and the exalted Christ....” Cf. C. F. D. Moule 
(1966, 10): “In a word, the apostolic proclamation about Jesus was the unifying factor; or, more deeply 
defined, it is to the Spirit o f God himself, through Jesus Christ our Lord, that the unity-in-diversity of the 
New Testament is to be traced.” See also, more recently, Larry Hurtado (2003, 650): “ .. .in spite of the 
diversity, it is equally evident that Jesus was central in all the forms of earliest Christianity, proto-orthodox 
and others, that we can describe with any confidence.”

Although Jolm makes some statements that some assume create a distinction between his readers and 
others, as Brown (1979, 88-91) has warned, other evidence in John shows that these readers (who he assumes 
are a single “group”) did not break communion with other “Christians” whose characteristics are found in 
many NT works of the late first-century. The Johannine Christians, Brown explains, looked on other 
Christians as “belonging to Jesus’ own to whom they were bound by the commandment: ‘As I have loved 
you, so must you love one another’” (90).
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interpreter to do gymnastics to explain the parts of the text that speak to a different end. 

We now turn to the patristic evidence of a “community” assumption for the FG.

P a t r is t ic  E x e g e sis  a n d  t h e  G o sp e l s  

Our focus on Gospel audience in early Christianity would be incomplete if it did 

not entail an examination of the evidence from the post-apostolic period through the 

second century. The documents written for the church at that time “provide significant and 

often unparalleled glimpses of and insights into the life of Christians and the Christian 

movement during a critical transitional stage in its history.”’̂ ’ Our intent here is not to 

provide a comprehensive study of second-century assumptions about the Gospels and their 

original audiences, but to see if these writings assist us to define more clearly the type of 

audience the Gospels, or at least their readers, might have e x p e c te d .In  order to assess 

the evidence we will use as our point of entiy a recent paper engaging the Gospel 

community debate by Margaret M. Mitchell entitled, “Patristic Counter-evidence to the 

Claim that ‘The Gospels Were Written for All Christians.’””’̂  Our discussion will focus 

specifically on Mitchell’s discussion of patristic evidence of the Gospel audiences.’̂ "’ 

Origin and Audience o f the Gospels: The Evidence from Patristics

According to Mitchell the supposition that the Gospels were grounded in a local 

audience and context is not a new debate. “I think it is most important to resituate the 

debate Bauckham has claimed to be the product of the excesses of modern critical 

methodologies as actually yet another instance of a very old and enduring hermeneutical 

problem in the exegesis of Christian literatui e: the relationship between the particularity 

and universality of the gospels.”’̂  ̂The patristic exegetes were “very self consciously and 

complexly working at the fulcrum between the universality and particularity of the gospels 

(including at times an insistence upon their original local aud iences).A ccord ing  to 

Mitchell:

‘"’ Holmes (1999, 1).
We must admit that the second century writers we consult are themselves the audience of the Gospels. 

They do not exist outside of tlieir influence nor were they formed without their guidance. This is, o f course, 
either part o f the problem we are trying to resolve or part o f the clue to our answer.

Mitchell (2003).
Although this is her primary goal, Mitchell also spent nearly ten pages critiquing logical and 

methodological issues in GAC. Since our thesis as a whole is moving the entire Gospel community debate 
forward, most o f her proposed difficulties are consumed in the remainder of this thesis and will not be 
examined here.

Ibid., 2.
Ibid., 12.
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The gospels ultimately were read as addressing ‘all Christians’ in that they were 
regarded as having communicated a universal divine truth. That they could so 
effectively be read this way was in fact their genius and was ... a major factor in 
the rise and missionaiy success of the Christian cult. But that universal readership 
did not concomitantly require later Christian readers ... to disregard circumstances 
of original, local origin. Patristic authors found many creative ways to hold in 
tension their historical particularity and theological universality.’̂ ^

Mitchell admits that the Gospels were intended to be universal, but not from their outset,

or at least not according to the patristic inteipreters who made frequent mention of the

Gospels and their originating locations. Thus we are forced to deal with the contention

Mitchell presents: the patristic writers never separated the universality of the Gospel

message (its divine heritage) from the specific location that created the Gospels. Or, as

Mitchell explains it, “Can the patristic (and later) sources which specify a local audience

for any or all of the gospels be so cavalierly dismissed?” It is to this specific issue and

Mitchell’s evaluation of it within the patristic material that we now turn.

Mitchell begins by discussing the famous tradition about the occasion of Mark’s

Gospel by Eusebius. According to Eusebius:

Again, in the same volumes Clement set forth, in the following manner, a tradition 
of the early elders about the order of the gospels: Clement said that those of the 
gospels which contain genealogies have been written first, but that the Gospel 
according to Mark had this oikonomiœ?^^ after Peter had preached the word 
publicly in Rome, and expressed the gospel by the spirit, those who were present, 
being many, urged Mark, since he had followed Peter from way back and 
remembered what had been said [by him], to write down what was said. After 
doing so, Mark imparted the gospel to those who were asking him for it. When 
Peter learned of this, he used his powers of persuasion neither to hinder nor to 
encourage it.^”’

Ibid. 
Ibid., 13.

199 For the sake of discussion all translations will be those that Mitchell provides unless otherwise stated.
Mitchell (2003, 15) only transliterates this word because she claims it is “such an important and multi- 

valent term” in early Christian literature (n. 45). According to Mitchell the term can mean “accommodation 
to circumstances” (Lampe [1961, .s. v. 942, D.2]) or perhaps “had this opportune occasion,” or “providential 
appearance (941, C.6), or, less clearly, but more literally, “management, supervision” (940-41, A .l, 2, 4). It 
would seem that the initial three definitions Mitchell provides, definitions that are necessarily based upon 
context, lend more support for her understanding o f this passage that places Mark’s occasion as required in 
and for a specific locale (“accommodation to circumstances; opportune occasion”). But it would appear that 
contextually the term is simply telling of the “position” in which Mark stood, a position in relation to the 
other Gospels, and not emphasizing the position in relation to the readers. For example, Liddell and Scott 
(1996, 1204, II.3) even use the terms “arrangement” or “steps.” In other words, rather than being 
“opportune” for the Roman readers, Mark is appropriately positioned, even an opportune literary position, in 
relation to the other Gospels. Cf. Moulton and Milligan (1997, f.v. 3622).

Eusebius, hist. eccl. 6.14..6-7.
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For Mitchell this statement tells nothing of the circulation of the Gospel, nothing of copies, 

in fact, it appears that “Mark’s Gospel does not move beyond the Roman Christians who 

asked him to write it, who are presented as a rather specific group who in turn receive 

it” 202 she claims, is contrary to Bauckham’s claim that “the idea of writing a Gospel 

purely for the members of the writer’s own church or even for a few neighboring churches 

is unlikely to have occurred to anyone.

But Mitchell’s assumption is not self-evident. The focus of the text is on the 

oikonomia of the Gospel of Mark in relation to the other Gospels, not the Roman readers. 

Although this text “hardly represents an enthusiastic authorial or patronal dissemination of 

the gospel to the people beside those at Rome,” ”̂"’ neither does it state that the Gospel was 

only intended for the Roman audience, or that the Roman audience was only from Rome. 

The text only describes the audience who heard Peter preach “in public” (brniooict) as 

“those who were present,” and not as Roman. In such a major city, and with a personal 

sermon by the apostle Peter, a man with “powers of persuasion,” it would not be 

unexpected if many in the audience were not natives of Rome. The vei*y fact that the 

sermon was “in public” (ÔTipooLa) alludes to the more general nature of the occasion and 

not some specific Christian group or house church. The audience’s desire for Mark “to 

write down what was said” by Peter need not imply that the impetus for the creation of the 

Gospel of Mark was solely based upon the audience’s “urging.” As we will argue later, the 

Gospels were written to meet the needs of the early Christian movement. This text simply 

alludes to the fact that one of the groups that recognized this need was the one who heard 

Peter in Rome, and one of the results was the Gospel of Mark.^”̂  Finally, one wonders if 

the concluding comment, “Wlien Peter learned of this, he used his powers of persuasion 

neither to hinder nor to encourage it,” was meant more to honor the apostle Peter, or to 

excuse him from the responsibility of the “lack” of order in Mark, than to describe his lack 

of concern concerning its further spread.

Mitchell (2003, 15). 
Bauckham (1998c, 44).
Mitchell (2003, 15).
This would seem to fit the other texts that have what Mitchell (2003, 15, n.49) calls “audience request 

traditions.” In fact, the text Mitchell mentions concerning the impetus behind the Gospel o f John (Clement of 
Alexandria, j9'ag. 8.13; cf. Eusebius, hist. eccl. 6.14.7) seems to show more of the initial impetus resting in 
the mind of John himself (“recognizing that the bodily matters had been recorded in the gospels ... wrote a 
spiritual gospel”), than in the people who hoped to receive it. In other words, John saw the need and it was 
confirmed to him by others (“persuaded by men of note”).
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Another text from Eusebius needs to be dealt with; one with which Mitchell 

contests the theory that the Gospels had a more intentional universal audience. According 

to Eusebius:

The light of piety shone so greatly on the minds of the hearers of Peter that they 
were not satisfied to rest content with a single hearing, nor with an unwritten 
teaching of the divine proclamation. With all sorts of entreaties they persisted in 
asking Mark, whose Gospel is published, since he was a follower of Peter, to leave 
a written record of the teaching that had been handed down to them orally, and by 
this they became the cause of the writing/scripture called the gospel according to 
Mark. And they say that the apostle, upon learning what had been done, after the 
spirit revealed [it] to him was pleased at the feiwent desire of these men, and 
confirmed the writing for reading in the churches.^””

Mitchell admits that at first glance this text might seem congenial to the wider audience 

theory, but claims that on closer look there are significant problems for such a hypothesis. 

For Mitchell, “this testimony contradicts Bauckliam’s assumption ... that those who have 

the oral word do not require a written text, such that an evangelist would not write a gospel 

to address a community where he was present.” ”̂̂  Mitchell claims that Bauckliam’s 

statements concerning the lack of need for a written document in a specific Gospel- 

creating community is overstated, especially based upon evidence found in this text, where 

the community “persisted in asking Mark ... to leave a written record of the teaching that 

had been handed down to them orally...

But does this “community” really fit the concept of community that Bauckliam 

suggests? The type of “community” that Bauckliam is arguing against would seem to be a 

single, coherent body of believers that form either one church or a few close-knit churches 

in a symbiotic relationship.^”̂  This is not the picture of a community we get from this text. 

There is nothing in this text that defines the audience who urged Mark to leave a written 

record of the apostle’s teaching, the Gospel. The fact that they were the “cause” of the 

writing tells us nothing about who “they” were. The “hearers of Peter” could have been 

members of several different groups and regions. The written copy of the gospel may have 

heen for the use of several groups and house churches, not just the one where Peter spoke 

according to this tiadition. This would especially be the case if Peter traveled and spoke at 

several geographic locations and churches. The fact that Eusebius refers to Mark as the one

Clement of Alexandria,// ag. 9.4-20; cf. Eusebius, hist. eccl. 2.14.1-2).
Mitchell (2003, 17).
Bauckham (1998c, 44). “ .. .surely the idea o f writing a Gospel purely for the member’s of the writer’s 

own church or even for a few neighboring churches is unlikely to have occurred to anyone.”
This is related to the definition o f “community” we discussed above.

79



“whose gospel is published” leads us to believe that the published gospel was meant to be

read by more than a single community; publication would imply a more general audience

or less specific ownership. Even Eusebius’ reference to Mark defining Mark to his own

implied reader as the one who had already published a Gospel, fits our proposed reading of

this tradition. Loosely translated the phrase would read: “Mark, the author of the published

Gospel that should be familiar to you.”

For Mitchell, the fact that the cause ( ocltlcx) ^ ’ ” of the Gospel was not the evangelist

and that the text “does n o t... say that Peter approved or disseminated this text to ‘all the

churches,’ or anything like the ‘any and every church’ of Bauckham’s formulation” shows

that the Gospel tradition was certainly assumed^’ ’ to be connected to a local geographic

area or community.^Mitchell assumes that the local reference could variously refer to the

“churches at Rome,” or to “the churches” (some unspecified entity beyond Rome),

although, she admits, that text is silent as to specifics.^’̂  Mitchell states the importance of

her argument this way:

Most importantly, the fact that such a tradition arose at a l l ... is indicative of the 
hermeneutical awareness in the early church of the multi-dimensional addressees of 
the gospel literature. Like the letters of Paul, though locally situated in their 
inaugural voices, these texts are also presented as making a transition to universal 
readership. This fragment from Clement is one way of accounting for the post- 
compositional shift from more limited authorial design to eventual general usage, 
and it is a part of the larger, insistent paradoxes that govern patristic gospel 
interpretation between the human and divine authorship of these texts, and the 
particular witness of each gospel in relation to the unified testimony of them all.^’"’

But this text does not do for Mitchell what she claims it does: “bridge the gap 

between local and more wide-spread r e a d e r s h i p . I n  fact, no bridge was required. In 

reference to the written and published document of the Gospels, she makes a distinction 

between their meaning and significance: the Gospel had a specific meaning for the original 

audience alone and only later developed a more universal significance. According to 

Mitchell this text “describes an original local audience for Mark’s gospel among the 

Roman churches, even as its ultimate purpose is to show how their historical ownership o f

Mitchell notes that word alxia in ancient literaiy criticism is used for the historical occasion that called 
forth a document.

Mitchell (2003, 17) admits that her attempt “is not to argue that this tradition is historically accurate, but 
to insist that it does represent what some early church readers thought about the origins o f the gospels.” 

Ibid. (emphasis original).
Ibid.

^'Ubid., 17-18.
Ibid., 17.
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this text was later to be s u p e r s e d e d But the tradition makes no such move from

specific to general. The Gospel message that the apostle Peter proclaimed to the Christians

in Rome^'^ was called “divine proclamation” full stop; no mention of situational

application was even implied. No broadening of this specifically-located proclamation is

required. The tradition’s loose description of the audience (“hearers of Peter,” “they,” and

“them”) should have made clear to Mitchell that the tradition is focused on the important

origin of the hearing and not the situation of the hearers; an importance we will explain

below. The fact that the hearers wanted Mark to “leave a written record of the teaching”

implies that it was something he was taking with him, a general message, not a message

that was located in the specific circumstances of that audience. Why would they even have

to ask him for something that was only theirs to begin with? As the previous Eusebius

passage explains, if even the authorship of the gospel is implied to be broader than Peter

(“Peter ... preached the word ... and expressed the gospel by the spirit....”), should we not

also assume that the message of the spirit’s gospel is broader than the Roman Christians?

This ti adition, then, gives no support to the idea that the Gospel of Mark had original

meaning only for Roman Christians and only later was given universal significance.^’̂

Another area of discussion for Mitchell is the place of Gospel audiences in patristic

exegesis. Mitchell states her concern well:

Contrary to the impression one might receive from Bauckham’s essay, these 
traditions about... authorship, which extend fiom Papias to Irenaeus to Clement to 
Origen to Eusehius, are not odd, minority voices, but they become the dominant 
way of thinking about gospel origins in the early church (and for much of the later 
interpretation in the west). Once enshrined in the Eusebian masterwork, historia 
ecclesiastica, and the writings of Jerome in the west, their influence was peiwasive 
and enduring from late antiquity up through modernity.^

Mitchell chastises Bauckliam’s dismissive footnote to the contrary: “Even if the four 

Gospels originally had the prestige of being local Gospels of particular major churches, 

there is no evidence at all that this factor was operative in the second century, when the 

survival of all four to form the four-Gospel canon was at stake.”^̂ ” For Mitchell this

Ibid., 18 (emphasis added).
Again, this need not imply that every member of the audience was from Rome.
For a good discussion of the literary concepts o f meaning and significance see Vanhoozer (1998, 259-263, 

421-24). Cf. Hirsch (1984), who refined his meaning-significance distinction and now thinks that authors 
regularly intended to address future readers and so transcend their original situation. According to Hirsch, 
“Literature is typically an instrument designed for broad and continuing fiiture applications” (209).

Mitchell (2003, 19).
Bauckham (1998c, 15, n.lO).
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statement, responding to Streeter’s theory that each of the four Gospels started with a local 

dominance, is

... cast into grave doubt by the evidence already considered, is further 
disconfirmed by many more examples from among the ancient canon-lists, gospel 
prologues, and moQkoeiQ, the essential purpose of which, in accord with literaiy 
criticism generally, was to direct and condition reading. By including such short 
plot summaries and often KecjjctXaLoc or chapter lists in manuscripts, early Christians 
established cultures of reading and reception for their literature, using the 
bibliographic techniques of the late-antique library and schoolroom.

Thus, according to Mitchell, the issue of Gospel audiences becomes a hermeneutical issue 

in patristic exegesis. The historical occasion of each Gospel was considered to be an 

important piece of information readers should have before encountering the text. This 

focus never denied the divine authorship, but saw the two working in tandem. The amount 

of interest in the biographical details of the evangelists, admittedly influenced by ancient 

encomiastic traditions, was universal. It is for this reason that Mitchell is surprised at the 

stark contrast between Bauckliam’s portrayal of the Gospel’s audiences and the evidence 

she has presented.^^^ How could Bauckham see the Gospels as communicating from 

“generic” evangelists and to a “generic” readership, “any and every” Church in the 

“Christian movement” in the Meditenanean world, when the patristic sources show such 

great hermeneutical interest in biogiaphical details of authorship and historical details of 

origin? Or as Mitchell asks, “Why would such complex and elaborative narrative traditions 

grappling with the historical particularities that occasioned each have even been 

necessary?”^̂ ^

The Function o f Gospel Narrative Traditions in Patristic Exegesis

Before we can answer the question concerning the patristic interest in particularity

and Bauckliam’s proposal for universality, we must define what the patristic exegetes

meant hermeneutically by the historical particularity they ascribed to each of the Gospels.

Mitchell admits that these particulars, these “audience request traditions,” are not

necessarily historically reliable, but describe what was occurring in the exegetical process.

Mitchell explained it this way:

The point for our purposes ... is not to argue that this tradition is historically 
accurate, but to insist that it does represent what some early church leaders thought 
about the origins of the gospels.... Most important for the question of the gospel

Mitchell (2003, 19-20).
Ibid., 20.
Ibid., 25.
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audiences, this tradition [the Eusebius tradition concerning Mark cited above] ... 
seems designed precisely to bridge the gap between local and more wide-spread 
readership. ... Most importantly, the fact that such a tradition arose at a l l ... is 
indicative of the hermeneutical awareness in the early church of the multi
dimensional addressees of the gospel literature.

Based upon this explanation, Mitchell assumes that we can know what the some of the 

early church leaders “thought” about the origins of the Gospels. It is surprising to see 

Mitchell’s confidence in ascertaining the cognitive process of the early church leaders in a 

field of study that has attempted to remove discussion of authorial intention from bihlical 

interpretation. If we cannot be certain what Matthew intended, when we have a complete 

and unified document from which to work, let alone Paul from whom we have several 

documents, how can we assume to know the “thoughts” of the early church leaders 

concerning one topic mentioned in different ways in different documents? In agreement 

with Mitchell, we can confirm that there did exist various “traditions” about the origins of 

the Gospels, but nothing which would imply a “thought” by the early church leaders, as if 

the tradition was from the leaders themselves, let alone how the traditions were used in the 

hermeneutical process. We will discuss more on the definition of tradition below.

One also wonders what Mitchell implies by “this tradition ... seems designed 

precisely to bridge the gap between local and more wide-spread readership.” The problem 

of the gap between local and more wide-spread readership was only concerning the 

Pauline epistles, not the Gospels.^^^ The plurality of the Gospels was a p ro b le m ,n o t  the 

locations from which they arose. It would seem that if the Gospels had come from specific 

locations, locations that helped to define their contextual purpose, then the plurality of the 

Gospels might have been less problematic. The early church could have seen the original 

use of each Gospel and simply explained them theologically for a more wide-spread 

audience. The fact that this did not occur might imply that their meaning was not located in 

a specific situation.

Finally, are these traditions really “indicative of the hemieneutical awareness in the 

early church of the multi-dimensional addressees of the gospel literature?” Again, unlike 

the Pauline epistles, the Gospels never needed to be explained away from the particular to 

the universal. One is hard-pressed to find in these traditions a “transition to a universal

Ibid., 17 (emphasis original).
As Mitchell has already made mention concerning. See Dahl (1962).

226 See Cullmann (1956).
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readersliip.”^̂  ̂The Gospels never seem to need such assistance. True, these “traditions” 

imply an originating location, but never is that location made the interpretive key that 

Mitchell desires. It is rarely used to explain the difficult portions of the Gospels or to 

explain some aspect of the evangelist’s Sitz im Leben. The “hermeneutical awareness of 

multi-dimensional addressees” was not from particular to universal, but more universal 

from the start.^^  ̂ The origins of the Gospels were important, but not for the sake of 

hermeneutics. To this we now turn.

In dealing with the place of Gospel audiences in patristic exegesis we must define 

what is meant by “tradition.” The term “tradition” can be employed to mean several things, 

but in this context it most certainly refers to a piece of historical information independent 

of scriptural sources handed down from an early period in the church.^^^ This tradition that 

Mitchell utilizes in establishing any particularity in the origins of the Gospels is certainly 

oral tradition; the diverse and contradictory nature of the tiaditions make this clear. As oral 

tradition, therefore, it is subject to the laws of h i s t o r y . I t  cannot continue to be preserved 

indefinitely in an oral form without succumbing to cormption or distortion. It would seem 

that Mitchell would agree with this statement. She would not argue that the traditions are 

historically accurate, but that they reflect the “thought” of the patiistic exegetes. As 

Mitchell explains, the historical occasion “of each was considered an important piece of 

information readers should have before encountering the text.”^̂ ’ Using the recent

Mitchell. (2003, 17).
We use the phrase "more universal” because our argument is not that the Gospels were written literally 

for “all” but potentially for all. The difference in nuance is important. Our argument is that the evangelists 
did assume that a readership broader than their own geographic location (“community”) would read their 
Gospels and they designed their Gospel, used its genre, accordingly. In a personal response to Margaret 
Mitchell’s 2003 paper, Richard Bauckham argues the following: “ ...there is a clear logical distinction 
between an indefinite category as the audience and a specific audience. It is the difference between (eg) 
writing a book for theological students, wherever they may be, whether or not I know anything more about 
them than I know about all theological students as such, and on the other hand writing a class handout for the 
thirty-two students who are taking my course this year. In the first case, one could introduce fLirther 
characterizations of the audience (theological students who are Christian believers, theological students who 
are training for the ministry, beginning students or students who already know quite a lot etc) but it remains 
an indefinite category. It extends to students in institutions I've never heard of and places I've never thought 
about. In the second case, one could increase the size of the audience - a lecture class of 200 students - but 
they are still a specific group, one that could in principle be specified as a list of names o f individuals. In 
these senses, ‘Jewish Christians’ is an indefinite category, ‘the Christian communities in a wide area around 
Antioch’ is a specific audience” (personal letter to Margaret Mitchell., April 2004, 2). It is this understanding 
of a “universal” or “general” audience that this paper is attempting to advance.

Adapted from Hanson (1962, 7).
As explained by Loveday Alexander (1988, 390), “The readers, in other words, are being asked to accept 

the story ... as largely fiction -  but fiction sanctioned by being classified as a ‘story o f antiquity.’” That is, 
the stories have a moral value, not necessarily a historical-critical one.
2’” Mitchell, (2003, 20).
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definition of historia by Frances Young, Mitchell explains further what the patristic 

exegetes considered historical: “Historia is the enquiry that produces as much information 

as possible with respect to the elements, actions, characters or background of the text.”^̂  ̂

Although the term historia can be defined as such, the definition in no way explains the 

historical method used by the patiistic exegetes. Earlier in the same work Frances Young 

explains:

Quintilian’s word, historike, again represents a technical vocabulary, but to jump to 
the conclusion that to historikon is some kind of historico-critical exegesis is 
misplaced: I submit that too many discussions of patristic exegesis have jumped to 
conclusions about historical interest where such terminology is used, for it does not 
necessarily imply what we mean by historical. Historia in the first place has to do 
with enquiry, the knowledge acquired by investigation, and in some contexts at 
least it is more likely to have that kind of meaning than to imply any claim to 
historical factuality in our sense. Indeed, it is acknowledged that ancient literaiy 
criticism had no true historical sense.^^^

Young explains well the pitfall of equating patristic historical “thought” with the historical 

exegesis assumed today. Although her linking historia with enquiry might at first seem to 

support Mitchell’s argument, a further look reveals it does not. The type of enquiry the 

patristic exegetes were interested in was not the behind-the-text issues but the textual 

issues themselves. Unlike modem historical criticism that “uses” the behind-the-text issues 

to interpret the text, such would not have been seen as necessary in pre-critical 

interpretation. Even the issue of the origin of the text, the point of concern here, would not 

have explained the text, but verified it. A later comment on historia by Young is helpful 

here:

It is true that historia meant pragmata (deeds) or res gestae (things that happened); 
stories given this epithet were meant to be ‘true,’ not res fictae or res fabulosae -  
that was the expectation raised in readers’ minds by the genre. But the distinctive 
thing about historical writing was not ‘single-minded pursuits of facts’ but their 
presentation as morally significant, their interpretation in terms of ‘virtue’ and 
‘vice’ and ‘fortune.’ No Antiochene could have imagined the kind of critical stance 
of the Biblical Theology movement, explicitly locating revelation not in the text, 
events to which we only have access by reconstructing them from the texts, treating 
the texts as documents providing historical data.^̂ "’

The “audience request traditions” that Mitchell uses to show a hermeneutical interest do 

not seem to fit with the historia described by Young. The audience request traditions had

Frances Young (2002, 87). Cited by Mitchell (2003, 20, n.60).
Young (2002, 79). The same appraisal is made by Russell (1981, 159): “There can be little doubt that the 

historical study o f literature in antiquity was very rudimentary by modern standards.”
Young (2002, 166-67).
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an important significance, even a moral significance, but it was not the hemieneutical key 

to interpreting the text. Rather, these traditions verified to the reader that the texts and their 

stories were reliable and connected to a true source. These traditions did not provide a 

method of reading but an endorsement for reading. Therefore, these traditions endorsed 

two things to the readers of the Gospels: antiquity and apostolicity.

Patristic Exegesis and the Endorsement o f Tradition

The traditions about the origins of the Gospels are not hermeneutical keys for the 

inteipretation of the Gospel texts, but certifiers that the text is apostolic and connected to 

the early histoiy of the church.^^  ̂Our goal here is to see if a reading of these patristic texts 

not as hermeneutical keys but as apostolic tradition will yield different results. Before 

looking at some example texts, a brief explanation is in order.

Studies that examine biblical interpretation in the early church are often forced to 

use source material used in the context of doctrinal debates .Looking at Irenaeus, for 

example, we find that since he had no explicit hermeneutical principles of his own.^^  ̂He 

often attacked the Gnostics’ interpretation of Scripture at the level of content rather than at 

the level of exegetical t h e o i y .B u t  even when arguing against the Gnostic content, they 

use as their base the authority of the apostolic tradition, or as Irenaeus refers to it, “the 

tradition of the apostles.”^̂  ̂As Manlio Simonetti explains, “The Catholic Church alone is 

the touchstone of truth in the interpretation of Scripture in that it is the storehouse of 

authentic apostolic tradition.” "̂’” The same appeal to the church’s authority of tradition is 

made by Tertullian.^"” The same can be said of the third century exegetes. That Hippolytus 

believed in a tradition deriving from the apostles is evidenced by the very existence of his 

work. Apostolic Tradition. Cyprian’s comment concerning tradition is worth repeating: 

“For if ever we turn to the fountain and source of divine tradition, human error ceases and, 

once the purport of the heavenly mysteries is perceived, whatever was lying hid under a 

fog and cloud of darkness is brought out into the light.” "̂’̂  Although Martin Hengel’s

The difficulty o f defining patristic exegesis testifies to this. See Young (1989).
See Manlio Simonetti, (1994, 1-33).
O f course, it might be said that the use of the “rule o f faith” (apostolic doctrine) is a hermeneutical theory. 

Scripture, it is assumed, must be interpreted in accordance with the “rule of faith.”
Adv. Haer. 2.20-25. See also Simonetti (1994, 24).
Adv. Haer. 3.1.
Simonetti (1994, 24).

241

242
Praescr. 20-21.
Ep. 74.10.2; translation from Hanson (1962, 99).

86



reconstruction of the early church’s tradition deposit (i.e., Rome) is problematic, his

understanding of the need for authoritative tradition in patristic exegesis is helpful:

The relevant information about each writing, its author and its origin were kept in 
the Roman church archive; this was important for reading them aloud in worship, 
since people had to know what they were reading there and also had to convey this 
to the community. Anonymous public readings were hardly tolerable because each 
reading needed an ‘authoritative ' or even ‘inspired ‘ text, and author

Far from promoting the hermeneutical key that Mitchell suggests, Hengel shows the

importance of the connection between the Gospel texts and their apostolic origins for

readers in Christian antiquity. Finally, one would think that the same “thought” process

that allowed the NT writings to be welcomed into the eventual canon would remain an

important element of their interpretation. The apostolic origin of a book, real or putative,

provided a presumption of authority that validated the writings.^"’"’ Understood in this way,

the audience tiuditions did not describe the initial reading/hearing audience to future

readers/hearers, but confirmed to the church that it could feel comfortable becoming an

audience of the text in the present.

Mitchell spends several pages giving examples of Gospel prologues that she claims

were hermeneutically significant to their readers. After having argued for a different

reading perspective above, one that is not hermeneutically relevant but authoritatively

relevant, we can now turn to the audience ti aditions and attempt to apply this new reading

perspective. The first example we are going to look at comes from the Muratorian Canon

which mentions a legend about the origin of the Gospel of John:

The fourth of the Gospels, that of John (one) of the disciples. When his fellow- 
disciples and bishops ui'ged [him], he said: fast with me today for three days and, 
what will be revealed to each one, let us relate to one another. In the same night it 
was revealed to Andrew, one of the Apostles, that, whilst all were to go over (it), 
John in his own name should write everything down. And therefore, though various 
rudiments (or: tendencies?) are taught in the several Gospel books, yet that matters 
nothing for the faith of believers, since by the one and guiding (original?) Spirit 
eveiything is declared in all..

Although this text certainly implies that the early church was intent on being aware of the 

origins of the Gospels, it hardly represents the henneneutical key that Mitchell would

Hengel (2000, 37, emphasis added). Hengel’s proposal is problematic in that it relies on more recent 
traditions and applies them to a first-century Christian movement. Certainly community interpreters who see 
different and sectarian “groups” behind the various NT documents would consider Hengel’s proposal 
implausible.

Metzger (1987, 253).
Translation from Schneemelcher (1991, 34-35).
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want. As we suggested above, the importance of the historia presented here is that the FG 

is based upon apostolic tradition; tradition that was rooted not just in the FE, but in several 

evangelists and church leaders in a type of apostolic committee. Such a tradition would 

give the Gospel a regulative authority in the churches where it was located and used in 

worship.^"”’

Other traditions seem to give the specific purpose behind the Gospels. Two

examples are worth discussing here. The first deals again with the Gospel of John:

John ... last of all wrote a gospel, when he had been asked by the bishops of Asia 
[to write] against Cerinthus and the other heretics, and especially against the 
teaching of the Ebionites that was resounding. The latter say that the Christ did not 
exist before Mary, for which reason he [the evangelist] was compelled to speak 
about his divine generation.^"’̂

Mitchell admits that this tradition is an “imagined scene” of a specific Gospel audience, 

but still maintains that the prologue was a hermeneutical key for interpreting the Gospel: 

“Of utmost significance, this reconstmction of the local audience is used as an exegetical 

principle that helps explain features o f the text of the gospel -  in this case, the distinctive 

incipit of John, which is said to have been accordingly written to combat heretical 

christologies,” "̂’̂  This specific use of the Gospel, rather than promoting Mitchell’s 

argument, lends credence to our proposal. For the author of this tradition on John, 

Cerinthus and the Ebionites were not heretics that concerned him in his own situation, let 

alone the original situation of the FG, but belonged to the apostolic age -  the age in which 

he writes. The author is offering a canonical explanation of a feature of the Gospel. Such a 

maneuver is temporally specific, but not necessarily geographically specifically. If the 

author who is responding to these heretics would not have been considered as addressing a 

purely local audience, how can Mitchell assume that the Gospel was addressing a specific 

“group” context? Of course, if the author of this tradition had known of a Johannine 

“group” that had similar ideological battles, he could have used them as an analogy for his 

apostolic-age readers; but no such analogy is provided. Rather than providing support for a 

local audience, this tradition reveals the assumption of a broad audience -  any and every 

location where conflict between Christians and heretics was taking place.

The second tradition deals with the Gospel of Luke:

This tradition might have also been concerned with the diversity of the Gospels and tried to show how 
they agreed on essentials.

Text from the collection by von Soden (1902, 1:309-310).
Mitchell (2003, 24, emphasis added).



Luke is a Syrian from Antioch, a healer by craft, one who was a disciple of the 
apostles, and later followed Paul until his martyrdom, having served the Lord 
without distraction, wife-less, child-less, reaching 84 years he dies in Boetia, filled 
with the holy spirit. Although gospels were previously in existence -  that according 
to Matthew having been written in Judea, that according to Mark in Italy, incited 
by the holy spirit when in the regions around Achaia, he composed this entire 
gospel, making clear in his inti oduction the very fact that others had been written 
before his, and that it was necessary to set forth for the believers from the Gentiles 
the accurate narrative of the stoiy of salvation in order that they not be disti acted 
by Jewish mythic accounts, nor deceived by heretical and vain imaginings to miss 
the mark of the truth.

This tradition, like the one above, locates the Gospel in apostolic roots, placing its author 

in the very spirit-led ministry of Paul. The fact that this tradition placed Luke in the hands 

of a Gentile audience is not surprising since Luke was the companion of Paul, the 

missionary to the Gentiles. Helpful here is Richard Burridge’s analysis of Gospel genre 

and its relation to the Gospel community debate. Burridge has shown that it was normal 

for a Greco-Roman biography to be used in a "less limited” way; a bios would only rarely 

be used for a closed or sectarian “group.” For Burridge it is better to think of bioi as having 

certain types of people (audiences) in mind when writing, which is more like our modem 

concept of “market,” rather than just one narrow “c o m m u n i t y . A  Jewish or Gentile 

audience as the primaiy audience fits well with the patristic traditions we have already 

examined.

In summary, the following can be argued: There is no evidence in the patristic 

exegetical traditions provided by Mitchell that the Gospels were seen as historically 

determined by a particular context and only later made universal by principles of divine 

au thorsh ip .In  fact, even the patristic traditions cannot be limited to a specific context.

Text from Kurt Aland (1985, 533).
Burridge (1998, especially 132). Burridge is suggesting that instead o f imagining hypothetical 

“communities” as intended by the Gospels, we should assume a wider readership that was may have had 
emphases for certain “types” of readers. See, for example, Tolbert (1989, 59-79, 303-306) who has suggested 
that Mark was written for a wider readership among both Christians being persecuted and for others 
interested in the faith. See also Beavis (1989, 171) who has argued for a “more general audience o f early 
Christian missionary teaching/preaching.” We will discuss this more fully in chapter three.

This is similar to Bauckliam’s description of “Jewish Christians” as an indefinite category of audience.
We are not denying that the Gospels were created in different locations, surrounded by different audience 

influences, and requested by different pressures to the evangelists. The fact that the Gospels arose in different 
locations, or at least were used in some locations before others or as the “primary” Gospels in certain regions 
above others is not opposed to our argument. We want to argue, with the assistance o f Burridge, that the 
biographical genre o f the Gospels made them more universal than particular. This is what made the plurality 
o f the Gospels a problem. If  the Gospels were not seen as harmonious with one another, if  they were viewed 
as having different intentions and pmposes that were geographically located, the differences might have been 
both explainable and more acceptable.

89



but are befitting to a wide Christian audience in the apostolic age. The narrative traditions 

of the origin and audience of the Gospels assisted this hermeneutical process not by 

providing a method of reading the Gospels but by providing an endorsement for reading 

the Gospels.

Conclusion: Patristic Exegesis and Gospel Origins

Mitchell’s thorough discussion of patristic evidence provides a needed component 

of the Gospel community debate. Our interaction with her 2003 paper forced us to provide 

definition to the terminology and logical structure of the argument that the Gospels were 

written for a broad audience. Our critique of Mitchell brought us to the following 

conclusion: the patristic evidence certainly does provide a hermeneutical key for reading 

the Gospels. But contrary to Mitchell, this hemieneutical key is not a method of reading, 

one which utilizes the Gospels’ original social-historical context, but an endorsement for 

reading, confirmed in the apostolicity and antiquity of the Gospels themselves. The various 

traditions connect the Gospels to the apostolic roots of founding Christianity, thus making 

the Gospels authoritative and reliable. In the midst of various heretical readings of Jesus 

and the Gospels, along with the other Jesus books in early Christianity, these prologues 

and audience request traditions provided stability and approval for the four Gospels that 

eventually became canonical. Our goal, therefore, has been to show that the patristic 

evidence Mitchell assumes contradicts a more indefinite Gospel audience can be given a 

different reading; a reading that we have argued is more appropriate to the nature of the 

historia and the pre-critical (pre-Enlightenment) hermeneutic the patristic exegetes would 

have assumed. The indefinite social-historical audience of the Gospels, then, allowed them 

to be used canonically in several different hemieneutical situations in the early church, to 

which the various traditions allude.

The newness o f the Gospel community debate forces us to limit our range of discussion. It would have 
been helphil, and is eventually necessary, to deal with several issues that are related to the debate. First, the 
fourfold Gospel collection. Rather than seeing the Gospels as locally founded and as representing a different 
type of the Christian sect, we should see this collection as, according to Hurtado (2003, 580), “clear evidence 
that tliese particular texts already had a wide circulation and high standing.” As Stanton (1997) explains 
concerning the development of the foiuTold Gospel, “A political explanation has often been advanced. The 
fourfold Gospel is said to have been a compromise worked out between different regional preferences. 
However it is difficult to find any evidence for a second century equivalent to the European parliament! The 
older view that individual gospels circulated only in limited geographical areas is no longer tenable; the 
papyri, both Christian and non-Christian, indicate that there was a great deal o f contact between different 
regions around the Mediterranean” (336). Cf. von Campenhausen (1974, 123) and Hill (2004). Second, the 
Gospel titles. The very title o f the Gospels, all four beginning with “according to,” shows an awareness in the 
early church that fits within our model. Cf. Hengel (2000). Third, the interrelation between the Gospels. Our 
model brings out several related issues o f the interrelations between the Gospels and how they formulate a 
broad, both unified and diversified, Christian identity.
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E a r l y  C h r ist ia n  C o m m u n it y : C o n c l u sio n  

The Gospel comnumity debate concerns several social-historical and hermeneutical 

issues. These issues require definition. This chapter has attempted to do just that. In this 

chapter we examined three important areas that needed definition. The first area was the 

definition of the term “community.” We argued that community need not be defined 

territorially, but relationally. The relational model of community is able to be more 

comprehensive in its appraisal of the Gospels’ potential audience, one that seems to fit the 

evidence within the early Christian movement. The second area was the sectarian nature of 

early Christianity. We argued that although the sectarian model is helpful, it is too limiting 

to the evidence and is itself difficult to define for appropriate heuristic use. The model we 

proposed, based upon the relational concept of community, allows a fuller reading of the 

Gospels in light of early Christian evidence. Even the recent sociology of knowledge 

research in the FG, especially the concept of antilanguage promoted by Bruce Malina, can 

be redefined and understood more appropriately in light of our model. The third area was 

the patristic evidence for Gospel communities and Gospel audiences. We argued, based 

upon the important paper by Margaret Mitchell, that although the patristic exegetes were 

interested in the origin of the Gospel documents, and discussed various locations of origin, 

they did not assume that the local origin of the Gospels implied a limited use of the 

Gospels, nor was it a hermeneutical key in the sense of modern historical-critical exegesis. 

Mitchell has “read” the patristic writings and their implicit interpretive strategy with a 

post-Enlightenment hermeneutic, which has forced her to misapply several Gospel origin 

and audience traditions to the original Gospel audiences. The traditions of the Gospels’ 

origins were meant to confirm that the Gospels were rooted in the apostles and in the 

antiquity of the church.^^"’ But our work of definition is not complete; more questions need 

to be asked in certain areas. If the prologues do not provide the hermeneutical keys to the 

text, what does? How did the earliest “Christians” know how to read the Gospels? To 

answer this question we must examine the literaiy nature of the Gospel texts themselves in 

chapter three.

As we stated above, these traditions were also used to explain the diversity o f the Gospels. These two 
things, diversity and apostolicity, were quite closely related, because if the Gospels were considered 
incompatible with each other, they could not be apostolic.
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CHAPTER THREE

EARLY CHRISTIAN GOSPEL: GOSPEL GENRE AND A CRITIQUE OF THE 
TWO-LEVEL READING OF THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

No discussion of the interpretation of the Gospels can avoid discussing the Gospels

as text. But the text is not in isolation; the Gospels were created in a social and religious

milieu. For the form critic, the social environment conti'olled the literaiy creation and

influenced the meaning of the text. Form criticism was sociological in its veiy nature and

literaiy genre was considered a social category of communication. But as we have seen

thus far, it is difficult to derive the socio-historical background of the Gospels. Not only

can the sociological background only be determined in vague ways, but the text itself must

be considered as its own living entity. This is stated most clearly by the social historian

Abraham Malherbe;

Our major sources for the social reconstruction of early Chiistianity are literary.
We may expect to gain insights elsewhere -  for example, from archeological data 
and modern social theory; but eventually we are driven back to literary sources. 
With that in mind we must stress the obvious, namely that sociological study of 
early Cluistianity camiot slight literaiy criticism. We must persist in seeking to 
determine the character and intention of different types of literature if we hope to 
discern how they functioned in relation to the communities with which they were 
associated. When that is done they can more properly be assessed as witnesses to 
particular communities.^

In this way it becomes imperative that we look at the Gospel text itself and the type 

of communication called “Gospel.” For our puiposes, two questions need to be asked of 

the Gospel text. First, how does a first-century Gospel text reveal its audience? This 

question is searching for clues in the form and stmcture of the Gospel narrative as a whole 

to see if anything concerning its “expected” audience can be retrieved. Does the genre of 

the Gospels delimit the size of the audience? Could a local, geographic “community” write 

a Gospel narrative for its own use, or does the fonn of the narrative imply a more general 

audience? As we will discuss below, it has been argued that the genre of the Gospels 

affects the assumed audience. But does a text’s genre reveal if the text was intended for a 

local or general^ audience? It is this that we will attempt to clarify. Second, how would a 

first-century audience have appropriated a Gospel text? This question is searching to see

' Malherbe (1983, 15).
 ̂We use the term “general” audience and not “broad” or “wide” because our argument is not that the 

Gospels were written for “all,” but potentially for all. Certainly the evangelists did not know where their 
complete audience was located, but they did assume that a readership broader than their own geographic 
“community” would read their Gospels and they designed their Gospel accordingly.
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if the Gospel genre and its narrative form give clues to how the Gospel would have been

“read” by first-century readers/hearers. How would a first-century reader have understood

the story?^ What type of nanative referentiality can we discern in the Gospels? These

questions attempt to critique the cuiTent “community” readings of the Gospels. As we hope

to show, the genre of the Gospels both limits the range of use of the text and allows us to

see how it may have been understood by its original readers. In essence, our assumption is

that the historical character of the Gospel genre and its first-century appropriation give it a

more precise hermeneutical nature and its interpreters a more certain hermeneutical

responsibility. It is to these two questions that we now turn.

G o sp e l  G e n r e  a n d  G o sp e l  A u d ie n c e

Recent discussions in the Gospel community debate have shown the importance

that literary genre plays in the interpretation of a text’s audience. We already discussed in

chapter one Graham Stanton’s reminder of the importance of establishing the literary genre

in order to do appropriate interpretive work. In reference to Matthew, Stanton says that a

gospel is not a letter; since a letter does not give a clear window onto the social situation of

the recipients, a gospel must then be treated with even more caution. “Matthew’s gospel

should not be expected to provide us with detailed information about the social setting of

the first recipients. I am convinced that Matthew’s choice of literary genre and the

evidence of the text of the gospel itself both point in this direct ion.We will discuss this

more below when we deal with the redactional specificity of Gospel interpretations. More

recently Hans-Josef Klauck, responding to a paper in a section entitled “The Wlience and

Wliither of the Johannine Community” at an international conference on the Gospel of

John, argues that the discussion partly depends on the genre of Gospels and their

referentiality. Klauck lists several important questions concerning referentiality:

Do texts only refer to themselves and function as a closed system (structural and 
narrative criticism)? Do they, beyond that, only refer to other texts and textual 
worlds (intertextuality)? Do they, if they open up at all, only open up to the readers 
who create the meaning (reader-response criticism, reception history, and, in some 
ways, rhetorical criticism, too)? Or do they refer also to extra-textual realities, 
events, figures, social structures, and so on? Do they, in other words, refer to their 
historical context (historical criticism; social science approach)? And what does 
that imply?^

 ̂Our concern is with the first-century readers, not later readers or appropriations o f the Gospel text.
Stanton (1994, 11). Later Stanton states, “Matthew’s gospel should not be read as if it were a Pauline letter. 

We should stop supposing that the gospel reflects the evangelist’s close relationship with one group of 
Christians in one house church in one particular urban geographical location” (11).
 ̂Klauck (2003, 1).
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We will deal with this below when we discuss J. L. Martyn’s two-level reading of the FG. 

In light of the Gospel community debate it has become important to define the exact role 

the literary genre of the Gospels plays in determining the size of their intended audience. 

Thus we come to our first question: How does a first-century Gospel text reveal its 

audience?

Although literary questions were being asked of the NT in the ancient church, the 

literary-historical investigation is primarily a work of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.^ The Gospel texts themselves have a unique history. From the mid-second 

century through most of the nineteenth century the Gospels were viewed as some sort of 

biography.^ But for nearly a centuiy major discussion concerning the exact Gattung or 

literary genre^ of the Gospels has occurred. There has been much confusion suiTounding 

the Gospels from the standpoint of literaiy genie. “Not only does one look in vain for a 

precise, universally acceptable definition of genre but the function of genre within literary 

criticism appears to be multiple.”  ̂In the classical and neo-classical periods, genre had a 

normative function within which an author wrote and by which a text was interpreted. In 

modern literaiy criticism genre has a more descriptive than regulative function.

According to literary theory genre is “a principle of order: it classifies literature and 

literature histoiy ... by specifically literaiy types of organization and structure.” Despite 

the many definitions of genre and seeking to avoid the pitfalls of the discussion, there are 

two features that are relevant to the discussion of the Gospels that seem to reflect a 

consensus within literaiy criticism. First, instead of looking at the micro-level of the text, 

as in the from-critical approach, genre criticism looks at the macro-level of the text.'^

From the perspective of genre the text is seen as a whole with all the various parts (micro) 

functioning within the whole (macro) as a composite of specific traits or characteristics

^Strecker(1997, 1).
’ Keener (2003, 1:4).
® This thesis will consider the French-English term genre to be synonymous with the German term Gattung 
and understands that tliey may be used interchangeably. For the most part, however, the former will be 
employed. Since we are only attempting to show how the genre of the Gospels affects our understanding of 
their intended audience, a detailed discussion of genre in literary theory will not be given here. For a 
discussion of the terms and their literary heritage see Shuler (1982, 24-34).
 ̂Robert Guelich (1991, 173). See also Doty (1972).

'°G uelich(1991, 173).
' ' Wellek and Warren (1949, 235).
‘"Guelich (1991, 174).

According to Baird (1972), since Gunkel, “Form” refers to the smaller, individual units o f which a “genre” 
{Gattung), the work as a whole, is composed (386-87). For an example of an earlier work that uses Form and 
Gattung interchangeably see Koch (1969, 3-6).
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which are formal and material. Second, genre is a comparative or derivative concept. “As 

a category or classification (both explicitly for the critic who seeks to identify and classify 

and implicitly for the interpreter who reads a text in terms of the ‘sense of the whole’) 

genre stems from one’s conscious or unconscious observation of formally and materially 

similar or dissimilar texts.”

Since 1977, a growing consensus has been forming which views the Gospels as 

related to Greco-Roman biography. The most recent and influential argument for 

defining the Gospels as Greco-Roman biography, building on the work done since 1977, 

has been by Richard Bunidge, whose research in Gospel genre has become the standard 

defense for the bios genre of the Gospels. The state of the research is best summarized in 

a recent monograph by Lariy Hurtado which deals extensively with what he calls the 

“Jesus books.” According to Hurtado, “.. .the Gospels constitute a distinctive kind (or 

subgenre) of bios literature. But the flexibility of the bios genre was such that the authors 

apparently saw it as a literary form they could successfully adapt in their individual ways 

to serve the ... concerns that led them to write.” Although we will not deal with the 

debate about the Gospels and their 6zo.y-like character, we will be dealing more 

substantially with Burridge, for he has been a participant in the Gospel community debate 

and has used Gospel genre as his starting point.

Even within Bunidge’s own work, confusion (or development) exists concerning 

the use of genre for establishing a Gospel’s audience. In reference to John, Burridge 

claims: “ .. .the production and composition of the gospel is best understood within a 

corporate context, often called the Johannine Community, which developed its distinctive

Aune (1987, 13) states it well; “Literary gem-es and forms are not simply neutral containers used as 
convenient ways to package various types of written conuiiunication. They are social conventions that 
provide contextual meaning for the smaller units o f language and text they enclose.”

Guelich (1991, 174).
Talbert (1977) attempted to revive the comparison between the Gospels and Greco-Roman biography by 

attacking the form critics, most notably Bultmami, and their sut generis understanding o f the Gospels. 
Although Talbert’s classification of the Gospels and their genre types was heavily scrutinized by Aune 
(1981), his research produced a renewed interest in the analogical comparison between the Gospels and 
Greco-Roman biographical literature. Another movement in the bios direction was made Shuler (1982). 
Unfortunately, Shuler, like Talbert, applied die Gospels to a specific type of flmction that was not well 
received (see the critique by Guelich [1991, 180-81]). Finally, Aune (1987) argued comprehensively that the 
Gospels should belong within the Greco-Roman category o f biography. According to Aune, “The features of 
Greco-Roman biography ... offer many if not exact parallels to the major literary qualities and features of the 
Gospels” (43).

Burridge (1992). Since the second edition (2004) came out as this thesis was near completion, and since 
the only change is the addition of an “update” chapter, all references will be to the first edition.

Hurtado (2003, 282).
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flavour.. In GAC Bunidge claims: “the context within which the Gospel was

composed and the audience for whom it was written has arisen from a misunderstanding of

the genre of the Gospe ls .Bun idge  admits that genre does not answer all the questions

concerning a text’s audience:

The main problem is that we have no evidence outside the Gospel texts themselves 
about their sociological setting, the contexts within which and for which they were 
written. A comparison with other Greco-Roman biographies may help us to 
reconstruct possible audiences or markets for the Gospels, as well as illuminate 
how and why these lives were written, published, or circulated.^^

Thus, according to Burridge, since the biographical genre has a historical precedent, 

knowing the genre of the Gospels may help allude to the general character of the 

communicative form, and possibly allude to the expected audience. For Burridge, three 

general characteristics about the literary communication of the Gospels can be presumed 

from the bios genre of the Gospels.

First, the Gospels, like other biographies, have a person (Jesus) as their subject.

This needs little proving; each of the Gospels reveals either in their initial sentence or in a 

purpose statement near the end that Jesus is their subject (Matthew 1:1, BtpÀoç yevéocwç 

’IqaoO XpLOTou; Mark 1:1, ’Apxi) ToO Ewyye/lLon 'IqooO XpLaxoO; John 20:31, m u m  ôe 

yeypairmi Xvcl T T L o m u [a ]r |T E  o i l  Trjooug e a i t y  6  x p L O T O ç ) .^ ^  This need not imply a 

monolithic presentation for their subject,^^ for certainly the Gospels were promulgating 

certain views about Jesus .B u t  as we will discuss below, it makes it all the more difficult 

to move to the context of the promulgation when the text is a type of biography.

Burridge (1992, 221, see also 234-37). 
Burridge (1998, 144).

"’ Ibid., 131.
"" Luke is different in that its preface should probably be seen as introducing the two-volume work, not just 
the Jesus biography.
"" The fact that we have differences between the Gospels, especially the Synoptics and the FG, warrants 
explanation. According to Burridge’s (1992) classification, all four Gospels are certainly Greco-Roman bioi, 
even with their different characteristics. For Burridge, the bios genre should be seen as family resemblances; 
each child is o f the same type, yet they each have their differences (243-46). Since the four canonical 
Gospels are so similar in type, Burridge classifies them as their own subgenre pCoç 'Ipooû. In comparison 
with other Greco-Roman bioi, the four Gospels may be called their subgenre, and this subgenre is focused on 
the life o f Jesus. It is this subgein e and its uniqueness that is often mistaken to be its own genre. The Gospels 
are unique in comparison to “other” bioi, not in and of themselves. The unique aspects o f the Gospels do not 
imply that they are sui generis, even if they can be classified under their own subset in biographical 
literature.

The idea of promulgation can often lead to a strong sociological reading o f the Gospels: what were they 
trying to promote? Defend? What does this tell us of the social setting and social relations? This was Esler’s 
(1998) critique of GAC. According to Esler, “Bauckliam pays insufficient attention to what flows from 
Matthew and Luke having significantly altered, radically amplified and even, in Luke’s case, considerably 
abridged Mark. As far as they [the evangelists] were concerned, in many respects Mai'k had got it wrong....
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Second, the Gospels were not written by authoring committees and communities do

not write books.^^ For Burridge, the community reconstructions, though they rarely

implicate an authoring committee, place too much emphasis on the control the authoring

setting (i.e., community) places on the writing of the Gospel.

.. .too much stress on events or issues in the evangelists’ communities as 
determining the Gospel’s special interests or theologies turns the writers back into 
the stenographer model, with the form-critical oral tunnel replaced by the 
redaction-critical community. There is also a circularity inherent in interpreting the 
texts in light of hypothetical communities, the nature of which has already been 
deduced solely from the texts

Thus, the bios genre of the Gospels helps us to evaluate their ostensive reference with 

more sensitivity. Certainly the social setting of the evangelists affected what was written 

Jesus; at the same time, what was written about Jesus certainly affected the social setting.^^ 

Third, although one cannot simply assume a large intended audience for the 

Gospels, rarely were bioi around the time of the Gospels used specifically for a closed 

“gi'oup.” The only comparison is the bioi from the philosophical schools, but even then the 

bioi were often used in a political fashion to promote one school’s teacher over another 

school.^^ This implies that a bios can be written for people outside the author’s own 

group.^^ According to Burridge,

What tliey would have learned from the arrival o f Mark in tlieir congregations was not just the prospect that 
their Gospels might circulate as widely as Mark’s, or that their Gospels would replace M ark’s, but rather that 
anything they wrote was just as likely to be savaged in congregations it finally reached as Mark had been 
when it fell into their hands. In other words, what they had done to Mark would have alerted them to the 
futility o f  attempting to reach a general audience'’ (241, emphasis original). In response, Bauckham (1998e) 
claims that Esler’s model o f conflict and diversity, which goes back to F. C. Baur, is not connected to any 
anthropological theory but is a particular reconstruction of early Christian relations. In the face of Elser’s 
picture of diversity Bauckliam argues for “group-identity and group-orientation within a new (Jewish) 
religious movement which rapidly spread tlirough the Mediterranean world and (as we show from the 
evidence) maintained constant and close communications tliroughout its network o f constituent communities. 
... So far as I am aware, Mediterranean anthropology provides us with no analogy for this kind of social 
phenomenon” (250-51). As we argued in chapter two, a relational model helps explain this new type of 
social context; a model which allows diversity and conflict to co-exist with group socialization and unity. As 
Bauckham (1998e, 251) claims, “The evidence for diversity (which itself clearly often existed without 
serious conflict) and conflict... only confirms this conclusion.”

Although this is certainly true, some “school” reconstructions behind the FG could nearly be described as 
an authoring conunittee. See Hengel (1989, 119-135).

Burridge (1998, 126). Although Burridge’s statement is certainly rhetorically exaggerated, for external 
information does come into play witli respect to tlie context o f early Cluistians, what is important is his 
warning that contextual reconstructions have the ability to import a certain reading of the textual data; a 
reading that is not verifiable by our historical sources (e.g. there is no evidence for any “community” for any 
of the Gospels). Hence the task of this thesis is to critique the cun ent “community” reconstruction of the FG, 
a reconstruction we are arguing that has forced the textual data to comply with an illegitimate context.

It is pertinent here to recall the warning given by Johnson (1979).
Unless, o f course, one assumes that the Gospels were written to promulgate that “community’s” views. But 

as we discussed above, the evidence is unconvmcing that such promulgation was occurring between the 
Gospels, let alone between the “groups” behind the Gospels. But, using the bioi o f the philosophical schools
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Therefore this should cause us to hesitate about using ‘community-talk’ for the 
Gospel audiences. This concept may be helpful in Pauline studies, where letters are 
clearly written to specific communities and include particular greetings or 
messages for named persons. Without such names or external evidence for the 
‘Matthean’ of ‘Johannine’ commuities, we cannot assume that reconstructions like 
those of Brown or Martyn are valid. If Greco-Roman bioi are not written solely for 
specific communities, then interpreting the Gospels as bioi provides a critique of 
much community-based sociological analysis of the Gospel audiences.^®

For Burridge, it is better to think of bioi as having certain types of people (audiences) in 

mind when writing, which is more like our modem concept of “market,” rather than just 

one narrow community.^'

Although Burridge is coiTcct to show that a bios is rarely used for one group’s 

readership alone, certainly he cannot prove the point. The strength in Burridge’s essay is 

not the conclusion that genre cannot be used by self-contained or closed groups, for 

certainly it may have been used by some fairly-contained network of groups, but that it is a 

rare or specialized use of the biographical genre. If the role of genre is, by definition, to 

inform the reader of a narrative’s content and to instruct the reader how to read it, then the 

bios genre does just that. Certainly there are rare cases of a nanative’s use, or odd ways a 

certain group may have applied a reading to it. But that would be the exception and not the 

nomi. Burridge has shown us that it was nomial for a bios to be used in a “less limited” 

way. That is, a bios, though possibly reaching for one niche in the market of readers, is 

rarely intended for only one closed “group.”^̂  Thus, although the move from text to 

audience can only be at a general level, the use of genre allows the reader to establish what 

is being read and how one is to read.

as an example, any apologetic and polemic would imply that a document was not intended for a single 
“community,” but for a wider audience. See Burridge (1998, 137).

Burridge (1998, 132). In fact, this implies a multiple use o f the philosophical bios. It can be intended for 
readers from another philosophical school in the sense of propaganda, yet it can also be read by those from 
within the author’s group as confirmatory of their teacher and philosophical system. Hence, it can be read by 
both “believers” and “unbelievers,” The only criterion, one would assume, would be that the reader of the 
bios be related to the subject of the bios. For example, a “Life of Pythagoras” would presumably envisage at 
least all “Pythagoreans” as its audience. Prima facie, a bios o f Jesus would be of interest to all followers of 
Jesus.

Ibid., 133
Ibid. Burridge is not assuming a conflict model here. Rather, as we discussed in chapter two, Burridge is 

suggesting that instead of imagining hypothetical “communities” as intended by the Gospels, we should 
assume a wider readership that may have had different emphases for the various “types” of readers.

This is especially the case if the “group” that is the intended audience is also the “group” from which the 
document originated.
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J o h n ’s T w o -L e v e l  D r a m a : A  Cr it iq u e

We now turn to our second question: how would a first-century audience have 

appropriated a Gospel text? This question addresses an important issue concerning the use 

of the Gospels in the first century. Our focus on a first-century reading is no less a first- 

century reading than the type of reading form and redaction critics attempt when they read 

the Gospels. The very fact that the Gospel “community” behind each of the Gospels is 

placed in the first century implies a first-century reading. The concern that we present here 

is not whether the FG “can” be read as a two-level drama, which the development of form 

and redaction criticism has shown that it can, but “i f ’ a first-century reader would have 

read it that way. But first it is important that we describe how the two-level drama is 

presented in the FG.

The primaiy hermeneutical impetus for the discovery of the JComm within the FG 

is the seeming impenetrability of the Johannine narrative.^^ As discussed above, it was the 

seminal work by J. Louis Martyn that popularized the two-level reading of the FG, or as 

Martyn calls it, the two-level drama. Martyn argues that in the FG there are two types of 

material: the traditional material and the reapplication of the traditional material, what we 

might call the redacted material.^"  ̂The latter is what can be used to see the Johannine 

issues from a Johannine perspective. These two levels are playing out simultaneously in 

the narrative of the FG. While the traditional Jesus is being presented, the needs and issues 

of the community behind the Gospel are also being dealt with in a way that allows readers 

to witness a second level in the narrative. According to Martyn, then, if the narrative of the 

FG is read coiTectly, light may be shed on each of the two levels occuning within the 

narrative.^^ Martyn is following in the tradition of the redaction-critical principle that the 

Gospels bear testimony not only to their subject matter, but also to the Sitz im Leben in 

which they were produced.^^ In this way Martyn’s hermeneutic has shed light on John’s 

history and theology: the history is the traditional Jesus material used in the Gospel; the 

theology is the adaptation of that material by the FE to speak to and about the JComm.^^

In this way, talk of a “Johannine Problem” has been common over the last century. See Haenchen (1955) 
Thyen (1974a; 1974b; 1974c; 1977); Kysar (1975); and Hengel (1989).

Martyn (2003, 30).
Ibid., 29. Cf. D. Moody Smith, (2003, 6)

36 As Martyn (2003, 32) explains, “It is just possible ... that careful attention to style and to accents 
characteristic o f the discourses will enable us to distinguish -  at least in the stories of the lame man and the 
blind beggar -  between (a) traditional materials and (b) passages in which elements of John’s own interests 
and experiences are more or less clearly reflected.”

As Smith (1995, xi) explains, “To elucidate Jolm’s theology means not to destroy his narrative, but to 
show how its theological emphases arose from and relate to the emergence of that community....”
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Then, by looking closely at the theological discussion in the second level, glimpses of a 

history of the JComm can be formed, hence, Martyn’s later essay: “Glimpses into the 

history of the Johannine Community .Thus,  by dissecting the literary work of the FE 

Martyn believes he can see two levels simultaneously in the FG: the traditional level and 

the redacted level that reveals glimpses into the life and history of the JComm. But this 

entire hermeneutic is resting on a literary decision concerning the genre of the FG. 

Concerning John’s genre Martyn remarks, “Someone created a literary genre quite without 

counteipart in the body of the Gospels. We may indeed call it a di'ama.”^̂

Martyn’s two-level drama raises some interesting issues concerning the text of 

Jolin. How are we to understand the narrative of John in relation to various Sitze im Lebenl 

How does John speak of events that happened in the past? How do his own issues and 

circumstances direct how he speaks of the past? How does he give present meaning to the 

past? And in relation to these: In what way does John’s literary form allow such a handling 

of past and present, history and theology? For Martyn the Gospel genre is a unique drama, 

a sui generis creation. In this regard Martyn is in agreement with the form critics."̂ ® But the 

FG is also a creative theological tract for a specific audience; a writing that reaches from 

Jesus to the reader in a creative way. In this regard Martyn is in agreement with the 

redaction critics of his time. According to Martyn, the only type of literature that could 

encompass what John did, one that was well known to John, was Jewish apocalyptic."^^

In his final chapter in History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel Martyn describes 

the literary maneuver that John accomplished. Martyn argues that John did a “doubling of 

Jesus with the figures of the Christian witnesses in his own community.Assuming that

Martyn (1977). While Martyn calls his insights merely “glimpses,” the control they have had on the 
interpretation o f the FG speaks more than just glimpses. We will discuss this more in chapter five.

Martyn (2003, 32). It would appear that Martyn is claiming that the FG’s genre is different from the genre 
of the Synoptics. Although Martyn does not take that too far, for he claims that all four Gospels were 
“employing to some degree the same tradition” (31), he does argue that there are stiiking differences, 
especially the way John constructed a sequence o f scenes based on the miracle story. Maityn admits that he 
was not die first to see this, for he refers the reader to similar hints made by Thompson (1918) and Windisch 
(1923). It is here that we may already see how Martyn has abused the narrative o f the FG. As we discussed 
above, it is generally assumed today that all four Gospels are of the same genre, and that this genre is Greco- 
Roman bios, Martyn’s own discussion almost recognizes this, for Martyn, although claiming that John did 
not use the other Gospels per se, admits that “he did after all write a Gospel" (31, emphasis original).

Martyn (2003, 35, n.8) explains: “It is crucial to note that for the literary analysis pursued at this juncture, 
and at other key points in the present work, the basic criteria are provided by the discipline o f  form 
criticism" (emphasis original).

Martyn is not claiming that Jolni is an apocalypse and not a “Gospel,” he is just claiming that both aspects 
were used by John in a unique and rare relationship. “John writes a gospel, not an apocalypse, but the 
relation of his Gospel to the Apocalypse should probably be reexamined in light o f the way in which he 
presents his two levels” (2003, 130, n.l98). We will discuss the problems with tiiis below.
^"Ibid., 124.
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John was writing in order to nan ate a history of Jesus from a post-resurrection viewpoint, 

yet realizing that John did not write a second volume that actually dealt with events after 

Christ’s resurrection, John must have done so using only the received Jesus tradition. 

Martyn explains:

Since we are acquainted with Luke’s second volume in which a part of the post
resurrection histoiy of the church is naiTated, it strikes us that John could have 
narrated the histoiy of his own church in a direct and straightforward manner. 
Instead, we find him presenting a two-level drama in which it is not an apostle but 
rather Jesus himself who ministers to Jews known to John.

The Jesus of the FG is the real and present Lord not only to the original twelve and the 

immediate followers, but also to the JComm. A narrated histoiy of this sort can only be 

accomplished by the common writing style of Jewish apocalyptic. “As the evangelist 

expands pieces of einmalig tradition into two-level dramas, he produces what we may call 

a dynamic Christological movement portrayed in a story about (a) Jesus of Nazareth who 

(b) in John’s own day identifies himself with flesh-and-blood Christian witnesses and yet 

claims solemnly to be the Son of God.”"*"* Using the concept of the Son of Man within 

Jewish Apocalypticism, John tries to show that the present Jesus is Jesus the Son of Man."*̂  

This entire literaiy process was not invented by John, Martyn argues. “John did not 

create the literaiy form of the two level drama. It was at home in the thought-world of 

Jewish apocalypticism.”"*̂ For Martyn, the dicta most basic to the apocalyptic thinker are 

that God created both heaven and earth; these are dramas taking place both on the 

heavenly stage and the earthly stage. Hermeneutically, each actor is a corresponding pair 

(as in Revelation, a beast of a certain description in heaven represents a tyrannical king on 

earth)."*̂  The entire literary process forces the reader to have “stereo-optic vision,” and it is 

this veiy stereo-optic vision that caused the FE to write this two-level story."*̂  Admittedly, 

John does adjust some of the normal apocalyptic aspects in his Gospel. First, both of his

Ibid.
Martyn (2003, 125).
Ibid., 125-30. It is almost as if  for Martyn the evangelist/author was not even aware of the two-level 

drama, for it was natural to his apocalyptic communication. But it is not as if the evangelist did not know 
there were two levels simultaneously presented, for as Martyn explains, the artistry with which the two-level 
drama was created required a detailed synthesis by the evangelist in both levels so that tradition and social 
context could flmction as one. Thus, according to Martyn, the evangelist placed various “clues” in the text 
(e.g. the anachronism in 9:22, which we will discuss below) so the reader would recognize when and where a 
two-level reading was to occur.

Ibid., 130.
Ibid.
Ibid. The stereo-optic vision that Martyn discusses was taken up further by Meeks (1972, 54, 57). In some 

way, John experiences an epistemological crisis which John believes to be affected in the coming of Jesus. 
Cf. Martyn (1970, 257).
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stages are on earth; both the einmalig tradition and John’s extension of it into the 

contemporary level of his drama portray events in the world/^ Second, John changes the 

temporal distinction between the two stages in a different way. Instead of reaching from 

the future to the present as is normal in apocalyptic writings, John writes from the past to 

the present. Third, John does not give any overt indication to his readers that there is a 

distinction between the two stages. The drama is so consistently wrapped-up in one 

another that it is like John is tiying to emphasize that “This is the drama of life.” *̂* This, 

according to Martyn, is what makes the FG a “Gospel” and not an “apocalypse.” *̂

The two-level drama, then, helps to make sense of many of the Johannine oddities 

when compared to the Synoptics. Wiry is John’s eschatology often seen as more realized 

than future? Because “the contemporary level of the drama . . .  makes clear that judgment 

by the Son of Man takes place essentially on earth and in the present, not in heaven and in 

the future.”^̂  Why is there such an emphasis on the Spirit-Paraclete, both in the farewell 

discourse and in Jesus’ bestowal of the Spirit (20:22)? Why does the Paraclete look so 

much like the first, Jesus? Because for John, the Paraclete functions in the two-level drama 

to meet the need of the disciples who have been left by the ascended Christ. Instead of 

simply having the departing Jesus speak of comforting dwelling places in heaven or speak 

of a mystical union between himself and his own, John allows the Lord to affirm both of 

these options. The dwelling place is not in heaven but on earth. “The paradox presented by 

Jesus’ promise that his work on earth will be continued because he is going to the Father is 

‘solved’ by his return in the person of the Paraclete. It is, therefore, precisely the Paraclete 

who creates the two-level drama.”̂  ̂ In this way, when the prologue confirms that “we 

beheld his glory,” it can do so not only because the Christian church possesses einmalig 

tradition about Jesus, but also because the Paraclete is even now showing Jesus in his 

glory.̂ "* The Jesus of the past and the Jesus of the present are both found in the text of John 

through a “Gospel” that utilizes a two-level drama found in apocalyptic literature.

Martyn’s proposal is an ingenious attempt to understand the FG. Its influence over 

the last 35 years proves that it was more than just provocative. Unfortunately, Martyn’s

Martyn (2003, 130).
Ibid., 131. Martyn adds, “Only the reflective scholar intent on analyzing the Gospel will discover the 

seams which the evangelist sewed together so deftly. True exegesis demands, therefore, that we recognize a 
certain tension between our analysis and Jolm’s intentions.”

Ibid., 130-31.
Ibid., 134.
Ibid., 140 (emphasis original).
Ibid., 142-43. Contra Byrskog (2000) and Bauckliam (2003), for Martyn being a witness is a spiritual act 

not a physical one.

102



reading has distorted both the genre of the Gospel and how the first-century readers would 

have read the FG. First, initially one wonders which came first for Martyn: recognition of 

the gospel-mixed-with-apocalyptic genre and then a search for the two levels, or a 

discovery of “two levels” followed by a deduction that the genre was more than purely 

“Gospel?” This is a misunderstanding of apocalyptic as a genre. The resemblances of 

apocalyptic literature cited by Martyn have nothing to do with apocalyptic genre.^^ 

Apocalyptic is not a way of “thought,” it is a literary genre. The definition of apocalyptic 

that was used to describe and establish the influence and takeover of apocalyptic literary 

usage in the FG contradicts the working definition of apocalyptic wri tings.The many 

differences between a Gospel and an apocalypse that Martyn admits make clear that his 

two-level reading is a distortion of the Gospel genre and camiot be maintained.

Second, although Martyn has found a referent in the text, observable through 

redaction criticism, it is not, we will argue, the referent that would have been read by first- 

century readers. And it is the readers’ referent that even Martyn is attempting to find. For 

as he claims:

We ... hope to gain a clearer portrait of at least some of John’s prospective [first 
century] readers and, most important of all, a better understanding of his purpose in 
writing. Our first task, however, is to say something as specific as possible about 
the actual [first-centuiy] circumstances in which John wrote his Gospel.^^

If the referent in the FG is not the same as what Martyn has claimed to find, then his 

“glimpses” into the audience of the FG may be much less discernible than previously 

assumed. Thus, it becomes important that we look more closely at the referent the first-

Martyn is not alone in his portrayal o f John as apocalyptic. More recently two scholars have promoted 
MaiJyn’s apocalyptic hypothesis. According to John Painter (1993, 133), “although the Gospels are not free 
from biographical concern ... It is clear ... that the Gospels as biographies have their own distinctive features 
having been formed under the impact o f the oral preaching of the early believers.” This distinctive 
perspective, Painter argues, is that they tell the story o f Jesus (biography-like) but from “the perspective of 
faith in the risen Jesus” (133-34). Thus, for Painter, Jolm is intentionally using apocalyptic motifs, even an 
apocalyptic Weltenschauung, to communicate between the two temporal periods. In a similar way, John 
Ashton (1991) argues that early Christian theology was dominated by apocalyptic thinking. For Ashton, the 
key to understandmg the FG is “revelation” (381). Even before discussing the Gospel genre, he spends an 
entire chapter defining what he calls “intimations of apocalyptic” (383-406). Here Ashton quotes tlie 
controversial article of Ernst Kasemann (1969) where it is argued that apocalyptic thinking was the mother of 
all Christian theology. Ashton argues that although the FG “is decidedly not an apocalypse,” it does have 
many similarities with apocalyptic writings, resemblances that reveal that the FG is “profoundly indebted to 
apocalyptic in all sorts o f ways” (386-87). See also the earlier discussion by Tyson (1973, 305).

The most prominent work on the definition of the apocalyptic genre has been done by the SBL Genres 
Project (published in Semeia 1979), and later by Jolm J. Collins (1984), who takes his start from the work of 
that group and develops further the genre implications o f apocalyptic. Interestingly, Collins (1984, 9) 
specifically warns that trying to find apocalyptic eschatology in the Gospels is more complex than simply 
noting similarities or resemblances.

Martyn (2003, 29).
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century readers of the FG would have been predisposed to find. In order to do this we must

look at the Gospel genre and its narrative referentiality.

Gospel Genre and Narrative Referentiality

It must be made clear from the start that the question we are asking is not whether

the Gospel narratives depict “real” or “historical” events, although certainly some believe

the referentiality of the Gospels is “ideal” and not “ostensive.” The debate that we enter

upon has already admitted that there is referentiality in the Gospels, whether that be

reference to the particular Gospel “community” and its situational context or the

evangelist’s “version of Jesus.”^̂  The question we pose, then, is not “i f ’ the Gospels have

historical referents, but “which” referents would first-century readers have seen in the text.

To answer this question we begin by turning to the work on narrative by Hans Frei.

Since 1974 Hans Frei’s The Eclipse o f Biblical Narrative has had a seminal

influence on how interpreters approach biblical narratives. As Frei explains,

.. .Reading of the Bible in the days before the rise of historical criticism in the 
eighteenth century was usually strongly realistic, i.e. at once literal and historical, 
and not only doctrinal or edifying. The words and sentences meant what they said, 
and because they did so they accurately described real events and real truths that 
were rightly put only in those terms and no others.^^

According to Frei, pre-critical interpretation of the biblical narrative was a “realistic”

interpretation that involved three elements, each of which were assumed to be constant.****

First, since the biblical stoiy was assumed to be read literally, it automatically followed

that this story referred to and described actual historical occurrences. The assumption of its

tme historical reference was directly responsible for the following assumption that the text

made literal sense. As Frei points out, “This is a far cry from taking the fact that a passage

or text makes best sense at a literal level as evidence that it is a reliable historical report.” *̂

It is worth quoting Frances Young at length here concerning this first element in pre-

critical reading of the biblical narrative:

.. .the world of the text gives meaning to the world outside the text. Conversely, the 
world outside the text enables the meaning inside the text to be discerned. ... An 
authoritative text is understood to refer to the world in which people live, and so its 
meaning is bound to be received or contested in the light of the plausibility

This is not to deny that other levels of referentiality have been suggested to exist in the Gospels. But since 
our purpose is focused against a “community” reference, we will use this over-simplistic dichotomy.

Frei (1974, 1).
Another helpful work on pre-critical reading, primarily from a social-science perspective, is by Lucretia 

Yaghjian (1996), who provides a helpful guide to much of the recent research. See also the related but less 
helpful work by Malina (1991),

Frei (1974, 2, emphasis original).
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structures of the culture which receives the text. A culture which can conceive of 
the material universe as interpenetrated by another reality, which is transcendent 
and spiritual, will read the reference of scripture in those tenns. This is far more 
significant for the differences between ancient and modern exegesis than any 
supposed ‘method.

And again Francis Young:

No Antiochene could have imagined the kind of critical stance of the Biblical 
Theology movement, explicitly locating revelation not in the text of scripture but in 
the historicity of events behind the text, events to which we only have access by 
reconstructing them from the texts, treating the texts as documents providing 
historical data.^^

The second element in pre-critical realistic reading was that if the real historical 

world described by the several biblical stories is a single world of one temporal sequence, 

there must then be one cumulative story to depict it.**"* Each of the biblical stories narrating 

sequential segments in time must fit together into one narrative. “The interpretive means 

for joining them was to make earlier biblical stories figures or types of later stories and of 

their events and patterns of m e a n in g s .B u t  according to Frei, a “literal” sense of biblical 

stories was not in conflict with a “figurai” or “typological” reading of the same stories. For 

figuration “was literalism at the level of the whole biblical story and thus of the depiction 

of the whole historical reality.” *̂* This type of literal reading, a figurai reading of the whole 

two-canon biblical narrative, is evidenced by the use of the OT in the NT.

The third element in pre-critical realistic reading is related to the first-century 

reader. Since the world tmly rendered by combining biblical narratives into one was 

indeed the one and only real world, it must in principle embrace the experience of any 

present age (pre-critical) and reader.'**' Frei’s comments are important here:

Young (2002, 139). We will discuss this more fully below.
Ibid., 167.
Frei (1974, 2).
Ibid.

^  Ibid. Frei continues: “Figuration was at once a literaiy and a historical procedure, an interpretation of 
stories and their meanings by weaving them together into a common narrative referring to a single history 
and its patterns of meanings.” It is important here to clarify what type of “figurative” inteipretation 
(allegorical or typological) early Christians performed. The evidence points to figuration between the story 
of Jesus and the story of the Jewish faith; there is no evidence o f a particular “community’s” story being 
connected in a figurative way to the story of Jesus. For example, turning to Origen and claiming that such 
figuration was possibly in the mind o f the early Christians is illegitimate. For Origen, the “story” in the 
“biblical” narrative was connected to God and his “story” and not to one particular Christian “community” 
and its “story.” See Hanson (2003, 364). The same can be witnessed in the exegesis o f Paul, where no 
“biblical story” is ever connected to one Pauline “community.” See Froehlich (1984, 8-10).

Frei (1974, 3).
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Not only was it possible for him, it was also his duty to fit himself into that world 
in which he was in any case a member, and he too did so in part by figurai 
interpretation and in part of course by his mode of life. He was to see his 
disposition, his actions and passions, the shape o f his own life as well as that o f his 
era’s events as figures o f that storied world. ^

Thus, for Frei even when the stoiy was adapted to new situations and ways of 

thinking, or underwent revision as redaction criticism helpfully points out, the revised 

form never became a different “stoiy” or “world” but remained for the pre-critical reader 

the adequate depiction of the common and inclusive world until the coming of 

m o d e rn i ty I t  was only then that the literal reading of each narrative and the figurai 

reading of the cumulative narratives were separated -  and became two different readings. 

Realistic or literal reading of the biblical narratives found its closest successor in the 

historical-critical reconstruction of events and texts of the Bible. The question became: 

How reliable are the texts?̂ ** Figurai reading, concerned as it was with the unity of 

narratives, found its closest successor in the biblical theology movement.^* This dichotomy 

so common in modern biblical interpretation was foreign to a pre-critical or first-centuiy 

reading of biblical naiTatives.^^ As science advanced, so did the realization that the

Ibid. (emphasis added).
® Ibid., 3-4.

The warrant for seeing the dichotomy that was created during the movement between pre-critical and 
modern biblical interpretation is not merely historical, but epistemological. See Neil MacDonald (2001). In 
essence, MacDonald is critiquing Frei’s conceptual framework as the grid by which the shift took place. For 
MacDonald, the movement from pre-critical to modern interpretation was also connected with the concept of 
belief. MacDonald uses the research of Wolterstorff (1986) to argue that a shift took place from a “faitli 
seeking understanding” paradigm in pre-critical interpretation to what may be termed a “faith requiring 
justification” in modern inteipretation. According to MacDonald, “the shift that W olterstorff discerns in 
theistic belief occurred in close proximity to the one Frei identified m biblical hermeneutics. It would 
tlierefore not be surprising if  they were in some way historically or even conceptually connected” (325). A 
similar critique was presented against Frei by Meir Sternberg (1985, 8 Iff).

Frei (1974, 8).
This does not imply that Frei read the Gospel narratives, for example, with a pre-critical reading, for he 

insists that the literal sense o f such texts is not equated with historical reference. For Frei, the Jesus of the 
Gospels is unsubstitutable; the Messiah is none other than Jesus of Nazareth narratively rendered especially 
in the accounts of his passion and resuirection. The Gospels do not describe some “everyman” character; the 
identity o f Jesus is irreducible to something else. Thus, when Frei describes the Gospels as “history-like,” he 
implies no particular historical claim. This is, o f course, far different from what pre-critical readers assumed, 
as he himself shows. One year following Eclipse, Frei made more explicit his view concerning the history
like Gospels in The Identity o f  Jesus (1975). Concerning Jesus and historical reference Frei states: We must 
neither look for his identity in back of the story nor supply it from extraneous analytical schemes. It is 
evident that in the story Jesus’ true being is not mysteriously hidden behind the action [ostensive reference] 
or within a supposedly distorted, ‘objectified,’ or ‘mythological’ self-manifestation [ideal reference]. No. He 
is what he appeared to be -  the Savior Jesus from Nazareth, who underwent ‘all these things’ and who is 
truly manifest as Jesus, the risen Christ” (138). As James Fodor (1995) explains concerning Frei’s position, 
“biblical narrative features a sort o f internal referent in so far as it creates its own world. Moreover, this 
textual world o f the Bible is not only the necessary basis for our orientation within the real world, but is also 
sufficient for that purpose” (268). See also Timothy Ward (2002, 150-161).
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“world” of the Bible was not identical to the “world” of the modern interpreter. As Frei 

explains, it was realized that “There is now a logical distinction and a reflective distance 

between the stories and the ‘reality’ they depict.”*'̂  The dichotomy so common in modern 

biblical interpretation*'"* was foreign to pre-critical or first-century readings of biblical 

narratives. It is to this dichotomy in the work of Martyn that we now turn.

Martyn’s reading of the Gospel text is problematic if he desires to show how the 

FG would have been understood in its first-century context. A task which we confirmed 

above was his primaiy goal: “We ... hope to gain a clearer portrait of at least some of 

John’s prospective [first century] readers and, most important of all, a better understanding 

of his purpose in writing. A task that must read the Gospel as it would have been read. 

Thus, for Martyn to read the FG “with the eyes ... and ears of that community [or we 

might say audience],” *̂* he must be dependent on how those very readers would have 

understood the Gospel narrative. For as Martyn admits, “Only in the midst of this endeavor 

will we be able to hear the Fourth Evangelist speak in his own terms, rather than in words 

which we moderns merely want to hear from his mouth.”*'*' Unfortunately, Martyn has 

imposed a modem (or critical) grid of understanding on the first-century readers of the FG.

Martyn admits that his research uses the “basic criteria provided by the discipline 

of form criticisni.”^̂  But Martyn is himself a redaction critic. His technique is to listen to 

both the traditional material and to the Gospel’s “new and unique inteipretation of that 

tradition,” thus being able to hear the presentation of the tradition in its own applied 

context.̂ ** Such a procedure is fully legitimate. Redaction criticism is helpful in locating 

the Tendenzen in the Gospels. But two issues arise that are important for our purpose.

First, the Tendenzen observable by redaction criticism are not easily transferable 

to a first-century setting o f the Gospels. As we discussed in chapter two, there have been 

many warnings against assuming a detailed correspondence between a redactional element

Frei (1974, 5).
Interestingly, it appears that others are moving in a direction shnilar to this thesis. In a recent article, 

Timothy Wiarda (2004) argues for what he calls “concrete reading,” that is, “ .. .an approach to Gospel 
narratives that observes and emphasizes the way details ftinction within the natural flow o f the time-of-Jesus 
story that is being told” (167). Although Wiarda says that a concrete reading treats Gospel narratives as 
“realistically depicted stories” or a “realistic scene,” language that sound like Frei, no mention of Frei is 
made. Although the term “realistic” is to be preferred over “concrete,” Wiarda provides a helpfiil critique of 
the allegorical reading o f Gospel narratives.

Martyn (2003, 29).
Ibid.

""Ibid.
Ibid., 35, n.8.
Ibid., 30.
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and its origin or setting. Even Raymond Brown made this abundantly clear in the 

introduction to his own JComm reconstruction: “While I accept in principle the ability to 

detect Christian community life beneath the surface of the Gospel stoiy, I wish to be clear 

about the methodological difficulties of applying such a principle. .. .we gain general 

knowledge about the life situation of the community, but it is difficult to move to 

specifics.” *̂* This was also part of Bauckliam’s critique of the community reconstruction 

process:

It is difficult to avoid supposing that those who no longer think it possible to use 
the Gospels to reconstruct the historical Jesus compensate for his loss by using 
them to reconstruct the communities that produced the Gospels. All the historical 
specificity for which historical critics long is transferred from the historical Jesus to 
the evangelist’s community.^*

The ti emendous amounts of varying reconstructions of the so-called Gospel communities 

make one wonder if the redactional criteria are in any way accurate or helpful. Maybe 

Robert Kysar states it best: “As I am grateful for the work of scholars like Brown and 

Martyn, I suppose I have simply tired of playing the game of abstract speculative 

constructions.”^̂

Second, and more important for this thesis, the “world” depicted by the redaction 

is considered to be more “real” than the “world” depicted by the narrative. If our 

understanding of pre-critical reading is coixect, then the narrative “world” was the real and 

important world, not the creative Tendenzen or the redactional elements. Certainly the 

first-century readers did not think the FG dropped fî om heaven, but they also did not read 

the FG as a modern-day redaction critic. Thus, the dichotomy that Martyn sees in the 

Gospel text and uses to “discover” the way the FG would have been “seen and heard” by 

its first-centuiy reader is foreign to a pre-critical reading. The very fact that the so-called 

“two-levels” were combined into one narrative implies that they were to be read as one 

narrative.^^ Martyn’s claim of exegetical responsibility is telling: “Only the reflective 

scholar intent on analyzing the Gospel will discover the seams which the evangelist sewed 

together so deftly. True exegesis demands, therefore, that we recognize a certain tension

Brown (1979, 18).
Bauckham (1998c, 20).
Robert Kysar (2003, 14).

^  Helpful here is the critique of Martyn by Brevard Childs (1984, 134): “ .. .in Martyn’s concern to do justice 
to the various levels o f tliis multi-layered text, he has separated elements whose coherent unity belongs to an 
essential witness of the text. Thus, the story is actualized for subsequent readers in a way different from that 
envisioned by Martyn. ... In sum, Martyn’s thesis ... is to be resisted when it interprets the chapter to 
conform to an historical reconstruction which actually runs in the face of the final form of the canonical story 
itself.”
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between our analysis and John’s intentions.” "̂* Martyn’s admission that “John does not in 

any overt way indicate to his readers a distinction between the two stages....” makes one 

wonder if the first-century reader would have ever supposed that one should read the 

Gospel narrative in such a way.^^

Our goal has been to suggest that the Gospel was read as a narrative in the first 

century, and this narrative was read as reflecting “real” events that occurred in the same 

time-and-space “world” of the reader. Using Frei’s analysis of narrative reading and the 

move from pre-critical to critical reading, we have discovered that the Gospels, as 

documents written in the first century, would have been read in a pre-critical way. This 

pre-critical reading only changed in the modem period when conceptual movements rooted 

in historical advances pressed the pre-critical reading of the Gospel narratives to be more 

critical. Thus, to read the Gospels in light of modern criticism, though helpful and 

legitimate, is not to read the Gospels as they were originally read. When we turn to J. L. 

Martyn’s two-level reading of John, we find a critical (post-enlightenment) imposition on a 

pre-critical text. We found first that the information gleaned from Martyn’s redactional 

technique, though insightful, is limited in specificity. But more importantly, it is also 

foreign to a pre-critical or first-century reading of the Gospel text. Our conclusion is that to 

read the FG the way Martyn proposes is most certainly not to read the FG “with the eyes 

... and ears of that community” or to “hear the Fourth Evangelist speak in his own 

terms...

John 9:22: The Entry Point into the Two-Level Reading

Martyn did not create the two-level reading of the FG without warrant. The “seam” 

he has found in the healing of the blind man in John 9 has made the pericope famous, for it 

is the entry point from which Martyn sees the two-level drama. But as we have argued 

above, Martyn has made a dichotomy where one did not exist originally. That is, the 

“world” depicted by the redaction criticism of Martyn is not the “world” the first-century 

readers saw in the namative of the FG. But in order to make this clearer it is necessary to 

look specifically at the intrusion Martyn finds in John 9:22 and the other “expulsion” 

passages so that a more appropriate reading can be presented.

As we have discussed above, Martyn proposes that one read the prominence of the 

Jews and their hostility to Jesus as representative of a real historical setting (as opposed to

Martyn (2003,131, emphasis original). 
Ibid. (emphasis added).

86 Ibid., 29.
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theological symbolism) in which the FG was composed.^^ With this in mind, Martyn reads 

the FG and finds two blatantly anachronistic verses concerning Jewish hostility (9:22; 

12:42; cf. 16:2) that, though in the narrative they tell a story about the time of Jesus’ 

earthly ministry, are most certainly dealing with an issue that could not have occuned until 

decades after Jesus’ life, that is, the historical setting in which the FG was created. These 

three verses, then, are taken to be the primary key to the historical setting of the FG. 

Martyn’s brilliant reconstruction of the historical setting behind John has linked the FG’s 

Jewish-Christian conflict to a possible situation in the late first century and has provided, 

therefore, a way in which the Gospel is to be read. Using form- and redaction-critical 

assumptions to understand the text in light of its setting, Martyn has presented a coherent 

theory that attempts to make sense of the incomplete non-biblical evidence. But since the 

Gospel and the evidence of Jewish-Christian conflict are far from complementary, Martyn 

had to find a reading that “matched” the evidence. This is, of course, what historical work 

requires; our reconstruction will be no different. But this thesis is attempting to show that 

Martyn has misapplied the evidence, and in so doing has produced a reading of the FG that 

would have been foreign to first-century readers and skews the working picture of the 

Gospel’s historical setting and function. According to Martyn it is in chapter 9, especially 

9:22, where the “two-level drama” is best exhibited.

Martyn’s development of the two-level reading in John 9 is based upon two aspects 

of John 9 and the other “expulsion from the synagogue” passages. The first is that the 

“perceptive” first-century reader would have seen each of the primary characters in the 

narrative as referring to a referent in their own present setting. The second is that this 

referent in their own setting is the specific removal from the synagogue that some or all of 

the JComm members are experiencing as a result of an official edict broadly decreed.^^ 

These two aspects are interrelated; the first allows the second to happen in the narrative, 

and the second allows the first to be realized. We will discuss each of these in turn.

The Reader and an Anachronism

In reference to the first aspect of Martyn’s reading of John 9, that the perceptive 

first-century reader would have seen each of the primary characters in the narrative as 

refeiTing to a referent in their own present setting, based upon the anachronistic insertion

Ibid., 46-47. Our reading of the FG will also read it historically.
As we discuss below, although some JComm interpreters think Martyn’s assumption o f an “official edict’ 

behind Jolm is problematic, tliey still maintain that the text is referring to an “expulsion” o f JComm Jewish- 
Christians from a local synagogue.
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of the “expulsion from the synagogue” statements, we must return to the reading strategy

that we can assume first-century or pre-critical readers would have embraced. We have

already argued above that a first-century reader, even a perceptive one, would have read

this narrative as reflecting “real” events that occurred in the same time-and-space “world”

in which they lived. This does not imply that authorial Tendenzen would not have been

present, even Tendenzen from the perspective of a later time, but it does assume that the

reader was a pre-critical reader, and not a critical reader like Martyn.

Of course, our assumption of the pre-critical reading of John is not merely based on

pre-critical reading strategies, but on the nan ative genre of the text itself. The bios genre of

the Gospels does not communicate on two levels.̂ ** Recently Tobias Hâgerland has argued,

contra Martyn, that both the search for an ancient two-level genre and the supposed “hints

of allegoiy” for the reader in the text of John are imsuccessful.**** Hâgerland explains his

approach to this search as follows:

I would like to emphasize at the outset that the TiteraT or ‘historical’ sense of 
John’s Gospel that this study seeks to establish pertains solely to the author’s aim. 
The question being asked of the text, as it were, is whether the author intended his 
Gospel to be read ‘literally,’ as depicting the ‘historical’ person of Jesus, or 
whether he fashioned it to be perceived as a kind of allegory. A different problem 
is to what extent, and in what sense, the Gospel may be regarded as ‘literally true’ 
or ‘historically accurate’ from our modern point of view. ...***

According to Hâgerland, for a two-level reading of John to be possible, one would assume 

that there would be literary parallels to such a reading in non-apocalyptic literature, since

It is important here to clarify what is meant by claiming that the bios genre does not communicate on two 
levels. First, using a pre-critical understanding of reading a history-like or realistic narrative, especially in the 
bios and not apocalyptic genre, it was assumed that the story told was the story (Frei [1974, 2]). Certainly 
pre-critical readers knew the difference between different types (genres) o f texts, and certainly they had seen 
apocalyptic texts in the Jewish or Platonic tradition, but they would not have supposed that history-like 
narratives would ftinction like a non-history-like narrative. Second, the type of allegory that redaction and 
sociological criticism employ is o f a different kind (not just degree) from the allegory (and typology) 
employed by pre-critical interpreters. The primary difference is as follows; while pre-critical interpreters 
employed allegory (and typology) from  the narrative itself, redaction and sociological inteipreters employ it 
from  behind the narrative. That is, the allegorical readings never assumed that there existed a reading behind 
the “literal” reading that needed decoding; rather, they applied theoria which “recognizes a higher level of 
meaning which overlies the literal, without deleting or weakening it (Simonetti [1994, 67]). Thus, the pre- 
critical readings were actually broadening rather than specific. Cf. Young (2002, 161-85). In this way, 
Martyn’s allegorical reading of the FG, whereby a character or event in the time-of-Jesus narrative is claimed 
to be depicting an event in the history of the JComm, is foreign to first-centuiy allegory. An allegorical 
reading in the first-century would link the character or event to a universal theme or virtue, not another, 
historical event!

Hâgerland (2003).
Ibid., 310. Although we have been focusing on the reader up to this point, a concern with the author cannot 

be avoided as we turn to the text and genre.
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Martyn himself admits that “Gospel” is like but different from apocalyptic/^ and evidence 

or clues in the text itself that guide the reader to both levels of the drama.

Concerning the former, Hâgerland focuses specifically on biographical literature 

since the Gospels are at least quasi-biographical.^^ Hâgerland compares Philo’s “Lives” of 

biblical characters, since they are relevant to the understanding of John’s Gospel. Philo 

himself designates them as bioi {Jos. 1), but their content differs markedly from common 

ancient Lives by being completely allegorical. For example, already at the beginning of De 

Josepho Philo declares that his writing is intended to treat something else than Joseph as a 

historical person; and in De Abrahamo each narrative episode is followed by a piece of 

allegorical exegesis, the allegory being explicitly spiritualizing (e.g. Abr. 68). De 

Abrahamo and De Josepho focus not on the supposedly historical lives of Abraham and 

Joseph, but on the learning that can be extracted through allegorical reading of the biblical 

narrative.^"* But when one turns to Philo’s De vita Mosis, one finds major differences from 

the other Lives of Philo. The purpose of the Life of Moses is informative and probably also 

apologetic; Philo wants to depict the historical Moses, for “not many know who he really 

was” {Vit. Mos. 1.2; cf. 1.1).**̂  According to Hâgerland, the lack of explicit allegoiy^^ in 

De vita Mosis makes it comparable to the FG.

Martyn (2003, 130-31) gives changes tliat John makes to the Gospel genre that make it different from 
apocalyptic. By admitting these qualifications it would seem that Martyn has already admitted that they are 
not parallel at all.

Hâgerland does mention the ancient “novel” which has some affinity with the two-level drama. Tlie 
comparison was initially made by Ulrich Luz (1993). For Luz many novels are ambiguous (doppelbodig) and 
can tell two stories simultaneously in the sense that the superficial story was intended to be perceived as an 
allegorical description of human religious experience (168-71). Luz thinks this is what Matthew intended in 
order to tell the story of the Matthean coimminity; but this is different from Martyn links Jolin’s two-levels to 
the FE’s apocalyptic thinking. Hâgerland criticizes Luz’s ancient novel comparison on two fronts. First, 
unlike ancient novels which were “fictional” from the start, the Gospels claim to be far more than fiction. 
John claims to have based his Gospel on the testimony of him “who saw” (19:35). Second, while the 
secondary stoiy of the ancient novel was a spiritual, inwaid, or “superior” interpretation o f an outward 
drama, the Gospels’ second story is a second outward drama -  one historical chain of events (coiumunity 
history) would be presented in the appearance of another equally historical chain of events (Jesus’ history).
^  Hâgerland (2003,314-15).

Peder Borgen (1987, 19) argues that the puipose o f De vita Mosis is to show the divine calling o f Moses 
and the Jewish people to worship God, keep the Sabbath and serve the whole world. Interestingly, Borgen 
argues that the book was “written for Gentile readers to tell them about the supreme law-giver whose laws 
they are to accept and honour. At the same time it was to strengthen the Jews for their universal role.” 
Although Borgen claims that this dual purpose fits well with the Jewish community o f Alexandra at the time, 
it also works well for the Jews who “were actively penetrating into the Greek community.”

But one might assume that Philo uses allegory implicitly? But Philo is hardly shy about his use of allegory, 
as explained by David Dawson (1992, 100), for they assist the reader in applying “the Scriptures” to 
“personifications o f various types of souls or o f faculties within the soul (see Agr.22).” In fact, as Dawson 
explains, Philo saw the importance of both the literal and allegorical (non-literal) to the point of revealing 
both to his audience as plausible interpretations o f the same text that do not cancel one another (101). 
“Allegorical composition and reading constantly play themselves off against a substratum o f words that are 
not meant or read allegorically {at least not at the same time or according to the same allegory)” (101,
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On returning to the Gospel of John, one finds that its form and content are much 
closer to De vita Mosis than to the allegorical Lives. John’s explicit purpose 
[20:31] is similar to Philo’s opening words of the Life of Moses.... And like Philo, 
the Gospel refers to its informant, who cannot be anything else than an eyewitness 
[John 19:35; 21:24; Vit. Mos. 1.4].”

By contrast, the FG does not display any resemblance to the allegorical Lives of De 

Abrahamo and De Josepho. Thus, for Hâgerland, even where one might except to find an 

ancient parallel to the two-level drama proposed by Martyn in the literature related to the 

Gospels, none is to be found.^^ Certainly it is common in early Christian exegesis to have 

two referents, one ostensive ("historical”) and one ideal (“spiritual”), but never do we find 

in a narrative text two ostensive referents, both on the same chronological plane (a mere 

generation or two apar t) .Only by creating a sui generis categoiy of “Gospel” can Martyn 

even attempt to succeed: bios narratives are functioning like apocalyptic literature.***** 

Unfortunately, such a genre does not exist, nor has it existed.

Martyn’s understanding of the FG’s genre has allowed him to read the Gospel in an 

allegorical way.**** Helpful here is a critique along the same lines by Stephen Motyer. As 

Motyer explains, “Quite apart from its rather arbitrary and subjective nature, the treatment 

of the stories (especially in John 5 and 9) as allegories needs to be justified on form-critical

emphasis added). In contrast to Martyn, who argues that John’s was meant to apply to the specific situation 
faced by the Johannine reader, Philo, according to Samuel Sandmel (1979, 18), uses “allegorical 
interpretation ... to make [characters in the story] types of human beings who are to be found in eveiy age 
and every place. .. .he transforms biblical characters, or biblical place-names, into universal types of people 
or universal characteristics o f mankind.” See also Borgen (1997).

Hâgerland (2003,316).
Ibid.

^  One might argue that parables, or in John the reference to future trouble with “Jews” in 16:2, might be a 
second ostensive reference. But there is a difference. Martyn is actually arguing that two ostensive referents 
are being referred to simultaneously, but John 16:2 and tlie parables are certainly not ostensive in a specific 
sense, as if the reader should connect the various characters in the parables to specific individuals in their 
own setting, or that the fiiture expectation of trouble with Jews was meant to only refer to the trouble to be 
expected by the “group” behind Jolm. Nor is Martyn’s reading comparable to the N T’s typological reading of 
OT narratives (Gal. 4:21-31; Heb. 7). The N T’s typological readings of OT narratives show both a 
distinction between the two ostensive referents and the specific connection between them. Martyn assumes 
the two ostensive referents are being referred to simultaneously, with no distinction or connection being 
made between them.

Martyn (2003, 32). Helpfi.il here is Burridge (1992, 41) who explains the difference between genre and 
mode.

O f course, Martyn’s “allegory” looks different than patristic allegoiy. Similar to Martyn’s redaction- 
critical exegesis, patristic exegesis was also concerned primarily with the “reference.” As Young (2002,
120) explains: “the fundamental question for understanding meaning was discerning reference. This did not 
mean a simplistic literalism; for the metaphorical nature of much language was something everyone was 
aware o f....” The patristic inteipreters produce both a “literal” or historical meaning and a “spiritual” 
meaning of the same text. Contra Martyn, there were not two “historical” meanings, but one. The spiritual 
meaning was a higher meaning. It still had a reference, but it was the reference of universal belief and divine 
concepts. See de Lubac (1997); Steinmetz (1997); Young (2002, 161-85); and Louth (1983, 96-131).
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grounds.”***̂ Martyn must either call the FG’s genre something other than apocalyptic, or

he must offer some “form-critical support for John’s radical translation of the dualism into

a different genre.”***̂ It is here where the bios genre becomes important and where our

argument, resting upon the growing consensus led by Burridge and others, becomes most

pertinent.***"* For certainly if the FG is read on two levels, the Synoptic Gospels, which are

as much bios as the FG, should also be read on two levels. The lack of consistency shows

itself most at the level of form criticism.***̂

Returning to the second aspect of Hâgerland’s argument concerning the supposed

“hints of allegory” for the reader in the text of John, that is, evidence or clues in the text

itself that guide the reader to both levels of the drama, the conclusion is again in the

negative. Martyn points to the anachronisms in the FG, especially the references to the

expulsion from the synagogue, as providing the key to the reader that a two-level drama is

taking place. Even without making use of Maityn’s mistaken link to the Birkat ha-minim

as the historical referent of the expulsion, Hâgerland argues that such anachronistic

imports into the Gospel hardly account for a supposed two-level reading.

In a manner akin to that of the Synoptic Gospels, John’s Gospel has certainly been 
coloured by the setting in which it was written, but its universal lack of historical 
reliability as compared to the Synoptics is nowadays questioned rather 
frequently.***  ̂An anachronism in the dialogue ... is not a reason compelling 
enough to discredit the entire surrounding naiTative.***̂

It is too much to assume that the first century reader would find an anachronistic statement 

as an intrusion into the text and thus requiring a second reading of the whole text in light 

of that intrusion. As Francis Young explains, “The difference between ancient and modern 

exegesis lies in the massive shift in what is found to be problematic.”***̂ Earlier Young

Motyer (1997a, 28). The critique by Stibbe (1992, 148) is helpful here: “I recognize that the task of 
identifying the social function of narrative has sometimes been a rather arbitrary and subjective exercise. One 
of the problems with Johannine redaction criticism is that it tends to allegorize details o f the gospel into 
incidents from the community’s reconstructed history....”

Motyer (1997a, 28). See also the form-critical warnings by Ashton (1991, 163).
Hâgerland (2003, 316, n.l8).
Suiprisingly, Keener (2003, 195, n.208) gives a different conclusion: “Martyn’s ‘two-level’ hypothesis 

fits ancient Hellenistic biographic and historiographic conventions; since it was normal procedure for 
educated readers to read a forensic speech in light o f the context in which it was originally delivered 
(Quintillian 10.1.20-22).,.,” Although Keener is right to assume that ancient readers would read a text in its 
appropriate context, he is wrong to assume that the context would control the way tlie genre (form) o f the 
text is handled. Would a history-like narrative no longer be history-like because it is written in the present 
context that differs from that history? How could history-like narratives ever be read of something other 
without being “completely” corrupted by their present authoring context?

See the classic work by C. H. Dodd (1963). See also Carson (1981) and Robinson (1985, especially 35).
Hâgerland (2003,318).
Young (2002, 207).
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even claims that “without the modem historical consciousness, none of this prevented

anachronistic reading.. ..”***̂ Thus, it is impossible for us to assume that an anachronistic

statement would have been taken by a first-century reader to refer to two different levels of

historical consciousness.

Another phenomenon that has often brought evidence of the merger of two

historical levels in the FG is the alleged inability of the narrative to distinguish between

past and present. Martyn proceeds from 9:4a to 14:12 to arrive at the conclusion that the

FE makes no distinction between what Jesus did once and what his followers are doing in

the evangelist’s time. Hâgerland explains why such a position, especially in relation to

John 2:19-22, is confusing:

Only after his resurrection did the disciples realize the real sense of Jesus’ 
words.... The conviction that the disciples remembered (&pvf|o8qoav; see 12.16) the 
past event was decisive to their faith. For the same reason, the eyewitness of 19.35 
and 21.24 plays an important role. He is the guarantee for a continuity of 
remembering between those disciples who accompanied Jesus and those who came 
to believe later.... Faith ‘now’ is founded on what Jesus did (ewoLT|aev, 20.30;
21.25) ‘then.’ The distinction between past and present in these passages is clear- 
cut enough to make its ever being doubted astonishing}^^

One wonders if the focus on the later Sitze im Leben of the Gospels in current Gospels 

scholarship has drawn the attention away from the “past” of the Gospels that is so 

prevalent. This is not to say that the Gospels are a history book of the earthly Jesus, or that 

the context in which the Gospels were written was the “only” grid from which they could 

see the past (Kant); but it does implicate that they were not divorced from the past. In fact, 

it was the past that defined their present reflection.

Helpful here are two fairly neglected works on this distinction between past and 

present in the Gospels. The first is a monograph by Eugene Lemcio entitled The Past o f 

Jesus in the Gospels. According to Lemcio, all four Gospels show a recognizeable 

distinction between past and present time. The past of Jesus, according to Lemcio, is 

important to the evangelists in the present. * * * If the Gospels at least portray some sense of 

history, then this would seem to deny the two-level reading that Martyn claims to see in 

the FG; a reading that combines both past and present. The second is an article by Donald 

Carson entitled “Understanding Mismiderstanding in the Fourth Gospel.” Carson attempts 

to show how interpreters have misunderstood the various “misunderstandings” in the

Ibid.109

Hâgerland (2003, 319, emphasis added). 
Lemcio (1991).
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FG.**  ̂For example, Carson critiques Herbert Leroy’s use of Johannine “riddles” to 

reconstmct the histoiy of the JComm. For Leroy the majority of the preaching of the

JComm is because of the gift of the Paraclete. The “insiders” enjoy his presence and 

manifest his power primarily in the preached word; the “outsiders” do not enjoy his 

presence. But according to Carson, “what is remai kable about the teaching of John 

regarding the Spirit/Paraclete is that there are two dualities, not one.”**"* Leroy only points 

to the first duality, where some have the Spirit and some do not, as is made clear in the 

antithesis of 14:17: the world cannot accept the Spirit of Truth but the disciples can. But 

the second duality is even more persuasive. “At the time Jesus is purported to speak, the 

Spirit has not yet been given; and his presence will be enjoyed only after Jesus returns to 

his Father by way of the cross and resurrection; and he bestows his Spirit, or asks his 

Father to do so, only in the wake of that triumph (7:37-39; 14:16, 23, 25-26; 15:26-27; 

16:7, 12-15).”**̂  Thus, at the time Jesus is speaking, not even the disciples possess the 

Spirit to the extent that Jesus envisages. The phrase “and he will be in you” ( kocl kv u p l v  

eomi) seems to make clear that Jesus is referring to an event that is fully established in the 

future. Once again, past history is not amalgamated into the present in the FG.

In fact, according to Carson several passages require a solution that will only be 

given with the passage of time (post-resurrection). A prime example is 2:19-22 where the 

narrator (evangelist) explains that it was only after Jesus was raised from the dead that the 

disciples “remembered” the saying and believed the Scripture and the words Jesus had 

spoken. Although this passage is heavily debated, it is striking how the passage not only 

separates the past from the present, but uses the present perspective to explain the past.

The same distinction can be made in 12:14-16, where the disciples fail to appreciate the 

scriptural significance of Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jemsalem until after Jesus is glorified. 

Also, repeatedly in the Farewell Discourse, the coming of the Spirit/Paraclete is not only 

made future to Jesus’ speaking, but the understanding by the disciples of what Jesus means 

is made dependent on that future coming (e.g. 14:20, 26; 16:7, 12-15).**  ̂Thus, in line with 

Lemcio, Carson can state: “From this it is quite clear that the fourth evangelist is able and 

willing to maintain a distinction between then and now, the then of the situation during 

Jesus’ ministry, and the now of the period following Jesus’ glorification and the descent of

Carson (1982).
Leroy (1966). For a summary see Leroy (1968).

114 Carson (1982, 76).
Ibid. (emphasis original). 
Ibid., 81.
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the Spirit, and including the evangelist’s day.”^̂  ̂According to Carson, then, Martyn’s 

proposal for a two-level reading of John, though recognizing the continuities between 

Jesus and the Paraclete, neglects the discontinuities. The deatli/resurrection/exaltation of 

Jesus “turns a corner” in the histoiy of salvation that the FG presents. This turning of the 

corner does not simply introduce more of the same, albeit on a different historical level 

(the JComm’s own level). From the perspective of the disciples’ understanding and faith, 

nothing can ever be the same again.*The “purpose statement” (20:31) seems to allude to 

the continuing witness of the past in the present. This reading allows us to better 

understand Jesus’ statement to Thomas in 20:29: “Because you have seen me you believe? 

Blessed are those who do not see and still believe.”

The argument we have presented thus far critiques the method of reading the FG on 

two levels. We have argued that the reading proposed by Martyn would have been 

completely foreign to first-century readers and find no evidence for such a reading in the 

FG. There is no evidence of a biogi'aphical genre like the FG that was ever intended to be 

read on two levels. Martyn’s creative amalgamation of both bios and apocalyptic genre can 

only be declared a mythical creation. The FG is biographical in its genre and must be read 

as a histoiy-like or realistic nanative. The FG is not without a sense of histoiy; a 

distinction is made between “then” and “now.” Yet, the perspective of the present (of the 

evangelist) may be involved in the telling of the past. It is to that we now turn.

The Expulsion from the Svnagogue

In reference to the second aspect of Martyn’s reading of John 9, that this referent to 

their own setting is the specific removal from the synagogue that some or all of the 

JComm members are experiencing in relation to an official edict broadly decreed, recent 

evidence to the contrary, as we will discuss below, as well as the inappropriate form- 

critical assumptions discussed above, require that we more appropriately apply these 

“synogague” statements to their historical context. If the genre of the FG cannot be read in 

a dualistic or apocalyptic way without form-critical support, then the “expulsion from the 

synagogue” passages should not be read as a second level of the nan ative. Certainly, if the 

text made no “literal” sense we could, as did the patristic exegetes, apply a more 

allegorical interpretation to the passage to make it mend. But that is not the case. The

Ibid., 82 (emphasis original), 
" 'Ib id ., 83.
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naiTative o f  John 9:22 (and 12:42; 16:2) m ake com p lete  sen se  w ith ou t a “spiritual 

m ean in g ,” let a lone another h istorical lev e l.

In John 9:22 a man bom blind from birth is healed by Jesus. The healing sparks 

debate between the blind man and the Pharisees, for not only was it a healing of a man that 

several knew to be blind (9:8-11), but it was also done on the Sabbath (9:14). The dialogue 

between the man who was healed and the Pharisees intensifies over the healer and his 

relation to God (9:16). The Pharisees turn to the man’s parents. The parents admit that this 

man who can now see is their son, and he was born blind (9:20). But when asked how he 

can now see they reflect the question back to their son since he is “of age” and can speak 

for himself (9:21, 23). It is then that the naiTator explains to the reader the motive behind 

the parents’ response in 9:22: “His parents said this because they were afraid of the Jews; 

for the Jews had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Messiah would 

be put out of the synagogue.”

For Martyn, 9:22 is an anachronistic intrusion in the text that signals to the readers, 

since they know that at the time of Jesus no expulsions were taking place, that the “story” 

is to be read as referring to their own day and time. Martyn explains how four elements in 

9:22 command out attention.**^ The first and second are the expressions “the Jews” and 

“had already agreed.” According to Martyn the first two elements show us clearly that the 

subject under discussion is a formal agreement or decision reached by some authoritative 

group within Judaism prior to the writing of the FG. But is this necessarily so? Much has 

been written on the historical matching that Maityn has done with these expulsion 

passages. Martyn’s assumption that this official decision was the Birkat ha-Minim has 

been sufficiently criticized in subsequent scholarship.'^** It is no longer feasible to assume 

that the “expulsion” passages are referring to this specific event. Thus, the focus on

What follows is taken from Martyn (2003, 46-49). Martyn was not the first to place these “expulsion” 
passages in the context o f Jewish-Christian dialogue involving the FG. The earliest example can be found 
already in Wrede (1933), who argued that the Jews in Jolui reflected a Johamiine conflict with contemporary 
Judaism. But it was Kenneth Carroll (1957) who aligned the “expulsion” passages with the Birkat ha-Minim. 
At nearly the same time, T. C. Smith (1959) made a similar connection.

As Smith (2003) explains, there are too many difficulties to establish Martyn’s thesis with the Twelfth 
Benediction (7). First, it is unclear that within the first century the Jamnian Academy had the kind of general 
authority that Martyn’s thesis attributes to it. Second, the date o f the Twelfth Benediction is uncertain, and 
since Martyn many have contested that it could have been composed as early as the 80’s of the first century. 
Third, there is not direct or unambiguous evidence that the Benediction was formulated for the purpose of 
expelling Christians out o f the synagogue or that it was ever actually used in tliat way. Yet, even amidst all 
these reservations, Martyn (2003, 60, n.69 and 61-62, n.75) only claims to speak with more caution; and 
Meeks (1985) merely prefers to think of a linear development in which the promulgation of the Birkat ha- 
Minim was a culmination rather than the beginning of a development. For the critiques o f Martyn’s use o f the 
Birkat ha-Minim and its general use in the first-century see Schafer (1978); Kimmelman (1981); Horbury 
(1982); and Katz (1984).
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Martyn’s incon’ect matching of the Birkat ha-Minim with 9:22 has caused Wayne Meeks 

to call it a “red herring” in Johannine research, that is, something that attracts attention 

away from the real i s s u e . B u t  is it a “red herring”? Is it legitimate for Meeks to claim 

that that this merely causes us to think of the Jewish-Christian split as a linear progression 

in which the promulgation of the Birkat ha-Minim was a culmination rather than the 

beginning of a development? Does this not force a JComm interpreter to have two 

intangibles rather than one: uncertainty concerning (1) what the “expulsion” passages 

really refer to and (2) the assumption of a “community” that stands behind the text? If we 

knew that the “expulsion” passages were refeiTing to an event which we could specifically 

locate historically, and more so geographically, then we could be more assured that the 

audience for which the text was meant was in that historical period and/or geographical 

region. But we cannot. Unless it can be proven that the “expulsion” passages are anything 

more unusual or that the term is more officially descriptive than anything that would have 

occuned between Jews and Christians toward the end of the first century, then we are 

required to read the text as less situationally specific, and certainly less self-referential 

toward a specific group. Maybe by turning to Martyn’s last two elements that are supposed 

to attract our attention in 9:22 we might find more conclusive evidence.

The third and fourth elements are the messianic confession of Jesus and the 

predicate nominative “an excommunicate from the synagogue.” Concerning the third 

element, the messianic confession of Jesus, Martyn claims that “they,” who he assumes is 

the group of Jewish Christians in the JComm who are still attending the synagogue, “have 

evidently assumed that such a confession is compatible with continued membership in the 

synagogue.” This is, of course, what Martyn believes caused the fourth element to occur 

in 9:22: “after the [formal] agreement [has been made by Jews concerning Christians], the 

dual commitment is no longer possible,” since the JComm members were still attending 

the synagogue .For  the temi ATTOGuvocywyoc, which means “expulsion from the 

synagogue,” is a “key term” which implies “the formal separation of the disciples of Jesus 

from the synagogue.”' '̂' But again we have to ask if this is so! Only when Martyn begins 

with the assumption that the FG is a “community” document does the so-called “key”

Meeks (1985, 102). 
Martyn (2003, 47). 
Ibid.

124 Ibid. Unfortunately, the term is unknown in non-biblical literature and the LXX. This is unfortunate 
because it allows Martyn to make a case on its “formal” meaning when such a use cannot be lexically 
verified or disproved.
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expulsion term concerning the so-called “formal” separation have any descriptive self

reference to the audience, which, of course, he assumes is not only a specific group, but 

one that is in an intimate (or at least co-worshipping) relationship with a specific 

synagogue.Amidst all the assumptions that this requires, two further things need to be 

asked of 9:22 for the purpose of our argument: How anachronistic is the term? Does the 

term “signal” to the readers a two-level reading?

The key aspect that makes Martyn’s exegesis of John 9 as a descriptive self

reference of the JComm is that the “expulsion” phrase is anachronistic. Martyn thinks 9:28 

makes this more apparent: “You are a disciple o f ‘that one’ but we are disciples of Moses.” 

According to Martyn:

This statement is scarcely conceivable in Jesus’ lifetime, since it recognizes 
discipleship to Jesus not only as antithetical, but also as somehow comparable, to 
discipleship to Moses. It is, on the other hand, easily understood under 
circumstances in which the synagogue has begun to view the Christian movement 
as an essential or more or less clearly distinguishable rival.

But certainly these “easily understood circumstances” are not evidenced through the text; 

they are hypothetical with no external ev idence .Tw o aspects of 9:22 make it less 

anachronistic than Martyn would like us to think: one based upon a connected 

reconstruction of the Jewish-Christian split in the first century; the other based upon the 

adverb “already.”

First, without the historical or geographical reference behind the FG from which 

we can locate the “expulsion” reference, we cannot assume that the Jewish-Christian 

tension being described is anything more than a general reference to Jewish-Christian 

conflict, let alone to a specific conflict between the audience (whose specificity we cannot 

confirm) and a synagogue (whose issues, motives, and relation to the supposed JComm we 

cannot define). Far from being a “red herring,” the lack of producible specificity in 

Martyn’s thesis only makes his assumptions all the more presumptuous. Would not any

Ibid., 146. Martyn claims that the Gospel “was written for a community o f people who had a shared 
history ... in the bosom of the [a] synagogue” (146,150). In fact, for Martyn, what made the Johannine 
believers their own “community” was their conflict with the local synagogue: “Many members of the 
messianic group ... paid the price for their convictions and suffered excommunication. From this point 
forward we may refer to those people ... as the Johannine community, for it is obvious that the outworking of 
the Birkath ha-Minim in the city in question changed the Johannine circle -  against their will -  from a 
messianic group within the synagogue into a separate community outside that social and theological setting” 
(155, emphasis original).

Ibid. (emphasis added).
This is not to say that our reconstiuction is not hypothetical, but tliat Martyn’s reading is not evidenced in 

the text but based on his assumption o f extra-textual realities.
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messianic confession (Martyn’s third element) be found in almost any “Christian” 

literature in early Christianity, and would that not be found disagreeable to any non- 

Christian Jew?

Second, the use of the adverb “already” (qôq) implies, based upon our discussion of 

John’s sense of history, that whatever the “expulsion” is implying, it was already in 

process during Jesus’ lifetime. That is, the conflict with the “Jews” that occurred in the 

earthly life of Jesus is no different in kind than what is being experienced by the Johannine 

readers, in fact, in retrospect, what “the readers” are experiencing was “already” in process 

in Jesus’ day. For Martyn, the “already” emphasizes that the “agreement” or “decision” 

made by the Jews had been reached some time prior to John’s wiiting. And since this 

“decision” was the Birkat ha-Minim, then such a suggestion is blatantly anachronistic. But 

if we do not begin with the assumption that the “agreement” is as fonual as the Birkat ha- 

Minim tlien we are not forced to read the expression anachronistically. There is general 

confusion as to what type of “expulsion” the phrase might be referring to, whether mild or 

excommunicatory.'^^ But certainly the issue surrounds more than this. The key question is 

whether or not the phrase is meant to be descriptive of Jesus’ time or of the evangelist’s. C. 

K. Barrett chooses the latter: “That the synagogue had already at that time applied a test of 

Christian heresy is unthinkable....” '̂  ̂But in view of the lack of specificity we just 

discussed, Leon Morris’ response to Barrett’s comment is especially apt: “In view of our 

ignorance of much surrounding the subject this may be a little too confident.”'^" It would 

appear that it is better to assume that the Jewish-Christian conflict was a general feature of 

the first century, even from the veiy beginning of the Jesus movement. As Philip 

Alexander explains:

It is abundantly clear from the New Testament itself that Christianity before 70 not 
only attracted support but also encountered strong and widespread opposition 
within the Jewish community. That opposition ranged from central authorities in 
Jerusalem (the High Priest and the Sanhédrin) to the leaders of the local 
synagogues. It extended from Palestine (both Galilee and Jerusalem) to the 
Diaspora (e.g. Asia Minor and Achaea). It began in the time ofJesus himself and 
continued unabated in the period after the crucifixion}^^

Brown (1966, 374), See also Emil Schürer (1979, II, ii). 
Barrett (1978, 361).
Morris (1972,488, n.35).
Alexander (1992, 19).
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More specifically, D. Neale has argued convincingly that during his lifetime Jesus was

considered to be a mesith, one who leads people astray, based upon an examination of the

Gospel accounts with reference to Deut. 13.'^  ̂According to Neale,

...the examination of some New Testament texts that reflect a negative response to 
Jesus in light of literary traditions about the mesith and meddiah shows a 
reasonable possibility that the hatied reserved for the biblical mesith could have 
been directed toward Jesus. Furthermore, some enigmatic aspects of the public 
response to Jesus’ ministry are made comprehensible in the light of this 
interpretation. Deuteronomy 13 and the subsequent mesith tradition provide a 
valuable addition to our basis for understanding the familial turmoil, civic unrest 
and personal struggle with loyalty at which the gospels hint.'^^

Thus, rather than seeing John as being descriptive of one point of the linear

progression that led to the Birkat ha-Minim (Meeks’ position as a corrective to Martyn’s),

it is better to see John as being descriptive of the general Jewish-Christian conflict from

the time of Jesus until the present day.'̂ "* As we will discuss below, this fits best with the

narrative’s description, with John’s sense of histoiy, which we discussed above, and with

the similar evidence found in the Synoptics. Beasley-Murray explains it well:

On the one hand, we must remember that the followers of Jesus suffered much in 
the manner of the blind man from the time of Jesus on. And, contrary to BaiTett, we 
must not forget that Jesus himself enunciated the crucial test of discipleship as 
confession of him before men as Son of Man (Luke 12:8-9 = Matt 10:32-33; cf. 
John 9:35); the emphasis in Mark 8:37 on not being ashamed to confess Jesus 
doubtless expresses the concern in Mark’s church [or audience] of the danger of 
denial in face of external pressures. Equally significant is the last beatitude in Matt 
5:11-12, coming from the later period of Jesus’ ministry, the parallel to which in 
Luke 6:22-23 is remarkably close to John 9: ‘Blessed are you when they hate you, 
and when they exclude you and insult you and cast out your name as evil, because 
of the Son of Man.’ Paul knew what it was to be thrown out of synagogues on 
mission (Acts 13:50), and he was not alone in that experience.

Even C. H. Dodd, when remarking on 9:22 can state, “We must ... conclude, it seems, that 

the prospect of such exclusion was before Christians of Jewish origin early enough, at 

least, to have entered into the common tradition behind both Luke and John.” '̂  ̂Since 

Martyn himself, as a redaction critic, proceeds so that “by comparing John with the

Neale (1993).
Ibid., 101. See also b. Sank. 43a for evidence in Jewish tradition that Jesus was executed for “deceiving’' 

Israel.
This is not to assume that the term specifically covers the entire development, but that it assumes the 

Jewish-Christian conflict is an ongoing conflict, and 9:22 is reflective of that general linear conflict, not a 
specific point within it.

Beasley-Murray (1999, 154, emphasis original).
Dodd (1963,410, emphasis added).
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Synoptic Gospels we can identify many pieces which are obviously traditional then it

would seem as if 9:22 might actually meet his criterion of “traditional melodies.”'

Thus, one wonders, as C. F. D. Moule expresses it, “whether there is any inherent

reason for this [“expulsion” passage] to be declared unhistorical.”'̂  ̂This is not to say that

the “expulsion” term is not anachronistic in the sense of being a term that did not originate

until after Jesus’ time, but one that was used to describe an activity that, though certainly

more prevalent a generation or two removed, was already an issue in the time of Jesus and

his disciples. As Moule explains concerning the naiTative of John 9:

In such ways as these, good traditions of the controversies of the Lord’s life-time 
may have been re-set [in later temiinology] in such a way as to continue topical in 
a later Palestinian community, or, later still, for the cosmopolitan populace of 
Ephesus where the mystic and the biblicist Jew, the dualist philosopher and the 
Ebionite might have jostled one another; and the story of the Word of God 
incarnate, with his creative words and his luminous deeds, had messages for them 
all.'""

There is no doubt that the narrative is speaking of the cost of discipleship in temis of the 

conditions which are familiar to the readers; but this is nothing new, for since the 

beginnings of Jesus’ ministry his followers have suffered much in the manner of the blind 

man. Thus, our conclusion is that the “expulsion” phrase in 9:22 is not to be read 

anachronistically as refemng solely to the Sitz im Leben of the JComm, but to conflict 

occurring since the time of Jesus with specific applicative results for John’s readers in 

whatever Jewish-Christian conflict they might be experiencing.

But it is not simply 9:22 that convinces Maidyn, for the same anachronistic term is 

used two other times in John. According to 12:42, even many of the authorities (Jewish) 

believed in him, but they did not confess (it) because they feared being “expelled” from

Martyn (2003, 31).
Ibid. Like Martyn, we are not assuming that John’s perspective or circumstances did not circumvent the 

“telling” of this tradition, but certainly it has to be regarded as tradition-like enough to be of a firm historical 
nature.

Moule (2002, 155-56). Admittedly, one may disagree with the historical specificity with which JComm 
interpreters view the “expulsion” passages and not assume some level o f traditional material. For example, 
Pancaro (1975, 247-53) argues that the “expulsion” passages are a literary fabrication. For similar views see 
also Hare (1967, 55); Winter (1974, 128); and Perrin (1974b, 222).

Moule (2002, 136).
This is similar to what Bauckliam (1998c, 23-24) argues: “If  John 9 addresses that situation, it addresses, 

not a circumstance peculiar to the Johannine community, but a circumstance that would have been conunon 
in the churches of the late first century. Only because Martyn starts with the presupposition that the Fourth 
Gospel was written for the Johannine community, and because he has no intention of trying to prove this 
point, can his argument function for him to characterize only the Johannine community’s relationship to the 
synagogue.” O f course, Bauckliam does not discuss the specific problems with Martyn’s readings, as this 
chapter has, but is helpfi.il in showing how even Martyn’s reading only works when he begins with the 
“community” assumption.
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the synagogue. This passage is similar to 9:22, for it speaks retrospectively of the ministry 

of Jesus .A gain ,  based upon our reading of 9:22, which gives less significance to 

àTroauvaycoYOL as a formal temi signifying an official split between Judaism and 

Christianity in the late first century, 12:42 is refeiTing to “traditional” events that occurred 

in Jesus ministry; events involving Jewish-Christian conflict. The comment in 12:43 also 

refers to the choice “men” were forced to make when confronted with the earthly Jesus, 

“for they loved human glory more than the gloiy that comes from God.” As we described 

above, even if the term is anachronistic (has a post-Jesus origin) that still does not deny 

that it was being used by the FE to describe “real” events and conflicts beginning in Jesus’ 

lifetime. If scholars agree, with obvious variance, that the conflict between Jesus and “the 

Jews” led to his eventual crucifixion, why could these three “expulsion” passages not be 

referring to that same conflict? This is especially so when the term used to describe this 

conflict, aTTOouWywYog, has never been shown to be an official edict and was certainly not 

during the time when the official edict {Birkat ha-Minim) was given. The pressure by the 

“Pharisees” need not imply a post-70 authority, for if Jesus was already viewed as a 

mesith, certainly those who support him would receive similar treatment.

The third “expulsion” passage, unlike the previous two, is future instead of 

retrospective. According to 16:2, Jesus declares that a time is coming when you will be 

“expelled” from the synagogues. Again, based upon our reading of 9:22 and 12:42, 16:2 is 

referring to Jewish-Christian conflicts that have not yet occurred. If an official decree was 

laiown to the FE, or specific expulsions were already distinctly present, this phrase would 

be far from necessary. In a sense, 16:2 confirms the past and future distinction concerning 

the “expulsion” passages. The role of 16:2, like Matt 5:10-12 and Luke 6:22-23, is to tell 

of the future persecutions followers of Jesus will face. Thus, according to our reading, the 

FG tells of the conflict between “Jews” and followers of Jesus (past, present, and future) 

while giving practical implications for present readers. The Jewish-Christian conflict as 

presented in the FG is far from punctiliar, focused on the single experience of a local 

community. Since the days of Jesus there has been conflict with “the Jews.” It happened in 

the past (9:22; 12:42) and it will happen in the future (16:2), even to the immediate 

disciples of Jesus. All three “expulsion passages” connect with any general first-century 

reader of the Gospel. For those who have faced persecution, they are not alone; for it has

Sclmackenburg (1968-82, 2:250). Unfortunately, Schnackenbiirg gives too much weight to formality of 
the “expulsion” term and is thus forced to deny that such a formal term could have been present in Jesus day.
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been ongoing since the days of Jesus, who himself was killed in such conflict. For those 

who have not, their time may well come.

In conclusion to the first question concerning the anachronistic nature of the 

“expulsion” passages, the Jewish-Cluistian conflict presented in these three passages, far 

from being imported into the text from purely present circumstances, resembles traditional 

material (Matt 5:10-12; Luke 6:22-23; Acts 13:50). This retrospective view of past events 

is far from rare in John. In several passages John describes events from a present position 

that would have been impossible to know or define at the original point of occurrence. 

Although we have already discussed a few examples above (12:14-16 and the 

“understanding through the Paraclete” passages, 14:20, 26; 16:7, 12-15), it is helpfril here 

to discuss a few more. In 11:45-57, when the Jews plot to kill Jesus, Caiaphas the high 

priest tells the council that had gathered that it would be better for Jesus to die than for the 

entire (Jewish) nation to perish (vv. 49-50). The narrator explains that Jesus’ death would 

not only “save” the Jewish nation, but also “the scattered children of God, to bring them 

together and make them one” (v. 52). Certainly this was not assumed by even the disciples 

prior to Jesus’ death, let alone even immediately after (see Acts 10; and especially 

11:18)!'"'^ Another example is in 20:9 where, after the disciples saw that it was true that 

Jesus was not in his grave, the narrator explains “For as yet they did not understand the 

Scripture, that he must rise from the dead.” Certainly if the apostles themselves did not 

understand at that time, then this retrospective description is anachronistic. But it is 

anachronistic in a sense of present explanation of the past, not a combining of the two. 

Finally, outside of the “expulsion” passages, tlie most famous example is 2:19-22. This 

passage instructs readers of the Gospel in “how to” look for the further meaning that Jesus’ 

sayings have that were not perceived at first.'"'''

The second question that needs to be asked of 9:22 for the purpose of our argument 

is as follows: Does the “expulsion” term “signal” to the readers a two-level reading? For 

Martyn the answer is simple: the anachronistic “expulsion” phrases alert the reader that the 

“literal” reading of the narrative is meant to be read “allegorically,” or as a two-level 

drama. Ashton agrees and argues as much from 2:19-22; he even argues that the early 

placement of the temple incident in John, in contrast to the Synoptics, is to alert the reader

We will discuss this concept further in chapter five.
Contra Ashton (1991, 416-17), the further meaning explained in 2:22 is an aspect o f the pervasive 

Johannine irony, and not about the JComm.
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to this reading strategy that is to be employed through the rest of the Gospel.'"'^ But if our 

reading is correct, that the anachronism is a retrospective description and not an out-of

place import into the text, then is it really a “clue” to a further or deeper reading? The 

statement from Young we quoted above is pertinent here: “Without the modem historical 

consciousness, none of this prevented anachronistic reading.... The difference between 

ancient and modern exegesis lies in the massive shift in what is found to be 

problematic.”'"*̂ Thus, it is impossible for us to assume that an anachronistic statement 

would have been taken by a first-reader to refer to two different levels of historical 

consciousness.'"*^ In fact, we must assume that the “world” of the text was descriptive of 

their world (Frei). No distortion was needed; no contemporary sociological insight was 

required. The “problem,” as Martyn entitles his introduction, turns out to be no problem at 

all. Far from needing alerting, it should be assumed that the first-century readers of John 

would have needed no “insight” into the text. All the authorial Tendenzen and 

contemporary Jewish-Christian conflict surely colored the text’s description of the past, 

but it was the past nonetheless. But to John’s readers, the past was as fomiative of the 

present as the present was on any description of the past.

A  “L it e r a l ” R e a d in g  o f  th e  G o spe l  N a r r a t iv e  

This provocative sub-title is taken from Francis Watson’s chapter in GAC entitled 

“Toward a Literal Reading of the Gospels.” As Watson explains, the assumption that the 

Gospels were written to meet the needs of specific communities is, at one level, a 

straightforward hypothesis, and it is entirely appropriate that it should be criticized on this 

same level.'"*  ̂Clearly this is what historical-critical exegesis does. This thesis, then, is 

attempting to critique this “community” hypothesis by claiming, along with GAC and 

others in the Gospel conmiunity debate, that there is another, more viable hypothesis that 

must be considered. This is based first on historical assumptions that we dealt with in 

chapter two and second with the way the Gospel text was read by first-century readers.'"*  ̂

Thus, our proposal is as follows: If we are no longer forced to assume that the FG (1) was 

written primarily for a local community (as chapter two has argued) and (2) was written in 

the midst of a specific conflict with a local synagogue, then we are allowed to read the

Ibid., 414.
Young (2002, 207).
Even more simply, why should the readers know that the “expulsion from the synagogue” did not happen 

in Jesus’ ministry?
Watson (1998, 195-96).
Although as Watson (1998, 196-97) makes clear, no historical reading is without theological assumption.
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Gospel narrative in what we have argued is a more pre-critical reading strategy. We will

call this reading strategy, along with Watson, a “literal” reading of the Gospels.

For Watson, a “literal” reading is in opposition to an “allegorical” reading. In this

way: a literal reading of the Gospel narratives, simply stated, reads them according to their

“surface-level” subject matter. “The referential claim implied by the text is inseparable

from its literal sense.”'̂ ** A “literal” reading does not try to understand the Gospel as

primarily intended to fulfill a historical role -  a role that complies with the needs of a local

community -  which is the key to explaining the “real” referent of the text’s surface-level

reading. This does not imply that in a “literal” reading the act of reference is successful.

But it does imply that the Gospel text intends to refer to persons, events, and places in the

world outside the text, and that the individual pericopae are not isolated entities but are

embedded in a narrative continuum. Thus, this intentionality is integral to the text’s

“literal” meaning.'^' As Frei would describe it, a “literal” reading reads the text as a

“realistic  narrative.” T he identities o f  the naiTative agents (Jesus; the d isc ip les) are

rendered in such a way as to be “unsubstitutable;” they do not serve as ciphers or symbols

for other identities or rea li t ies .Thus,  the program of reconstructing an original Sitz im

Leben as an interpretive grid for interpretation, whether for reasons of theological bias or

from the sense that the verbal meaning alone is too obvious to be interesting, corrupts the

way the text was read in the first century and has been read nearly ever since. This is in

contrast to John Ashton, for example, who can almost claim that no one read John 9

correctly until J. L. Martyn came along, except for the original readers, of course.

In this way the “literal” reading of the Gospel narratives should take precedence

over the contextual reading. Watson gives a helpful example:

It might be argued (although not very plausibly) that the original ‘significance’ of 
the author’s [Mark’s] decision to begin his accoimt of Jesus’ ministry with this 
reference to his baptism lay in his intention of opposing an anti-sacramental group 
in his own community, who appealed to the Pauline claim that ‘Christ did not send 
me to baptize but to preach the gospel’ (1 Cor. 1.17) to justify the discontinuing the 
practice of baptism. On this hypothesis, the evangelist’s argument would be that, if 
even Jesus submitted to baptism, how much more should we?'̂ "*

Ibid., 211.
Ibid.
See, for example, Hans Frei (1975) and Hiinsinger and Placher (1993, 45-93). 
Ashton (1991,413).
Watson (1997, 104).
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First, the most obvious difficulty is that we cannot prove by the narrative itself that this 

passage of Mark was written in a baptism controversy. It is a circular enterprise to 

conclude that Mark’s created context from Mark’s naiTative alone. Second, and more 

importantly, the “literal” meaning of the text stands at a certain distance from any 

particular contextual significance (its subject is Jesus, not the so-called Markan 

community).

While it might be said ... that Mark ‘intended’ his words to be taken as an 
intervention in a current controversy, it can also be said that Mark ‘intended’ the 
distance that he has in fact set between his statement and the current controversy by 
omitting any explicit reference to it, and that he therefore ‘intended’ his statement 
to be capable of communicating its verbal meaning in contexts where the baptism 
controversy is no longer a live issue.

The same may be said of John and the “expulsion” passages. We already showed that the 

supposed anachronism, which is Martyn’s entry point into the two-level or community 

reading of the FG, is not anachronistic as an import but as a retrospective description of the 

past. Yet, as with this example in Mark, even if we were to grant that the “expulsion” 

passages were in relation to local conflict between the JComm and the synagogue, the very 

fact that there is no explicit reference to this conflict implies that the “expulsion” passages 

are capable of communicating in and to contexts far beyond their own -  even to an “any 

and every” type of audience, or at least an audience that can relate to these circumstances. 

Thus, even if our explanation of the “expulsion” passages were not correct, it would still 

not pemiit a two-level reading of the FG, for nothing in the passages refers explicitly to an 

event like the Birkat ha-Minim, for example. Thus, our reading allows that John may have 

been written in the midst of conflict between his Jewish-Christian membership in his 

church and a local audience, but this does not control the reading of the FG, for the text 

does not require that it does. The text allows any Christian reader who has conflict with 

Judiasm in the late first centuiy to comiect with the blind man and receive comfort from 

the words of the Gospel. The narrative has hidden the contextual significance and made the 

“literal” meaning its primary explication.

Of course, a “literal” reading need not imply a “literalistic” reading, where the 

functional diversity of language is not allowed to function; for John is certainly fiill of 

symbolic language and imagery. Craig Koester, whose Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel is 

probably the best and most recent work on Johannine symbolism, has found some

Ibid., 105.
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interesting results.Koester  argues that for the symbolism (symbols and metaphors) to

work, speakers and listeners must share certain kinds of information. This would seem to

support a JComm interpretation of John where the symbolism is “closed” rather than

“open.” But Koester continues:

Although some have argued that John’s Gospel is a ‘closed system of metaphors’ 
whose meaning is clear to insiders but opaque to the uninitiated,'^^ we have tried to 
show the opposite. Those who read the Gospel for the first time often find its 
meaning to be rather obvious; the complexity and richness become increasingly 
apparent with rereading. ... Its message is accessible to less informed readers yet 
sophisticated enough to engage those who are better infoimed, incorporating both 
into the same community.

Even though Koester accepts the “community” reconstmction presented by B r o w n , h i s  

conclusions agree with our proposal: that a “literal” reading of John, not a two-level or 

cryptic reading, is the reading most appropriate to the nanative. In this way Jolin 9 does 

not simply exchange one historical referent for another historical referent, but allows the 

characters to be symbolically “representative” of the reader who has been given spiritual 

sight and is now forced to make personal decisions concerning previous religious 

commitments and personal relationships.'^** But this is a far cry from assuming that the 

blind man is representative of a “historical” local group and that Jesus is representative of 

a “historical” leader or leadership in the JComm. Thus, a “literal” reading of John still 

takes into account the FG’s symbolic and metaphorical language, as well as its spiritual 

application.'^'

C o n c l u s io n : E a r l y  C h r is t ia n  G o sp e l  

We asked two questions at the beginning of this chapter: How does a first-century 

Gospel text reveal its audience? And, how would a first-century audience have 

appropriated a Gospel text? Concerning the first question we turned to the growing 

consensus that the Gospels have a family resemblance to Greco-Roman biography. Using 

the research of Richard Burridge, we concluded that although genre cannot define the type 

of audience that would have been expected, it can give focus or tendencies. The

Koester (2003).
Probably referring to Meeks (1972, 68); Leroy (1966, 21-25); Ashton (1991, 451, 530); and Thatcher 

(2000, 104-108).
Koester (2003, 259).
Ibid., 19,11.34.
We will develop this argument further in chapter five.
Our discussion of a “spiritual” referent is no different than the reading applications used by the patristic 

interpreters. This would explain why the Gospels never required a “broadening” for audiences outside their 
own “community.”
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conclusion, then, was that the bios genre would be used by self-contained, sectarian-like 

groups or networks of groups in only a rare or specialized way. The normal use of a bios 

was broader dissemination, at least within a market niche. Certainly a Gospel could be 

used purely by a local “community,” but that would be the exception and not the norm.

Concerning the second question we focused on two areas: the reading strategy and 

narrative referentiality of pre-critical readers and the two-level reading of John, especially 

9:22. Using the research of Hans Frei, we concluded that the Tendenzen observable by 

redaction criticism are not easily transferable to the specific social setting of the first- 

century text, and more importantly, that the “world” depicted by the redaction is 

inappropriately considered to be more “real” than the “world” depicted by the narrative. 

Certainly the first-centuiy readers did not think the FG dropped from heaven, but they also 

did not read the FG as a modern-day redaction critic. Thus, the dichotomy that Martyn sees 

in the Gospel text and uses to “discover” the way the FG would have been “seen and 

heard” by its first-century reader is foreign to a pre-critical reading. The veiy fact that the 

“two-levels” were combined into one narrative implies that they were to be read as one 

narrative. Then, after establishing the pre-critical reading strategy, we looked at J. L. 

Martyn’s primaiy entry point into the two-level drama in 9:22 and argued that his reading 

is neither confirmed by his historical reconstmction nor made explicit by the narrative. 

Since the Gospels would have been read as “literal” or “realistic” narratives, the Gospel 

must be taken as a narrative whole. The “expulsion” passages, far from being anachronistic 

import and thus a key to reading the narrative on two levels, are retrospective depictions of 

events beginning in Jesus’ day. The FG is aware of the difference between past and 

present; so the implication that an anachronistic (post-resun*ection) statement requires a 

two-level reading is critical, rather than pre-critical, and does not account for the narrative 

as a whole. Thus, the FG should be read with a “literal” reading; a strategy we will employ 

in chapter five.
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CHAPTER FOUR

EARLY CHRISTIAN READER: AN EXPLICATION OF THE AUDIENCE OF
THE FOURTH GOSPEL BY INQUIRING FOR THE IMPLIED READER

After looking at the Gospel as a text, we now turn to its reader.' We argued in 

chapter two that the language of the FG is not “insider” or antilanguage and that the 

Gospel “community” should be pictured as much broader than the sectarian-like groups 

normally supposed. We argued in chapter three that the very nature of an early Christian 

“Gospel” and its relation to the bios genre cannot define the audience of the text, but 

certainly make a local “community” reading rare or specialized. We also critiqued 

Martyn’s two-level reading of John and presented a case for a “literal” reading of the 

Gospel text appropriate to the first centuiy. But what type of audience does the narrative 

expect?

Narrative criticism has often been used by historical critics to more clearly define 

the audience a text would have expected. Of course, the recovery of the audience of a text 

is immediately faced with a dilemma: it is easier to determine if a text was written for a 

local, homogeneous group rather than a general audience, than it is to distinguish between 

a general (non-localized) audience and a local group that is heterogeneous."^ Our focus, 

then, will be specifically on noting possible distinctions in the text between a local, 

heterogeneous audience and a general audience. Thus, since even “community” 

interpreters assume the JComm was heterogeneous, we will also begin with that 

assumption; for a heterogeneous audience is congenial to our proposed audience. But in 

order to determine if the heterogeneity is located in a specific and necessarily limited 

audience or is inherent in a general audience, we will place the derivable “reader” of the 

text into the historical context of a hypothetical local “community” in order to verify if 

such a reading is viable. Our search for this derivable reader will be accomplished using

' We admit that the term reader may appear aiiachi'onistic in a culture that was largely illiterate. But such 
does not change the fact that we have a written text, nor does it change the fact that the text itself was copied, 
preserved, and probably read aloud, maybe numerous times, in early Cliristian worship. The fact that the text 
remains, and is not just an oral tradition, seems to warrant the use of reading terminology. Theoretically, 
then, any time the term “reader” appears, we could tianspose it for “hearer” or the more general term 
“audience.” The fact that a large percentage o f the society was illiterate is unimportant. We need to think of 
reading “groups” and not merely reading individuals. The issue in literacy is group literacy and not 
individual literacy. The fact that a group had a text and was informed by it is all that needs defending; 
whether each person could read it themselves is irrelevant.
 ̂This does not include levels in the development of the text, which may have included later parts for later 

audiences. Although we will discuss textual layers toward the end of the chapter, our initial task is to 
determine the audience of the Gospel as we have it in this relatively final form.
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the concept of the “implied reader” and the analysis of the implied reader provided by R. 

Alan Culpepper in his Anatomy o f the Fourth Gospel?

T h e  Q u e st  o f  t h e  Im p l ie d  R e a d e r : M e t h o d  a n d  P r o c e d u r e  in  J o h n  

Symptomatic of the current reader-sensitive approach in biblical interpretation is a 

statement made by Culpepper: “Original readers are now more vital to the accuracy of the 

text than original manuscripts.”"* By “original” Culpepper is not referring to the original 

first-century audience, but to the mode of reading, namely, a reading that sees as much the 

story in the FG as the referent behind it. Traditionally, the reader was a detached obseiwer 

of authorial intention or the verbal sense; but this is no longer the case.^ Discussion of the 

reader and the biblical text, though an interesting and related topic, is well beyond the 

scope of this thesis. Although we will not be discussing the various theories of reading 

proposed by postmodern literary theory, we will certainly be using one aspect of that 

discussion in this chapter; the implied reader.*̂  Narrative criticism has added a missing 

dimension in biblical studies research, especially in the Gospels.^

But the use of narrative criticism in biblical studies does not eliminate the historical 

aspect of its research. “While the approach of literary criticism is clearly distinct from that 

of historical-critical scholarship, there needs to be dialogue between the two so that each 

may be informed by the otlier.”  ̂Although a purely literary-centered or historical-centered 

project is appropriate and common, they are never completely isolated from one another. 

The historian uses literature as its only window into the history and the literary critic 

assumes a historical context in its evaluation of the literature. Although each criticizes the 

other for being short-sighted, neither can stand alone. While it would seem that historical 

and narrative criticism would be at an interpretive impasse, something of a relationship is 

beginning to form. Several Johannine scholars are attempting to integrate the two methods

 ̂Culpepper (1983). 
Culpepper (1983, 237).

 ̂Vanhoozer (1998, 149).
Narrative discussions are often based on a certain concept o f the text. As Culpepper (1983) explains: “The 

gospel as it stands rather tlian its sources, historical background, or themes is the subject o f this study. 'Text’ 
here means simply the words or signifiers o f the story as recorded in the 26*'’ edition o f the Nestle-Aland 
Novum Testamentum Graece” (5). See also Staley (1988, 22, n.5).
’ The histoiy o f the application o f literary criticism to the study of the Gospels is well known. For a general 
suiwey of the method in application to the NT see Beardslee (1970) and Powell (1990). Some o f the earliest 
works that apply literary criticism to the Gospels include Rhoads and Michie (1982); Talbert (1982); 
Culpepper (1983); and Kingsbury (1986).
'  Culpepper (1983, 5).
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with each other.^ The need for the integration of historical and literary methods is also 

pressing in this thesis. As W. Randolph Tate explains, “Texts reflect their culture, and to 

read them apart from that culture is to invite a basic level of misunderstanding.”'** Our goal 

is to find the intended reader in the text (implied reader) and place that reader in the two 

competing audience reconstmctions for analysis. But who actually is the “implied 

reader?”' '

Narrative critics generally speak of an implied reader who is presupposed by the 

narrative itself. “This implied reader is distinct from any real, historical reader in the same 

way that the implied author is distinct from any real, historical author. The actual 

responses of real readers are unpredictable, but there may be clues within the nan ative that 

indicate an anticipated response from the implied reader.”'  ̂The term implied reader has 

gained wide currency in recognition of the fact that a text implies a role or persona for the 

reader.'^ In biblical studies, the term “reader” is an ambiguous term.'"* Often there is a 

dichotomy between the real (historical) reader and the implied (textually based) reader. 

Although in theory the textually presupposed reader is only ideal and not real, the implied 

reader can allude to the historical reader intended.

Thus, for our purposes, we will use the implied reader as a key to discovering the 

real reader presumed by the narrative. Our assumption is that the narrative story sheds light

 ̂See, for example, Mark Stibbe (1992). Unfortunatley, Stibbe falls into the very trap that he attempted to 
avoid. Even after critiquing the redaction-critical assumptions of Martyn (2003) and Brown (1979), 
especially the specific conclusion drawn by Martyn concerning the birkat-ha-minim, Stibbe still uses their 
assumptions for his conclusion. No literary addition to his method was introduced. In fact, Stibbe’s main 
addition to the discussion was a sociological one. Relying heavily on the work o f Sternberg (1985), which 
attempts to decipher the social function of a narrative, Stibbe argues that the result o f his method would try to 
define the social function of Jolm’s narrative. More recently is Motyer (1997a; 1997b) and Orchard (1998). 
As we will discuss in chapter five, Motyer’s approach is congenial to our own. In contrast. Orchard assumes 
the social-historical context o f the FG to be the JComm; an assumption this thesis is testing and cannot begin 
with.

Tate (1991, 4). By speaking of “culture” we do not intend to be vague (general Mediterranean world), but 
we do want to leave open the possible context in which the FG was intended and used. Thus, by not using 
“Jewish” or “Hellenistic,” we avoid limiting the potential range of the first-century audience.
' * Although some make a distinction between the implied reader and the nanatee, we will use the term 
implied reader in a comprehensive manner. Cf. Staley (1988, 47) and Kingsbury (1986, 36).

Powell (1990, 19).
Robert Fowler (1985, 10). Cf. Seymour Chatman (1978, 151). See also Booth (1983, 429), who uses the 

term “the postulated reader;” Rabinowitz (1977, 126), who only speaks of the “authorial audience;” and 
Prince (1982), who uses the term “virtual reader.”

See Vanhoozer (1995). For a good discussion of the various proposed “readers” of the Gospels -  
historical-biographical, redaction-critical, and narrative-critical -  see Kingsbury (1988).
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on the real world in which it was written; that is, the reader prescribed and assumed in the

narrative reveals traits about the historical reader.'^ As Kingsbury describes it:

Once one fully understands the ‘world of the stoiy,’ one can then move to a 
reconstruction of the ‘world of the evangelist.’ Indeed, the ‘world of the stoiy’ may 
well prove itself to be an index of the ‘world of the evangelist,’ in the same way as 
the ‘implied reader,’ reconstmcted from a study of the text, may prove to be an 
index of the ‘intended reader’ who was at home in the evangelist’s church.'^

Such an approach argues that implied readers are assumed to know certain things that 

original readers would have known (and to believe things that they would have believed). 

Thus, the concept of the implied reader may be informed by historical data concerning the 

actual, original readers, “but the concept retains a theoretical integrity of its own, grounded 

in what is actually presupposed for tlie nanative.” '̂

Thus, using the language of Mark Allan Powell, we may begin to speak of the 

text’s expected reading.'^ An expected reading makes sense based upon a consideration of 

historical concerns relevant to the text’s created environment. A text taken in isolation 

from its communicative context could have many viable meanings; a pure reader-response 

method prefers this approach.'^ But this thesis assumes that the FG is to be read as a 

communicative act with intention for its own time and place.̂ ** Thus, by using the heuristic 

device of the implied reader we can begin to define the reader the text presupposes. That 

is, by understanding the implied reader as “an imaginaiy set of people who may be 

assumed to read a given text in the way that they are expected to read it, bringing to their 

reading experience the knowledge, competence, beliefs, and values that appear to be

Some attempt to make this distinction between implied and real reader by using the categories of narrative 
described by Chatman (1978, 19-27). See, for example, Powell (2001, 86-87). But even Powell admits that 
using Chatman is not without its problems, for the distinction between story and discouise is somewhat 
artificial. See a critique of the use o f Chatman by Lee (1999).

Kingsbury (1988, 459). As a corrective to Kmgsbury’s rhetorical emphasis, one can not "fully” understand 
the “world of the story.” Interestingly, while Kingsbury uses the concept o f the implied reader to reconsti uct 
the reader in the evangelist’s church, we are using the concept to see if  the evangelist’s reader was ever 
assumed to be in his church and no other.

Powell (2001, 213, n. 136).
"  Ibid., 57-130.

This is because of the influence of deconstructionist readings. The text no longer has a historical context it 
can call home. Its new home, and interpretive meaning, is located solely in the reader and his or her present 
context. See Vanhoozer (1988, 148-195) and Thiselton (1992, 471-555).

The implication here is that the Gospels are communicative acts with a literaiy intention for their own 
historical context. What Paul Ricoeur (1976, 93) calls “the omnitemporality of meaning” is more appropriate 
of significance than meaning. By our definition, meaning refers to its creative intention witliin its historical 
context, whereas significance can and does move beyond its created context. It is stated well by Norman 
Petersen (1994, 40): “Because only authorial readers are actually participants in the communicative 
transaction, only they are actors in the text’s interpretive context.”
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presupposed for the text.. . we can establish the hypothetical reader in the text.^' As a 

construct of the text the implied reader is accessible to scholarly discussion and 

reconstruction.

Therefore, in this chapter we will be using the heuristic device of the implied 

reader discussed above in order to ask one question of the text of the FG: Would the 

various explanations or comments (or lack of} befit a text written for the author’s specific, 

geographically-local community? If our comparison is between “community” and non- 

“community” readings of the Gospels, then part of this chapter’s assumption will be to 

evaluate the knowledge assumptions for a local, heterogeneous group in light of its 

hypothetical “community” context.^^ This is in contrast to the definition of community we 

presented in chapter two. Thus, by using the implied reader as a heuristic device and 

placing the text setting in a potential “community,” as normally reconstructed by JComm 

interpreters, we will now attempt to discover which audience the FG expects.

T h e  Se a r c h  f o r  t h e  Im p l ie d  R e a d e r  in  t h e  G o s p e l  o f  J o h n  

The most thorough search through the text of John for the implied reader was done 

by Culpepper in Anatomy o f the Fourth Gospel. Culpepper described his method as 

follows:

We may begin by making the simple and perhaps overly wooden assumption that 
the character of the narratee can be drawn from the narration by obseiwing what is 
explained and what is not. We will assume further that the naiTatee knows about 
things and characters that are alluded to without introduction or explanation but has 
no prior of things, persons, events, and locales which are introduced by the 
nanator.^"*

Culpepper then separated the various explanations into five areas: persons (or characters), 

places, languages, Judaism, and events. In order to make the results of this chapter more 

comparable, we will be using the same categories used by Culpepper. As was discussed 

above, since our task is more specific we will allow ourselves to be less “wooden” than 

Culpepper. Therefore, in each of the five areas we will inti oduce the problem in

Powell (2001, 64). The two key works that deal with the implied reader in John are Culpepper (1983, 203- 
227) and Staley (1988), We will be dealing with their discoveries, as well as critiquing their procedure, as we 
proceed through the text below.

Kingsbury (1988,460).
Our definition of a Gospel “community” does not preclude a “network” of communities, as long as the 

entity is still in similar location and has frequent contact between members and leadership. Otherwise, one 
could hardly need to speak of a Gospel community at all, since the text would lose its ability to be self- 
referential o f the community for which it was intended.

Culpepper (1983, 212).
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detemiining a general audience (hereafter, GA) from a local, heterogeneous audience 

(hereafter, LHA).

Persons (Characters)

This section is one of the most difficult to evaluate. Although we cannot assume 

knowledge just because no explanation is provided, we may be able to assume a lack of 

knowledge if an explanation is given. But the difficulty lies in distinguishing between 

explanation and introduction. For certainly an introduction could be simply for rhetorical 

effect and not a true intioduction. Since there is no reliable criterion to distinguish between 

them we must look at the various examples in the text with our definition of the context 

(“community”) in mind. Another difficulty is the issue concerning the audience’s 

laiowledge of the gospel stoiy in general, whether through another Gospel (most likely 

Mark) or the oral tradition concerning Jesus events. Since many JComm interpreters see 

the characters in the narrative as representative of sub-groups within the JComm, our 

difficulty is magnified. Thus, with these ambiguities in mind, we now turn to our general 

question in this first area: With which characters in the narrative is the implied reader 

familiar?

The first question that needs to be asked is if the implied reader “knows”^̂  the 

naiTator. According to Culpepper, “Clearly it is assumed that they do, for the narrator uses 

‘we’ with no explanation in 1:14, 16 and 21:24. He also addresses the readers using the 

first person singular, ‘I,’ in 21:25.”^̂  Again, it is difficult to know from what is left 

unexplained the exact level of knowledge, but certainly this would imply recognition in 

some capacity. Many theories have been listed as to the exact identification of the “we” in 

these passages. It could be refemng to humanity in general,the apostolic church,^^ or a 

group of eye-witnesses, whether or not the eye-witnesses are reporting from within a 

community.^^ Of course, many have assumed that the “we” the reader is expected to know 

is from within the reader’s own community. According to D. Moody Smith:

This term is necessarily ambiguous. The implied reader need only know the title or oral introduction to the 
Gospel, and nothing else other than what the Gospel tells him, for an appropriate understanding.

Ibid., 213.
For Bultmann (1971, 68-69) the “seeing” is not an act o f perception, as if  an eye-witness could participate; 

the notion of the vision has been historicized. Anyone can “see” the glory of Jesus once the “vision of faith 
takes place in the process o f the upturning of all man’s natural aims in life....”

According to Barrett (1978, 143), the “we” is referring to the church which is the bearer of the tr adition of 
Jesus. It need not be referring to a literal eye-witness. “It is as if the church sets its seal on the veracity of its 
spokesman.”

Morris (1972, 104, n.90) argues that the “we” must be restricted to those who actually saw the earthly 
Jesus.
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If the Johannine Community which produced the Gospel saw itself in traditional 
continuity with Jesus, we are in a position to perceive in the ‘we’ of both prologues 
of both Gospel and Epistle, not the apostolic witness per se, but a community 
which nevertheless understood itself as heir of a tradition based upon some 
historical witness to Jesus.

But what does Smith mean by “Johannine Community?” Is Smith referring to the general 

church and its location behind the author, and their being both the receiver and bearer of 

John’s account of the Jesus tradition? Or is Smith implying that the community is itself the 

tradition keeper and its sole proprietor? It seems as if Smith has been led astray by the 

“community” paradigm. The point is not “we” the audience (i.e. community), but “we” the 

authoritative and trustworthy tradition. Based on our discussion in chapter two of the 

importance of the “apostolic witness” or, as Irenaeus refers to it, “the tradition of the 

apostles” '̂ in the patristic era, we are less forced to deny the apostolic witness as if it can 

only be a per se w itness.Certainly Christians in the late first century saw themselves as 

participants in the tradition, as Smith suggests concerning the JComm, but they also were 

recipients of the tradition. They knew a distinction between past witness and present 

significance, as we argued in chapter three. Like Paul (1 Cor 15:3) the author of John was 

“passing on” what he had received, no matter how connected to the per se witness the 

authorial “we” really is. If we exclude Bultmann’s more universal understanding, which 

denies any historical reading,^^ and accept some sort of tradition of apostolic witness we 

are not forced to assume a communal audience.^^ But a good law is not based on hard 

cases; thus we continue to examine the evidence.

Second, we may also ask if the implied reader is assumed to know Jesus prior to 

the Gospel account. Since Jesus is not formally introduced until after his identity is already 

defined, it would seem that the implied reader was already familiar with the person of

Smith (1984, 20).
Adv. Haer. 3.1.
By "'per se witness” we mean that which would have been part o f the originating witness.
See the explanation by Bultmann (1971, 69-70).

^  Interestingly, Culpepper (1983, 213) admits that “The readers may or may not be a part o f the group for 
which the narrator speaks, but they at least know the narrator (evangelist) and the group he represents.” With 
such group language great confusion can exist. What does he mean by “group?” We are not even sure what 
the group is, what it looks like, the size or geographical distribution of it, or if it even existed as a coherent 
entity. It seems as if  the warnings by Cohen we discussed in chapter two would also be pertinent here. O f 
course, if the “we” is taken to be apostolic witness, then it can be assumed that the audience would be 
familiar with the “tradition of the apostles,” but that could include most early Christians, as the patristic 
writings make clear.
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Jesus.^^ The great majority of time spent on locating the logos in its cultural milieu may 

have been misleading, as if the term’s cultural origin (Jewish or Hellenistic) would define 

the Gospel’s audience. Once we allow the narrative to introduce Jesus in its own way, 

which it does after the logos explanation, then we can see how the prologue is more for 

definition than introduction. Based upon our methodological question, why would the 

evangelist write a document (which potentially many could not read in his church) in order 

to further explain the identity of Jesus to those who were confused? Community 

interpreters argue that it is to reinforce social identity of the group, especially one that has 

been recently fragmented, especially from a Jewish synagogue as in John’s case. But this 

appears to be a case of Ockliam’s Razor. Our argument is not that social identity was 

absent from the Gospel, but that this identity was general rather than specific to a LHA.

Far from assuming the basic answer, community inteipreters are forced, once they assume 

a LHA, to make sense of explanatory or defining comments by positing a context in which 

it would have been probable, since no such situation is actually known outside of the 

document itself. Would not many if not most “Christian” churches in the late first century 

be wrestling with their identity with the Jews, just as conflict with the Jews was 

widespread, not specifically localized? It would seem more probable that the FE would 

write a document explaining Jesus’ identity to those outside his local church(es); people 

who may have heard of Jesus, and maybe some of his “signs” and preaching, but did not 

really understand who he was; people who would not be sure how he related to them and 

their worlds.^^ When considering the narrative’s delayed introduction and more immediate 

and powerfiil identifying presentation of Jesus, perhaps Culpepper is right, “The name will 

be recognized, but the identity may be mistaken.”^̂

Third, we may ask if the implied reader is assumed to know John the Baptist. In 

reference to John the Baptist’s introduction in 1:6-8, perhaps Culpepper is conect: the 

formality of the introduction “may owe more to the evangelist’s desire to imitate the Old 

Testament than to the need to introduce John to readers who have never heard of him.

This is by necessity an assumption of a rhetorical strategy in contrast to a proper 

introduction. But it is the parenthetical remark in 3:24 that offers the most basic evidence

As discussed above, this raises several issues, although none are more pertinent than John’s use and 
knowledge of the Synoptics. For recent research on John’s potential knowledge o f Mark see Bauckham 
(1998d). For a critique of this proposal see Sproston North (2003).

We will discuss the purpose of the FG in chapter five.
Culpepper (1983, 213). As we have argued, “identity” need not imply a localized social identity.
Ibid.

138



that the audience was already familiar with John the Baptist. In 3:23, John the Baptist is 

mentioned for the first time since 1:36. Nothing previous in the text would give any 

indication that the Baptist was doing anything other than baptizing. As Bauckham 

explains, “To understand the reason for the explanation, we are obliged to postulate 

implied readers/hearers who know more than the Gospel itself has told them.”^̂  In an 

article critiquing this essay by Bauckham, Wendy Sproston North admits “There is much 

to be said for his [Bauckham’s] claim that the evangelist’s remark on the timing of the 

Baptist’s imprisonment was directed to readers who knew Mark’s Gospel.”"*** Or, for our 

purposes, the comment in 3:24 was directed to readers who were already familiar with 

John the Baptist. Therefore, the textual evidence presumes that the implied reader would 

be familiar with John the Baptist. It seems as if the evangelist is less interested in fomially 

introducing him, than he is in defining who the Baptist is in comparison to Jesus (1:24-28).

Fourth, we may ask if the implied reader is assumed to know the disciples. The 

individual disciples are treated with vaiying degrees of familiarity. Although Simon Peter 

has not yet been introduced, Andrew is said to be his brother and a follower of John the 

Baptist (1:40)."** Peter is certainly assumed to be known by the implied readers. Andrew is 

again introduced in 6:8. According to Culpepper, the repeated introduction with reference 

to Peter may simply be because of Peter’s fame, not because he was completely 

unknown."*  ̂No special introduction is given to Philip or Nathaniel (1:43-51); their names 

were probably recognizable to the reader. Thomas is not individually introduced, but he is 

said to be “one of the disciples,” which the readers would have surely recognized. Several 

times Thomas is designated as “the twin” (11:16; 20:24; 21:2). Culpepper argues that such 

a designation was not capable of introducing him, but meant to give him some 

individuality."*  ̂But it would seem that if Thomas had been known by some as “the twin” 

rather than Thomas, then the repeated designation would help clarify which Thomas the 

narrative was referring to. Therefore, although there is no consistency in the introductions 

or explanations of the disciples, the implied reader is certainly assumed to know of the 

disciples and certain individual disciples in a more comprehensive way.

Bauckliam (1998d, 153).
Sproston North (2003, 452). Although Sproston North questions Bauckham’s implications of the 

parenthetical remark in 11:2, which we will discuss below, in reference to 3:24 she claims, “whether or not 
we are fully persuaded of Bauckliam’s argiuiient on 3:24 in all its aspects, liis overall point that John could 
and did presume a knowledge of Mark on the part o f his readers is impossible to dismiss” (453).

Cf. Culpepper (1983, 214).
Ibid.
Ibid.
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Fifth, we may ask if the implied reader is assumed to know the Beloved Disciple.

With all the various proposals concerning the BD, especially in relation to his leadership

role in the so-called JComm, it is suiprising to find that he is introduced as a character

unknown to the reader. In 13:23, he is referred to as “one of his disciples -  the one whom

Jesus loved,” rather than “the disciple whom Jesus loved” as he is in 19:26, 20:2, and 21:7,

20. Culpepper admits that “the difference is slight but shows that the reader is not expected

to recognize the Beloved Disciple.”"*"* In 21:24, tlie reader must be told that it was the BD

who is testifying to these things and has written them (see also 19:35). This odd

relationship between the unnamed BD and the Gospel he has supposedly written leads

Culpepper to give the following reconstruction:

Is this because the Beloved Disciple has no ‘roots’ in the tradition and his role is 
fictionalized to a greater degree than that of the other disciples? Probably. In the 
concluding verses of the gospel, ‘the brethren,’ who may be the intended readers, 
misunderstand about the Beloved Disciple’s death. The readers know this disciple, 
therefore, but must be told of his role in the story, and the ‘Beloved Disciple’ must 
be identified as the witness and author of the gospel. The ‘we’ and ‘I’ of the final 
verses are also presumed to be known."*̂

But must this be the case? Could not the BD be a witness to the tradition? Since there is a 

vast amount of literature on the BD, with theories to match,"*̂  we will not digress into a 

potential identification. For our puiposes, what is most revealing is that the narrative does 

not assume that the readers know the BD."*̂

Sixth, we may ask if the implied reader is assumed to know the “Jews” and other 

political leaders. For the Gospel of John the Jewish groups need no introduction or 

explanation. No information is given regarding the Jews, priests, Levites, Pharisees, or 

“rulers of the Jews.”"*̂ Likewise, the chief priests (7:32) and high"*̂  priest (11:49) are given 

no further designation. The status of the PaaLA,LKoç as some type of official is known 

without explanation, but such individuals as Nicodemus (3:1), Caiaphas (11:49), Annas 

(18:13), and Joseph of Arimathea (19:38) must be introduced. Finally, Pilate and Caesar 

are well known.^** Therefore, although some introductions are given, they are almost

Ibid., 215. The readers could have heard of the disciple by his name, but the term “the disciple Jesus 
loved” was innovatory within the FG.

Ibid.
See especially Minear (1977b); Bauckham (1993c); Hengel (1989); and Lincoln (2002). Each of these 

discussions o f the BD assume a “community” setting for the creation of the Gospel.
We will discuss the role of representative figures like the BD in chapter five.
For some commimity interpreters the phrase “of the Jews” is polemical and not explanatory.
The distinction “chief’ and “high” is only in English.
Cf. Culpepper (1983, 215).
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always brief so as to place particular individuals or smaller authoritative groups within the 

political system at the time. The Jewish leaders are all assumed to be recognized by the 

readers. For the community interpreters, recognition of the “Jews” implies recognition due 

to local conflict, but that is not necessary. Nothing in the text is overly descriptive so as to 

imply that the narrative is defining one specific group of Jews (known personally by the 

readers), rather than “Jews” and “Jewish leadership” in general.^* An understanding of the 

Jews and Judaism would seem basic at some level to the average person in the first 

centuiy, especially to Christians either through oral tradition or the prominence of the OT.

Finally, we may ask if the implied reader is assumed to know some of the more 

minor characters in the naiTative. The three characters in the Lazarus narrative, Lazarus 

and the sisters Mary and Martha, represent an interesting case. Lazarus has to be 

introduced, but Mary and Martha are assumed to be known (11:1).^^ Mary and Martha are 

mentioned in Luke 10:38-42, but their brother Lazarus is only mentioned in John. The 

parenthetical quote in 11:2 implies that the reader should not only be aware of Mary, but of 

a previous event where she anointed Jesus and wiped his feet with her hair. Bauckham 

argues that 11:2 refers forward to that character’s appearance later in the Gospel (12:1-8).^^ 

For Bauckham, the fact that the evangelist can refer forward to an event not yet told 

reveals the assumption that the implied reader is already familiar with the event, most 

likely from the Gospel of Mark. The critique by Sproston North discussed above argues 

that the parenthetical statement in 11:2 does not point forward but back to something 

already known by the Johannine readers, probably within the JComm.^"* But even if we 

were to grant that the statement points back to something other than the Johannine 

naiTative, the fact that an event dispersed among early Christianity in the Gospel of Mark, 

a Gospel most scholars assume was utilized by the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, would 

seem to imply that a non-Johannine tradition or narrative is being referred to. This tradition

Although as von Wahlde (1979; 1982) has argued, the naiTative does portray some “Jews” (high priests 
and a few Pharisees) as the Jewish leadership, those with political power. But this is a general depiction, not 
o f a specific “group” in conflict with the readers.

The fact that Lazarus is reintroduced in 12:9, “Lazarus, whom he [Jesus] had raised fi'om the dead,” 
reinforces the evangelist’s assumption that the implied readers are unfamiliar with him. Although Bauckham 
(1998d, 165) argues that this reference is not for identification so much as to explain the crowd’s interest in 
Lazarus, the reminder still functions the same: to connect Lazarus to tlie event for which he is known, though 
not by the implied readers.

Bauckliam (1998d, 163).
According to Sproston North (2003, 466), “the fact that he [the evangelist] expects his readers to know this 

information in advance o f its retelling in the Gospel is the strongest possible indicator that Jolin wrote for a 
people already in receipt o f his teaching.” But this assumes that Jolin’s readers could only have Johannine 
information; no non-Johannine information could possibly be known by Jolin. The very fact that Mattliew 
and Luke knew Mark, if not the hypothetical Q, reveals the misplaced logic in Sproston North’s assumption.
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or narrative, whether it is Mark or simply oral, would almost certainly not be a tradition 

only found within a Johannine group’s tradition, for it would be assumed that such a 

tradition would already be known within the so-called community. Yet this is not without 

problems. Thus, even if there is good reason to see this parenthetical remark in 11:2 to be 

referring to a tradition known in early Christianity, it does not specifically prove a general 

audience.

Turning to other examples of minor characters in the narrative, we can see that 

Jesus’ brothers are refeiTed to with no introduction. Culpepper thinks this may either be 

because they were already known, or because the realization of Jesus having brothers 

would not be surprising.^^ The seiwant whose ear was cut off when Jesus was arrested was 

identified as “Malchus” (18:10). The identification of such a minor character reminds us 

that the evangelist is aware of who would have been unfamiliar if not completely known to 

the audience to whom he wr i t es . The  two women at the cross, Maiy the wife of Clopas 

and Mary Magdalene, are identified with little explanation (19:25), but that need not imply 

that they were well known to the readers, for it would appear that their role in the narrative 

is to serve as witnesses to Jesus’ death.

In conclusion, the evidence of persons does not clearly reveal the local or general 

nature of the audience, only that the reader’s knowledge is varied. But two things were 

surprising, one specific and one general. First, in light of our primary methodological 

question, the need to introduce the BD is surprising. Unless one is able to argue that the 

BD is not real,^  ̂the common link of the BD with some form of leadership in the JComm 

contradicts the presentation of the BD in the narrative of John.^^ The implied reader needs 

an almost complete introduction to this “Beloved Disciple.” How could the “leader of the 

JComm” (per Raymond Brown) need such an introduction, especially when it is admitted 

that he is the authoritative voice behind the written text (19:35; 21:24). Using Bauckham’s 

argument, that the BD is portrayed in the FG not as the “ideal” disciple but as ideally 

qualified to be the author of the Gospel, there is no reason to suppose that this document 

was written specifically for a LHA.^^ In fact, the narrative role of the BD makes a

Culpepper (1983, 216).
Although Culpepper is right to say that the identification adds credibility to the narrator’s account, it need 

not be a superfluous identification for the sake o f posterity.
Or both ideal and real, as is argued by Hengel (1989, 78, 125, 130-32). Although Bauckham (1993c) helps 

to reconcile this difficulty.
The title o f the book by Brown (1979) alludes to the BD’s leadership role in the proposed JComm. 

According to Brown, the BD is “the hero of die community” (22).
Bauckham (1993c).
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communal audience extremely unlikely; at least one in which the BD plays a part. Second, 

and maybe most surprising, in light of the fact that most JComm interpreters suppose that 

the contents of the Gospel would have been the subject of preaching within the JComm for 

many years before the “publication” of the Gospels, it is surprising that any of the 

characters need an introduction. The need for introduction implies that the relationship of 

the Gospel to the JComm is different from what is normally presumed. Thus, although 

there is no other unexplainable evidence that would eliminate a LHA as being the assumed 

readership,^^ enough surprising elements have been raised to proceed further with the 

examination.

Places

Our examination of the discussion of persons (characters) reveals how complex it 

can be to define the implied reader in the text. It is no less complex when we turn to places 

in the FG. Similar to persons, the various places are assumed by “community” interpreters 

to be representative of groups of people (e.g. Samaritans in John 4) that come into contact 

or membership with the JComm.^^ We now turn to the evidence for places.

Culpepper summarizes it well: “The narrator assumes that the reader has a general 

knowledge of the geography of the gospel s t o r y . A s  early as 1:28 the narrator locates 

the town of Bethany “beyond the Jordan.” Of course, this may only assume the reader 

knows of the Jordan, a more famous river, and not its exact location. Interestingly, the 

narrator uses the Hellenized form of Tepoo6A-U|ia, and not the more Semitic ’lepouaaXfip, 

the form preferred by Luke-Acts. Although the choice may simply be idiomatic, it could 

also be to lend itself to a more Greek-speaking audience.

It is difficult to tell how familiar the readers are with the region of Galilee. 

Although towns are named in the region (1:44; 1:45; 2:1; 2:12), they are never explained. 

This may assume that the region was familiar, but, as Culpepper posits, may simply be 

because they are to be taken as unimportant to the s t o r y I n  6:1 the naiTator reports that 

Jesus “crossed tire sea of Galilee, which is the sea of Tiberias.” Culpepper notes that some

^  The FE seems more intent on explaining Jesus than defining him. But this is not surprising since it seems 
very probable that the readers were already familiar with Mark. Peter was also assumed to be known by the 
reader. But with Peter’s leadership and large involvement in the early Christian movement, this is hardly 
surprising. For example, in reference to the primacy of Peter in recognized early Christianity, Clement of 
Rome conjoins Peter as one of the outstanding heroes o f the faith (7 Clem. 5), and Ignatius uses words which 
suggest that Peter was an apostle of special authority (i?om.4.2).

Brown (1979, 35-40).
Culpepper (1983,216).
Ibid.

^  Ibid., 216-17.

143



manuscripts, among them Codex Bezae, add that Jesus crossed the Sea of Galilee “to the 

region o f’ T iberias.T he explanation might show that a general familiarity was expected 

of this location by the readers, especially since the feeding miracle took place there (6:23).

What is notable for our purposes is that the narrator calls the specific region 

Tiberias; something unique as compared with the other three accounts of this miracle in 

the Synoptics. The context of Mark’s account of the feeding miracle implies that it 

occurred in the region of Galilee (6:1, 21), assuming the context of the previous pericope is 

the same as the feeding miracle, but the detail concerning the region of Tiberias is not 

mentioned. Only in 6:53 does Mark add “When they had crossed over [the Sea of Galilee], 

they came to land at Gennesaret and landed there.” Matthew, like Mark, implies that the 

general region of the feeding miracle is in Galilee (13:53), and makes no mention of the 

location in the feeding miracle pericope (14:13-22). But in 14:34, following Jesus’ walking 

on water (the Sea of Galilee is assumed), Matthew follows Mark 6:53 and states that 

“When they had crossed over [the Sea of Galilee], they came to land at Gennesaret.” Luke 

also assumes a Galilean context for the feeding miracle, based on the context of the 

previous pericope which deals with Herod the tetrarch and the mentioning of the Galilean 

town, Bethsaida (9:1). Luke’s only mention of Gennesaret occurred in 5:1.^  ̂When 

compared with John’s account of the feeding miracle, two things stand out. First, since 

none of the other three accounts are specific about the location of the feeding miracle 

(Mark has no specifics, Matthew only mentions it after the next pericope, and Luke’s only 

mentioning of the location is four chapters earlier), John’s detailed account, given almost 

emphatically at the beginning of the pericope, might suggest that John, if he was familiar 

with any of the Gospel accounts in some form (at least Mark who never mentions it), was 

giving detail to an account that was lacking it in the previous three accounts.^^ Second, 

even if we can make no conclusions concerning John’s knowledge of the other Gospel 

accounts, his use of the Hellenistic term “Tiberias,” rather than the more Jewish 

“Gennesaret,” again lends itself to a more Greek-speaking audience.^^

Ibid., 217. These variants may be a scribal addition attempting to explain the two genitives rather then a 
helpful clue to the implied reader’s geographic knowledge. Cf. Schnackenburg (198-82, 2:13).
^  The term “Gennesaret” is found only in the three Synoptic passages mentioned (Mt 14:34; Mk 6:53; Lk 
5:1). Davies and Allison (1988-97, 2:511) claim the term is “probably the name o f the fmitfiil and well- 
forested valley on the northwest shore of the Sea of Galilee, south of Capernaum and north of Tiberias,” But 
they add, “It might also be taken to have been a town which gave its name to the surrounding region as well 
as to the adjacent Sea of Galilee.”

See Bauckliam (1998d).
^  This Greek-speaking bent needs to be explained in light o f the context o f Jewish conflict usually posited 
by JComm interpreters.
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In summary, it is doubtful that the FG expected its readers to be well versed in 

Galilean geography. While some of the names and locations (Sea of Galilee) probably 

sound familiar, and may have been assumed to be common knowledge, there is no 

evidence that John expected intimate knowledge of their parts.^^

Similar to Galilee, the readers of the FG were not expected to know many 

Samaritan or Transjordan regions. The only Samaritan city mentioned is Sychar (4:4), but 

it has to be introduced to the reader. Bethany is described as “beyond the Jordan” (1:28; 

10:40). But the designation may only imply that the reader would be familiar with the 

location of the Jordan, thus placing the town of Bethany in a recognizable area. Or, as 

Culpepper mentions, it may also be to distinguish this Bethany from the one in J u d e a . Of  

course, JComm inteipreters have had great success in seeing in John 4 an entire group 

inclusion of, if not a mission to, Samaritans. As Rensberger explains, “Given the fact that 

... we are told the story of Jesus’ far more successful dialogue with the Samaritan woman, 

many scholars would agree that the Johannine community included Samaritans among its 

numbers, and most likely we should therefore infer at least some ongoing Samaritan 

mission as well.”^̂  Why would JComm interpreters not also see a conversion of 

inhabitants from Bethany as well? This is a case of how the two-level reading is always 

highly inconsistent. After discussing in chapter three the immense form critical problems 

with such an allegorical reading, not to mention the lack of sensitivity to a pre-critical 

reading of the text, such a suggestion seems completely fictional.Thus, at the narrative- 

critical level, the implied reader’s knowledge of Samaria was assumed to be limited.

With it unexpected that the reader has much knowledge of Galilee or Samaria, we 

now turn to Judea to see if the FG assumed a basic knowledge of the region and its parts. 

The towns outside and around Jerusalem are certainly not assumed to be known by the 

reader. This can be seen in the narrator’s explanation of Bethany. In 11:1 it is described as 

the village of Maiy and her sister Martha and as “some two miles away” from Jerusalem 

(11:18), setting the scene for the death of Lazams pericope. In the next chapter it is 

reintroduced as the place where Lazarus was raised from the dead (12:1), “implying that

The allegorical reading of John by some community interpreters has led some to suppose a group behind 
the geographic language. Kikuo Matsimaga (1976) is a prime example: “In the Evangelist’s congregation, 
which is primarily a Jewish Christian community, there are some Galilean converts .,. who accepted the 
Kerygma o f John’s church and believed in Jesus Christ. Or near the Evangelist’s church, there is a certain 
Galilean Christian community....” (158). See also Brown (1979, 39-40), who is in general agreement with 
Matsunaga.
™ Culpepper (1983, 218).

Rensberger (1988, 145).
The representative function of Jolm 4 will be discussed in more detail in chapter five.
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the reader would need such a reminder to remember where Bethany was.”^̂  Other towns in 

the Judean region are introduced for the reader: Ephraim is near the wilderness (11:54), 

and Aenon is described as “near Salim” (3:23)/^

Details about Jerusalem are assumed to be generally unfamiliar to the reader. In 

5:2, the narrator sets the scene of a healing miracle by explaining that in Jerusalem “by the 

Sheep Gate there is a pool, called in Hebrew Bethesda, which has five porticoes.” In 9:7, 

the Pool of Siloam is not located but tianslated, most likely as a pun. The Kidron valley, 

the place where Jesus was anested, seems have been a recognizable location to the readers. 

But the garden in which the anest took place had to be introduced (18:1). The name 

“Gethsemane” given to the Garden in the Synoptics is not mentioned in John; it may be 

assuming Mark (Mk. 14:32; Mt. 26:36). The sites at or around the location of the 

cmcifixion are unknown to the readers. In 19:13, the narrator describes the site as “the 

judge’s bench at a place called the Stone Pavement, or in Hebrew, Gabbatha.” In 19:17, a 

location is called “The Place of the Skull, which is called in Hebrew, Golgotha.” Finally, 

in 19:20, the narrator tells that Jesus was crucified “near the city.” Culpepper explains 

these comments by the narrator as something provided “to authenticate the account rather 

than to identify the places for a reader who would know them by their Hebrew names.”^̂  

We will deal with these translation issues in the language section below.

Locations in the temple in Jerusalem are mentioned twice, although neither is given 

explanation. In 8:20, the narrator says that he spoke “in the treasury.” Since it is unlikely 

that Jesus was actually teaching in the temple’s treasure chamber, it must refer to temple 

precincts where people came to cast their offerings (cf. Mk. 12:41,43; Lk. 21:1).^^ Since 

almost eveiy Jew understood what temple participation was like (even after 70 C. E.) and 

Gentiles often still participated in temple activities and gave some financial offering, this 

would be self-explanatory. In 10:23, the narrator describes how during the festival of the 

Dedication in Jerusalem Jesus “was walking in the temple, in the Portico of Solomon.”

The detail is of no importance to the stoiy and cannot be assumed to have been an 

expectation for the reader, even if it was only a memoiy.^^ The only important aspect of

Culpepper (1983, 217).
Aenon is almost certainly near Judea if not within it, but its exact location is uncertain. Cf. Brown (1966, 

151).
Culpepper (1983, 218).
Morris (1972,444).
It may have been remembered since it was the oldest portico and was commonly associated with Solomon, 

the builder o f the first temple. See Josephus, W arV .vA , 184-85; XV.xi.3, 396-401; XX.ix.7, 221.
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the story is that Jesus was in the temple during a festival, thus setting the scene for Jesus’ 

confrontation with the Jews.

Thus, Jerusalem and its temple, major landmarks in the Greco-Roman world, were 

given information that any reader would have been assumed to know or understand^^ 

without major explanation. Although the reader may have been assumed to have some 

knowledge of the major landmarks in Jerusalem, especially the temple precincts, nothing 

was expected that would have made the story incomprehensible to the uninformed reader.

In conclusion, no specific or highly technical (in-group) language or concepts were 

used in describing the places in John’s narrative. Several geographic locations in the story 

needed to be introduced to the reader. Culpepper falls into the trap that we have tried to 

avoid in this section of the comparison. For good reason, many have tried to find the locale 

of the Johannine Christians, and their assumed geographic knowledge has been the key to 

their placement. Culpepper states: “On the basis of. . .  geographical references, it is 

difficult to conclude that the reader knows [any one] area better than the others.”^̂  This 

statement assumes that if we can calculate what the reader knows, we can discover where 

the reader is to be found. But this assumes that the FG was written for a local audience, 

hence a single location. But, as this thesis is attempting to test, that might not necessarily 

be the case. The fact that the reader has no general expertise in any of the major regions 

discussed may not be because they are not from that region, but because they may not be 

from that region. Yet, based upon our primary methodological question there is little place 

evidence to differentiate between a GA and a LHA. What was determined is that no single 

location is evident in the Johannine nanative; no one location was evidently familiar to the 

readers.*®

Languages

As we turn to the evidence of languages in the FG we find a more fruitful 

conclusion. The assumption we hold here is that even in a LHA, various terms and 

expressions would not need to be explained, defined, or translated for a reading audience 

since they would have been repeatedly explained and understood in a worshipping and 

teaching context. This is especially the case when those words or terms have a significant

“Understand” in a sense o f being familiar with religious temples and their importance, tlieir being tlie 
center o f religious activity and teaching, and as a physical landmark for a religion.

Culpepper (1983, 218).
This makes Meeks (1985, 97ff.) search for the location of the JComm based upon internal evidence seem

extremely frivolous.
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Johannine meaning; a meaning which certainly an oral culture would have used and 

explained in previous preaching. We now turn to the evidence.

The immediate assumption is that the readers of the FG know Greek.* ̂ Where a 

different language is used, it is never used in isolation. We cannot claim that the readers 

only knew Greek or even primarily knew Greek. The fact that the narrative is in Greek, 

and to our knowledge always has been, requires that we assume that the communicative 

act was meant to transpire between Greek writer and reader. There are a few examples of 

language explanation that point to the implied audience.

The fact that certain words are translated implies that the readers may not be 

familiar with them or know that language. For example, common words such as “Rabbi” 

(1:38; 3:26; 4:31; 6:25; 9:2; 11:8), “Messiah” (1:41; 4:25) and “Rabboni” (20:16) need to 

be translated. The names of individuals are also translated to convey their meaning 

(Cephas, 1:42; Siloam, 9:7). Where Hebrew or Aramaic terms are introduced (Bethesda, 

5:2; Gabbatha, 19:13; Golgotha, 19:17), they are referred to as foreign words (“in 

Flebrew”) rather than as the names by which the reader would know these locations.*^

Such terminology has usually been taken to imply that at least some of the implied readers 

of the FG were “not” Jewish, since Jewish readers would have no need for translation. The 

combination of alleged strong Hellenistic influence on John and evidence of a “John” in 

Asia Minor have led many to take these Jewish translations as simply befitting a document 

written for a non-Jewish audience.*^ The literary evidence mentioned above, John’s 

translation of basic Hebrew terminology, made the dominant view stand: John was written 

for a non-Jewish audience. But such a conclusion is not self-evident. While the translations 

certainly assume a non-Jewish readership, it in no way excludes a Jewish readership. In 

fact, as we shall see below, a strong Jewish understanding is assumed both theologically

The assumption is that unless the narrative gives indications to the contrary, the reader (narratee) only 
knows the language of the narrative. See Piwowarcyzk (1976). The common sense, communicative 
assumption here is that the implied readers will at least be able to read the language o f the text. Again, this 
need not imply that all the recipients were themselves able to read. Again, the issue is group literacy and not 
individual literacy.

Culpepper (1983, 219). Culpepper again takes Jewish translations as adding credibility to the account.
Some of the forerunners of this view placed Jolm and his community beside Paul. According to Bultmann 

(1955, 6), “It is true, however, that in regard to the current religious atmosphere Paul and John have certain 
things in common. Both come within the sphere of a Hellenism that is saturated with the Gnostic stream, so 
that a certain agreement between them in dualistic terminology is not surprising.” Later, Reginald Fuller 
(1965, 203) placed the FG and the Johannine school within the Hellenistic Gentile mission in early 
Christianity and claimed that John’s school carried on the work after Paul. Neither Bultmann nor Fuller 
based tliis on literary considerations, but on the Hellenistic concepts evident in the Gospel.
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and culturally.*'^ This is in agreement with what a LHA supports, but more can be implied. 

It would seem strange that a local congregation (or connected teaching network) would 

need explanation concerning these historically and theologically loaded terms. Why would 

a local “community” with both Jews and Gentiles need to be told that a term was “in 

Hebrew” (5:2; 19:13, 17)? But what is even more surprising is the translation provided for 

“Messiah.” For Martyn, the translations of the title “Messiah” is for non-Jewish readers.*^ 

But that is not a satisfactoiy answer, for Martyn himself admits that the title “‘Messiah’ 

occupies an important place in the whole of John’s thought” for “It is clear that the issue of 

Jesus’ messiahship stands at the center of the synagogue-church discussion.”*® It is 

contradictory for us to assume that a tiunslation of a key religious term, maybe the most 

key term, would not be common knowledge to a “group” in which the very concept was at 

the center of severe persecution. Conclusive is in 20:31 where Jesus is simply referred to 

as the “Christ,” with no mention of the title “Messiah.” This shows that the narrative 

assumes that after reading 1:41 and 4:25 the reader is assumed to already know what the 

title is referring to. Hence, it is the narrative and not the communal setting that is 

instructing the readers. This is why the term is translated, for some readers would not have 

had the opportunity to have explained to them the important Johannine titles. But this 

would not have been needed for a LHA.

In conclusion, the readers are certainly assumed to know Greek. What is striking 

and blatantly out-of-place is how a primary term for the so-called JComm needs 

translation, hence explanation. If the technical question of the JComm and its debates with 

a local synagogue was over the title “Messiah,” how could the group not know what the 

term meant? This is especially so when John assumes so much Jewish knowledge in the 

rest of the Gospel, as our next section will reveal. It is “scarcely conceivable”*̂  that a 

document with simple explanations concerning some supposed major Jewish-Christian 

issues for its readers would be intended for a communal setting!

Judaism

The evidence of Judaism is also difficult, primarily because there is so much 

Icnowledge that is assumed. The difficulty here is two-fold. First, when comments are

^  See a similar argument by Motyer (1997a, 110-14); Staley (1988, 34-36, 105-107).
Martyn (2003, 91).
Ibid.
Martyn (2003, 47) uses the phrase “scarcely conceivable” in reference to the blatantly anachronistic use of 

the “expulsion” term in John 9, which we argued in chapter tliree is far from blatant. The same phrase is 
applicable here in reference to the ti anslation of “Messiah.”
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given by the narrator, are they to be taken as explanatoiy or polemical? We have already 

argued in chapter two that John’s language would have communicated to those outside the 

proposed JComm.** Thus, the naiTative would need to make clear that the comments are 

polemical; simply deducing that the reconstructed context requires a linguistic response is 

hardly self-evident. Second, when comments are not given by the narrator, especially when 

an issue is less than obvious (e.g. “Son of Man”), how is one to relate the lack of 

comments with previous provided comments (e.g. “rabbi”)? It is to these questions that we 

now turn. Culpepper distinguishes tluee sub-points under this heading: the Old Testament, 

Jewish institutions and festivals, and Jewish beliefs and practices. We will keep the same 

sub-points as we look at what the narrator assumed the implied reader would know about 

Judaism.

The narrator assumes that the implied reader has extensive laiowledge of the OT.

In some instances the OT writings are referred to directly. The formula “that the scripture 

might be fulfilled” is repeated in 13:18; 17:12; 19:24, 36, with variations in 12:38 and 

15:25. In other instances OT imageiy and symbols are in view. When John the Baptist is 

asked by the Jews whether he is Elijah or “the prophet” (1:21), no explanation is given. 

“Knowledge of the stoiy of Moses’ lifting up the serpent in the wilderness can be assumed 

(3:14), and when the Jews claim “we are descendants of Abraham” (8:33) no explanation 

of Abraham’s identity is required.”*̂  Various OT figures are discussed with no 

explanation. While John the Baptist is introduced in the prologue, Moses and the Law 

(1:17) are given no introduction. “What must be emphasized to the reader is that ‘grace 

and tmth came through Jesus Christ.’” ®̂ The assumption seems to be that the readers are 

familiar with the story and traditions of the OT and are able to see its connection to the 

Gospel narrative being presented. As Culpepper explains, “If it were simply that the 

fulfillment was important to the evangelist and he was attempting to persuade the reader of 

its importance also, he could not presuppose, as he apparently did, that the allusions to the 

Old Testament and its imageiy and symbols would be understood by the intended 

reader.”®* The narrator assumes that the reader has a fairly broad knowledge of the OT. 

From Moses and the law (1:17) to the prophet Isaiah (1:23; 12:38), the OT is referred to 

and used as background for discussion. Based upon the narrator’s comments, or lack of,

See the related argument of Motyer (1997a, 67-72). 
Culpepper (1983, 220).
Ibid.
Ibid.
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and the general use of OT writings and images in the FG, the implied reader is assumed to

have a rather extensive knowledge of the OT.

The implied reader’s knowledge of Jewish institutions and festivals presents a

unique case. Jesus’ discourses at the Jewish festivals play an important role in the

organization and thematic development of the Gospel. The narrator’s explanations within

these passages reveal a great deal about the assumed readership. In 2:13, the reader is told

that the festival was the “Passover of the Jews” (cf. 6:4; 11:55). From a historical

perspective, commentators are unsure of what to do with this phrase. According to the

Beasley-Murray, the phrase “indicates that the Church no longer observes the feast.”®̂

According to C. K. Barrett, “The feast is so defined partly because it is John’s habit to set

‘the Jews’ as a body over against Jesus and the church, partly also, perhaps, because he

knows of a Christian Passover.”®̂ Finally, Raymond Brown, in his usual way, finds tension

in these three explanatoiy words. For Brown, “It may indicate a hostility to these feasts

which are to be replaced by Jesus.”®'* Brown’s hypothesis is that such language would

represent a deliberate distancing from the synagogue by “former” Jews. But this does not

make sense when compared to the other similar phrases that are certainly explanatoiy and

not polemical (e.g. 19:14).

We face the same issue with other additions by the narrator that explain Jewish

institutions and festivals. Like Passover, the feast of Tabernacles if also identified as “of

the Jews” (7:2). In 10:22, the narrator explains that the festival of the Dedication,

Hanukkah, took place in winter. No Jewish reader would need to be told when the festival

was celebrated, since it occurs at the same time every year. Finally, in 19:14, the reference

to “the day of Preparation of the Passover”®® does not require any special knowledge on

the part of the reader. No explanations are offered regarding the synagogue or temple, but

no great familiarity is assumed either. Thus a problem exists. As Culpepper explains:

The main problem posed by these texts is that the significance of the discourses 
which occur in the context of the festivals can only be grasped fully by readers who 
know something about the festivals themselves. The discourses therefore seem to 
presuppose more familiarity with the Jewish festivals than do the narrator’s 
comments. Are the comments added for the sake o f the non-Jewish readers while 
the heart o f the narrative is intended for readers who would know a great deal 
about the festivals? Is the intended audience heterogeneous? Is the implied reader 
(projected throughout the narrative by the implied author) more familiar with

^  Beasley-Murray (1999, 39). 
”  Barrett (1978, 197).
94 Brown (1966, 114).

We will not deal here with the importance of this verse for distinguishing John from Synoptic chronology.
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Judaism than the narratee (who is shaped exclusively by the nairator’s voice)? Or 
must one resort to a theory of redaction during stages of a long composition history 
in which the material was fashioned for different audiences?®®

Culpepper’s questions are revealing. Unless one resorts to a compositional theoiy for the 

FG that appeases the force of these questions, one discovers that the FG seems to bear 

witness to multiple implied readers. This, of course, works well with what we have found 

elsewhere. Furthermore, by using our primaiy methodological question we are able to test 

if such explanatory information would have been necessary to a “communal” LHA. Any 

explanation of the Passover, whether connecting to Judaism or describing the preparation 

of the Passover feast would have been almost inconceivable in a context that was in 

constant conflict with the synagogue over these veiy issues. The communal context does 

not make sense of the evidence, unless one allows this “community” to have almost no 

formal control or contact; but then the “community” is far from “local” in the sense of 

being a functioning unit, especially one that is in the midst of a crisis together.

The implied reader’s knowledge of Jewish belief and practices also reveals the 

possibility that more than one set of implied readers is expected. There are several beliefs 

and practices that are mentioned but not explained. No explanation is given for “the Son of 

man” (1:51), the expectation of “the prophet” (1:21, 25), or “the prophet who is to come 

into the world” (6:14). Reference is made to the devil (13:2) and Satan (13:27) without any 

explanation or definition. This is surprising in view of the translations that were provided 

for “Rabbi” and “Messiah” and the explanatory comments that told what language a term 

was (“in Hebrew”) elsewhere in the Gospel.®  ̂The reader is assumed to have a basic 

knowledge of the Sabbath for the Jews (5:9), and when the disciples think that the blind 

man’s birth defect is related to his or his parent’s sin, no comment seems to be needed 

(9:2, 34). Even when the chief priests and Pharisees assemble in a council in 11:47, no 

explanation of their actions or the context and mles of such a meeting seem to be required.

But several Jewish beliefs and practices do require explanation or comment. 

“Matters pertaining to the practice of ritual purity are particularly obscure.”®* In 2:6, the 

stone water containers are said to be “for the Jewish rites of purification.”®® In 4:9, the 

reader must be told that “Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans.” In 7:22, in

^  Culpepper (1983, 221, emphasis added).
Ibid.
Ibid.
Although this phrase may not just be explanatory but to create a particular interpretation o f the passage, it 

is impossible to establish with certainty that such is the case. Since this comment is similar if not identical to 
other explanatory comments, we will keep it as an example.

152



a discussion between Jesus and the Jews, Jesus declares that Moses gave you (the Jews) 

circumcision. In a narrator’s aside comment, it reads “it is, of course, not from Moses but 

from the patriarchs.” For the Jewish reader the comment in 7:22 would need no specific 

explanation. But for the non-Jewish reader the explanation might resolve some confusion 

concerning Jesus’ statement and further the FE’s argument. In 18:28, the narrator explains 

that the Jews reflised to enter the praetorium “so as to avoid ritual defilement, but might 

eat the Passover.” Here it is assumed the reader will understand defilement, but not the 

specific type avoided by “the Jews,” especially in relation to Passover. Even the burial of 

Jesus is said to be “according to the burial customs of the Jews” (19:40), but the materials 

used in the burial of Jesus, myrrh, aloes, and linen, are all left unexplained.

The narrator’s general assumption of the reader’s knowledge of Jewish beliefs and 

practices reveals that the reader has a fairly extensive knowledge of the OT and a general 

understanding of Jewish groups and beliefs, but not a complete understanding. At the same 

time, the reader is clearly assumed to be unfamiliar with the Jewish festivals and practices 

related to Jewish purity. For Culpepper, this implies that the reader is “not” Jewish. But 

such a conclusion seems almost ridiculous in light of the assumed knowledge of Judaism 

and, as we have seen elsewhere, assumes that a specific implied reader is in view. With a 

more general implied reader, that is, with the possibility of different (or multiple) implied 

readers, the assumption of a general knowledge base of Judaism but not the more specific 

practices related to purity becomes explainable.

In conclusion, the FG assumes that the implied reader has a general understanding 

of Judaism, but not some of its more specific aspects like purity and certain beliefs. For 

Culpepper, the only way to reconcile this dichotomy between the readers’ fairly extensive 

knowledge of the OT and general Judaism but not the practices related to Jewish purity is 

to assume a Christian audience. According to Culpepper, “The combination of knowledge 

of the Old Testament... with indications that the reader is not Jewish and has little 

understanding of Jewish festivals and practices suggests that the reader is either a Christian 

or one familiar with Christianity.*®® Even Culpepper tries to not choose sides: Gentile or 

Jewish readership. But even claiming a “Christian” audience does not answer all of the 

Johannine peculiarities.*®* He tries to find middle ground and assume an audience familiar

Culpepper (1983, 222).
See, for example, Motyer (1997a, 72), who, using the research of Gail O’Day (1986, 93-96), argues that 

John’s irony is a literary device intended to draw the reader into the experience of revelation. This could even
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with Christianity, that is, familiar enough with its Jewish background to not need certain

explanations of Judaism. But Culpepper is still trying to find a single audience unit; a

single and functioning audience that will somehow explain all the knowledge bases the

narrator compensates for: Jewish, Gentile, and Christian. But as the evidence of Judaism

has shown, that will not work. In the end, the evidence for Judaism has presented quite a

conundrum. Some Jewish aspects are provided with an explanatory comment, but some

more complex Jewish elements have no comment. It is not enough to claim that the

audience is heterogeneous, for the context in which this audience existed must also be

explained. It is here that our methodological question becomes important: would such

explanations befit a local audience? It is in this perspective that a “communal” setting

proves inadequate. As Motyer argues:

One of the clearest indications of the overall rightness of the ‘Bauckliam approach’ 
(if we may call it that) is the way it can explain the long observed conundrum 
posed by the juxtaposition of explanations of the simplest Jewish terms and 
customs (e.g., 1:38, 41; 19:40) alongside unexplained references to quite abstrase 
or complex phenomena, such as the title “Son of man” and the allusions to details 
of the Tabernacle ceremonies. The inconsistency of treatment points to an 
awareness of great potential variety in the readership.*®^

Motyer correctly points to the fact that the comments cannot be explained as referring to 

one “group;” only a more general audience purview can encompass the variety of 

explanation. Culpepper assumes that the implied reader of John is a single entity or 

“group.” This assumption, based upon several decades of “community” interpretations, is 

not supported by the evidence.

Events

This final area of comments which adds to the profile of the reader has to do with 

events in the story which have not yet been narrated. According to Culpepper, “Does the 

reader know a story of Jesus, or parts of it, before it is told? The Gospel suggests an 

affirmative answer.”*®® The following comments by the narrator, comments that assume a 

previous knowledge of the story, need to be discussed in relation to the implied reader. 

This does not preclude a LHA; but it does show that a strong case can be made for the 

view that the FG was written, not for an isolated “community,” but for general circulation 

among churches in which other Jesus’ stories were being told.

imply, as Motyer argues, that John was written to evangelize Jews! We will discuss this possibility further in 
chapter five.

Motyer (1997a, 87, n.20).
Culpepper (1983, 222).
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Certain key aspects of the stoiy of Jesus are never explained. The meaning of

baptism, whether John’s or Jesus’, is left unexplained. In 2:4, Jesus’ “hour” is never

explained, “either because the reader knows its meaning or because it is something the

reader must infer from successive references later in the gospel.”*®'* The readers are

assumed to be familiar enough not only with the theme of baptism or the “hour”, but are

able to relate these concepts with a general understanding of the entire early Christian

story. It would seem, then, that the reader already knows a story of Jesus.

Probably the most striking example is in 2:22 where the narrator comments, “After

he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this; and they

believed the scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken.” Culpepper summarizes the

issue well: “Not only is there no effort to conceal the outcome of the events which are

occuiT ing, but the reader -  in a radical departure from  P rin ce’s ‘d egree z e r o ’ narratee -  is

assumed to know about Jesus’ resunection already.”*®® The lack of any explanation for

2:22 assumes, according to an implied reader, especially one reading the text for the first

time, that the reader has some knowledge of the story before it is told. Nothing prior to

2:22 prepares the reader for what is found there. The narrator presumes the reader knows

that Jesus was raised from the dead.*®®

According to Culpepper, the explanations that deal with the “fear of the Jews”

(7:13) may imply that the reader is already acquainted with such fear, especially since the

basis for the fear is not explained until 9:22. Many commentators believe that the specific

situation behind the FG gave the readers their first-hand experience of fear of the Jews.

This is especially the case, it is argued, when one turns to the events in John 9 where the

blind man and his parents are confronted by the Jews. According to Culpepper:

The explanation of the reason for the parent’s fear of the Jews is that tire Jews had 
already agreed to expel from the synagogue any who confessed that Jesus was the 
Christ (9:22). Are the readers unfamiliar with this decision or does the explanation 
provide the basis for them to see the similarity between their situation and that of 
their parents? From this comment alone it would be hard to tell, but the prominence

Ibid. This is not to make the term “hour” non-Johannine, but to imply that it must be understood as 
describing an event already known to the reader. Thus, Jolm uses “hour” to define what is already known, not 
to use secretive or in-group language.

Ibid.
As we discussed in chapter three, some understand this “prior knowledge” to refer to the type of Gospel 

bios that intentionally uses apocalyptic motifs; Jesus is seen fiom a pre- and post-resurrection position at the 
same time. According to Painter (1993, 133), the distinctive feature that the Gospels exhibit is that they tell 
the story of Jesus (biography-like) but from “the perspective of faith in the risen Jesus.” From the perspective 
of narrative criticism, one still must reconcile the fact that the reader is assumed to be familiar with “both” 
the pre- and post-resuiTected Jesus. Knowledge of the story must already be known for the narrative to be 
understood by the reader.
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of the word ‘already’ suggests that the reader knows of the action but would not 
know that (in the narrative world at least) it has already been implemented during 
the ministry of Jesus.

But the narrative only reveals that they knew of such conflict, not that they had been

participators in it. Nor are the details evidently descriptive of real experiences, as we

argued in chapter three. While the reconstmction Culpepper follows may certainly be

correct, it is not the only possibility. It seems as if Culpepper has again been influenced by

“community” interpretations.

Several other unexplained facts allude to a readership that already knew a story of

Jesus. The comments in 7:30 and 8:20 that the Jews could not seize Jesus because his

“hour” had not yet come assume one of two possibilities: either the reader already knew

what was meant by Jesus’ “hour” or, if its meaning was unknown, the comments provides

a clue to its meaning that was intended to heighten the reader’s awareness of its

importance.’®* The narrator’s explanatoiy comment in 7:39, “for as yet there was no Spirit,

because Jesus was not yet glorified,” only makes sense if the reader understands that the

Spirit had been given and what is meant by “glorified.”’®®

Finally, in two passages we have already referred to, 11:2 and 3:24, the reader is

assumed to be familiar with a version of the story before it is told. Bauckham argues that

these parenthetical explanations assume not only that the reader already has laiowledge of

the Gospel story, but “are intended specifically for readers/hearers who also knew Mark’s

Gospel.”” ® This can be seen clearly in 11:2. In 11:1, the narrator describes “Now a certain

man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of Mary and her sister Martha.” Then in 11:2

the narrator adds, “Maiy was the one who anointed the Lord with perfume and wiped his

feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill.” Bauckham argues that not only does the

Gospel explain what should have been common Johannine tradition material to his readers,

he also writes with the assumption that his readers have already read the Gospel of Mark.

.. .the evidence outside 11:2 is consistent with the implication of that verse that at 
least many of the implied readers/hearers could be expected to know Mark’s 
Gospel, and, like 11:1-2, it is entirely inconsistent with the view that the Gospel 
was addressed to the ‘Johannine community,’ which would already be familiar 
with specifically Johannine traditions.’”

Culpepper (1983, 223). 
Ibid.
As was argued in chapter three, this phrase indicates a distinction between past and present history. 
Bauckliam (1998d, 151).
Ibid., 168-69.
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In response to Bauckham’s proposal that the Johannine readers would be familiar 

with Mark, Sproston North argues that Bauckham’s proposal is flawed.’”  Looking 

especially at 11:2, Sproston North admits that “all the indications are that this parenthesis 

refers back, that is, it repeats information that is already known to the reader.”” ® But for 

Sproston North, 11:2 does not have to point back to Mark, but could still be implied for the 

JComm. “It appears that much of the story, at least, was already known to John’s readers -  

either from oral tradition or, possible, from an earlier edition of the Gospel -  in advance of 

his later retelling of the event in the present text.”’ According to Sproston North, 

“Bauckham’s argument that the Johamiine community members should have known in 

advance of all three Bethany siblings relies on the assumption that stories circulating 

orally will have been reproduced by John exactly as known when he included them in his 

G o s p e l Thus, the issue at hand is this: since both confirm that 11:2 is pointing back to 

something, what is it pointing to? For our puiposes it is worth noting that the narrator 

assumes that the reader is already familiar with the stoiy told by the FG.

In conclusion, the reader is assumed to have prior knowledge of many of the key 

elements of the Gospel stoiy: Jesus’ death and resurrection, John the Baptist’s 

imprisonment, the presence of the Spirit, the synagogue ban, the fear of the Jews, the 

anointing of Jesus by Maiy, and probably the betrayal of Jesus (6:64; cf. 6:70-10). Even 

the meaning of Jesus’ “glorification” and his “hour” can be seen as already understood by 

the reader.” ® For Culpepper, this again implies that either the reader is Christian or is at 

least veiy familiar with Christian beliefs and the Christian story. For our purposes, the 

primary importance of recognizing John’s awareness, even use, of other Jesus traditions is 

to correct what James Dunn calls the “one document per community” fallacy.”  ̂According 

to Dunn, it simply will not do to identify the character of a “community” with the character 

of a document associated with it, especially when we know of no such community. “The 

life and identity of any community of Jesus’ earliest followers was unlikely to be

’ Sproston North (2003).
"U bid .,455.
"M bid.,466.

Ibid., 460 (emphasis original).
Culpepper (1983, 223). “Glorification” and “hour” are at least known in the sense of being given 

prominence in the narrative as refening to major events previously known to the reader. That is, John’s 
readers know that Jesus dies, so the “houi”  is seen as in reference to that climactic event. At the same time, it 
is possible that the events were so partially known that the language could also have an enigmatic function 
which is intended to provoke the reader to think about what it could mean until eventually the story does 
make its meaning clear. In either case, a prior knowledge is assumed.

Dunn (2003, 150).
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dependent solely on the written traditions it possessed, let alone a single document.”” * It is 

this familiarity with other depictions of Jesus that leads us to our conclusion about the 

implied reader of the FG.

C o n c l u s io n : T h e  Im p l ie d , F ir s t -C e n t u r y  R e a d e r  o f  t h e  G o s p e l  o f  J o h n

Using the concept of the implied reader, we discovered what the narrator expects 

the reader of the FG to know when encountering the text. The implied reader is assumed to 

recognize several of the characters in the story, but certainly not all of them. Jesus was 

certainly recognizable to the implied reader. The evangelist seems to be more intent on 

explaining Jesus than introducing him. Peter was well known to the reader, as well as John 

the Baptist and all of the general political characters. But, contraiy to normal JComm 

interpretations, the BD was assumed to be unfamiliar to the reader and needed a complete 

introduction to the reader. The implied reader is assumed to know the major geographic 

regions but nothing more. The implied reader is assumed to know Greek. Several Jewish 

titles for Jesus are translated or explained for the reader. The implied reader is assumed to 

have a general understanding of Judaism, but not some of its more specific aspects like 

purity and certain beliefs. An audience with some connection to Christian beliefs and 

backgrounds is assumed. Finally, the implied reader is assumed to have prior knowledge of 

many of the key elements of the Gospel story. Again, the assumption is that the reader is at 

least familiar with Christian beliefs and the Christian story. It is this familiarity with 

Christianity that leads us to our conclusion concerning the implied reader of the FG.

The methodological question we asked at the beginning of this chapter was as 

follows: Would the various explanations or comments (or lack oj) befit a text written for  

the author’s specific, geographically-local community? Since our comparison was 

between “community” and non-“community” readings of the FG’s historical context, then 

the evidence had to be evaluated in light of those two proposed settings. After sifting 

through the evidence in the five areas of the nan ative we found the following five 

arguments that support a general audience. First, the BD had to be introduced to the 

implied reader. Unless a special type of literary maneuver is occurring, it is surprising that 

the “leader of the community” would need an introduction. Second, since no one area of 

geographic description is assumed to be known to the implied reader, it would seem that 

no one geographic area can be coiTelated to the implied reader. This is surprising if the 

reader is in a geographic region which is known and shared by the author. Third, and

118 Ibid., 151.
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maybe most surprising, the title “Messiah,” a title which according to Martyn is central in

the JComm’s debate with their local synagogue, has to be translated for the reader. It is

inconceivable to think that for a Christian “group” who is experiencing some form of

persecution (at least expulsion) that they would not be aware of the most basic issue.

Fourth, the combination of explanations for some basic aspects of Judaism with a complete

lack of explanation for much more complex aspects make a single “group” audience, even

a heterogeneous one, almost inconceivable. Since in a LHA an author would know well

the level of his audience’s knowledge base, and the LHA itself would provide its own

boundaries for knowledge, the variety of assumed knowledge can best be pictured as

providing information for more than one set of implied readers. Finally, the reader’s

familiarity with a version of the Jesus stoiy implies a familiarity with Mark or at least

some Jesus tradition. Such “distribution” forces us to see the Johannine audience as less

separated or sectarian in its reception of early Christian tradition and, tlierefore, more

participatory in early Christianity. It also frees us from assuming that John’s audience is

solely defined by his Gospel, and completely isolated from another “Gospel” or its

tradition. It becomes difficult to define John’s audience by John’s Gospel, since other

influences were surely in place. In light of the evidence from applying the heuristic device

of the implied reader to the FG, this chapter has found that a reading of the Gospel against

a context of a local audience, even a heterogeneous one, is untenable.

Culpepper’s study of the implied reader reached a related conclusion, though he

was unable to place it in the non-“community’’ paradigm. As we discussed above, such

findings forced him to search the naraative data for a single, local readership. Where the

evidence was most inexplicable was in reference to the implied reader’s knowledge of

Judaism. Culpepper’s eventual admission is revealing:

The difficulty posed by the tension between presumption of familiarity with the 
Jewish festivals, especially in the discourses, and explanatoiy comments which 
make the gospel intelligible to readers unfamiliar with Judaism probably indicates 
that by the time the composition of the Fourth Gospel was completed a broader 
readership was envisioned than urn originally intended. The later readership 
included gentile Christians who knew little about Judaism.” ®

Unless one resorts to a compositional theoiy for the FG that appeases the force of these 

questions, one discovers that the FG seems to bear witness to various implied readers. 

These various implied readers cannot be solved by simply supposing that the local “group”

Culpepper (1982, 225, emphasis added).
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was heterogeneous, for as we have tried to show, the explanations that are given make no

sense in a “communal” setting; unless, of course, one were to argue for an extiemely

complex “community.” But even then, as we argued above, such a definition of a Gospel

“community” would look more like a microcosm of the early Christian movement rather

than a sectarian “comimmity” whose document has a more self-referential purpose. Thus,

the Gospel is written in such a way to allow the text to be accessible at different levels.

A similar argument was made over twenty years ago by R. T. France with

reference to Matthew.” ® According to France there is a “‘surface meaning,’ which any

reasonable intelligent reader might be expected to grasp, and what we may call a ‘bonus’

meaning accessible to those who are more ‘sharp-eyed,’ or better instructed in Old

Testament Scripture....”” ’ France’s summary could be applied to our findings in the FG:

For what any given reader will find ... will vary with his exegetical background. 
What I want to suggest is that [the evangelist] would not necessarily have found 
this regrettable, that he was deliberately composing a chapter rich in potential 
exegetical bonuses, so that the more fully a reader shared the religious traditions 
and scriptural erudition of the author, the more he was likely to derive from his 
reading, while at the same time there was a surface meaning sufficiently 
uncomplicated for even the most naïve reader to follow.... I am arguing, in other 
words, that [the evangelist] was well aware o f differing levels among his potential 
readership

This conclusion is contrary to Culpepper” ® who concludes that maybe C. H. Dodd was 

right when he suggested that John was written on two levels so that insiders (members of 

the JComm) can grasp the whole significance of the Gospel from each episode, while 

outsiders find it built up step by step.” '* Based upon our search for the implied reader, the 

only “insider” (or as France would say “advanced”) knowledge that is required is 

knowledge of Judaism, which can hardly be claimed by one local “group.”

In conclusion, by inquiring for the implied reader of the FG, and by placing that 

reader in a “communal” setting,” we have argued that the implied reader’s knowledge is 

distributed unevenly so as to suggest that a “community” setting for the Gospel document

France (1981).
Ibid., 241.
Ibid., 250 (emphasis added).
Concerning the identity of the implied reader, Culpepper (1983, 225) concludes: “Analysis o f the gospel’s 

indications of its intended audience confirms, or at least complements, much of the recent research which has 
concluded that John was written for a particular community o f believers. We still do not know, however, 
how different the language o f the Johannine community was from that o f others outside the community, or 
how insular or rigidly defined its membership was.” Culpepper’s hesitancy concerning what this 
“community” was gives credence to our proposal. The search for a single “group” behind John is dominated 
by the current paradigm o f “community” interpretations.

Dodd (1953, 316-17).
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is highly unlikely. The only setting of the text that is able to deal appropriately with the 

multiple implied readers is a general audience. The Gospel expects to be read by readers 

with different levels of knowledge (especially of Judaism) and Christian experience (even 

Jewish-Christian conflict). John is written to accommodate various levels, or more 

appropriately, various types of readers. Thus we may conclude that by using the heuristic 

device of the implied reader we have seen that the FG expects to be read by different types 

of readers. There is no need to force upon the text of John a local “community” audience 

when the text alludes in the opposite direction.
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CHAPTER FIVE

READING THE FOURTH GOSPEL: THE FUNCTION OF THE GOSPEL OF 
JOHN IN LIGHT OF THE GOSPEL COMMUNITY DEBATE

In t r o d u c t io n

After spending four chapters setting the context of the Gospel community debate

and challenging the current community readings of the Gospels, it is time to apply our

proposal to the FG. It was Gail O’Day who pointed out that one of the weaknesses in

Martyn’s reconstruction of the JComm was that his reading strategy

...blocked out for a while all other ways both of reading the Gospel and of reading 
the historical data. Martyn’s reading became totalizing, not because his claims or 
even his intentions and methods were totalizing, but because he read so well and so 
easily that we forgot it was a construction of the data. We ... read Martyn instead 
of rereading the data....'

The question of reading the Gospels is die key issue in the Gospel community debate. But 

until now the debate has been entirely theoretical. The various conferences and article 

interchanges have only dealt with the exegetical principles and not exegetical practice. The 

newness of the debate has required more in depth discussion and clarification, as this thesis 

has attempted to do in the first four chapters. But now we must turn to exegetical practice. 

Before we enter into exegesis, a brief summary of our proposed reading strategy is in 

order.

Our proposed reading strategy assumes, at the broadest level, that the Gospels 

were written for an indefinite audience, not an individual “church” or network of churches 

disconnected from the rest of the early Christian movement. This historical assumption 

does not posit a completely indefinite audience, but one that is appropriate to a first- 

centuiy audience in the Greco-Roman world and allows for a general market niche. Using 

what we have argued is a more complex model of “community” (relational and not 

tenitorial) we have posited that the Gospels would have been appropriate reading material 

for a variety of geographic communities throughout early Christianity. Readers who were 

not even aware of the other’s existence could participate together in the story told by the 

Gospels, based upon a symbolic constmction which provided a specifically “Christian” 

identity for them and others (chapter two). The Gospel text, which is a type of biography, 

would rarely be used by a self-contained group. The Gospel narrative would have been

O’Day (2002, 5).
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read by its pre-critical readers with a “realistic” reading strategy. Although the Gospel 

would have had various Tendenzen and inteipretations included, it would not have been 

read on two levels in the redaction-critical way proposed by J. L. Martyn. In essence, a 

pre-critical (or post-enlightenment) reading of the Gospels is a “literal” reading, whereby 

the story the Gospels tell is the story meant to be heard (chapter three). Finally, the reader 

the text expects, far from being a knowledgeable community reader, has only a general 

familiarity with the stoiy in the naiTative. The relative familiarity with the Christian story, 

yet at times a lack of specific knowledge concerning Judaism, reveals that the Gospel 

expected different types of readers. Such a maneuver on the part of the evangelist allows 

the text to be accessible at different levels, to a first-time reader and a more experienced 

reader;^ the Gospel assumes a varied readership (chapter four).

Therefore, this chapter will examine five related test cases in order to show that the 

FG was intended to be read by a general or indefinite audience. The five test cases involve 

the following areas of debate: representative figures, the lack of contextual importance of 

the “expulsion from the synagogue” passages, the purpose of the FG, the mission motif in 

the FG, and early Christian relations. Our discussion of these test cases will involve two 

aspects. First, we will argue that these test cases reveal how a non-community reading is 

more appropriate to the narrative of the FG and its exegesis. Second, we will analyze how 

current “community” interpretations of various pericopae are internally inconsistent and 

frequently tangential to the narrative. The work of several prominent community 

interpreters will be evaluated in the process of our exegesis. It is in this chapter that the 

methodological issues discussed in the previous four chapters will come to fruition.

R e p r e s e n t a t iv e  F ig u r e s  in  t h e  F o u r t h  G o s p e l

We have already argued that the history-like narrative of the Gospel bios demands 

a “literal” reading of the Gospels. As James Dunn has recently argued, “If we take 

seriously the fact that the [Gospel] texts are historical texts, it follows that the old case for 

historical philology and the hermeneutical principle of plain meaning can still demand 

respect.”  ̂The idea of a “literal” reading is far from new."̂  From the outset both Jewish and

 ̂There are really two points here. First, after reading the Gospel several times, a reader will understand it 
better than on first reading. Second, a reader with certain types of knowledge extraneous to the Gospel will 
understand it better than a reader without that knowledge.
 ̂Dunn (2003, 115).
The most recent discussion of a “literal” reading is by Greene-McCreight, (1999). See also the older but 

classic discussion o f the problem by Childs (1977). See the similar discussion of the Sensus Literalis and the 
reading of the biblical narrative by Frei (1986; 1975).
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Christian interpreters wrestled with the problem of the various senses of Scripture.^

Brevard Childs notes an irony when a comparison is made between the pre-critical and

post-enlightenment, historical-critical additions to the literal reading.

The rise of the historical critical method brought a new understanding of the literal 
sense of the biblical text as the original sense. But what was intended as an attempt 
to free the text from the allegedly heavy hand of tradition and dogma proved to be 
a weapon that cut both ways. The effect was actually to destroy the significance, 
integrity, and confidence in the literal sense of the text. Whereas during the 
medieval period the crucial issue lay in the usage made of the multiple layers of 
meaning above the text, the issue now turns on the multiple layers below the text.*̂

The early church debates over the “literal” or “plain sense” have often occurred between a 

reading of the OT narrative and Paul’s inteipretation of it.  ̂But there was not a debate 

concerning a “literal” reading of the OT narrative as it stands, or of the Gospel naiTatives. 

As Childs points out, debates certainly occurred over “above-the text” readings and the 

liberty the interpreter was given over the text’s spiritual meaning, especially between the 

Antiochene and Alexandrian exegetes,^ but there was no debate over the “literal” reading 

as if one had to discover what it was. In a sense, the Gospels told a story that was rooted in 

the reality and identity of the early Christian faith; although spiritual, above-the-text 

applications from the story were certainly developed, it was important that the story at the 

level of the basic narrative stay constant.

The above-the-text aspect of the text, or its applicative sense, relates to the function 

of the Gospels. According to David Aune, the Gospels, like all Greco-Roman biography, 

had three generic aspects: content, form, and function.^ Our discussion of the bios genre in 

chapter three dealt primarily with the first two aspects (content and form). But as we turn 

to the exegesis of the text, its function, or what we could describe as the applicative sense 

or Tendenzen of the author, becomes an important part of our discussion. This is especially 

the case when the Gospel texts are no longer seen as having a functional role in a specific 

“community,” but having a more general and multi-faceted function in the early Christian 

movement.

Biography has both conscious and unconscious functions, although it can be 

difficult to separate them. Among the conscious or manifest fimctions, demonstrative

 ̂See Childs (1977, 80-87).
 ̂Ibid., 91-92 (emphasis original).

’ Greene-McCreight (1999, 3).
 ̂For a discussion of these debates see Sinionetti (1994, 67-85). For good discussion and critique of the 

Alexandiian/Antiochene dichotomy see Young (2002, 161-213).
 ̂Aune (1987, 32-36).
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(epideictic) is perhaps the most common, though biographies can mix deliberative and 

forensic elements with it.'^ The unconscious functions involve the historical legitimation 

of a social belief/value system personified in the subject of the biography. ̂  ̂  Greco-Roman 

biographies often have a teaching or didactic function, presenting the subject and other 

characters as a paradigm of virtue. As Aune explains, “Author and audience were more 

interested in the subject [and characters] as a moral example and personification of 

professionally appropriate virtues than in his historical particularity.”^̂  Such an 

understanding fits well with our discussion of a pre-critical reader’s understanding of the 

narrative as both “historical” and paradigmatic.’̂  The flinction of the FG, therefore, would 

be no different from other bioi in the ancient world. Certainly informative and didactic 

aims are relevant to the purpose expressed in 20:31,’"’ but the paradigmatic is also present. 

For example, the “belief’ so encoui'aged in an inclusio from 1:12 to 20:31 is shown 

paradigmatically through the responses, both positive and negative, of the characters in the 

narrative who are themselves confronted by Jesus. It is here that advances in our 

understanding of patristic exegesis have been helpful.

But even more so, advances in narrative criticism used in combination with 

historical criticism, which we discussed in chapter four, have become useful. In two 

somewhat neglected articles from nearly three decades ago, Raymond Collins shows how 

the characters in the FG are meant to be viewed as “representative figures.”’̂  According to 

Collins, “As ... exegesis entered into the twentieth century and adopted the historico- 

critical method, it largely abandoned the allegorical method of interpretation and looked to 

the figures who appear in the Fourth Gospel in their historical individuality.”’̂  Although 

Collins uses “community language” (the Johannine Church), he does not imply by it that

Ibid., 35.
"  Ibid.

Ibid., 36. At the same time, the precision in John seems to suggest a carefiil preserving of the historical 
particularity of Jesus.

Unfortunately, Aune (1987) describes the paradigmatic function of the Gospels in relation to the 
“community” interpretations o f redaction critics. According to Aune, not only does the redaction criticism 
approach assume that the Gospels each arose in a Cliristian “community,” a hypothesis we have found to be 
unsuccessful, but it also “presupposes that the Gospels reveal more about their author’s situations than about 
the historical situation o f Jesus” (60). Aune also misappropriates the “two-level” understanding of the Gospel 
narratives. Certainly the Gospels use Jesus as a paradigm for the identity of subsequent Christians (as other 
NT documents do as well: 1 Pet. 2:21-23; Phil. 2:5-11), but there is a distinction between Jesus and his 
followers; while both are “servants” in some sense, Jesus is the servant par excellence. But even then, such 
narrative function is hardly depictive of a single “group,” but fits any and all Christian readers.

See Burridge (1992, 236-37).
Collins (1976a; 1976b).
Collins (1976a, 26).
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the representative figures are characters from the JComm’s own histoiy.’̂  Rather,

beginning with the assumption “that a process of oral tradition similar to that which lay

behind the Synoptic Gospels also lies behind the Fourth Gospel,”’  ̂and the assumption that

the stated puipose of the Gospel (20:30-31) is legitimate,’  ̂Collins explains how the

characters in the FG serve as representative figures:

...we ought to envisage a series of homilies directed to enkindling faith in Jesus. In 
the development of these homilies, various persons were chosen from the common 
Gospel tradition or selected fiom his own tradition by the homilist in order to 
illustrate some point about the nature of faith, or lack of it, in Jesus Christ. Thus the 
various individuals of the Fourth Gospel do not stand as mere figments of the 
Evangelist’s imagination.... Rather they have been selected from the homiletic 
tradition ... to teach the evangelist’s readers something about that faith in Jesus 
Christ which is life-giving. In this way it is appropriate to look at the several 
individuals who appear in the Fourth Gospel as individuals who have been type
cast. In this individuality they represent a type of faith-response (or lack of faith- 
response) to Jesus who is the Christ and Son of God.^’’

For some Collins’ approach was simply literaiy, but when applied with historical-criticism 

(not against it), and placed alongside the purview of pre-critical readers of a bios, a reading 

strategy is made more clear.^’

The reading of the FG proposed by “community” interpreters has been largely 

dependent on the role of characters in the narrative. As Martyn explains, “Answers to these 

questions hinge ... on an analysis of the way in which John portrays the characters in the 

drama.”^̂  We have already discussed the various issues of importance when determinmg 

the referent of a character in the narrative. What is needed is an examination of our reading 

proposal in light of these representative figures in the narrative itself. The important role of 

representative figures is no where more at stake than in the Nicodemus and Samaritan 

woman narratives in John 3-4. But these roles are not merely for one “community,” but for

This is an important distinction to make. A “community” assumes that the representative figure is rooted in 
the actual history or experience of the reading “community.” But this is neither Collins’ approach nor the 
approach commonly assumed by readers o f bios literature. Like other ancient literature, the “representative 
figures” are paradigms that do not contain one historical -specific referent, but create a “type” that a reader is 
expected to emulate or not emulate. It is not descriptive of what is but what could be. This is the flmctional 
aspect of ancient literature and the Gospels especially.

Collins (1976a, 29).
Ibid., 30. For Collins, 20:30-31 “ought to receive prime emphasis in any consideration of the purpose of 

the Fourth Gospel.”
Ibid., 31.
See the related but less developed “paradigmatic” approaches by C. F. D. Moule (1962) and Xavier Léon- 

Dufour (1981). Also noteworthy are those that highlight the narrative characterization in the FG: Watty 
(1979); Burnett (1993); Beck (1993); and Rhoads and Syreeni (1999).

Martyn (2003, 85).
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a general reader; an indefinite reader who is rhetorically^^ invited to take part in the 

narrative?"^ Although this can be seen in each narrative individually, it is when they are 

read together that it becomes most clear.

Nicodemus and John 3:1-36
The Nicodemus naiTative is frequently used by community interpreters in such a 

way that the main character, Nicodemus, is representative of a “group” related in some 

way to the JComm. According to David Rensberger, “All that we know about John’s 

Nicodemus is what John tells us, and as usual he seems less concerned with the meaning of 

his character for Jesus’ history than with his meaning for the history of the Johannine 

community.”^̂  Certainly Rensberger is correct to see the paradigmatic role that Nicodemus 

plays in the narrative, but a purely symbolic understanding of Nicodemus is hardly pre- 

critical. Calling the focus on the JComm “the new era in Johannine inteipretation,” 

Rensberger has situated himself deeply into the paradigm that this thesis is attempting to 

critique, and thus feels no need to defend his approach.^^

For Rensberger the fact that Nicodemus is otherwise unknown in early Christian 

tradition and yet persistently appears in John suggests that he may have had some special 

significance for the FE and his “community.”^̂  Since Rensberger assumes a symbolic 

(paradigmatic) function for Nicodemus, the question becomes: what does Nicodemus 

symbolize?^^ “He is usually seen as a man who was genuinely interested in Jesus but failed 

to understand him, and only later came to something like faith in him.” This “type of 

man,” then, is viewed by Rensberger as a “communal symbolic figure.”^̂  The “type of 

man” that Nicodemus represents is identical to John 2:23-25, where Jesus did not trust 

himself to certain people in Jerusalem who had believed in him when they saw the signs

We will frequently speak of the FG’s rhetoric or rhetorical invitation in this chapter. This assumes that the 
biogr aphical genre would have had persuasion as an assumed goal o f the writing. This is another difference 
between our method and Martyn’s. Wliile Martyn (2003, 5-16) sees the “dramatic” qualities of the 
narrative’s style that lead to the two-level drama, we will argue that FE had intentional pastoral and 
pedagogical techniques. This was initially introduced in this century by Windisch (1923), but has since been 
supported by Brown (1966, cxxxv-cxxxvi) and Birger Olsson (1974, 249-50). See also Teresa Okure (1998, 
41-42, 257-61).

As Davies (1992, 367) explains it, “The implied reader o f die Fourth Gospel is encouraged by its rhetoric 
to accept its view of Jesus’ significance and to lead a life characterized by a love like Jesus’.”
^  Rensberger (1988, 37-38). Rensberger argues that although there was at least one prominent man named 
Nicodemus living in Jerusalem prior to die First Revolt known from Jewish souices, their information sheds 
no light on the figure in John 3 (37). Cf. Barrett (1978, 204) and Brown (1966, 129-30).

Rensberger (1988, 15-36).
Ibid., 37. For a convincing argument about the historical Nicodemus see Bauckham (1996).
See a similar method of symbolic representation of characters by Kevin Quast (1989, 21-25).
Rensberger (1988, 38).
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that he did because “he knew what was in a man.” ®̂ Thus, Nicodemus is portrayed as one 

of the untrustworthy believers. This is made emphatic by Nicodemus’ “we” language (3:2; 

and Jesus’ “we” response in 3:7, 11-12). “Nicodemus evidently does not stand for himself 

alone but for some specific group, which is rather negatively portrayed. In the same 

manner Jesus undoubtedly speaks for the Johannine Christians and stands for them over 

against the group represented by Nicodemus.”  ̂̂ Nicodemus’ other two appearances reveal 

a similar “type.” Rensberger argues that in 7:45-52 Nicodemus defends Jesus in a way 

hardly satisfactory to the FE. And again in 19:38-42 his actions are less than satisfactory 

and should be viewed as unbelief.^^ “Throughout the Gospel, then, Nicodemus appears as 

a man of inadequate faith and inadequate courage, and as such he represents a group that 

the author wishes to chaiacterize in this way.”^̂  Brown and Martyn also assume a “group” 

standing behind Nicodemus as secret Christian Jews or “crypto-Christians,” although 

Brown does not regard Nicodemus as a representative of this specific “group.” "̂̂

But several problems exist with the paradigmatic interpretation given to the 

Nicodemus character. As we discussed above, the ancient narrative could and did function 

in a paradigmatic way, with characters representative of various virtues, and especially for 

Christian narratives, as models of appropriate (or inappropriate) Christian faith and action. 

But we cannot assume that these virtues were to be read by (pre-critical) readers as 

descriptive of another historical referent. To test this hypothesis we must determine if the 

Nicodemus character is portrayed negatively or positively. If he is portrayed negatively, as 

Rensberger and Martyn suggest, it would support the community interpretation that 

assumes that the FG was written for a “community” in direct relation with other 

conflicting “groups.” If he is portrayed positively, then it can be argued that the 

Nicodemus character has a more general function. Of course, a general function does not 

rule out a community interpretation, as Brown’s interpretation of Nicodemus shows, but it 

would require a more complex social context in order to explain the rhetorical function of 

the pericope. Since Rensberger has provided the most thorough community interpretation 

of the Nicodemus narrative, it is with his position that we will interact.

Ibid. Also in agreement is Brown (1966, 135); but in disagreement are Bultmann (1971, 133) and 
Schnackenburg (1968-82, 1:365).

Rensberger (1988, 38).
Ibid., 40.
Ibid., (emphasis original).
See Martyn (1977, 159-63) and Brown (1979, 71-73). See also the significant article by de Jonge (1971).
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Rensberger is correct to see the Nicodemus character as having a “symbolic” role, 

but he posits incorrectly both the narrative’s depiction of the role, as well as a specific 

ostensive referent implied behind it. Concerning the narrative’s depiction of Nicodemus, 

Rensberger’s conclusion is that Nicodemus appears as a man of inadequate faith and 

inadequate courage in all three appearances in the FG.^  ̂But such a conclusion is far from 

evident. Several points make this clear. First, the connection between “man” in 2:25 and 

3:1, which implies that Nicodemus is to be viewed negatively, is hardly evident. What 

Rensberger calls “clearly evident” is not even agreed upon by commentators.^^ As we shall 

see, several aspects of the narrative place him as one who is extending himself to Jesus. 

Also, if we were to suppose that the key to this connection is the use of “man,” further 

problems would persist. For example, ayGpwTTog is hardly given over to negativity in a 

Johannine sense by its depiction in 2:25, for as early as 1:6 it is used positively and in a 

similar syntactical fashion for John the Baptist. Even earlier, it would appear that it was to 

“men” whom Jesus was sent to “enlighten” (1:4), which fits well with the “seeking” 

attitude exemplified by Nicodemus. Thus, it is too presumptuous for Rensberger to 

conclude that Nicodemus is “negatively poitrayed” in John 3, for certainly the narrative 

itself gives little indication of such a conclusion, especially once the link with 2:23-25 has 

been shown to be inadequate.

Second, Rensberger’s push for a continuation of negativity with Nicodemus is 

stretched even further with his interpretation of 7:45-52. Nicodemus’ protest before all the 

“negatively” depicted Pharisees that Jesus should be given a fair trial (v. 51) is simply 

brushed off by Rensberger: “it is hardly likely that this timid legal quibble would 

constitute a confession of faith satisfactoiy to the FE.”^̂  Interestingly, Rensberger’s only 

support for a negative portrayal in John 3 disagrees with him here.^^ What Rensberger 

describes as a “timid legal quibble” is portrayed in the narrative as positive in two ways. 

First, in the previous verse (v. 50) the narrator reminds the reader that Nicodemus was 

“one who had gone to Jesus before.” This connection is hardly without intention, for it 

shows a contrast between the Pharisees who accuse Jesus intensely and Nicodemus as one 

who would defend him; for he too was like one who could claim like the guards in v. 46: 

“Never has anyone spoken like this!” Second, and most clearly, the following verse (v. 52)

Rensberger (1988, 40). 
Ibid., 38.

”  Ibid., 39.
38 See Brown (1966, 330).
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reveals that the Pharisees understood Nicodemus’ comments to be in defense of Jesus and 

against them. It is surprising that Rensberger would take such blatant disagreement 

between the Pharisees and Nicodemus in v. 52, where the Pharisees actually ridicule this 

“teacher of the Jews” by rhetorically asking if he is also “Galilean,” a most offensive 

attack, and simply refer to it as discussion “confined to the realm of Pharisaic legal 

debate.”^̂  Contra Rensberger, then, although in John 3 Nicodemus was pictured as Jesus’ 

interlocutor, though not fully in a negative sense, in 7:45-52 he is actually the interlocutor 

on behalf of Jesus against the Pharisees, who are most certainly portrayed negatively in 

John.

Third, Rensberger’s negative inteipretation of Nicodemus in 19:38-42 is again

unsustainable. Without the support of several commentators'^^ Rensberger argues that

Nicodemus’ role in the burial of Jesus and the contribution of the burial spices is not a

gesture of true devotion but an “act of unbelief.”'̂  ̂ According to Rensberger: Nicodemus

shows himself capable only of burying Jesus, ponderously and with a kind of absurd

finality, so loading him down with burial as to make it clear that Nicodemus does not

expect a resurrection any more than he expects a second birth.”'̂  ̂But such a reading is

hardly tenable. Far from criticizing Nicodemus, the narrative shows him as exemplifying

belief through his presence at his death and his care for his body following; a kind of belief

that was appropriate to a pre-Easter setting. Even Brown sees this reading in the narrative:

Nicodemus’ role is ... to show how some who were attracted to Jesus did not 
immediately understand him. Presumably some never came to understand him (the 
Jerusalemites of 2:23-25), but some like Nicodemus did. When he first came by 
night (3:2), he was afraid; and it was soon shown that he did not understand Jesus 
at all (3:10). But we see him later speaking up indirectly for Jesus to the Pharisees 
(7:50). His final appearance illustrates the word of Jesus in 12:32-33: ‘And when I 
am lifted up from the earth, I shall draw all men to myself .... Nicodemus comes 
forward publicly after the crucifixion of Jesus to bury Jesus (19:39). He ... in 
asking for tlie body of Jesus is now making his faith public (19:38).^^̂

Rensberger (1988, 39).
Rensberger’s (1988, 25) continual disagreement with other JComm interpreters (see 50, n. 14-16) makes it 

difficult to believe that liis goal is “to offer at this point a generic or consensus portrait, one tliat could be 
regarded as generally agreed upon by most scholars in the field.”

Ibid., 40.
Ibid., 40. Rensberger seeks support from Alfred Loisy (1903, 895-96), who claimed that Nicodemus and 

Joseph of Arimathea confess nothing and have nothing to do with Jesus except with his corpse. But even 
here, Loisy is claiming that the narrative depicts a lack of evidence for full belief, not complete unbelief.

Brown (1979, 72, n.l28). Brown disagrees with those who treat Nicodemus as a “crypto-Christian,” for he 
confines himself methodologically “to clear references to those who believe in Jesus but refuse to confess 
him publicly.” For Brown, the narrative shows the gradual acceptance of Jesus by Nicodemus.

170



For Brown, himself a community inteipreter, “Nicodemus’ role is not to illustrate or 

personify the attitudes of a contemporaiy group in the Johannine experience.. Besides 

the problems that this raises with Brown’s use of the narrative to depict a JComm,'^  ̂it 

verifies that Rensberger’s reading of the narrative is dominated by his need to place the 

Nicodemus “type” within the experience of the JComm, which he argues must be in 

conflict with the JComm in a sense of never coming to full belief, even when such a 

reading does not fit the textual evidence.

Based upon our connection of Rensberger’s view that the narrative depicts 

Nicodemus paradigmatically as one of unbelief, there is no evidence to support his further 

claim that the Nicodemus paradigm symbolically represents another ostensive referent: an 

unbelieving “group” contemporaiy with the JComm. The evidence we have mounted 

against a purely negative portrayal of the Nicodemus character shows how Rensberger 

inappropriately assumed a negative portrayal. If the portrayal is progressively positive, as 

the evidence would suggest, then Rensberger’s use of Nicodemus as symbolic of a “group’' 

of inadequate faith and courage is not feasible. It seems as if Rensberger worked the 

evidence to the conclusion he already decided upon, based upon the Gospel community 

paradigm. Even more, because Rensberger is looking for a kind of faith that could be 

expected for post-Easter Christians, he evaluated Nicodemus’ faith as inadequate. He fails 

to see how the FG places Nicodemus before the resunection, when no one in John’s 

narrative has a fully adequate faith. Thus, in light of the facet of ancient narratives that 

provide paradigmatic examples to the reader, the Nicodemus character would be more 

appropriately viewed as encouraging those who are slow to find “faith and courage” in the 

example of Nicodemus, who, in the midst of conflict (7:38-42) and his own personal 

wrestling with “God” (3:1-21), was willing to take risk for one who has “come from God” 

(3:2) about which it had been said: Never has anyone spoken like this! (7:46). Using 

Burridge’s language of a market niche, we might say with John McHugh that “These 

verses outline the central conviction of those who had been converted from mainstream 

Judaism to Christianity, and their message, though ostensibly addresses to Nicodemus in 

private, is manifestly directed to all adherents of Pharisaic J u d a i s m .B u t  even then, 

almost any reader who was reading/hearing the “witness” of the Gospel would be able to

Ibid.
Related to what we will discuss below, if  Brown can see the narrative function in a paradigmatic way that 

does not need a “community” setting, it becomes less probable that other uses would be specifically for a 
specific “community.” Interestingly, Brown never places Nicodemus in his community reconstmction. 

McHugh (1992, 127).
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relate, both past and present, to the experiences of Nicodemus and feel the encouragement 

from his example to meet Jesus where Nicodemus did: at the cross. The Nicodemus 

naiTative, with its dialogue with Jesus, allowed the FE to both define the faith needed of 

those “interested,” and eventually, through the rest of the Gospel (7;45-52; 19:38-42), to 

encourage the interested to “believe” in full.

The Samaritan Woman and John 4:4-42

Our detailed look at the paradigmatic function of the Nicodemus character in John 

3 will allow us to be briefer here. The pericope of the Samaritan woman is another 

example of the community interpretation’s misuse of the paradigmatic function of ancient 

naiTatives. According to Raymond Brown, “the appearance of such a story in John may 

well reflect the post-resun ectional history of the Christian movement.”"̂  ̂John 4 provides 

evidence of a Samaritan “group’s” entrance into the JConim.'^  ̂For Brown, the acceptance 

of the Samaritans by the JComm caused further separation between the JComm and the 

Jewish synagogue with whom they were in conflict.'^  ̂Malina and Rohrbaugh go even 

flirther and describe the entrance of Samaritans into the JComm as a “social 

transformation” as two competing ideologies were fused together.^^ According to Ashton, 

the entire scene reveals what he calls the “Samaritan comiection” whereby the JComm was 

joined by a number of Samaritan converts that assisted in the Christological ideology of 

the entire “community.” *̂ But again we see that community interpretations place the 

Samaritan character as depicting a “group” in the experience of the JComm.

A more preferable reading of the Samaritan woman pericope would see that the 

narrative provides the reader with paradigmatic examples and didactic Tendenzen to 

follow.^^ The market niche for this pericope would probably have been Samaritan if not all 

non-Jews.^^ The narrator makes this clear in v. 9, where the Samaritan woman says to 

Jesus: “‘How is it that you, a Jew, ask a drink of me, a woman of Samaria?’ (Jews do not 

share things in common with Samaritans.)” Two aspects reveal themselves to the reader 

here. First, the relationship between Jews and Samaritans is obviously problematic, and yet

Brown (1979, 36).
Martyn (1977, 163) is wary of positing how many Samaritans were in the JComm, but is convinced that 

John 4 implies that at least “a few” were present.
Brown (1979, 37).
Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998, 102).
Ashton (1991, 294-99). On the Samaritans in John and the JComm see also Bowman (1957-58); Buchanan 

(1968); Purvis (1975); and Cullmann (1976, 50-51).
As before, this is accomplished using by applying both literary and historical methods to the narrative.
As Dodd (1953, 239) explains, in this Gospel the Samaritans represent the Gentile world over against the 

Jews.
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Jesus is not acting to code, as the woman’s question makes clear. Second, and even more 

striking, the roles of male and female are being challenged. Notice how she describes 

herself as a Samaritan “woman” (f) yuvq r\ SaqapiTu;), but Jesus simply as a Jew 

(looÔocLoc;). Why did she not just call herself a Samaritan? Because being a woman and a 

Samaritan were both problematic.^'^ The Samaritan or non-Jewish market niche is made 

clear by the narrator’s comments, which would be unneeded by a Jew.

Jesus’ response to the woman’s question completely avoids the issue of race or 

gender and turns immediately to the issue at hand: that a “gift of God” is available for you, 

a Samaritan woman (v. 10). The term “gift” (Ôwpeocv) occurs elsewhere as an adverb with 

the meaning “freely,” but this is the only place in any of the Gospels where the noun is 

found in the sense of “free gift.”^̂  The dialogue continues at a higher plane; Jesus’ offer of 

this free gift is at a place where all can get it, they need not worship on their own sacred 

mountain (v. 21), for tme worship will soon be performed in spirit and truth (v. 23). And 

this type of worship and worshiper, Jesus claims, is what God seeks (v. 23). Such a 

statement must have rung in the ears of all, even the Jewish-Christians, but especially the 

non-Jews, who are admitted not to an ethnic holy ground but in the very spirit and tmth of 

God himself. As the narrative goes on to explain in the dialogue, the “Messiah” who will 

come and explain everything is now here, it is Jesus (v. 25). In v. 27 the issue of her as a 

woman is brought up by the disciples who enter the scene, providing a nice counter

balance to the focus on Jewish-Samaritan worship and salvation. The narrative has now 

extended beyond Jewish males to Samaritans (non-Jews) and females.^^

Finally, the dialogue turns from the woman and Jesus to the disciples and Jesus. 

After broadening the “gift of God” beyond the Jews, this new dialogue focuses more 

broadly on harvesting this “gift.” Jesus proclaims: “open your eyes and look at the fields! 

They are ripe for harvest” (v. 35). But it is v. 38 that makes clear that this pericope is not 

focusing merely on the JComm and its own Christian histoiy. For Jesus the disciples are in 

the midst of salvation-history, for which they need be both grateful and responsible. The 

narrative then immediately turns to an example of harvest (v. 39-42), and the benefits to 

both the sower and reaper (vv. 36-37), for the Samaritan woman became a “witness” to

Although the Samaritan issue is probably the more prevalent, as tlie narrator’s comment in v. 9 makes 
clear, it is interesting to note that JComm interpreters never claim that the “group” represented here was 
really a “female group,” or even that the group was more accurately an all-female Samaritan group,” rather 
than simply a “Samaritan group.” Yet the disciples’ reaction to the dialogue in v. 27 focuses on her as a 
woman, not a Samaritan.

Morris (1972, 260, n.27).
For further discussion on the Samaritan woman see Botha (1991) and de Boer (1992).
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Jesus and many believed. The pericope ends with a focus on Jesus as “the savior of the 

world” (v. 42).^^

The Larger Narrative Function o f Representative Figures

We have argued that the Nicodemus and Samaritan woman characters are meant to 

be read as representative figures on their own right. The (pre-critical) readers would have 

read the text as telling a “real” (traditional) story with paradigmatic virtues or responses 

for the reader. The characters are not representative for one “community,” but for the 

general reader. This was argued for each naiTative individually. But the argument is made 

more potent when the two narratives are read together at the macro-level as part of the 

larger narrative. The placement of the Nicodemus narrative alongside the Samaritan 

woman narrative was no accident; the two naiTatives have a united function.^ ̂  The 

characters in both narratives provide representative significance for the readers. The 

characters do not provide “glimpses” into the initial readers’ communal make-up, but act 

as mirrors for the readers themselves. A closer look will make this clear.

The characters in the larger nan ative represent different “types” of readers that the 

FG would encounter. A similar conclusion was made by Francis Moloney over 25 years 

ago.^  ̂Moloney argues that the entire section fi'om 2:1-4:54 is a single literary unit that 

provides several examples for the readers of correct (and incorrect) faith.^^ Although 

Moloney only draws the immediate literary conclusions and the concept of faith they 

project, he admits that various other conclusions could be drawn from this analysis.*’̂  Our 

own analysis of the first-century reader of the FG is complemented by Moloney’s analysis. 

Nicodemus represents for the reader the proper Jew, one whose ethnic practices or position 

(“a leader of the Jews”) would seem to disqualify them from interaction with Jesus. The 

Samaritan woman represents for the reader the ethnic and religious outcast, the Samaritan 

or even non-Jew, who is beyond any Jewish hope and who would be excluded from Jesus 

because he is the king of Israel (1:49). Both narratives redefine where such hope lies. For 

the Nicodemus type one’s birth (ethnic identity) is changed.For the Samaritan woman 

type one’s place of worship is changed. Both of these redefinitions would have been well

We will return to Jesus as “the savior of the world” below when we examine the mission motif.
Even Painter (1993, 199) argues that “John 4 is closely connected with the preceding material.”
Moloney (1980).

“ Ibid., 185-87, 201-202.
Ibid., 199.

“  See the helpful discussion o f this by Malina and Rohrbaugh (1998, 81-82). Although they define this 
concept for a geographic “community,” it just as easily fiinctions for the relational community we argued for 
in chapter two.
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understood by the types of readers. Both fit a specific type of reader. Both narratives

provide the character type with a problem to be solved; a problem that involves their

relation to Jesus. The positive depiction of Nicodemus that we argued for above provides

for that “type” of reader the exact type of belief involved. The positive response of the

Samaritan woman provides hope of belief for the Samaritan (non-Jew) type.

But even more can be argued. Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman are not merely

ethnic types, but also “believing types.” The slow and cautious belief of Nicodemus

proclaims to the reader the steps that might, if not must, be taken in “belief.” The

Samaritan woman is more representative of one who is quick to believe, even emphatic in

her response. These different “believing types” are meant to encourage the reader not just

to believe, which is the starting point, but to believe to the full and have “life” (20:31). We

will discuss this more when we examine the purpose of the FG. To examine a pericope in

isolation from what comes before or after it is unfair to the FE, whose artistry is not just

within one pericope, but exists at the macro-level of the narrative.

This is further supported by a brief examination of Jolin 9 and its surrounding

context. Following the textually problematic pericope of the woman caught in adultery,

8:12 begins with a direct statement by Jesus that leads to a trial of Jesus by the Jews: “I am

the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the

light of life.” The Pharisees immediately challenge his own “witness” and the trial

dialogue begins. The reader is given a clear picture into the Gospel’s “testimony” about

Jesus.^  ̂If the dialogue in 8:12-20 defined who Jesus was, the dialogue in 8:21-59 explains

his mission and what he will do. The trial ends climactically with Jesus’ powerful claim:

“Very tmly, I tell you, before Abraham was, I am” (v, 58).

It is within the context of this trial of Jesus in John 8 that we come to John 9. But

here it is a “disciple,” not Jesus, who is on trial. Lincoln explains it well:

Jesus had been on trial for claims about his identity, particularly the claim 
(repeated here immediately before the miracle in 9:5) to be the light of the world. 
Part of the earlier claim was, ‘Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but 
will have the light of life’ (8:12). Now Jesus’ verification of the claim through the 
giving of sight to the blind man leads to this man’s interrogation. .. .the force of the 
narrative is clear. If the one who is the light is subjected to opposition, ti'ial, and 
rejection by the forces of darkness, it will be no different for his followers who 
have experienced the light of life. '̂̂

“  See Lincoln (2000, 37-38). 
“  Ibid., 96-97.
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Like 8:13-20 did for Jesus, 9:1-7 define the “disciple” who is to face trial. The dialogue

between Jesus and his disciples in vv. 1-3 after first seeing the blind man sets the tone for

the divine use of the “disciple.” This is followed by two key statements by Jesus. The first

key statement is in v. 4 where Jesus claims that “We must work the works of him who sent

me while it is still day for night is coming when no one can work.” The “we” causes

confusion here, especially since in the second clause Jesus uses “me.”^̂  What is significant

is the collocation of plural and singular pronouns. The “we” seems to allude to conjoined

forces, while the “me” acknowledges that the primary worker, by the nature of him being

sent by tlie Father, is Jesus.

The trial of the disciple, similar to the trial of Jesus in 8:21-59 and the pericopae

discussed above, allows the reader to connect paradigmatically with “the disciple.” Contra

Martyn, the trial dialogue is not descriptive of one specific conflict with “Jews,” for the

readers, at least the Jewish-Christian ones, would have all faced conflict of this sort. If the

FE’s inspiration was a specific conflict in his own experience, the narrative gives no such

indication. A lengthy comment by C. H. Dodd, though in reference to the trial between

Jesus and the Pharisees, is perfectly relevant here:

Indeed, if it seems probable that the dialogue has its roots in the ‘ Judaistic’ 
controversy,^^ it is far from being a mere broadsheet in the interests of one party to 
an ecclesiastical dispute. The genius of the Fourth Evangelist has lifted the whole 
argument... to a level where its local and temporary aspects recede, and the issues 
are universal and radical: tmth and reality, the death-desires that spring fi'om the lie 
and bring incapacity to hear the Word, and, finally, a man’s ultimate relation to 
God. By this time we do not care greatly who the ... ‘Jews’ may have been.... John 
would have his readers consider such possibilities and face the consequences.^^

The blind man becomes for the reader “the disciple” who must choose Jesus and be 

faithful. The narrative closes emphatically with “the disciple” reconfirming his 

commitment to Jesus (vv. 35-41), a confirmation to the witness the Gospel already claimed 

to depict (1:51). A warning is given to those who are unwilling to commit (v. 39). The tme 

“disciple,” one who “sees” conectly, will recognize who Jesus is and does his works.

It is here that we find Lincoln’s Truth on Trial to be an inadequate depiction of the 

need for a “witness” or “testimony” document for the use of a closed, already-believing

The textual evidence supports this reading. The several alterations and assimilations o f these pronouns that 
exist in various manuscript traditions verify this reading as original. Cf. Metzger (1994, 194).

By the term “Judaistic contioversy” Dodd is referring to the entire conflict that early Christianity had with 
Judaism.
“  Dodd (1968, 52). Interestingly, Dodd goes on to connect the Jew-Cliristian dialogue with all such dialogue 
in the other NT documents. Such a move, it would seem, correctly envisions a widespread phenomenon, not 
a problem simply faced by a sectarian-like “group.”
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“community.” Lincoln is in basic agreement with the “community” Sitz im Leben 

presented by Martyn and Brown and sees no need to avoid “community” language.^^ But it 

appears that Lincoln’s evidence leads him in the opposite direction, for Lincoln admits that 

the narrative’s depictions of a “community’s” “experiences in the recent past were deemed 

to be of wider appeal to an audience that now included Gentiles and other Jews.”^̂  For 

example, in his discussion of John 9, Lincoln argues that “The blind man begins as a 

representative of all humanity because there is a sense in which all are born blind and in 

da rkness .T h is  is in contrast to his later comment, in the middle of a discussion of the 

community paradigm concerning expulsion from the synagogue, where Lincoln claims that 

“the experience of the man born blind in John 9 would have resonated with their own.”^̂  

Unfortunately, if the narrative can resonate with numerous readers, not just those in a 

specific Jewish-Christian conflict, then the value and evidence for John 9 as a 

“community” reading is significantly reduced. That is, John 9 either must be shown to 

resonate in a special and unique way with a specific audience and that audience alone, or it 

must, like all narratives, be allowed to function for a much broader audience. Lincoln 

provides superb narrative analysis but remains bound to Martyn and other “community” 

interpretations when he moves from the text to its social-historical location.

Interestingly, the “worker” motif does not stop in John 9. The trial of Jesus 

continues into John 10. That the blind man nanative is still connected is made clear by 

10:21. It is in this context that 10:16 must be heard: “I have other sheep that do not belong 

to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one 

flock, one shepherd.” Jesus words remind the “disciple” that he is not alone; there are 

others who also hear the same voice and do the same work. This reading is confirmed in 

Jesus’ prayer for his “disciples” inl7:20: “I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on 

behalf of those who will believe in me through their word....” We will return to this when 

we discuss the mission motif.

Thus, by looking at the macro-level of the naiTative we are able to see how John 3- 

4, and then briefly John 9, has a more unified function. In this light the ending of the 

Samaritan woman pericope, where Jesus is described as “the savior of the world” (4:42), is 

no accident. The previous pericopae intend to draw the various “types” of readers into their

Lincoln (2000, 264-65; see also 19-21). 
“  Ibid., 265.
™ Ibid., 98.

Ibid., 278.
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own “meeting with Jesus.” The community interpretations that have focused on individual 

pericopae and have tried to place them into a so-called history of the JComm have 

distorted the paradigmatic function of the larger naiTative and its genre. The FE is not 

describing to his own “community” who its members are/^ but is inviting potential 

readers, who constitute different ethnic backgrounds and levels of belief, to participate in 

something that is not limited by ethnicity and gender, and expects nothing but full 

commitment.

T h e  C o n t e x t u a l  S ig n if ic a n c e  o f  t h e  “E x p u l sio n  f r o m  t h e  Sy n a g o g u e ”
P a ssa g e s

In chapter three we examined Martyn’s two-level reading of John and the 

importance he placed on the “expulsion form the synagogue” passages for interpreting the 

FG. We argued that such a procedure does not match the narrative evidence. After dealing 

at the micro-level of the narrative we now turn to the macro-level issues, specifically the 

contextual significance of the “expulsion from the synagogue” passages. If Martyn is 

correct in placing so much importance on these passages, than other passages should also 

be clearly dependent on the “expulsion” motif for their own understanding. Our test for 

this will be as follows; if Martyn is correct to assume that the “expulsion from the 

synagogue” is the key to reading the text in its historical context, than the passages where 

it is manifest would necessarily be of more heiineneutical importance and clearly be set 

apart from other, more supportive, passages. That is, if Martyn is correct than one would 

assume that at the macro-level of the narrative the character of the blind man in John 9 

would necessarily be established as more important to the FG than other characters in 

other pericopae. Since Martyn’s argument requires several stages of progression, we shall 

examine their coordinated claims in their own contexts before looking at their importance 

for the Gospel as a who le.

We have already examined the problems with Martyn’s two-level reading at the 

micro-level of John 9:22 and the other “expulsion” passages (12:42; 16:2), but we have yet 

to provide an analysis of Martyn’s macro-level reading of the Gospel and its depiction of 

the JComm. Martyn’s “putting the pieces together” from the “expulsion” passages

Just because the modem scholar asks this question does not mean it was asked by the original readers. 
Our focus is on Martyn’s reconstruction of the JComm because his was the first that provided a complete 

methodological analysis and thorough reconstructive analysis o f the narrative. Those that followed began 
with his assumptions, even if details o f their reconstructions were different.
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involves the following stages/'^ First, 9:22 refers to the action taken under Jewish 

leadership to reword the Birkat-ha-Minim so as to make it an effective means for detecting 

Christian heresy. Thus, “the Jews” in 9:22 is John’s way of referring to the Jamnia 

Academy. Second, in 12:42 the “Pharisees” refer either to the messengers who delivered 

the newly formulated Benediction to the Jewish community in John’s city, or to members 

of the local Gerousia who enforce this formulation, much to the discomfort of believing 

“rulers.” These believing rulers escape detection, perhaps by seeing to it that others are 

appointed to lead in prayer. Third, 16:2a merely tells us, as has already been indicated, that 

certain members of the JComm have been detected as Christian heretics and have been 

excommunicated from the synagogue. Martyn’s reconstruction of the “expulsion” events 

does not stop with these three passages; more can be “seen” in the narrative. Fourth, 16:2b 

shows that the authorities could not view the matter as closed. Even in the face of 

excommunication, synagogue members continued to make the forbidden confession. 

Therefore, a step beyond excommunication was called for, the imposition of the death 

penalty on at least some Jews who espoused the messianic faith.

This fourth stage is the latest to be found in the FG. Martyn argues that similar to 

the “expulsion” passages this extreme fourth stage “so impressed John that he allowed it to 

be clearly reflected in dramatic fonn elsewhere in the Gospel.”^̂  The question becomes: 

where in the Gospel is there the threat of someone coming to believe in Jesus and is 

subsequently arrested, tried, and executed for their faith? The answer is Jesus himself. For 

Martyn, then, at the einmalig level murderous steps are taken against Jesus, but the two- 

level drama reflects that these murderous steps were taken against Jewish Christian 

preachers (leaders) in the JComm. Since threats were made against “Jesus” long before the 

passion story in John 5 and 7, we should look there for clues to the fourth stage of the 

JComm.

Martyn argues that an element in John 5 is given by the FE a “double role.”^̂  

Although Martyn sees in v. 16 the einmalig level similar to the tradition found in the 

Synoptics (Mk. 3:6), vv. 17-18 function on two-levels. The Jews sought to kill “Jesus” not 

only because he broke the Sabbath, but because “he” was “making himself equal to God” 

(v. 18). Thus, for Maiiyn, “There are reasons for seeking to kill Jesus during his earthly

The following is taken from Martyn (2003, 65-72). We are less concerned with the smaller referential 
decisions that have since been criticized, than we are with the entire “community” reconstruction. Our goal is 
not to present a different “community” reconstruction, but to critique the entire enterprise.

Martyn (2003, 71).
Ibid., 73.
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lifetime, and there are reasons for seeking to kill him now, in John’s own day!”^̂  The

“him,” of course, is not the earthly Jesus but his worker who is involved in the leadership

of the JComm. This much is similar to the blind man narrative in John 9. The difference is

the response by the person healed to the Jewish authorities. In 5:12 the lame man is

confronted by the Jewish authorities and when asked to identify his healer he complies.

For Martyn, the two-level reading reveals that the “lame man” is a contemporary of the

JComm, so that his response is a passive participation in the hostile steps taken against the

healer, “Jesus.” According to Martyn, “In John 5, the evangelist intends from the outset to

focus his reader’s attention not on measures taken against the healed man, but rather on

hostile steps taken against the Jewish Christian h im s e l f .T h e  Jewish authorities are now

after “Jesus,” the Jewish Christian healer. And they do so because Jewish Christians are

worshipping a second God (5:18b). This reconstruction immediately follows the

“expulsion” passages and has intensified to the point of the threat of death for Jewish

Christians, especially their leaders.

But even more can be “seen” in the narrative. For Martyn the legal reasons for this

intensified action against Jewish Christians can be found in John 7. Two things make it

“obvious” to Martyn that John 7 reflects events contemporary with John. First, 7:1 is

identical to 5:18 in the claim that the Jews were seeking to kill “Jesus.” Second, and what

Maityn considers to be the most obvious, is 7:12 where it is said that “Jesus” is leading

people astray. This “leading people astray” is rooted in the same crime found in John 5,

the leading of people into the worship of a second God. We must remember that for

Martyn this is blatantly anachronistic only when one assumes that the Birkat ha-Minim is

already fully functioning. For Martyn, since the Jewish authorities find this “leading

astray” to be illegal, and since “the Synoptic Gospels do not know of it as a legal

procedure employed against Jesus or anyone else,” ®̂ the action must reflect events

contemporary with the JComm. Thus, Martyn concludes:

In portraying action taken against Jesus on the basis of this charge, John is not 
dependent on ‘ Jesus-tradition,’ but rather primarily on his own experience. In his 
[the leader of the JComm] city the second and awesome step taken by the Jewish 
authorities (16:2b) was designed not to frighten synagogue members with the threat 
of excommunication, but rather to stop Jewish-Christians once for all from 
missioning among their own people. ... In spite of their having been

Ibid., 74 (emphasis added).
Ibid., 75.
Ibid., 77.

“  Ibid., 78.
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excommunicated, they are therefore, in the technical and legal sense^ persons who 
lead the people astray.^^

Martyn has provided an ingenious reconstruction. But there are several problems 

with both the reconstruction he has created and his reading of the narrative. We will begin 

by critiquing some of the “clues” Maityn finds in John 5. First, Martyn too easily 

biflircates 5:17-18 from 5:16. How are vv. 17-18 not also “wholly understandable in the 

einmalig, Palestinian frame of Jesus’ life?”^̂  Unlike his argument for the anachronism of 

9:22, nothing in vv. 17-18 is anachronistic. Martyn even hurts his case by linking v. 16 to 

Mk. 3:6 where the Pharisees are tiying to “destroy” Jesus. Certainly “destroy” in Mk. 3:6 

is more closely related to the “kill” in 5:18 than to the “persecute” in 5:16. Thus, if Mk. 3:6 

is traditional Jesus material, as well as 5:16, the form-critical evidence Martyn provides for 

taking 5:17-18 as reflective of the JComm’s experiences is not credible.

Second, not only is Martyn’s “doubling” of the lame man as a contemporary of the 

JComm suspect, as we discussed earlier, but his analysis of the narrative’s depiction of 

him is incorrect. The narrative does not depict the lame man as remaining loyal to the 

synagogue by his response to their inquiiy.^^ That the lame man was a Jew, made clear by 

the authorities accusing him of working on the Sabbath (5:10), makes the scene hardly a 

criminal investigation of “Jesus” alone, but of both the lame man and his healer. The lame 

man is also being threatened here. But even more, the very fact that the lame man did not 

know who his healer was makes a deliberate loyalty to the synagogue highly unlikely. 

Unless Martyn is willing to reconstruct the “lame man’s” intentions and claim he was 

lying to protect himself, the narrative gives no indication that the inquisition of the lame 

man by the Jewish authorities was affected by anything other than his own behavior on the 

Sabbath. There is simply no evidence in the narrative that the interaction between the lame 

man and the Jewish authorities reflects a wholly other conflict between two warring 

“groups” over issues completely unrelated to the scene at hand. Although most interaction 

is between the Jewish authorities and Jesus, John 5 is not the only example of the 

authorities inquiring of others concerning Jesus. For example, all three Synoptics have the 

Pharisees questioning the disciples about Jesus in a similar fashion (Mt. 9:11; Mk. 2:16;

Lk. 5:30). Thus, Martyn has provided no credible evidence that John 5 depicts a “wholly 

other” conflict between the JComm and contemporary Jewish authorities.

Ibid., 83 (emphasis original).
Ibid., 74.
Ibid., 75.
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Martyn’s “clues” in John 7 are also problematic. Martyn’s legal identification, one 

that he must connect to his Birkat ha-Minim proposal, is exaggerated. We have already 

shown how Martyn’s link with the Birkat ha-Minim is illegitimate; a fact that would seem 

to devastate his hope of finding “a recoverable historical reference ... in John’s own 

setting” with which to place the narrative’s context. '̂  ̂Therefore, when Martyn claims that 

the depiction of Jesus as one who “is leading the people astray” in John 7 “reflects the 

contemporaiy drama” in John’s day, he is forced to link this accusation of deception to 

official legal actions current in John’s day but not in Jesus’. T h i s  again shows how 

incon ect Meeks was when he called Maiiyn’s link of the Birkat ha-Minim to John a “red 

herring.”®̂ For if Martyn cannot establish an official legal action from which to place the 

authority of the Jewish authorities in John’s own day, then it must be conceded that it is 

plausible that similar conflict was possible even in Jesus’ own day. Martyn tries to argue 

against this by claiming that the rest of the NT knows of no such legal procedure. Martyn 

dismisses an almost identical concept in Mt. 27:62-66, claiming that it “is plainly a late 

piece of tradition in which elements of Jewish-Christian debate are reflected.”^̂  But this is 

too flippant a rejection, for it is certainly possible that the Jewish authorities in Jesus’ day 

believed that his followers had been deceived. Martyn even admits that Paul himself had 

been called a deceiver (2 Cor. 6:8; 1 Thess. 2:3). But what hurts Maityn’s argument the 

most is his use of Justin’s Dialogue. Martyn provides the following facilitated quote from 

Justin:

The fountain of living water [cf. John 7:38, 4:10] which gushed forth from God 
upon a land devoid of the knowledge of God, the land of the Gentiles, that fountain 
is Christ, who appeared in the midst of your people [cf. John 1:11] and healed those 
who from birth were blind, deaf, and lame [cf. John 9 and 5]. He cured them by his 
word, causing them to walk, to hear and to see. By restoring the dead to life, he 
compelled the men of that day to recognize him [cf. John 12:11, 17-19]. Yet though 
they saw these miraculous deeds, they attributed them to magical ait [cf. John 
8:48]. Indeed they dared to call him a magician and a deceiver of the people. But 
he performed these deeds to convince his future followers, that if anyone ... should 
be faithful to his teaching, he would raise him up at his second coming [cf. John 
5:25]....^^

Ibid., 78.
Ibid., 77.
Meeks (1985, 102).
Martyn (2003, 79). As we discussed in chapter three, for evidence in the Gospels that such a Jewish legal 

procedure was active in Jesus’ day see Neale (1993).
Dialogue, 69. See also Martyn (2003, 79).
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Martyn then explains that the similar motifs describing Jesus as a deceiver by Justin cannot

be trusted for he may have depended on the FG.

Not all of the motifs for which I have provided Johannine parallels are peculiar to 
John; Justin certainly drew on several sources for these two paragraphs. I am only 
suggesting that among these sources may have been the Fourth Gospel; and ... we 
must exercise extreme caution in suggesting that Justin offers independent 
historical data which illumine John 7.^̂

By suggesting that Justin may have depended on the FG/® Martyn weakens his own 

reading of the naiTative. If Justin used the FG as a source for historical data, which “data” 

was he seeing in the narrative? Martyn assumes that the data Justin would have found in 

the FG were data concerning the einmalig Jesus, not the “Jesus” of the JComm.^^ If this is 

the case, then Justin’s reading of the FG contradicts Martyn’s. If Justin read and used the 

FG so that its narrative description was “literal” in the sense of without the allegory 

portrayed by Martyn, than Martyn’s reading is foreign to Justin. Justin makes no mention 

of a second-level narrative concerning the “groups” represented by Jesus or the people he 

healed. Thus, Martyn has again provided no credible evidence that John 7 depicts a 

“wholly other” conflict between the JComm and contemporaiy Jewish authorities. In fact, 

the very evidence he used to support his own argument has worked against him.

Thus, we are now able to make an evaluation of the contextual significance of the 

“expulsion from the synagogue” passages in the narrative of the FG. There are also several 

problems concerning Martyn’s handling of the macro-level of the narrative. Three aspects 

are important here. First, Martyn’s analysis of the naiTative parts creates a completely 

different narrative whole. It is interesting that several times Martyn has to claim that he is 

not doing decoding work.^^ Martyn’s reconstruction would construct the narratives (by 

chapter) we have already discussed in this order: 9, 12, 16, 5, and i P  Chapters 5 and 7 are 

actually later stages in the JComm’s experience than chapter 9, yet they come before it.

“  Martyn (2003, 79, emphasis added).
Martyn also suggests that Mt. 27 might also have been a source for Justin.
Whether Justin actually used the FG as a source is unimportant for our argument, for Martyn admits the 

type of reading he expects Justin would have used; a reading contradictory to his own.
Martyn (2003, 85, emphasis original) admits concerning his own reading o f the narrative: “At this point 

caution is necessary. Have we not overstepped the bounds o f probability? The drama may indeed reflect two 
levels in general. But do we not press the case too far if  we take these developments as reflections of actual 
events in John’s milieu?” Later Martyn admits, “I do not suggest that the dramatis personae can be explained 
in no other way. ... John was neither playing a kind of code-game, nor trying to instruct members of his 
church about points o f correspondence between the Jewish hierarchy of Jesus’ day and that o f their own”

It is 16:2b that links the three “expulsion” passages (9:22; 12:42; 16:2a) with chapters 5 and 7. Thus, the 
progression necessarily moves agamst the flow of the narrative at the einmalig level
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This would be problematic if the narrative at the einmalig level, using Martyn’s 

terminology, shows a progression of narrative development. And we will argue that it 

does. For example, we already discussed how the narrative’s depiction of Nicodemus 

develops as the narrative progiesses. John 3 is the primary and most detailed Nicodemus 

pericope, but Nicodemus is also discussed in a progressive manner in chapters 7 and 19. In 

7:50 the narrative refers back to chapter 3 at the first mention of Nicodemus: “who had 

gone to Jesus before.” The narrative assumes that the reader has already read chapter 3 

before coming to chapter 7. Chapter 19 is no different. At the first mention of Nicodemus 

the narrative reminds the reader that he is the one “who had at first come to Jesus by 

night.” Again, the narrative assumes that the reader has followed its own progression. 

Helpful here is the discussion of the naiTative’s progression or plot development by R.

Alan Culpepper.Culpepper argues that John has a narrative development that is vital to 

its individual parts. Although the Gospel has a wide variety of individual narratives that 

each have an individual function, “John allows each episode to have a meaning place in 

the story” as a whole.^^ Martyn disrupts the FG’s own plot development for his own plot.

A plot not found in the narrative of the FG.

The second problem concerning Martyn’s macro-level handling of the narrative is 

his allegorical reading of the narrative’s plot. To accommodate his reading Martyn is 

required not only to “double” characters of Jesus’ day with characters in the time of the 

JComm, but he is also required to “double” the plot as well. That is, since Martyn can only 

create his “wholly other” reading of the naiTative by “doubling” the characters he must do 

the same with the plot; for there is no second plot for him to utilize. Thus, in reference to 

Jews seeking to kill Jesus, Martyn explains: “There are reasons for seeking to kill Jesus 

during his earthly lifetime, and there are reasons for seeking to kill him now, in John’s own 

day!”^̂  By “now” Martyn assumes that the plot is “doubling” so as to report events 

contemporary with the JComm. It would be one thing for Martyn to notice a sub-plot to the 

naiTative or an emphasis in the telling of the einmalig level that reveals a cun ent 

contextual crisis. But Martyn never argues for that. His assumption is that the naiTative is 

telling of two distinct events in the one nanative. Such a proposal is either a most amazing 

coincidence or a brilliant fiction. The latter is to be preferred. For Martyn is forced to 

divorce the ending of the FG, the passion stoiy, from the earlier narrative for his reading to

94 Culpepper (1983, 89-97).
Ibid., 97.

^  Martyn (2003, 74, emphasis added).
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be successful. He even admits as much. For example, while Maityn admits that 5:16 

“looks toward the passion story,” he makes a similar concession concerning 5:17-18, 

verses he simply calls editorial additions.^^ He is also forced to divorce the Synoptics from 

the FG. He admits that all three Synoptics “show only one dramatically developed attempt 

to arrest Jesus, the successful one,” yet he assumes John shows two!^  ̂Such an outrageous 

assumption can only be controlled by factors external to the narrative, for the narrative is 

unified in its progression to the passion.

The third problem concerning Martyn’s macro-level handling of the narrative is the 

complex historical reconstruction required to make sense of his reading. Our detailed 

examination of Martyn’s argument has shown it to be based upon multiple assumptions 

about not only the narrative and its function (the allegorical use of characters and plot), but 

also the “type” of audience and the specific circumstances involved. There is no external 

evidence that even alludes to a specific “group” behind the FG, let alone the events that he 

describes. It is simply too convenient to claim that the JComm experienced a nearly 

identical conflict with the Jewish authorities that the earthly Jesus did; that the JComm 

leaders were wanted for doing miraculous acts nearly identical to those of Jesus; and that 

the members of the JComm were forced to choose “sides” in the same way that the readers 

of the Gospel are. This appears to be another case for Ockham’s Razor.

Thus, by overemphasizing the use of “the expulsion of the synagogue” passages in 

the FG, Martyn has distorted their contextual significance and has misread the macro-level 

of the narrative. Martyn has created a “wholly other stoiy” than the one told by the 

narrative. In his attempt “to hear the Fourth Evangelist speak in his own terms f  Martyn’s 

own “terms” have taken priority. This is problematic because of what Gail O’Day admitted 

above: Martyn has “...blocked out for a while all other ways both of reading the Gospel 

and of reading the historical data. Maityn’s reading became totalizing ... because he read 

so well and so easily that we forgot it was a construction of the data. We ... read Martyn 

instead of rereading the data. We have argued that Martyn’s reading of the text is 

without warrant, and his reconstruction of the historical context in which the Gospel was 

created is not credible. Our proposed reading of the Gospel’s audience helps alleviate

Ibid. 
Ibid., 78

99 O ’Day (2002, 5).
It should also be noted that Martyn’s two-level reading cannot be applied to the whole of the Gospel 

narrative. It is unfortunate tliat Martyn’s reading, which only involves a few pericopae, has come to 
dominant the entire Gospel narrative.
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the control Martyn’s reading has had over Johannine scholarship over the last several 

decades.

T h e  P u r p o se  o f  th e  F o u r t h  G o sp e l  

The community interpretations of the FG have assumed that the purpose of the 

Gospel was to reinforce the ideology of the JComm, since the setting in which the FG was 

written is assumed to be “communal.”’®̂ The conflict in which the “community” was 

engaged necessitated the type of “belief’ the Gospel exhorts. But the stated purpose 

statement of the FG in 20:31 is not decisive in this direction due to a controversial textual 

variant. Too often the seemingly indecipherable variant has deterred the use this statement 

of purpose in providing assistance to the meaning and function of the FG. But our proposal 

challenges its lack of use. If the characters in the narrative provide an invitation to the 

reader to believe, maybe there is more to 20:31 than has normally been assumed.

The textual issue traditionally involves two areas of debate. First, what type of 

“belief’ is expected? Is TTLOTeu[a]riTe meant to imply continuation in belief (present 

subjective) or a coming to belief (aorist subjunctive)? Second, what is the reader meant to 

believe? Is Jesus the subject or the predicate? We will discuss these two textual issues and 

then look at a third issue more recently introduced: the relation of the 31a to 31b.

The first issue concerning 20:31 is textual. The term 'rrL0 T6u[a]riT€ in 20:31a is such 

an indecipherable textual variant that the Textual Commentary keeps the variant letter in 

brackets The use of the variant letter in brackets was because both variants “have 

notable early support .According to the Textual Commentary, “the aorist, strictly 

inteipreted, suggests that the Fourth Gospel was addressed to non-Christians so that they 

might come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah; the present tense suggests that the aim of 

the writer was to strengthen the faith of those who already believe.”^̂ '̂  The lack of 

extrinsic support for either reading is what may have caused the general neglect of 20:31 in 

defining the purpose of the FG, since only intrinsic evidence could be used.

In 1987 D. A. Carson challenged the neglect of 20:31 and attempted a 

“reconsideration” of its relation to the purpose of John.^^  ̂Carson argues that the emphasis 

on the JComm has taken the focus away from this explicit statement of purpose and that 

interpreters have simply assumed by their reconstructions that the present subjunctive is

For the most recent summary of various “community” proposals see Brown (2003, 151-E 
Metzger (1994, 219).
Ibid.
Ibid.

105 Carson (1987).
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the original variant For Carson the complex textual evidence actually points in favor of 

an evangelistic purpose. Whatever one concludes the outcome of the text-critical question 

to be, an outcome Carson views as indeterminable,*^^ the meaning of the verse is not 

determined solely by the tense of this one verb.***̂  Both the present and the aorist can be 

used in reference to the process of coming to faith. “In short, the text-critical evidence is 

not determinative, not only because it is evenly balanced but also because both the present 

subjunctive and the aorist subjunctive can occur in the context of coming to faith and in 

the context of continuing in faith.”***̂

Carson’s hesitancy to take a text-critical stance was soon criticized by Gordon 

Fee.**** According to Fee the textual question of 20:31 can be resolved with a much greater 

degree of certainty than is often allowed or attempted.*** By examining 20:31 with 19:35, 

the other place where the FE speaks directly to his readers, in this case in language very 

much like that of 20:31, Fee argues that the early and tmstworthy nature of and the 

other clues in the manuscript tradition give preference to the present subjunctive and, 

therefore, a more “community” reading.**^ But there are several problems with Fee’s text- 

critical hypothesis. First, Fee relies too heavily on His earlier work on the myth of 

textual recension in P̂  ̂seems to dominate his evaluation of the textual evidence in this 

case.**  ̂Second, Fee’s implicit conclusions are far from evident. For example. Fee claims 

that even though the verb in 19:35 is on two separate scraps in when put beside one 

another the amount of space between them would only be enough for five letters, not 

six.**'* This is hardly a case of conclusive evidence, especially when one is dealing with 

two separate, ancient, and fading manuscripts. Thus, Fee’s conclusion that “it is certain 

that P^**supports the present subjunctive in 20:31” is hardly conclusive.**^ Such a 

conclusion gives Carson’s less assertive analysis all the more warrant.

But Fee not only asserted a text-critical decision with meager evidence in favor of 

the present tense, he also argues for the present based upon the use of the iva-clause in the 

FG and general obseiwations about scribal proclivities. Regarding the former, the basis of

Ibid., 639.
As does Cullmami (1976, 15).

108 Carson (1987, 640).
Ibid. A similar comment is made by Sclinackenburg (1968-82, 3:338).
Fee (1992).
Ibid., 2193-94. Fee criticizes Metzger (1994) for not even giving the committee’s choice on the matter. 

"2 Ibid., 2194-95.
"3 See Fee (1974).

Fee (1992, 2195).
Ibid.
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Fee’s argument is that “since fïnaliva-clauses are one of the certain stylistic features of 

this Gospel, one can measure the author’s own proclivities regarding Aktionsart in such 

clauses, and have a broad enough sampling so as to insure relatively reliable 

conclusions.”**̂  Using data from the FG,**  ̂Fee argues that since there is a ratio of 3:1 of 

aorist to present in the FG, which is a much higher incidence level than one would expect 

in normal prose, than there is a greater likelihood that the variant in 20:31 is present and 

not aorist. But certainly Fee is relying too strongly on “possibility,” for the veiy same data, 

that two-thirds of the final clauses are aorist, could easily be used against him. Such a 

sampling is hardly a “reliable conclusion.”**̂  Regarding the latter, the basis of Fee’s 

argument is that “one can check the manuscript tradition against the subjunctives in these 

clauses to see if there are clear tendencies in one direction or the other when scribal errors 

are made with these subjunctives.”**̂  Unfortunately, Fee’s intrinsic assumptions of these 

scribal eiTors require too much guessing and assumption to provide any conclusive 

evidence. Thus, Fee’s conclusion that the present subjunctive is to be preferred in 20:31 

based upon text-critical and grammatical evidenced is unfounded.

The second issue concerning John 20:31 is grammatical. Is Jesus the subject or the 

predicate? Strictly inteipreted, if “Jesus” is the subject then the Gospel was answering the 

question: who is Jesus? If “Messiah” is the subject then the Gospel is answering the 

question: who is the Messiah? The latter is potentially evangelistic, the former is more 

didactic. Since the textual issue was inconclusive, we now turn to this grammatical issue.

Unlike Fee, Carson admitted that the problem of 20:31 was not to be resolved 

textually. According to Carson the best evidence that 20:31 is evangelistic, and supportive 

of the aorist sense since either could function evangelistically, is the subject of 31a. Using 

the published dissertation of Lane McGaughy, which claims that “the word or word cluster 

determined by an article is the subject,”*̂** Carson argues that “Messiah” is the subject of 

31a since it has the definite article.*^* But as Carson admits, this disagrees with McGaughy 

who considers 20:31 to be one of five exceptions and takes “Jesus” to be the subject.*^^

Ibid., 2196.
Fee obtains his statistical data from Hendriksen (1953, 45-53) and Abbott (1906, 369-89). See also 

Riesenfield (1965), who argues tliat John conmionly uses the present tense after iva. Riesenfield is criticized 
by Fee, and especially Carson, for resorting to usage in 1 John for his analysis.

Fee (1992, 2196).
Ibid.

120 McGaughy (1972). 
Carson (1987, 643). 
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Carson disagrees with McGaughy on the basis of the review by E. V. N. Goetchius, who 

points out that there are other examples of these “Christological” terms separated by a “to 

be” verb and argues that there are no syntactical or contextual reasons to understand these 

examples as exceptions, as originally argued by McGaughy. This three-page review by 

Goetchius gives Carson all the evidence he needs. For from this evidence Carson 

concludes that there is now “every syntactical reason for thinking that the crucial clause 

should be rendered ‘that you may believe that the Christ, the Son of God, is Jesus’” and 

that 20:31 is evangelistic.* '̂*

But such a grammatical conclusion is not without its problems. First, Carson’s 

denial that 20:31 is an exceptional case, as defined by McGaughy, cannot be overturned by 

Goetchius’ three examples with the infinitive of “to be” from Acts (5:42; 18:5,28).

Adding three examples to the original five and defining their content as “Christological” 

hardly eliminates their abnormal tendencies. Second, Carson’s application of McGaughy’s 

findings to John is also problematic. As Fee notes, McGaughy’s observations are made on 

the basis of the verb eivai without adequate attention to John’s usage of the article witli 

proper names. *̂  ̂According to Fee when Johannine uses are examined in particular, a case 

can be made that favors an anarthrous personal name as the subject when the name 

precedes the verb.*^  ̂Thus, the denotation of the subject with a “to be” verb is notoriously 

difficult to demonstrate.*^^ Third, Carson’s conclusion requires him to force the available 

evidence to fit his proposal. We discussed above how Carson was less rigid concerning the 

text-critical evidence and the meaning of the different verb tenses, admitting that the 

“evidence is not determinative.”*̂  ̂So instead of providing an answer to the old text- 

critical debate, Carson is forced to use grammar to find the identity of the enigmatic 

subject; a task no less elusive. Thus, although Carson has helpfully shown that a non

community reading is more than possible, he has been unable to demonstrate this with any 

confidence.

Finally, the third and more recent issue concerning John 20:31 is the relation of 31a 

to 31b. The focus on the textual and grammatical issues in 20:31a, though necessary, have 

been too narrow. The clause in 3 la  has been isolated as if it alone could provide the

Goetchius (1976).
Carson (1987, 643).
Fee (1992, 2205, n.29).
Ibid. See also Fee (1970-71).

127 See also Wallace (1996, 46-47), who argues, contra Carson, that no grammatical argument can be made 
since the evidence is ambiguous.

Carson (1987, 640).
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answer. Recently it has been argued that by comparing 3 la to 3 lb we may be able to see 

more clearly the general thrust of John’s purpose; a thrust that is missed when 3 la is 

examined on its own. It is to this that we now turn.

We have already discussed above that 20:31 is very similar to 19:35. In fact, both 

verses have the identical textual variant. It is generally assumed that 20:31 adds nothing to 

19:35 beyond the mention of the result of faith -  life. Recently Stephen Motyer has argued 

convincingly that the addition of “life” to 20:31 defines the type of belief expected. 

Motyer, relying on the work of Martin Warner*̂ ** and several commentators,*^* argues that 

the Gospel is aware of several “sorts” or “stages” of faith. As Warner explains, “Not all 

who ‘believe’ in his name have ‘life’ in his name, but there is an internal relation between 

a certain sort of belief and a certain form of ‘life.’”*̂  ̂This is not to say that John is 

describing “stages of faith.”*̂  ̂Rather, as Motyer explains, “it is that faith is consistently 

associated with other things by which it must be supplemented if it is to lead to life. Faith 

on its own carries no automatic promise of life at all.”*̂'* Thus, using the terminology we 

have used earlier in this thesis, John depicts different “types” of faith and different faith 

responses. These “types” of faith are meant to reflect different “types” of readers that 

might encounter the Gospel.

Returning to the Nicodemus narrative in John 3, we see in this initial encounter 

with Jesus that although Nicodemus came to Jesus, he had not frilly understood, or fully 

“believed.” Jesus initially tells him that he must be born again (v. 3); a concept that 

Nicodemus does not even understand (vv. 4, 9). Jesus rebukes Nicodemus, whom he calls 

“a teacher of Israel,” for not understanding these things (v. 10); and accuses him of not 

accepting his testimony (v. 11) or “believing” (v. 12). Thus, as Motyer explains: “Against 

this background, 3:14-16 functions as a warning, as much as a promise.”*̂  ̂Jesus must not 

be acknowledged as a “teacher fi'om God” (v. 2), but as the exalted Son of Man (vv. 13- 

14) and the “one and only Son” (v. 16) if one is to have eternal “life” (vv. 15, 16). As we 

argued earlier this portrayal of Nicodemus is not negative; for “the one who believes in 

him is not condemned” (v. 18). It is this that connects what many assume are the narrator’s

Motyer (1997a, 57-62).
Warner (1990).
Brown (1966, 530-31); Schnackenburg (1968-82, 1:570-71); and Culpepper (1988).

"^W arner (1990,154).
Yu Ibuki (1983, 142-43) is correct to reject the idea of “stages of faith,” but goes too far when he claims 

that “there aie fundamentally no different kinds of faith, but either faith or unbelief’ in John. Motyer (1997a, 
58-59) has a helpful critique of Ibuki’s commitment to a Bultmamiian rejection of all legitimation for faith. 

Motyer (1997a, 59).
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comments immediately following Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus (3:16-21). These

verses make clear that Jesus’ “rebuke” of Nicodemus is not one of condemnation, but a

call to complete faith in him, to “life” eternal. Motyer explains it well:

The faith that means eternal life is faith that takes the step that Nicodemus has not 
yet taken -  it ‘hears my word and believes him who sent me’ (5:24). Implicit in the 
faith of 5:24 is a discipleship which is prepared to run the gauntlet of the opposition 
which Jesus’ word has just provoked (5:171). So, in its narrative context, it is more 
than just intellectual assent. ... Faith even o f the fullest kind is immediately put to 
the test. Peter’s confession in 6:69 means a commitment to discipleship in contrast 
to those who leave Jesus at that point, and is immediately challenged with the 
prediction that one of the twelve will betray Jesus (6:70). Martha’s confession in 
11:27 is immediately tested before Lazarus’ tomb.... Her hesitation in 11:39 is 
countered by Jesus’ ‘Did I not say to you that i f  you believe you will see the gloiy 
of God?’ (11:40). She has already believed, as her confession shows; but the 
confession alone is not enough.

It is with this in mind that we return to 20:31. The addition of 3 lb to the similar 

purpose statement of 19:35 and 20:31a is not insignificant. As 20:31 explains, belief is 

expected to lead to life. Unfortunately, not all who believe receive life; faith on its own 

carries no automatic promise of life -  life is what God gives (6:63; 10:28; 17:2). Thus, if 

faith is just a starting-point, then the view that 20:31 reveals an evangelistic purpose for 

the FG is strengthened.*^^ As Motyer points out, “If the Gospel were aimed simply at 

reinforcing the faith of a Christian community, we would expect the substance just of the 

second purpose-clause [31b] to be expressed here -  which is what we find in the parallel 

statement of purpose in 1 John 5:13”: “I write these tilings to you who believe in the name 

of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal lifeP^^ Therefore, it is 

highly likely that the Gospel is aimed not just at different “types of readers,” but also at 

different “types of faith.” As Andrew Lincoln suggests, “If the disciples are characters 

with whom the implied readers are most likely to identify, then the phenomenon of their 

struggle to come to full belief and understanding may also shed light on the statement of 

purpose in 20:31. ...”*̂  ̂For example, Nicodemus is not just representative of a Jewish 

reader, but of one who has assented to the idea of Jesus as a teacher but has yet to worship 

him as the Son of Man. Or the Samaritan woman, taking another example, is not just 

representative of a Samaritan (or non-Jewish) reader, but of one who comes with a

Ibid., 60 (emphasis original). 
'^Ubid.,61.

Ibid.
Lincoln (2000, 249-50). For Lincoln 20:31 shows that “The narrative itself has been written as the 

testimony thr ough which ‘you’ -  the readers -  may have appropriate belief in Jesus and thereby enjoy the life 
made available on the basis o f his death and resurrection” (244).
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different concept of “faith.” In this sense, the Gospel “seeks to move all believers, 

whatever their conviction, to the kind of discipleship [belief] which will give life.”*"̂®

M issio n  in  t h e  F o u r t h  G o sp e l

If our analysis of 20:31 and the purpose of the FG are correct than we might expect 

to find a more general invitation within the narrative’s rhetorical address. That is, if the FE 

assumed a more indefinite audience, one which we have argued for in the previous four 

chapters, then we might expect to find a mission-like rhetoric in the FG. Recent research 

has argued that mission is a leitmotif or foundational theme in the FG. Thus, by examining 

the mission in the FG and attempting to discover its potential function in the social setting 

of the FG, we hope to highlight further the indefinite audience that tlie narrative both 

expects and invites.

Discussion of a mission leitmotif is not new to Johannine scholarship. In fact, 

although the precise meaning, nature and scope of mission in the FG are subjects of 

perennial debate, the existence of a mission leitmotif is “hardly a matter for dispute. 

“Sending” terminology dominates the Gospel, as do concepts related to the motif of 

mission: “seeing” and “believing.”''̂  ̂Even those who do not specifically emphasize the 

predominance of the mission motif in the FG do still recognize the centrality in the Gospel 

of Jesus’ self-revelation and salvific work.̂ "̂ "̂  As Teresa Okure explains, “The absence of 

the word ‘mission’ perhaps explains the general reluctance of scholars to embrace the term 

when discussing the life and work of Jesus. Thus, the idea of ‘sending’ rather than of 

‘mission’ dominates ... important studies. Yet if these various ideas of “sending” in 

John, and the rest of the NT, can be freely regarded as “mission,” “there seems to be little 

justification for begmdging the same term to the idea of sending which permeates the

Motyer (1997a, 61). This is in contrast to the view of Ashton (1991, 520) concerning 20:31: “ ...it is hard 
not to see in this conclusion one last spark o f the familiar Johannine irony, as the reader reflects how much 
more the fourth evangelist offers than a plain account o f Jesus’ deeds and how little such an account would 
do to elicit the kind of faith that interests him.” The irony is that Ashton, with a sectarian-like “community” 
interpretation, has misunderstood what the FE specifically tried to make explicit.

Okure (1998, 1). See also Bultmann (1925, 102); Haenchen (1963); Bieder (1965); McPolin (1969, 114); 
and more recently, Andreas Kôstenberger ( 1998).

See Calvin Mercer (1990).
Brown (1966,497-518).
See Raymond Brown (1967).
Okure (1998, l,n .3).
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Gospel and which applies to Jesus’ sending by the F a t h e r . F o r  this reason, the mission 

leitmotif has become well accepted in Johannine scholarship.

Even JComm interpreters have been forced to deal with the theme of mission in the 

FG. Generally “community” interpreters tend to gravitate toward one of three major 

options in their efforts to explain the “mission” material in the FG.̂ "̂  ̂The first interpretive 

handling assumes that the JComm pursued a direct evangelistic purpose by addressing the 

FG to a Jewish synagogue with which the “community” was in conflict. W. C. van Unnik, 

for example, argued that the FG was written to missionize visitors to a Jewish-Hellenistic 

synagogue in the Diaspora, including both Jews and p r os e l y t e s . “In this way he 

pioneered the idea that the missionary life-setting for the Fourth Gospel was the 

controversy of the ‘Johannine Community’ with the synagogue.” This depiction of a 

missionizing JComm is rare. Although several have postulated that the FG is in some way 

a Missionsschrift,^^^ rarely do modem JComm interpreters assume that the missionary 

effort would have included the entire “community.”

The second interpretive handling that deals with the JComm and the mission motif 

assumes that the FG may have been written by a group within the JComm that sought to 

stir up their fellow group members to greater faith and missionary zeal. Thus, while the 

FG’s intent was not primarily evangelistic, “there is nevertheless a strong 

"Missionsgedanke" which reveals a dynamic within” the JComm, i.e., its inner discussion 

and stmggle concerning its relationship to the suiTounding world. The unavoidable 

motif of mission in the FG has caused many to reconstmct the type and function of this 

Missionsgedanke. For these JComm interpreters the issue usually surrounds a later stage in 

the JComm’s history and its eventual growth. As we discussed earlier, the JComm 

interpreters begin with the assumption that the narrative is to be read referentially as an 

allegory depicting the “community’s” own history. Thus, the mission motif is taken as 

depicting a stage in the (diachronic) experience of the JComm. For example, Raymond 

Brown and Martin Hengel argue that the JComm eventually included those outside of 

Judaism. For Brown the Samaritan woman pericope in Jolin 4 reveals a time in the

Ibid., 2, n.3. Cf. Hengel (1971b, 35-37), who claims that if  anyone deserves the term '‘Urmissionar" it is 
Jesus himself.

For detailed surveys of the developing acceptance o f the mission leitmotif in the FG see Okure (1998, 7- 
35) and Kôstenberger (1998, 5-16).

The following is taken from Kôstenberger (1998, 205-206).
Van Unnik (1959).
Kôstenberger (1998, 202).
See, for example, Bornhauser (1928); Oehler (1936; 1941; 1957); and Oepke (1941).
Kôstenberger (1998, 206).
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JComm’s history when numerous Samaritans joined the “community.” A lengthy comment

by Brown is helpful here:

An opening [mission?] toward the Gentiles (with or without a geographic move) 
and the need to interpret Johannine thought to them involved much more than the 
occasional parenthetical note explaining Hebrew or Greek terms. It would have 
been necessary to adapt Johannine language so that it could appeal more widely. ... 
It need not have been a case of John’s borrowing from the other literature (or vice 
versa); rather, there may have been a Johannine attempt to make Jesus intelligible 
to another culture}^^

Brown relies on various source-critical proposes to make sense of the various stages of the 

JComm’s exper ience .A similar approach is made by Martin Hengel. For Hengel the 

predominantly Gentile-Christian character of the Johannine “school” implies that the FE 

“had long since departed company with the synagogue. The ‘expulsion’ lies quite far in the 

past and was not dependent on one historical act of excommunication or upon the specific 

decision of an alleged Jewish ‘synod’ in Palestinian Jamnia.”^̂  ̂In fact, Hengel argues that 

the Gospel was not even meant for Jewish Christians at all; the Gospel, i.e., the “school,” 

has the mission to the Gentiles in view.^^  ̂Yet Hengel is quick to mention that the FG is 

not a missionary writing. “It was hardly suitable as an ‘advertising brochure’ for 

unbelievers or a protreptikos for catechumens. .. .Matthew was more useful for this 

purpose and was therefore also more successflil in the church from the start. By contrast 

John sought to give ‘solid food’... Thus, Brown and Hengel are representatives of 

many who take the FG’s mission motif as depicting a later stage in its development.*^^ 

Another example of a JComm interpreter attempting to reconstruct the type and 

function of this Missionsgedanke within the “community’s” history is J. L. Martyn. In 

contrast to Brown and Hengel, Maityn argues that a Gentile mission did not replace an 

earlier Jewish one.*^  ̂Maityn criticizes both Brown and Hengel for too easily placing the 

JComm alongside “the emerging Great Church” rather than more appropriately viewing it 

as of a different “stream.”*̂** The Gospel certainly does have a mission motif, but its

Brown (1979, 57, emphasis added). Brown refers to George Macrae (1970), who argues that Jolin may 
have been uniquely universalist in presenting Jesus in a multitude o f symbolic garbs, appealing to men and 
women o f all backgrounds, so that they understood that Jesus transcends all ideologies.

Brown cites approvingly of a comment by Stephen Smalley (1978, 67): “The Hellenistic features of the 
Fourth Gospel tell us more about its final audience than about the background o f its author or its tradition.”

Hengel (1989, 119).
*'®lbid., 121.

Ibid.
Bowman (1958) and Freed (1968; 1970).
Martyn (1996).
Ibid., 135.
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function was not for Gentiles but for “Jewish Christians belonging to conventicles known 

but separate from the Johamiine community.”**̂* For Maityn the “other sheep” are other 

Jewish-Christians who have also been expelled from the synagogue but have not been fully 

joined to the JComm. The FG’s mission motif is wholly devoted to them, not to some 

external entity beyond the “group,” and certainly not to the entire “world” (4:42).

Two final examples of JComm interpreters attempting to reconstruct the type and 

function of this Missionsgedanke within the “community’s” history is Takashi Onuki and 

David Rensberger. In contrast to Brown and Hengel’s Gentile, more universal hypothesis, 

and Martyn’s Jewish, more sectarian hypothesis, Onuki takes a more mediating position 

and argues that the FG’s mission motif serves a more internal purpose rather than external 

emphasis. This is different than Meeks, an interpreter who belongs in the third category 

of interpretive handling, who argues that the FG’s mission motif provides “a reinforcement 

for the community’s social identity.”*̂  ̂For Meeks such a concern is completely internal; 

but for Onuki the concern is also external. While Onuki argues that the FG is not a 

missionary tractate, it is not a sectarian tractate either. The community is not closed to the 

world surrounding it. Recovering from its initial trauma with “the Jews,” it prepares to 

reach out to its neighbors once again. Rensberger agrees with Onuki and argues that 

“Johannine Christianity is not a pure example of introversionism.”* Acknowledging that 

there is a mission motif in John, Rensberger argues that “the function of the Fourth Gospel, 

then, is to enable the community to step back from its situation of rejection, reflect upon it 

in the light of the fate of Jesus, and to be sent out again with its faith renewed.” Thus, 

the “community” is not only distanced from the world, but is also confirmed in its identity 

and in the possibility of salvation for the people in the world. This second interpretive 

handling of the mission motif in John is rooted in various reconstructions of the 

“community” and its history.

The third interpretive handling that deals with the JComm and the mission motif 

assumes that since the FG was written by and for a “community” the mission is 

insignificant or absent from the book. Some of these JComm interpreters view the 

“community” as sectarian and thus completely uninterested in any external entity. This is

Martyn (1977, 164). 
Takashi Onuki (1984). 
Meeks (1972, 70). 
Onuki (1984, 85-93). 
Rensberger (1988, 140). 
Ibid., 144.
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represented best by Wayne Meeks. For Meeks, the FG “could hardly be regarded as a 

missionaiy tractate, for we may imagine that only a veiy rare outsider would get past the 

barrier of its closed metaphorical system. It is a book for i n s i d e r s . . . . A  book for insiders 

has no need for a mission motif, nor could a mission motif exist. As K. G. Kuhn explains, 

“Johannesevangelium und -briefe zeigen uns eine Gemeinde, die im Grunde gar nicht 

missionarisch denkt. Diese Gemeinde weiB sich streng geschieden von der Welt, 

ausgegrenzt aus ihr im Gegansatz zu ihr stehend ... darum gibt es hier auch keine 

eigentliche Mission im Sinn des werbenden Gewinnens neuer Glaubiger.”**̂  ̂In this third 

interpretive handling the sectarian reconstruction of the JComm removes any possibility 

that a mission motif could be at work in the Gospel.

Although there are other slight variations concerning the Gospel document and the 

mission motif, in general most JComm interpretations of the mission motif are located 

in one of these three interpretive handlings. Unfortunately, as this thesis has already 

argued, the starting assumption of “community” has become totalizing and has conupted a 

more appropriate reading of the narrative data. As interpreters we have been reading for 

the “community” instead of rereading the narrative data. If the mission motif is a dominant 

characteristic in the FG, one that controls its theological and Christological emphases as 

well as its rhetorical invitation to the reader, then it becomes an excellent test case for 

determining the implied audience. If any of the three “community” interpretations are 

correct, one would expect to find evidence of an internal fiinction for the mission motif; 

one which was controlled by the “community.” But if the audience does not control the 

Missionsgedanke but is invited toward it, one would be forced to assume a more external 

function. Therefore, using the mission motif as a test case we will examine various 

pericopae in the FG where the mission motif is present, connect them to the Gospel’s 

overall mission leitmotif, and attempt to show how such a theme reveals an indefinite 

audience and a general rhetorical invitation.

“Those who are sent: ” A Christology o f Mission

Many approach the mission theme without reference to the JComm, usually in 

theologies of the NT. We may call this the theological-Christological approach. Discussion

Meeks (1972, 70).
Kuhn (1954). Quoted in Bieder (1965, 41).
For example, Johannine source critics argue that a signs-source was initially used as a missionary 

document, designed to win variously assumed target audiences, but that the FG in its final form was intended 
to serve the needs of the JConuu. Cf. Wilkins (1969); Fortna (1970); and Nicol (1972). Another example is 
the theological-Christological approach, which we will discuss below, that looks at the important “sending” 
motifs in the Gospel but does not place it in the Gospel’s rhetorical context. Cf. Okure (1998, 23-28).
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here centers upon two major issues within the Johannine narrative; the role of the Father in 

the missionary enterprise (theological) and the different aspects and meaning of the 

mission of the Son (Christological).*^*  ̂Our discussion of this approach is not to develop it 

within the Johannine narrative, but to show how “community” interpretations have skewed 

this aspect of the narrative’s plot in the reconstmction of the FG’s social-historical context.

As Okure explains, “The discussion on the role of the Father in the missionaiy 

enterprise takes its point of departure from 3:16.”*̂* The Father’s sending of the Son 

shows his supreme love for humanity. In brief, the Father is the origin and goal of the 

missionary enterprise, the unsent sender of the Son.*^  ̂As McPolin explains, the Father is 

“the mission center, the source from which all missions derive.” *̂  ̂It is in this sense that 

we may speak of the Father as the “sender” and the Son as the “sent one.”*̂"* The “sent 

one” is to bring gloiy to the one who sent him (7:18). He is not to do his own will but the 

will of the sender, to do his works and to speak his words, and to be accountable to the 

sender (4:34; 5: 19-20, 36; 9:4). The “sent one” has the responsibility of representing his 

sender (5:19-23; 12:44-45; 13:20; 14:9b). This unique relationship between the Father and 

the Son, the “sender” and the “sent one,” is duplicated later between Jesus and his 

disciples. But before we turn to that relationship it is important to focus specifically on the 

“sent one” excellence. The mission of the Son is not separate from the Father, but is 

incoiporated into this broader relational context. But the Gospel focuses on the mission of 

the Son over all others. As Okure explains, “In relation to the other missions mentioned in 

the Gospel, Jesus’ mission is seen as central and normative. All the other missions derive 

from and are in function of his. ...”*̂  ̂In brief, Kôstenberger argues that “Jesus is shown in 

the Fourth Gospel to possess divine as well as human ... characteristics that qualify him 

for a unique mission.”*̂  ̂According to Kôstenberger, the FG provides three portraits of 

Jesus not only to present Jesus as the Messiah, but to define what kind of Messiah he is. 

First, Jesus is presented as the “sent son.” Within the framework of Johannine teaching on 

mission, the sending of the Son seems to represent the element focusing on the “human” 

side of Jesus’ mission, i.e., the aspects of obedience and dependence of the sent one on his

Okure (1998, 23).
Ibid.
Ibid. See also Feme (1953, 312-16).
McPolin (1969, 114, 121).
The following is taken from Kôstenberger (1998, 107-111).
Okure (1998, 24).
Kôstenberger (1998, 46). Kôstenberger offers the most comprehensive summary of the FG ’s depiction of 

the mission o f Jesus (45-140).
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sender. Second, Jesus is presented as the coming and returning one (descending- 

ascending one). In cooperating contrast with the first portrait of Jesus, the idea of the 

coming and returning one seems to represent the element focusing on the “divine” side of 

Jesus’ mission. “He is not just a human figure but is heaven-sent.”*̂  ̂Third, Jesus is 

presented as the eschatological shepherd-teacher. The emphasis here is not so much on 

Jesus’ teaching as such, but on his “launching of the reaping of the eschatological 

Messianic harvest.” *̂  ̂Therefore, “The function of the mission theme in the Fourth Gospel 

with reference to Jesus thus appears to be that of providing a multifaceted comprehensive 

portrayal of the person and mission of the Messiah for the purpose of leading others to 

believe.”*̂** Yet the portrayal is not completely evangelistic in the sense of being useful for 

non-believers only. For, as Kôstenberger points out, one may view the FG as consisting of 

two different but related parts: chapters 1-12 present the mission of the earthly Jesus, 

whereas chapters 13-21 portray the mission of the exalted Jesus. *̂* It is this latter part 

which so helpfully engages those who already believe.

What is most interesting concerning the theological-Christological approach is how 

the mission it presents includes the disciples of the “sent one.” The Gospel makes certain 

that Jesus’ mission is central. Eveiy other mission is derivative of his. Nevertheless, “John 

makes clear that Jesus’ mission, while pre-eminent, was not to stand alone; it was to be 

continued in the mission of his followers.”* As we have already discussed, recent 

Johannine scholarship has increasingly viewed the FG’s disciples as representing the 

JComm. Within this framework the disciples in the FG become vehicles of the history of

Ibid., 121.
Ibid., 139. The question of appropriate theological or sociological categories is important here. According 

to Meeks (1972, 46-47) John’s “mythological” language tends to be reduced by inteipreters to theological 
categories, upon which various historical judgments are then made “on the basis o f the presumed logical 
priority of one or the other of these categories.” But Meeks must first assume that John’s language is 
mythological. The mythological language assumption is based on the earlier and influential work of 
Bultmann (1925) and Leroy (1966) who argued that John’s language was a “special language, one that was 
expressed in several “riddles.” This has been argued more recently by Malina (1994). But as we argued in 
chapter two, there are several problems with the assumption that John is speaking a “special language.” As 
Motyer (1997a, 71) argues, “Our growth in knowledge of Judaism in this period seriously undermines the 
view that John employs a private language comprehensible only within closed Christian circles.” We showed 
a similar conclusion in our search for the implied reader in chapter four. As Kôstenberger (1998, 123) 
explains, Meeks mistakenly treats the descending-ascending o f Jesus in a reductionistic manner. Not only has 
Meeks failed to provide sufficient integration between the various elements within this aspect o f the FG’s 
teaching on mission, but he has drawn an inappropriate inference from the concept to a putative social- 
historical background. Cf. Okure (1998, 206).

Kôstenberger (1998, 130).
Ibid., 139.
Ibid., 140.
Ibid., 141.
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the JComm. John’s representation of the disciples is viewed as an expression of the 

JComm’s self-understanding in the light of its faith in Jesus. Such a reading of the Gospel 

is mistaken. In the Gospel narrative the “disciples” are broadened to include a wider 

readership, as the mission motif makes clear. But before we examine this readership, a 

brief discussion of the disciples’ role in the Johannine mission motif is in order.

The mission of the disciples is an extension of the mission of Jesus. “The Fourth 

Gospel describes the mission of the disciples in temis of ‘harvesting’ (4:38), ‘fruitbearing’ 

(15:8, 16), and ‘witnessing’ (15:27). All of these terms place the disciples in the humble 

position of extending the mission of Jesus.”* The task of the disciples is clearly different 

from the task of Jesus. Jesus did signs, the disciples do not. Schnackenburg explains it 

well:

Thus the later heralds of the faith can only recount, attest and recall the revelation 
given by Jesus in ‘signs’ (and words), which becomes thereby ‘present’ in their 
own day. It is presupposed implicitly that he who once wrought these ‘signs’ on 
earth ... still effects the salvation of believers. But his revelation, as a historical and 
eschatological event, is closed, and it only remains to explain it further, disclose its 
riches and explicate its full truth. *̂"*

Not only does the FG never assign “signs” to the disciples, it “takes pains not to rival

Jesus’ role. ...”*̂  ̂This supports our critique of Martyn above where he claims the FG

“doubles” Jesus and a later “disciple” in the JConnn. Interestingly, the disciples of Jesus

are not merely “sent” to participate in his mission, but are encouraged to continue to

“follow” him. The FG continually employs a dialectic concerning the disciples: those who

follow are sent, those who are sent follow. *̂  ̂Just as Jesus was sent by the Father, so also

are the disciples sent by Jesus, as 20:21 makes clear. Brown’s explanation of the force of

KaOcbç in 20:21 is helpful here:

The special Johannine contribution to the theology of this mission is that the 
Father’s sending of the Son seiwes as the model and the ground for the Son’s 
sending of the disciples. Their mission is to continue the Son’s mission; and this 
requires that the Son must be present to them during this mission, just as the Father 
had to be present to the Son during his mission.*^^

Ibid., 141. Kôstenberger offers the most comprehensive summary of the FG’s depiction of the mission of 
the disciples (141-98).

Shnackenburg (1968-82, 1:524).
Kôstenberger (1998, 170). The “greater works” in 14:16 are no exception to the difference in role.
Ibid., 177. As Kôstenberger explains: “The Fourth Gospel does not dichotomize between ‘discipleship’ on 

the one hand and ... ‘missions’ on the other. Those who follow Jesus closely are at the end commissioned to 
be sent into the world. ... a person’s ‘discipleship’ includes and entails that person’s mission to the world” 
(177, emphasis original).

Brown (1970, 1036).
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Brown’s explanation implies that the disciples are not just to represent Jesus, but to re

present him.*^  ̂Never is their work solely their work, nor are they ever the subject of their 

work; the focus of those who are sent remains on the “sent one” />ar excellence. Thus, the 

FG explicates an important role of both discipleship and mission to the disciples.

But who are these “disciples?” Are they representative of the JComm? We have 

already discussed how John is aware of a difference in time between his era and that of 

Jesus. This, of course, relates to our discussion above of representative figures. Our goal 

here is not to discuss referentiality again but to see if the Gospel widens its portrayal of 

“disciples” within the mission motif. The evidence suggests that it does. A lengthy quote 

from Brown is relevant:

The characteristically Johannine outlook does not demote the Twelve, but rather 
turns these chosen disciples into representatives o f all the Christians who would 
believe in Jesus on their word. And so, sometimes it is difficult to know when John 
is speaking of the disciples in their historical role as the intimate companions of 
Jesus and when he is speaking of them in their symbolic role. ... Seemingly in the 
Last Supper scene the disciples who are addressed are chiefly the Twelve; yet 
through most of the Last Discourse Jesus is not speaking only to those envisaged as 
present but also to the much wider audience whom they represent.

Here Brown is noticing the rhetorical invitation the narrative presents. Such a maneuver by 

the FE allows him to transition from the disciples of the earthly Jesus to later believers, 

whoever they might be -  for one function of the Gospel is the creation of new believers. 

Such a literaiy tactic is evidenced by the FG’s frequent use of corporate metaphors like 

flock and branches.*^** Therefore, the FE appears to show a concern with both the 

disciples’ historical role and their representative or paradigmatic fiinction for later 

believers. According to the FG, “discipleship is at least potentially extended ... to include 

anyone who believes in Jesus, regardless of that person’s race, ethnic origin, or gender. 

Samaritans, Jews, and Greeks, women and men alike are to be disciples of the Messiah.”*̂* 

The Social-Historical Context o f the Mission Motif

If Jesus’ mission was to be continued in the mission of his followers and if these 

“followers” were broadened by the nan ative to include a wider readership of “disciples” 

within the FG’s mission motif, then we can begin to reconstruct the social-historical

Kôstenberger (1998, 191).
Brown (1970, 1034, emphasis added). But Brown significantly exaggerates the historical significance of 

the disciples. Cf. 15:27.
Kôstenberger (1998, 161-67).
Ibid., 169.
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context for John’s audience; a context not dominated with “community” concerns. Since 

we cannot be comprehensive we will examine the mission motif in three areas: the “other 

sheep” (10:16), the “world,” and “those who believe in me through their word” (17:20). 

Our task will be to locate them in the readership context that the first four chapters of this 

thesis have already defined. Our goal is to provide a needed social-historical context in 

which to place the FG’s mission motif; something which the “community” inteipretations 

have been unable to accomplish. By listening to the voice of invitation from within the 

confines of a “community” and its history, these interpretations have silenced the Gospel’s 

rhetorical strategy; a strategy intimately linked to the mission motif.

“Other Sheep”

Most pertinent here is the question: who are the “other sheep?” For Martyn, the 

answer is simple: “The sheep stand in tlie first instance for the Johannine community.

As we discussed above concerning representative figures, Martyn’s conclusion is rooted in 

his assumption of the referential nature of the Johannine characters. Martyn argues against 

most commentators*^^ by claiming that the “other sheep” are not Gentiles.* "̂* Rather, “the 

other sheep are Jewish Christians belonging to conventicles known but separate from the 

Johannine community.”*̂  ̂Martyn finds clues to such meaning in the latter part of 10:16:

“I must bring [gather] them also, and they will listen to my voice. So there will be one 

flock, one shepherd.” For Martyn, this emphasis on unification and gathering implies that 

some members known to the FE have been scattered. Martyn links 10:16 with 11:52, 

where Caiaphas’ ironic prophecy is told: “to gather into one the dispersed children of 

God,” in order to show that the elements are thoroughly Jewish and not Gentile. In this 

way Martyn is able to maintain the importance of the Birkat ha-Minim for his 

interpretation of John. Thus, 10:16 helps Maityn explain how the “expulsions” were “in 

fact introduced over a wide geographic area.”*̂  ̂Thus, Martyn’s answer to the meaning of 

10:16 is the following: “It is, then, a vision of the Johannine community that the day will

Martyn (1977, 163).
See, for example. Brown (1978; 1979, 90; 1966, 396-98); Barrett (1978, 376); Bultmann (1971, 383-84); 

and Carson (1991, 388).
O f course, even these other commentators often link it to a later Gentile mission o f the JComm, not 

mission in the sense we are investigating. For a more detailed argument against a Gentile mission see Martyn 
(1996) for a more detailed discussion o f the debate between JComm interpreters.

Martyn (1977, 164).
Ibid., 166.
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come when all of the conventicles of scattered [Johannine] Jewish Christians will be 

gathered into one flock under the one Good Shepherd.”*̂^

But there are several problems with Martyn’s proposal that lead us to our proposed 

reading of 10:16.*̂ ® First, Martyn forces too strong of a dichotomy between the “Jewish 

elements” and universality. Martyn would be hard pressed to find a reading of the OT that 

does not incorporate the world beyond Israel or the Jews. Was it not the prophet Jeremiah 

who proclaimed that “all the nations shall gather” to Jerusalem, to the presence of the Lord 

that resides there (3:17)?*^  ̂Second, the entire debate between Martyn and the other 

commentators over the Jewish or Gentile nature of 10:16 is misleading from the beginning; 

the combination of Jewish and Gentile mission motifs in the FG is not accidental. This 

returns us to the difficulty “community” interpreters have in dealing with the mission motif 

apparent in all parts of the FG. Martyn is forced to conclude that the FG is a histoiy book 

of not only the JComm, but even “a chapter in the history of Jewish Christianity.” *̂*** By 

focusing entirely on the JComm, Martyn and other “community” interpreters have 

mistakenly turned the Gospel on its head. As we discussed in chapter four, far from being 

a diachronic presentation of one audience’s histoiy, the Gospel is more synchronic; it 

portrays several different types of expected audience members simultaneously. The FE 

was well aware that different types and levels of readers would be the readership of his 

Gospel. Third, by assuming that 10:16 is a “vision” of what will come, Martyn has nearly 

aligned himself the relational definition of “community” we presented in chapter two. For 

Martyn 10:16 is a symbolically-constructed “group,” not a real one. If the FE and his 

readers can conceptualize that such a group will exist in the future, then certainly they can 

conceptualize themselves as part of something bigger than their own geographic “church” 

in the present. Unknowingly, Martyn has argued against the definition of “community” 

required for his reading of the FG.

When the FG is read as a “community” document the mission motif is confusing, 

often seen to be contradictory, and completely misunderstood. Martyn’s reconstruction, for 

example, requires a highly complex and detailed referential component that requires more 

imagination than external data. Nothing in the narrative locates the “other sheep” in 10:16 

to a specific “group” known to the reading audience. No narrative direction or clues are

Ibid.
It is not just Martyn’s proposal that is problematic, but Martyn represents the most extreme case. 
On “the nations” in OT prophecy and Jewish literature see Gmneberg (2003).
Ibid., 167.
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given to its referent. The reason is clear: the referent, those who were to become the

“sheep,” were still unknown. It was yet to be seen who would hear the voice of the Good

Shepherd. The FG is a witness to the voice of the Shepherd.

The “World” in the Fourth Gospel

If John depicts a mission that is broad enough to incorporate “others” who are yet

to be known, how wide is the mission field? Okure explains it best:

Though historically Jesus exercised his mission in Palestine, the scope of this 
mission is the whole world (1:9, 10a; 3:16-17; 16:28), and its destined audience,
‘all flesh’ (17:2; cf. 12:32). ... As Jesus’ immediate audience in Galilee (1:29-2:12; 
4:44-54; 6:l-7:9; 21), Jerusalem (2:13-3:21; 5; 7:10-10:39; 11:55-57; 12:12-20:31), 
Judea (3:22-361 11:1-54; 12:1-11) and Samaria (4:4-42) were challenged to 
respond to him, so are all peoples of the world challenged to make the same faith 
response to the same mission of Jesus.... Whether personally proclaimed by him or 
reported later by his disciples..

Yet it is here that “community” inteipreters have gone awry. Older descriptions of 

Johannine dualism̂ **̂  combined with more recent sociological assumptions of a sectarian

like “community” have led to the reconstruction of an introspective “group” which views 

itself in isolation from this “world.” We discussed this in relation to Malina’s theory of 

Johannine antilanguage in chapter two.̂ **̂

More recent Johannine research, especially but not only those not dominated by the 

“community” approach, has advocated the more complex relational nature of “world.” 

Rather than being a specific referent for the readers or their “group,” it is argued that 

according to the FG the “world” is the place or realm where God is at work; the place that 

is the main focus of God’s attention.̂ **"* Rensberger alludes to it as a “dimension of 

encounter” between God and man.̂ **̂  Kôstenberger describes it as “a dark place that is 

alienated from God but nevertheless remains an object of his love.” *̂*̂ But maybe the best 

description is given by Keener: “The world is thus the arena of the light’s salvific invasion 

of darkness ,.. ‘the lost’ that Jesus came to seek and to save.” *̂*̂ The language of evil that 

pervades the FG’s depiction of the “world” does not classify it in a completely negative 

sense, although those who remain in the darkness remain negative, for out of this same

Okure (1998, 198).
Due in no small part to the influence of Bultmann (1952-55, 2: 21).
See, for example, Ashton (1991, 206-208) who reads the term as dualistic opposition. 
Davies (1992, 155). Lincoln (2000, 260) similarly describes this realm as “cosmic.”

205 Rensberger (1988, 137). 
Kôstenberger (1998, 187). 
Keener (2003, 329).
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“dark world” are those who Jesus came to save.̂ **® Thus, our proposed reading of the 

“world” in John is moved away from those that see the building of sociological walls 

between the readers and those outside, but rather a reading that invites those who are 

outside to come in. To not do so is the decision (to not “believe”) of the potential reader 

and, if chosen wrongly, their own condemnation. A few examples of this reading will 

make this clear.

Beginning with the prologue we find the Gospel’s invitation to those in the 

“world.” In fact, the beginning of the prologue sets the whole Gospel in an emphatically 

cosmic context. In 1:9-14 the FE describes how the light came into the world, but the 

world “did not know” or “receive” this light, even though its own origin is connected to 

the light. But 1:9-11 is immediately followed by an invitation to the reader -  an invitation 

to belief (vv. 12-13). Brown argues that vv. 12-13 describe the “conununity’s share” in the 

light that came into the world; but such a reading is mistaken.^**  ̂ 1:12-13 are a testimony to 

belief in this light, the Word; a belief that becomes the goal of the entire Gospel (20:31).̂ *** 

Here the prologue surveys the function of the Gospel: a witness to the “world” about Jesus 

for the purpose of belief.

Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman provides another interesting case of 

the use of “world” in the FG. After many of the Samaritan people believed in Jesus, they 

came to the Samaritan woman and said: “It is no longer because of what you said that we 

believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is truly the Savior of the 

world” (4:42). The tendency of commentators has been either to locate the Samaritan 

meaning of the phrase “savior of the world” or to locate this “Samaritan influence” 

brought into the JComm.^* * For Brown, the influx of some Samaritan converts brought 

with it a higher Christology that had a more universal outlook, of which the phrase “savior 

of the world” in 4:42 is primary evidence. But the more relationally complex 

understanding of “world” that we have already discussed allows 4:42 to fit well with the 

rest of the FG. That is, only when the FG is given a “community” interpretation does 4:42 

seem out of place. For example, is 1:9, which speaks of the tme light which enlightens 

“every man” any less universal than 4:42? If the “light” in 1:9 is similar or identical to the 

“light of the world” in 8:12, is it than any different for Jesus to also be the “Savior of the

See Brown (1966, 509).
Ibid., 30.
See Lincoln (2000, 47, 198-99).
See especially Brown (1979, 34-58).
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world?” In both cases the phrases take on a cosmic scope. It expresses, in the words of

Josef Blank, “the universal saving significance of the person of Jesus.” *̂̂  Certainly the

tone of the term “savior” is different from “light” (8:12; 9:5), “lamb” (1:29), or “bread”

(6:33), but they are all related in their rhetorical invitation, even if a different market niche

is in view. In reference to the Samaritan “savior of the world” Dodd explains:

...in the Hellenistic world it [savior] was a veiy common attribute of pagan gods 
(and of emperors),^and it seems likely that it was in Hellenistic Christian circles 
that it gained cunency. The evangelist may even have been conscious of a certain 
dramatic propriety in putting it in the mouth of Samaritans, who in this gospel 
represent in some sort the Gentile world over against the Jews.^*'̂

The phrase looses its awkwardness when it is allowed to serve as a witness to the reader 

who may be Gentile (or specifically Samaritan); a reader who is told of the one “who is 

truly the savior of the world” (4:42).^*^

Finally, a good pericope that defines the relational aspect of the “world,” one that 

broadens its referent, is in Jesus’ discussion of the world’s hatred in 15:18-27. Our reading 

sees this discussion as referring to the cosmic realm in which the relations between God 

and man exist; a realm in which Jesus and his followers alone take part. In vv. 18-19 the 

term “world” is used six times: “If the world hates you, be aware that it hated me before it 

hated you. If you belonged to the world, the world would love you as its own. Because you 

do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world— therefore the world 

hates you.” 15:18 makes clear that the central issue of conflict is Jesus; he faced it and his 

followers will experience it also. But it is in v. 19 that we are given a helpful description of 

the referent of those “in the world” and those “out of the world.” If Jesus’ followers (i.e., 

the readers of the FG) were of the world, the world would love them (v. 19a). But the 

world does not love them because they are not of the world (v. 19b). Why? Because Jesus 

chose them out of the world! Interestingly, this implies that they were at one time part of 

the world. There is no fortified dualism between “us” and “them;” just a description of the 

cosmic realm, the revelation and judgment that has come to it, and decision to be made in

Blank (1964, 184).
Cf. Sjef van Tilborg (1996, 56-57).

214 Dodd (1953, 239).
As Okure (1998, 176) explains, “John 4:22 and the Gospel as a whole provide sufficient grounds for the 

use of the title.”
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that realm by the reader. The rest of the pericope (vv. 20-27) focuses on the revelation and

judgment motif so common in the Gospel.̂ **̂

For John the “world” is not a value system that the sectarian-like JComm needed to

reject, for they are still connected to the world and come from it (15:19). At the same time,

the “world” is not a specific and localized “group,” like the Jews (Malina/Rohrbaugh) or,

in a progressive way, Gentiles (Brown), for the term is more relationally complex than

such referents allows. Rather, the FG’s personification of the “world” creates a class o f

people. Johannine usage of the “world” is too broad to be classified as belonging to one

specific “group,” let alone one localized “group.” The “world” to which the Son has come,

and to which his disciples have been sent, is the realm of decision; a realm of decision that

has cosmic results. The FG appeals to its readers, those who are participants in this

“world,” to make a correct alliance.

In this sense, the FG creates and divides its readers into two classes of people. But

this dualism of belief is not between one “group” and those outside. Rather, it involves

potentially all who enter into the belief outlined by the FG. As we discussed in chapter

two, this concept has potential for assisting our understanding of the identity formation of

early Christians. According to Judith Lieu, the identity of Christians as a “third race” was

confirmed by the use of the term “the world.” As Lieu explains:

Although it has its roots in the Jewish eschatological contrast between ‘this world’ 
and ‘the world to come,’ this opposition to ‘the world’ is characteristically, 
although not exclusively, Christian. Within the NT it is most developed in the 
Johannine literature where it has often been dubbed ‘sectarian,’ yet in principle it 
may become a fundamental organizing point for Christian self-identity, capable of 
multiple expressions. This is the language of internal identity-formation, not of 
external visible perception.^*^

In this way our reading proposal facilitates an understanding of the internal perception of 

the “us” and the “them;” an understanding that depicts an invitation for the “them,” or 

those in the “world,” to become one of “us.” For as the Johamiine Jesus declares: “And I, 

When I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself’ (12:32).

See the similar description by Beasley-Miirray (1999, 161) and Bultmann (1971, 549). Interesting here is 
V. 22 which is thematically identical to 9:39-41 where this same revelation/judgment m otif is introduced to 
the Pharisees after the healing of the man bom blind. This same motif is emphasized following the 
Nicodemus narrative (3:16-21). See Okure (1998, 125, n.98).

Lieu (2002, 188). Cf. Vincent Wimbush (1996).

206



“Those Who Believe in Me through Their Word”

The prayer of Jesus in John 17 provides an interesting few verses concerning the 

mission motif. After praying for their protection and sanctity in the truth as he sends his 

disciples into the world (vv. 18-19), the cosmic realm where the decision of belief is to be 

made, Jesus continues, “I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf of those who 

will believe in me through their word” (v. 20). The Gospel connects Jesus’ prayer with its 

own goal: that its readers may believe. No limit is placed on those who are to believe, no 

“group” distinction; in fact, there is a smooth transition between the disciples who believed 

and those who would believe after them. As Jesus continues in v. 21, the goal is for unity, 

for them all to be one. A unity wrapped into the unity of the Father and Son, for whom the 

world, both present and future believers, are in gratitude.

A similar view to ftiture believers within the mission motif is vocalized in Jesus’ 

conversation with Thomas in 20:24-29. Jesus uses Thomas’ “belief by sight” as an 

example for those who believe but will not see. Those who believe without seeing are 

blessed (v. 29). As Brown comments, “The blessing is probably intended for all Christians 

other than eye-witnesses, not for those only who were able to believe without signs and 

wonders.”^ 20:24-29 is a fitting final “Jesus conversation” before the stated purpose of 

the Gospel. This confession is the climactic Christological confession in the Gospel. 

Readers who have reached this point in the narrative are now able to join with Thomas.

The FG, then, is a witness to those who have not seen with their own eyes; they are blessed 

if they trust in its witness and believe.

Finally, the directive from Jesus to Peter to “feed my sheep” is certainly meant to 

locate future Christians in the trajectory of the divine mission. As we will discuss below, 

the FG’s depiction of Peter is not polemical. In the case of future Christians, the FG 

depicts Peter as central in the experience of those who will believe. Such a move not only 

assumes a connection between Peter and the readers of the FG, at least those who come to 

believe, but it also transitions the readers from the leadership of Jesus to the leadership in 

the early Christian movement. Too much attention has been on this passage’s depiction of 

Peter and his pastoral rehabilitation; future believers are also in view.

For example, the 153 fish in the first pericope of John’s epilogue, though viewed 

by many as enigmatic in its exact detail, most certainly reflects the FG’s desire “to

Brown (1970, 574, emphasis added).
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symbolize the breadth or even the universality of the Christian mission.” *̂̂  Schnackenburg

explains the symbolism well:

.. .the quantity of fish is justification for the supposition that the [FE] saw in it a 
symbol of universality. That lies within the ‘ecclesiastical’ perspective of the whole 
chapter, but also finds support in Jn 1-20. The picture of the flock in 21:15-17 
directs our attention back to 10:16, where, likewise, mission and church unity are 
thought of together. ... The net in which the fish are gathered can even illustrate 
well the idea of 11:52 (gathering of God’s scattered children).^^**

These various verses make clear that the Gospel envisioned an indefinite incorporation of 

future believers.

Conclusion

The mission motif in the FG has for too long been dominated by “community” 

interpretations. From the depiction of the Father, to the task of the Son, to the work of the 

disciples, “mission” is a leitmotif in the FG. Contrary to the tliree major “community” 

interpretations, no evidence was found of an internal function for the mission motif. No 

mission of a “community” was found; nor was there a segment of a “community” more 

mission-minded than another. Rather, the entire Gospel, from start to finish, tells a story 

centered on the mission of the Son, a mission that the readers are invited to join. Such an 

understanding alludes to the multivalent function and use of the Gospel in the early 

Christian movement.^^* One of those primary functions was its rhetorical witness to the 

reader; a fact that the Gospel’s Missionsgedanke makes clear. Therefore, the mission motif 

in the FG reveals that the Gospel functioned with a rhetorical invitation for an indefinite 

audience.

E a r l y  “C h r is t ia n ” R e l a t io n s  in  t h e  F o u r t h  G o s p e l  

If the FG were a sectarian or a quasi-sectarian “community,” we would expect to 

find in the Gospel text some distinct separation between their “group” and the rest of the 

early Christian movement. Entire volumes have been written defining the so-called 

“Johannine Chr i s t i an i ty . The  proposal of this thesis is not that the FG represents no 

unique contribution to the early Christian movement; for we know that it eventually 

became a major contributor. Rather, this thesis proposes that the FG does not depict itself 

and its audience as standing against or outside o f  the rest of the Christian movement. In the

Ibid., 1075.
Schnackenburg (1968-82, 3:358)

221 See Charles Hill (2004). According to Hill, the FG had “wide and authoritative use ... and habitual 
attribution to a common apostolic origin” in the early church (474-75).

Smith (1984).

208



midst of all the diversity and tensions, there was a unity and commonality that is reflected

in the narrative of the FG.

In a 1978 article Raymond Brown attempted to define the Johannine perspective on

Christian diversity in the late first century.^^^ Brown’s interest is the applicability of the

religious term ‘sect’ to the JComm in its relationship to other Christian “communities” in

the early Christian movement. “Was this community an accepted church among churches

or an alienated and exclusive conventicle?^^"* Brown’s criterion was as follows: “...the

Johannine community would de facto be a sect ... if explicitly or implicitly it had broken

koinônia with most other Christians, or if because of its theological or ecclesiological

tendencies, most other Christians had broken koinônia with the Johannine community.

Brown attempts to approach the issue of the relations between the JComm and other

“Christian” communities by examining the various “groups” portrayed in the narrative of

the FG. Using Brown’s criteria and evaluation as a starting point, this section will examine

two possible areas of dissent between the FG and the early Christian movement.

The first possible area of dissent is between the FG and the Jewish Christians of

inadequate faith. Brown argues that the FG displays a hostile attitude to certain Jewish

Christians who, like the JComm, had left the synagogue but did not “believe” as they

should. He uses 2:23-25 as a primary example of this hostility. As is noimal for

“community” interpreters, for Brown these three verses are representative of some “group”

current with the JComm in whom John has no tmst.^^*’ Another passage linked to this

“group” by Brown is 7:3-5, where Jesus’ brothers “did not really believe in him.” For

Brown, the hostile portrait of the brothers of Jesus, without any hint of their conversion, is

striking when we reflect that the FG was written after James had led the Jerusalem church

for nearly 30 years and had died a martyr. Brown concludes:

Since his [James] name was revered as a teaching authority by Jewish Christians 
(James 1:1; Jude 1:1), are we having reflected in John a polemic against Jewish 
Christians, particularly in Palestine, who regarded themselves as the heirs of the 
Jemsalem church of James? Are their church leaders the hirelings of 10:12 who do 
not protect the sheep against the wolves, perhaps because they have not sufficiently 
distanced their flocks from ‘the Jews’?̂ ^̂

Brown (1978). 
Ibid., 6.
Ibid.
Ibid., 12.
Ibid.. 13.
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Besides Brown’s problem of reference when he assumes 2:23-25 and 7:3-5 are 

representative of “groups” contemporary to the JComm, an issue we discussed above 

concerning representative figures, Brown has mistaken John’s rhetoric for polemic. 

Beginning with the Jewish Christians to whom Jesus refuses to entrust himself in 2:23-25, 

it is no wonder that Brown finds it “difficult to inteipret.”^̂  ̂By taking these verses in 

isolation and applying them to the histoiy of the JComm, Brown has lost the literary 

context in which they function. Earlier we argued that the placement of the Nicodemus 

narrative alongside the Samaritan woman narrative was no accident; the two narratives 

have a united function. The characters in both narratives provide representative 

significance for the readers. The characters do not provide “glimpses” into the initial 

readers’ communal make-up, but act as minors for the readers themselves. 2:23-25 is also 

connected to this united function; it links the earlier signs ministiy to the Nicodemus and 

Samaritan woman nar rat ives .For  the narratives that follow it flmctions like a prologue 

that introduces its rhetorical witness: an encouragement to various “types of believers” to 

come to full faith in Jesus. As Beasley-Munay explains: “Just as 2:1 harks back to the 

events of chap. 1 yet commences a new division of the Gospel, so 2:23-25 is linked with 

the setting of the previous episode yet belongs essentially with chap. 3, since it provides a 

context for the Nicodemus narrative and an important clue to its understanding.”^̂** By 

removing 2:23-25 from its literary context Brown has mistakenly assumed as polemical 

what was intended to be rhetorical.

A similar mistake was made by Brown in reference to 7:3-5. Brown’s 

reconstruction of James and the Jerusalem Christians through these few verses, though 

ingenious, is more fancifril than credible. Since Mark 6:3 portrays a similar tradition it is 

difficult to so easily apply this tradition to the contemporary situation of the FE.^^  ̂Rather, 

John’s rhetoric of “belief ’ is again being deployed, not a polemic. The “brothers” of 7:3-5 

are not being replaced by current disciples, but are used as examples of the “type of belief ’ 

required. The fact that Jesus’ own brothers did not believe in him stands as a stark warning 

to others. No human relation guarantees the type of “life” that Jesus requires. Thus, by

Ibid.
Interestingly, Beasley-Murray (1999, 47) also links 2:23-25 to the Nicodemus narrative in his account of 

the literary stmcture of the Gospel. Cf. Moloney (1980).
Beasley-Murray (1999, 45-46).
According to Bauckliam (2002, 203-223), a significant historical point against Brown’s hypothesis is the 

presence of Mary o f Clopas at the cross. She was the mother o f Simeon son of Clopas, successor to James 
and the Jewish-Christian leader in Palestine when the Gospel was written.

We have already argued in chapter three that Jolin is aware of a time distinction between Jesus’ ministry 
and his own.
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assuming that the reference behind John’s discussion of Jesus’ brothers in 7:3-5 was

“disciples” in leadership in Jemsalem, Brown has mistaken rhetoric for polemic. Brown’s

naiTative decoding has misplaced the FE’s rhetorical strategy.

The second possible area of dissent according to Brown is between the FG and the

Christians of Apostolic churches. According to Brown, “If we call upon Peter and the

other named disciples as clues to John’s attitude toward these Apostolic Christians, his

attitude is fundamentally favorable. ... Nevertheless, these named disciples do not seem to

embody the fullness of Christian perception.”^̂  ̂For Brown, this is revealed when a

comparison is made between the disciples in general and Simon Peter in particular, and the

BD, which for Brown is the symbolic representation of the JComm.

The others are scattered at the time of Jesus’ passion leaving him alone (16:32), 
while the beloved disciple remains with Jesus even at the foot of the cross (19:26- 
27). Simon Peter denies that he is a disciple of Jesus (18:17, 25), a particularly 
serious denial granted the Johannine emphasis on discipleship as the primary 
Christian categoiy; and so he needs to be rehabilitated by Jesus who three times 
asks whether Peter loves him (21:15-17). Closer to Jesus both in life (13:23) and in 
death (19:26-27), the beloved disciple sees the significance of the garments left 
behind in the empty tomb when Peter does not (20:8-10); he also recognizes the 
risen Jesus when Peter does not (21:7). The Johannine Christians, represented by 
the beloved disciple, clearly regard themselves as closer to Jesus and more 
perceptive than the Christians of the Apostolic Churches.^^"*

But again Brown has mistaken rhetoric for polemic. Two points will make this clear. First, 

besides all the complexities of the reference behind the Brown has mistakenly

viewed the BD as the ideal disciple rather than as the ideal witness. The BD’s presence at 

the cross is not only an example of faithfulness, but of witness to the event. His 

“closeness” to Jesus is evidence of appropriate testimony, not spirituality for a “group” 

contemporaiy with the FE. Helpful here is the article by Bauckham entitled “The Beloved 

Disciple as Ideal Author.”^̂  ̂Bauckham shows that all the focus on a historical referent for 

the BD has missed his role in the narrative as an ideal “witness” to the proclamation of the 

FG. By mistaking the reference of the BD and by narrowing the narrative’s function to a 

“community,” Brown has again confused rhetoric for polemic.

Second, the narrative’s portrayal of certain negative aspects of Peter the disciple is 

paradigmatic for the reader not representative of the Apostolic churches. Again, beside the

Brown (1978, 15) 
Ibid., 15-16.

235 We have no intention of proposing a solution to the debate over the identity or function of the BD. For a 
comprehensive discussion of the BD see James Charlesworth (1995).

Bauckliam (1993c).

211



problem of reference, Brown has misunderstood the paradigmatic function of the disciples 

in the narrative. As we discussed earlier, characters in the narrative, among whom Peter 

and the disciples are included, are depicted as paradigmatic (representative figures) for the 

readers. John’s Gospel is not alone in this presentation; the Gospel of Mark is more 

“critical” of the disciples for the puipose of representing appropriate discipleship to his 

readers than John.^^  ̂Mark portrays the disciples as hard of heart (6:52), spiritually weak 

(14:32-42), and very dim-witted (8:14-21). But this narrative depiction is hardly depictive 

of an underlying polemic, but is a rhetorical demonstration for the readers. It is for the sake 

of response not merely contemporary historical depiction -  for this is a function of ancient 

literature like the Gospels. Thus, when Brown writes concerning the comparison between 

Peter and the BD that “No such rehabilitation is necessary and no such questioning is even 

conceivable in the case of the disciple par excellence, the disciple whom Jesus loved,”^̂  ̂

he commits what Luke Timothy Johnson warned us about concerning “community” 

interpretations: the fallacy of description over prescription.^^^ Brown’s mirror reading by 

textual reflection mistakenly reads the text as a history of the “community” and not as a 

message for the reader.

Thus, even beyond the difficulty of defending the referentiality of the characters in 

the narrative Brown has proposed, his hypothesis still requires an extremely complex 

historical reconstmction of events. To assume that 1:50, where the disciples are told that 

they are yet to see greater things, implies that the Johannine Christians have a one- 

upmanship Christology in comparison to the disciples mistakes the rhetoric of the narrative 

for polemic. Taken at the level of narrative, 1:50 is a literary signal not a historical debate. 

Neither can an argument from silence concerning “church” stmcture and practice imply a 

polemic against Apostolic church institutionalization.^"*** It is here that our focus on the 

naiTative’s sequence is helpful. The disciples see these “greater things” later in the Gospel; 

no external “disciples” are required to make sense of the nan ative.

Even 21:15-25, "̂** where Peter and the BD are puiposefully linked, has a rhetorical 

not a polemical strategy. Though the individual leaders are central to the pericope, we still 

can not link certain “groups” or early “Christian” sub-movements to them. This would

See Ernest Best (1981). 
Brown (1978, 15).
Jolmson (1979). 
B ro 
Our 

(1983).

Brown (1978, 17-18).
Our proposal is unaffected by the possible late addition of John 21. For a good summary see Minear
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have been the opportune time for the so-called JComm to use one-upmanship against their

rival “group” represented by Peter. But nothing of the sort takes place. A lengthy comment

by Lincoln is helpful here:

Significantly, Peter’s question about the fate of the beloved disciple ... links these 
two witnesses and leaders. One is the shepherd who becomes a martyr, the other a 
witness who does not meet martyrdom but dies a natural death (v, 23). To prevent 
odious comparisons and to underline the validity of both types of witnesses, the 
naiTative stresses that what counts is not the actual outcome of the witness but the 
will of Jesus, which determines the outcome (v. 22). In this light, the following 
reference, at the end of the naiTative, to the role of the witness of the beloved 
disciple in the writing of the Gospel can be more clearly seen as a specific task 
within the more general assignment of witnessing that he shares with all the 
disciples as they continue the mission of Jesus.̂ "*

Rather than having a polemical purpose, the Johannine epilogue functions to bring unity 

between various Christian “witnesses.”

In contrast to the older polemical mo d e l , K e v i n  Quast has argued that the 

narrative attempts to unite sections of the second-generation “church” and not promote one 

section (the Johannine Christians) over and against another (the Petrine Christians). Quast 

assumes that John 21 was written to correct the JComm’s incorrect view of other Christian 

groups.̂ "*"* In this way the FE is trying to unite them to share in the one Gospel heritage.̂ "*  ̂

Besides Quast’s “community” assumption, which he never defines or defends, our 

rhetorical proposal matches well with his. The contextual reconstruction is far from 

polemical. In contradistinction from the “community” in which he lives and ministers the 

FE is writing to correct their view. This again confirms Luke Timothy Johnson’s warning 

about trying to read the “community’s” reflection from a text.

Independent of G AC, Richard Bauckham has come to a similar conclusion. 

Bauckliam argues that the second half of chapter 21 functions as a deliberate inclusio with 

13:23-25, indicating that the double story of Peter and the BD which began there ends 

here. “After ch. 20 no more needs to be said about Jesus himself: the central Cliristological 

purpose of the Gospel has been fulfilled. But more does need to be said about the disciples: 

the loose ends which the story of Peter and the beloved disciple up till this point has left 

must be taken up before the Gospel is comple t e .L i nk i ng  21:24 with 19:35, Bauckham

Lincoln (2000, 155, emphasis added).
A model still in use, though. See, for example, Dunderberg (2002); Whitacre (1982); and Woll (1981).

244 Quast (1989, 164-65). 
Ibid., 166.
Bauckham (1993c, 28).
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argues that BD is portrayed as the ideal witness. In 21:20-22 the BD is given superiority to

Peter only in respects which qualify him for his own role as a “perceptive witness to

Jesus.” The BD is also present at key points in the Gospel story.̂ "*̂  Thus, the relation

between Peter and the BD is more understandable. As Bauckham explains:

The beloved disciple is better qualified to be the author of a Gospel, but he is not 
better qualified to be the chief under-shepherd of Jesus’ sheep, which is Peter’s 
mode of discipleship. ... The different complementaiy roles of the two disciples 
shows that it is not a rivalry between two different branches of early Christianity 
(the so-called great church and the Johannine churches) that is at stake in their 
relationship. The Gospel acknowledges Peter’s leading role in the whole church ... 
while claiming for the beloved disciple a role of witnessing to the truth of Jesus 
which is equally significant for the whole church.̂ "*̂

The narrative has concluded its portrayal of Peter and the BD in order to connect the 

reader to their complementary leadership functions in the present Christian movement.

The polemical reading of the FG that we have been critiquing requires an elaborate 

historical reconstruction, a decoding of the narrative referents, one that requires linking 

different words or concepts across several unrelated chapters in the Gospel, and a 

misunderstanding of rhetorical strategy. It has been the argument of this thesis that part of 

the problem is an inconect starting assumption of a “community” standing behind the FG 

and an overemphasis of distinct “groups” in early Christianity. The narrative placed the 

witnesses of both Peter and the BD, leaders in the early “Christian” movement, in 

appropriate relation. The FG has claimed to be a true witness by one connected to the very 

story of the Gospel. The FG is not in a deep-rooted polemic with other Jesus traditions, but 

cooperates with the general witness of early Christian mission.

C o n c l u s io n : R e a d in g  t h e  F o u r t h  G o sp e l  

Our proposed reading strategy of the FG in light of the Gospel community debate 

has attempted to establish a “literal” reading that is intended for a general or indefinite 

reading audience. The text was seen to have various authorial Tendenzen for a more 

diverse audience; Tendenzen that may assume different types and levels of readers. Key to 

the Gospel community debate and our reading of the FG was the role of representative 

figures in the narrative. We have shown that far from representing specific “groups,” the 

figures become representative for the reader. This was most visible when the narrative was 

viewed from the macro-level. For example, JComm interpretations are necessarily

Ibid., 36-37. 
Ibid., 38.
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inconsistent. One would expect that is Nicodemus, Peter, and the BD represent various 

groups, so should Thomas, Mary Magdalene, Martha and Mary, and Lazarus. All these 

have distinguishing features. But the number of different groups needed if one were to 

push the view consistently becomes absurd. The varied representative figures 

interpretation we have argued for can cope with this proliferation.^"*  ̂ In this way the FG 

was shown to have a rhetorical witness that included a specific purpose of invitation, a 

mission rooted in the very subject of the biography, and a goal of being included in the 

wider early Christian movement.

Our goal in this thesis has not only been to critique the previous paradigm, but to 

build a more appropriate model for reading the FG and establishing its flmctional potential. 

We have not erased the Sitz im Leben of the FG, but allowed it to be understood within a 

more complex model of “community.” A model that functions broadly in the early 

Christian movement and tradition. We have seen how a non-community reading of various 

pericopae is more appropriate to the narrative of the FG and its exegesis. Some 

“community” interpretations distorted the text in order to “fit” their assumed historically- 

reconstructed contexts; others were simply not needed. Since we have only been able to 

introduce the function of the Gospel and various nuances of its more indefinite social- 

historical location, we will discuss several avenues of further research in chapter six. Our 

reading strategy has opened the text to be read afresh in light of the rhetorical “witness” it 

proclaims.

In fact, it is possible that for the male figures in the FG who go through the whole story, there is a 
progression from their confessions of faith in chapter 1 to Thomas’ climactic confession in chapter 20.
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE SHEEP OF THE FOLD: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Nearly thirty years ago Robert Kysar did a complete survey of scholarship on the

Gospel of John.* When summarizing the results of the investigation Kysar noted that one

of Johannine scholarship’s recent accomplishments was that “Contemporaiy Johannine

criticism has confirmed that the gospel is a community’s document.”  ̂Kysar claimed that

the inclinations long found in scholarly literatuie have confirmed in a substantial manner

that the FG must be interpreted as the document of a community.

The works associated with source-tradition and composition criticism, the quest of 
the concrete situation of the evangelist, and theological analysis have all merged 
upon a common tenet: The contents of the gospel are the result in large part of the 
conditions of a community of persons. ... The theology of every stratum of the 
gospel relates to the community of faith; it addresses the needs of that community 
at that moment. ... The gospel cannot be read meaningfully apart from some 
understanding o f the community out o f which and to which it was written. ...its 
thought is sustained in the atmosphere of that occasion and nowhere else.^

Such a statement describes well the paradigm that this thesis has attempted to correct. It is

notable that nearly thirty years later Kysar has moved in the opposite direction.

Concerning the importance of knowing “as much about the [historical] occasion as

possible,” Kysar now concludes: “

An investigation of the past usually tells us more about the investigator than the 
past. ... Maybe we are just learning that the testing of any hypothesis is an ongoing 
necessity and that working hypotheses do not always “work” without flaw. ... As I 
am grateful for the work of scholars like Brown and Martyn, I suppose I have 
simply tired of playing the game of abstract speculative constructions.”"*

In another setting Kysar claims:

My own view is that there is now sufficient evidence in these early years of the 
twenty-first century that the whither of the Johannine community is likely to 
include its demise. Gather the evidence that points toward what is to come about in 
biblical studies in this century, and the sum points clearly away from historical 
reconstmctions such as those we call the Johannine community.^

' Kysar (1975).
 ̂Ibid., 269.
 ̂ Ibid., 269-70 (emphasis added).
Kysar (2002, 12-15).

 ̂Kysar (2003). For a more thorough discussion o f Kysar’s move away from JComm reconstructions see 
Klmk (2004).
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Kysar’s tiredness “of playing the game of abstract speculative constructions” is not reason 

enough to deny the assumption of “community” in Gospels exegesis.^ Nor has it been the 

primary motivation of this thesis. Rather than finding such a hermeneutical approach 

tiring, we have argued that the entire approach is unfounded. By attempting to provide 

further definition to various aspects of the Gospel community debate, and by using the 

Gospel of John as a test case, we have argued that the Gospel of John was never intended 

for a local, geographic “community” or “network of communities.” This is itself a 

reconstruction of the evidence, since we have no external evidence of the early audience -  

hence, the need for such a study. This thesis, then, has entered within the Gospel 

community debate and challenged the current audience reconstructions assumed in 

Johannine interpretation. Such paradigm debates are not new within the scholarly guild, 

for it was Albeit Schweitzer who once explained that “A deeper understanding of a subject 

is only brought to a pass when a theoiy is carried out to its utmost limit and finally proves 

its own inadequacy.”  ̂It is our conclusion that the theory of Gospel “community” 

reconstructions has been carried to its outer limit and has been proven inadequate.

S u m m a r y  o f  R e su l t s

As we outlined in chapter one, the Gospel community debate is centered around 

four primaiy areas of definition. In order to test the audience and origin of the FG, and in 

response to the four areas in need of definition within the Gospel community debate, we 

centered our discussion on four areas of inquiry: the term “community” (chapter 2),

Gospel audience and patristic exegesis (chapter 2), the nature and function of the Gospel 

genre (chapter 3), and the Gospel narrative’s implied reader (chapter 4).

We concluded, at the broadest level, that the Gospels were written for an indefinite 

audience, not an individual “church” or network of churches disconnected from the rest of 

the early Christian movement. This historical assumption does not posit a completely 

indefinite audience, but one that is appropriate to a flrst-centuiy audience in the Greco- 

Roman world and allows for a general market niche. Using what we have argued is a more 

complex model of “community” (relational and not territorial) we have posited that the 

Gospels would have been appropriate reading material for a variety of geographic 

communities throughout early Christianity. Readers who were not even aware of the

For as Jolm Dominic Crossan (1992, 426) explains, “If  you cannot believe in something produced by 
reconstruction, you may have nothing left to believe in.”

Schweitzer (1910, 221). Cf. the comment by Michael Stanford (1998, 113): “The progress of science, 
notoriously, is made over the corpses of dead theories.”

217



other’s existence could participate together in the stoiy told by the Gospels, based upon a 

symbolic construction which provided a specifically “Christian” identity for them and 

others (chapter two). The Gospel text, which is a type of biography, would rarely be used 

by a self-contained group. The Gospel narrative would have been read by its pre-critical 

readers with a “realistic” reading strategy. Although the Gospel would have had various 

Tendenzen and interpretations included, it would not have been read on two levels in the 

redaction-critical way proposed by J. L. Martyn. In essence, a pre-critical reading of the 

Gospels is a “literal” reading, whereby the stoiy the Gospels tell is the story meant to be 

heard (chapter three). Finally, the reader the text expects, far from being a knowledgeable 

community reader, has only a general familiarity with the story in the narrative. The 

relative familiarity with the Christian story, yet at times a lack of specific knowledge 

concerning Judaism, reveals that the Gospel expected different types of readers. Such a 

maneuver on the part of the evangelist allows the text to be accessible at different levels, to 

a first-time reader and a more experienced reader; the Gospel assumes a varied readership 

(chapter four).

The application of this reading strategy to the FG revealed that the FG was 

intended to be read by a general or indefinite audience; a reading that deals more 

appropriately with the textual evidence and is less internally inconsistent. Using five test 

cases we argued, first, that “community” interpretations have misunderstood the function 

of characters in the narrative, especially their paradigmatic function. This is most apparent 

at the macro-level of the narrative where the figures, rather than representing unique stages 

in a “community’s” history, function together by inviting potential readers to participate in 

the message of the Gospel. Second, arguing specifically against the influential work of J.

L. Martyn, we argued that the contextual significance of the “expulsion from the 

synagogue” passages has been overemphasized by “community” interpretations and has 

been misread at the macro-level of the narrative. There are neither clues in the narrative 

nor evidence outside of it for the reading proposed by Martyn. Third, with a non

community audience in view, we were drawn to the strong contextual evidence for an 

“evangelistic” reading of the FG. In light of 20:3 lb we argued that it is highly likely that 

the Gospel is aimed not just at different “types of readers,” but also at different “types of 

faith.” This correlates well with the paradigmatic function of the representative figures in 

the narrative. Fourth, and related to John’s purpose, we argued that our proposed audience 

and reading strategy makes more coherent the mission leitmotif and the general rhetorical
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address in the FG. The entire Gospel, from start to finish, tells a story centered on the 

mission of the Son, a mission that Üie readers are invited to join. Such an understanding 

alludes to the multivalent function and use of the Gospel in the early Christian movement. 

Finally, we argued that contrary to the sectarian understanding of the FG and its audience, 

the FG does not depict itself and its audience as standing against or outside o/the rest of 

the Christian movement. In the midst of all the diversity and tensions in early Christianity 

there was a unity and commonality that is reflected in the nairative of the FG. The Gospel 

of John is not in a deep-rooted polemic with other Jesus traditions, but cooperates with the 

general witness of the early “Christian” mission.

C o n c l u s io n : T h e  G o sp e l  C o m m u n it y  D e b a t e  a n d  t h e  F o u r t h  G o spe l

Thus, by pressing forward the Gospel community debate, and by using the FG as a 

test case, we have thiee general conclusions. First, the hypothesis that the audience o f the 

FG was a single ”group ” or '‘network o f groups ” frequently called a “community ” does 

not match well to external data. After examining internally the assumed audience of the 

Gospel, the patristic exegetical assumptions and origin legends of the original audience, 

the normal audience of the biographical gem-e, and tlie audience depicted by the heuristic 

device of the implied reader, a single, geographic “community” was not reconcilable with 

the evidence. At the same time, there was no historical evidence that the FG at any time 

ever belonged to one geographic “church” or “community.” The common portrait of an 

actual JComm, a single and coherent “group” behind the document, is historical fiction.

Second, the use o f a Gospel “community ” reconstruction in the interpretation o f 

the FG is internally inconsistent. By starting with a “community” as the audience and 

situational context of the Gospel interpreters have misaligned the textual evidence in the 

FG, especially at the macro-level of the narrative. Martyn and Brown are prime examples 

of this mistake. Mai'tyn’s two-level reading strategy forces him to change the actual plot 

given by the FG in order to match it with the so-called plot of the JComm. In a similar 

manner. Brown is required to read the narrative diachronically, in complete opposition to 

the naiTative’s own synchronic depiction, in order to align the story with the “history” of 

the JComm. The end result creates a mismatch between the narrative’s stoiy and the stoiy 

of the JComm. Although JComm interpreters have attempted to alleviate this problem with 

highly complex reconstructions of the social-historical situation, the internal 

inconsistencies remain.
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Third, the data derived from our proposed general audience o f the FG is similar to 

what we Icnow o f the early Christian movement as a whole. The various types and levels of 

readers depicted by the nan ative of the FG matches well the types and levels of readers 

understood to have been part of early Christianity. Even more, from what we know of the 

use of the Gospels in the early “Church,” the Gospels were used and read in a similar, 

more general fashion, at least by the mid-second century, if not before. Such a conclusion 

makes the assumption that the Gospels began as isolated, sectarian-like documents for one 

“group” but very soon became almost universal readhig material highly untenable. The 

“Church” faced the issue of the multiplicity of the Gospels, not their particularity.

The conclusion of this thesis, then, is that both the use and concept of “community” 

in the historical depiction of the Gospel audiences and as the beginning assumption in the 

interpretation of the Gospel narrative be abandoned. Not only is the term very ambiguous, 

but it canies a conceptual meaning that has been found to be inaccurate. The current 

concept of a Gospel “community” is an inappropriate model of the Gospel audience. In 

light of this conclusion several fresh avenues of research are now made clearer. This 

conclusion has fiirthered the Gospel community debate in several ways. First, we have 

applied the current debate specifically to the FG. Although GAG helpfully stated the 

theoretical problem in general Gospel scholarship, it was unable to examine any of the 

individual Gospels. Second, we have brought clarification and definition to the concept of 

“community” so common in Gospel exegesis. Third, we have linked our modem 

discussion with the patristic evidence related to both the origin of the Gospels, as well as 

the pre-critical reading strategy assumed. Fourth, we have provided more clarification to 

the use of the bios genre in the Gospel community debate. Fifth, we have helpfully 

integrated both historical and literary criticisms in our methodology. Finally, we have 

advanced further the discussion of the function of the Gospels, and more specifically, the 

purpose of the FG.

Im p l ic a t io n s  o f  t h is  St u d y  f o r  F u t u r e  R e s e a r c h

This study has taken the shackles off the reading of the Gospels that has for so long 

dominated Gospel scholarship. The realization of the more general audience of the Gospels 

has implications for three areas of future research. The first is the function and use of the 

Gospels in early Christianity. We are aware that at a fairly early date the Gospels had 

authority in Christian circles and that they were used to some degree in the worship
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services of the early churches.^ Recently D. Moody Smith has argued that the Gospels may

have been intended to function as Scripture, or at least the continuation of the Jewish

Scripture.^ According to Smith:

The early Christian claim that the narrative and prophecies of old are fulfilled and 
continued in Jesus and the church prefigures, perhaps even demands, the 
production of more scripture, which will explain how this happened. Such scripture 
is required to explain this not first of all to outsiders but rather to Christians 
themselves. It becomes an essential part of their identity and self-understanding.'^

For Smith, “The earliest development of Christian scripture occurred in a Jewish milieu 

that was becoming Christian.”"  And the Gospels were probably at the center of this 

development.

In the case of the earliest Christian Gospels ... the initial and fundamental impulse 
for their composition came with the proclamation of Jesus as the fulfillment of 
scripture. The use of the Gospels alongside the older, Jewish scriptures in worship, 
certainly as early as the mid-second century, probably much earlier, was a likely 
continuation of the use to which the earlier Gospels traditions had already been 
put.'^

Certainly Smith is correct when he posits that the Gospels would have served in a 

Scripture-like fashion from an early date."

But Smith’s hypothesis is not new. Although they have been silenced for several 

decades due to the dominance of the “community” paradigm, scholars from a generation 

ago were noticing a similar potential function of the Gospels, According to C. F. D.

Moule, “at the time the Gospels were being written and first used ... they filled a place 

broadly comparable to the narrative parts of the Hebrew Scriptures in the Synagogues, as 

the historical background against which the interpretive writings might be read.”'"' For 

Moule the Gospels were written to make a “narrative statement.”"  Viewed in this way, the 

Gospels (or equivalent material now no longer extant) “are first and foremost addressed

* From Justin Martyr {First Apology 67) we learn that at least by the mid-second century the Gospels (“the 
memoirs of the apostles”) were read along with the prophets at Sunday services.
 ̂Smith (2000).

Ibid., 12.
"  Ibid., 17.

Ibid., 19.
As Metzger (1987, 6) explains, after quoting Justin Martyr’s mid-second century reference to the Christian 

documents being used in public worship; “Thus it came about that Christian congregations grew accustomed 
to regard the apostolic writings as, in some sense, on a par with the older Jewish Scriptures, and such 
liturgical custom, though doubtless varying in different congregations, set its seal on certain Gospels and 
Epistles as wortliy o f special reverence and obedience.” See also Glaue (1907); Gregory (1908); Harnack 
(1912); and Cullmann (1953).

Moule (1967, 100).
‘"Ibid., 101.
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from  faith,’ indeed, but not "to faith’ so much as to unbelief." In this way Moule 

concludes that

...all four Gospels alike are to be interpreted as more than anything else 
evangelistic and apologetic in purpose; and ... represent primarily the recognition 
that a vital element in evangelism is the plain story of what happened in the 
ministry of Jesus. Thus, all four are to be regarded as having been written primarily 
with a view to the outsider, although ... Luke and John are more likely to have 
been intended to be read by the outsider, whereas Matthew and Mark may well 
represent instruction for Christians, with a view to equipping them in turn for 
spoken evangelism."

Moule’s hypothesis needs testing in its specifics, but fits well with our proposal of a wider

audience and the different market niche of each of the Gospels. A similar view was

presented over fifty years ago by C. H. Dodd, who argued that the FE was

‘thinking,’ in the first place, not so much of Christians who need a deeper theology, 
as of non-Christians who are concerned about eternal life and the way to it, and 
may be ready to follow the Christian way if this is presented to them in terms that 
are intelligibly related to their previous religious interests and experience."

These older proposals saw correctly the more indefinite context of the Gospels, 

allowing each Gospel to function differently in different contexts. It is the hope of this 

thesis that new research will begin that examines the potential Emction of the Gospels 

within the audience model this thesis has proposed. A study of this type, though not 

directly related to the Gospel community debate, has recently been presented by Stephen 

Motyer, who argues that the harsh response to the Jews in chapter 8 is to be inteipreted as 

a passionate appeal to change direction, to not reject and murder Jesus as a blasphemer, but 

to confess him as the Christ." Such a conclusion fits well with the mission leitmotif of the 

FG. Our thesis allows other scholarly hypotheses to be made concerning the more 

indefinite social-historical context and other viable proposals taken from textual data.

The second implication for future research is the identity of early Christianity. D. 

Moody Smith argued above that the Gospels become an essential part of Christian 

“identity and self-understanding.” '̂' Our proposed model for the audience of the Gospels is 

better able to analyze the complexities of identity in early Christianity. As we argued in 

chapter two, John Barclay’s research on Jews in the Mediten'anean Diaspora and Judith

Ibid., 103.
Ibid., 113 (emphasis added). 
Dodd (1953, 9).

‘‘’ Motyer(1997a, 212).
Smith (2000, 12).
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Lieu’s research on early Christians relates well to our proposed model for the Gospels’ 

audience.^' A similar argument has been made by Averil Cameron who argues that “if ever 

there was a case of the construction of reality through text, such a case is provided by early 

Christianity ... Christians built themselves a new world.”^̂  Using our audience model and 

proposed reading we may begin to see conceptual connections between all four Gospels,^^ 

as well as other connections within the early Christian movement.

The third implication for future research is the reading of the Gospels for today.

The Gospels have always been and will continue to be important reading for the 

contemporary Christian church. The reconstruction provided by “community” interpreters 

of the context in which the Gospels were first used was so limiting that the Gospel context 

was divorced from modem readers. Although there are still major differences, our 

proposed audience and reading of the Gospels provide a bridge that has long been in mins. 

In a sense, our reading has realized that the original audience of the first century is more 

related to the audience of today than has generally been accepted. Beyond the cultural and 

historical differences, the Gospels invite all readers into their message.^'' Historical studies 

involving the reception of the Gospels in the Christian church may provide interesting 

comparisons with their early use and functions. Our thesis also facilitates the Church’s 

current belief that the Gospels belong to all Christians, not just to a specific 

“community.

C o n c l u sio n

This thesis has provided a critique of the common template in Gospel scholarship 

that places the key hermeneutical principle for interpretation as the quest for the 

delineation and explication of the community that each Gospel represents. In light of the 

Gospel community debate this thesis has argued that such a hermeneutical approach is 

unfounded. By using the Gospel of John as a test case, we discovered that Gospel reveals a 

large early Christian audience, in contrast to the current “community” reconstmctions 

which assume that the Gospel was written by and for a specific Gospel “community” -  the 

Johannine community. This “community” paradigm has created inappropriate 

reconstructions of the FG’s audience and origin, leading to mistaken assumptions in the

Barclay (1996) and Lieu (2002).
Cameron (1991, 21).
As Bauckham (1998d) has already attempted. 
For example, see Porter (2004).
A comment by Rowan Williams (2003), the Archbishop o f Canterbury, is helpful here: “The Fourth 

Gospel is a narrative located unmistakably in the past o f the world as we have it, yet active on us always as 
the present word of God.”
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reading of the narrative of John. In an attempt to further the Gospel community debate, this 

thesis has presented a new audience and social-historical context for reading the FG and by 

implication all four Gospels.
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