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Summary 

JESUS AS VICTIM 
THE DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

Helen Claire Orchard 

This thesis explores a previously unrecognized theme within the Gospel of John. 
The theme is violence and its expression through the victimization of the 
narrative's protagonist, Jesus. It suggests that he is presented as being, as well as 
perceiving himself to be, a victim. This offers an understanding of the Johannine 
Jesus which counters the traditional model of a serene and omniscient figure who 
exercises sovereign control over his environment. 

The first section aims to situate the research methodologically, theologically and 
historically. Some of the presuppositions underlying the study are best understood 
in the context of liberation theology, and the way in which a liberator is seen to 
function within an oppressed community. Drawing on theories about the historical 
origin of the Gospel, reasons why victimization might be expected to be a 
prominent theme in John are also suggested. 

The main body of the thesis comprises targeted exegesis of passages which reveal 
Jesus experiencing violence and manifesting the behaviour of a victim. This 
section is subdivided into six chapters which work their way chronologically 
through the narrative. The first two explore the public ministry from different 
perspectives - physical and psychological - with the latter discussing the 
character of Jesus with insights afforded by the discipline of victimology. 
Subsequent chapters discuss the way in which Jesus approaches and encounters his 
death. In particular, the traditional picture of Jesus as the ̀ glorious victor' on the 
cross is impugned; and figures from the Hebrew Bible are employed as 
hermeneutical tools for recognizing him as a victim. The final chapter discusses 
the difference in behaviour of the resurrected Jesus. It concludes that, freed from 
the threat of `the hour', he no longer perceives himself to be a victim. This enables 
him to attend to the needs of his disciples, empowering them to overcome areas of 
oppression in their own lives. 
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Chapter One 

The Disconcerting Gospel 

INTRODUCTION 

What is it that makes the Gospel of John so unnerving? Why is there a tendency 

among many scholars to sanitize and spiritualize it in an attempt to render its 

portrayal of Jesus slightly more palatable? It has been ̀embraced by the arms of 

Christian piety" to a far greater extent than the Synoptics, with much of its 

offensiveness being ̀ re-interpreted' or simply stripped away. Some admit quite 

openly that they have been ̀repelled'2 by the Fourth Gospel; others see it as the 

`maverick'3 or `problem' gospel; 4 or at least admit that there is something about it 

that makes it `fascinating'. 5 

There are some fairly obvious aspects of the Gospel which the reader might 

feel uncomfortable about. A common anxiety is the perception that blatant anti- 

Jewish sentiment pervades the narrative6 as well as the overriding sectarian attitude 

I G. C. Nicholson, Death as Departure: The Johannine Descent-Ascent Schema (SBLDS, 63; 
Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), p. 1. 

2 P. S. Minear, John: The Martyr's Gospel (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1984), p. ix. 
3 R. Kysar, John: The Maverick Gospel (Atlanta: John Knox, 1976). 
' This is the title of the first chapter of A. T. Hanson's The Prophetic Gospel: A Study of John 

and the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991). 
S M. J. J. Menken, ̀ The Christology of the Fourth Gospel'; in M. C. de Boer (ed. ), From Jesus to 

John: Essays on Jesus and New Testament Christology in Honour of Marinus dc Jonge 
(JSNTSup, 84; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), p. 292. 

6 Michael Goulder comments: ̀Even a simple reader feels that John does not love "the Jews"; 
that his book is motivated by a great hatred of them' ('Nicodemus', SJT 44 [1991], p. 168). 
Judith Heilig concludes that ̀ the Gospel of John reaches the highest development of 
philosophic incorporation of the anti-Jewish midrash' ('The Negative Image of the Jew and its 
New Testament Roots', JTheo1SA 64 [1988], pp. 29-48 [44]). Samuel Sandmel notes that 
traditionally John has been seen as ̀ the most anti-Semitic, or at least the most overtly anti- 
Semitic of all the Gospels' (Anti-Semitism in the New Testament? [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1978], p. 101). He attempts to explain this in terms of the Gospel's Sitz im Leben, but 
concludes: ̀one may accordingly explain the historical circumstances but one cannot deny the 
existence of a written compilation of clearly expressed anti-Jewish statements' (p. 119). 

Recent discussion on the identity and role of the Jews in John can be found in M. Davies, 
Rhetoric and Reference in the Fourth Gospel (JSNTSup, 69; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), pp. 
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of an evangelist who is capable of `harshness'? or even ̀hot hatred'8 towards those 

outside the community. Other concerns are the perceived theological manipulation 

of the original `facts' which exposes the Gospel's dubious historicity, 9 the 

`obnoxious theological verbiage', 10 or simply the general ̀sense of alienation and 

superiority'. 11 The most significant bequest of the Gospel, however, must surely 
from 

be its portrayal of a Jesus who is radically different his Synoptic counterpart. 12 

And not just different, but strange. 13 In fact, not just strange, but not all that nice 

in parts. The truth is that John's Gospel does not hold much appeal for those 

290-312. Davies notes that, based on what is known about Judaism during the first two 
centuries CE, the Fourth Gospel's portrayal of the Jews is little short of a `gross caricature' 
(p. 17). Similarly, J. D. G. Dunn warns of the dangers of misreading John's treatment of the 
Jews by failing to appreciate the complexity of that treatment and failing to give enough 
attention to the historical context. He concludes, `it is highly questionable whether the Fourth 
Evangelist himself can fairly be indicted for either anti-Judaism or anti-Semitism' ('The 
Question of Anti-Semitism in the New Testament', in J. D. G. Dunn [ed. ], Jews and Christians: 
The Parting of the Ways A. D. 70 to 135 [WUNT, 66; Tübingen: J. C. B Mohr/Paul Siebeck, 
1992], pp. 177-211 [203]). J. McHugh, writing in the same book, takes a similar line. 
Although he sees ̀a powerful and deep stream of apologetic directed towards those of the 
Jewish faith', he feels that `hostility' is too strong a word to use to describe it ('In i% im Vas 

Life', in Dunn, Jews and Christians, pp. 123-58 [158]). Colin Hickling sees a tension between 
the evangelist's universalist theme, the traditional understanding of the rejection of Jesus by 
some Jews and his church's harsh experience of Judaism ('Attitudes to Judaism in the Fourth 
Gospel', in M. de Jonge [ed. ], L'Evangile de Jean: Sources, Redaction, Theologie [BETL, 44; 
Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1977], pp. 347-54). 

7 M. Hengel, The Johannine Question (trans. J. Bowden; London: SCM Press, 1989), p. 44. 
8 W. Bauer, Das Johannesevangelium (HNT, 6; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 3rd edn, 

1933), p. 248. 
9 Examples of those who see a creative theological overlay to the Gospel - history serving 

theology rather than theology interpreting historical fact - include E. C. Hoskyns, The Fourth 
Gospel (ed. F. N. Davey; London: Faber & Faber Ltd, 2nd edn, 1947); S. S. Smalley, John: 
Evangelist and Interpreter (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978); and L. Morris, The Gospel 
according to John: The English Text with Introduction, Exposition and Notes (Grand Rapids: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1971). 

10 Minear, John, Martyr's Gospel, p. x. 
11 R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1979), p. 

89. 
12 J. D. G. Dunn sees the Synoptics providing a portrait of Jesus, whereas John is more like an 

impressionist painting (The Evidence for Jesus: The Impact of Scholarship on our 
Understanding of how Christianity Began [London: SCM Press, 1985], p. 43). 

13 In his review of Ernst Käsemann's The Testament of Jesus, Wayne Meeks makes the following 
statement: `Käsemann succeeds in making us face up to the strangeness of the Johannine 
Christology, and that is a significant accomplishment. But a more precise definition of that 
strangeness is called for' ('Review of The Testament of Jesus by Ernst Käsemann', USQR 24 
[1969], pp. 414-20 [419]). Unfortunately, it has proved impossible to obtain a copy of this 
article. The quote has therefore been taken from M. M. Thompson, The Humanity of Jesus in 
the Fourth Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), p. 6. 

2 
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attracted to the ̀ St Francis of Assisi type'. 14 The Synoptic accounts present the 

reader with a popular Galilean rabbi, who performs frequent miracles and healings 

and speaks to the crowds flocking to hear him in the language of everyday life. By 

contrast, the Johannine Jesus is a more detached figure, who keeps his 

"`professional" distance' from the other characters, '5 and ̀ feels indignation, not 

pity, when needy people come to him'. 16 His oratorical style is not as easily 

accessible as that of the Synoptic Jesus. '7 Complicated theological concepts are 

expounded in long monologues to audiences who rarely understand him, and are 

often less than appreciative. 18 What this Jesus lacks is the generally amenable 

disposition which makes the Synoptic character attractive to the modern reader. 

He is just not `our man Jesus, friend of the common folk'. 

The fourth evangelist has also been accused of having minimal concern with 

physical details of Jesus' life which would make him seem a little more human. It 

is certainly true that several important Synoptic stories of a distinctly physical 

nature are missing from John's account: Jesus' birth and baptism, the wilderness 

temptation and the agony in Gethsemane. In this respect, the Synoptics are viewed 

as being more solidly anchored in this world and perhaps it is unsurprising that, 

when compared with them, the Fourth Gospel has been subjected to accusations of 

docetism during its interpretative history. The content and style of John's Gospel 

may seem to encourage the reader to focus on matters other than Jesus' corporeal 

14 See J. D. Salinger for a tirade against those unable to love or understand any son of God who 
throws tables around, says a human being is more valuable than a soft, helpless Easter chick 
and attempts to merge Jesus with St Francis and Heidi's grandfather to make him more 
`lovable' (Franny and Zooey [repr.; New York: Penguin Books, 1980 (1964)], p. 130). 

15 J. A. du Rand, ̀The Characterization of Jesus as Depicted in the Narrative of the Fourth 
Gospel', Neot 19 (1985), pp. 18-36 (18, also 29,30). Du Rand concludes that he remains ̀a 
mysterious figure' (p. 33). 

16 H. Windisch, ̀ John's Narrative Style', in M. W. G. Stibbe (ed. ), The Gospel of John as 
Literature: An Anthology of Twentieth-Century Perspectives (NTTS, 17; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1993), pp. 25-64 (60). 

17 For a brief discussion of differences between the Synoptic and Johannine Christ see S. Barton, 
`The Believer, the Historian and the Fourth Gospel', Theology 96 (1993), pp. 289-302. 

18 D. Moody Smith comments ̀the richness, colour, specificity, concreteness, and variety which 
characterize the teaching of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels are by and large absent from John' 
('The Presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel', Interpretation 31 [1977], pp. 367-78 [370]). 
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existence, but close reading of the narrative reveals that it is not devoid of material 

concerning his physical experiences. The real issue is one of knowing where to 

look. Scholars have commented on some of the more obvious texts - Jesus is 

weary (4.6), Jesus is thirsty (19.28) - often claiming that the inclusion of these in 

the Gospel provides poor evidence for a thoroughly human Jesus, 19 but there is a 

mass of less obvious material. This thesis suggests that much of the relevant 

material is concentrated in a specific motif: violence. The thesis explores in detail 

the different ways in which violence is manifested throughout John's Gospel. 

Violence is a subject that has not previously been explored in the Fourth Gospel, 

and it would probably not be thought of as an automatic pointer to Jesus' 

tangibility. The Gospel's ̀ spiritual' reputation has tended to obfuscate some of the 

more unsavoury details of the narrative and the less pleasant characteristics of its 

protagonist. This study suggests that it is the dynamics of violence that makes the 

Fourth Gospel disconcerting; and that the ̀ strangeness' of Jesus is linked to his 

identity as a victim. 

THE REMIT OF THIS RESEARCH 

Part Two of this thesis will discuss the theological and literary context in which the 

research is being carried out; however, it is necessary in this introductory chapter 

to clarify the main issue of interest and to mention areas which lie outside of its 

remit. The preceding section has already started to touch on some christological 

issues; however it needs to be made clear at the outset that this study is not an 

19 So C. K. Barrett, following Käsemann, sees Jn 4.6 as an ̀ unskilful' attempt by the evangelist to 
emphasize Jesus' humanity (Gospel according to St John: An Introduction with Commentary 
and Notes on the Greek Text [London: SPCK, 2nd edn, 1978], p. 231). Likewise Jesus is seen 
to thirst on the cross because it is required to fulfil scripture rather than out of a desperate 
physical need. This is indicated by Alfred Loisy's comment: ̀one has to suppose that Christ is 
really thirsty; but the evangelist attributes to him above all the consciousness of a prophecy 
coming true' (Le Quatrieme Evangile [Paris, Alphonse Picard et Fils, 1903], pp. 880-81. 
Quote translated by L. E. Orchard). 

4 
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investigation into the Christology of John's Gospel. The approach employed to 

discuss Jesus as a victim is primarily literary, not theological. The exegesis is 

therefore focused on Jesus as a character within the narrative world of the Fourth 

Gospel. However, it is necessary to make some brief comments on Christology 

because the literary investigation is strengthened by the presupposition of a low, 

rather than a high Christology. It could be argued that Jesus' identity as a victim 

can be divorced from his christological status - after all, whether he is god or man 

in the Gospel, he still experiences the same acts of victimization. While it is true 

that his fate remains the same whatever his ontological nature, the issue is not quite 

that simple. It becomes clear that the extent of Jesus' victimization is influenced 

by Christology if we briefly consider what it means to be a victim. 

Being a credible victim requires the assumption of a level of vulnerability 

that is instinctively difficult to reconcile with divinity. This is because the 

experience of true victimization implies such a loss of autonomy and control on the 

part of the victim that s/he is placed utterly at the mercy of the victimizer. 20 There 

is therefore an incompatibility between the power inherent in the nature of divinity, 

and the total absence of power (and not simply its surrender) experienced by the 

victim. A `low' Christology which accepts the full humanity of Jesus in the Fourth 

Gospel is therefore necessary for him to be considered a victim. While this may 

seem to be a rather precarious argument at this point in the thesis, the reader should 

note that it is further substantiated in Chapter 2, where the importance of a human 

Jesus will be become obvious; and Chapter 5, where the term ̀ victim' will be 

explored. 

20 It should be noted that I am not talking about victims in the cultic sense, but rather in the 
sociological sense. Sacrificial victims can of course be human or animal and this too involves 
the loss of liberty culminating in the loss of the victim's life. To discuss cultic implications at 
this point would, however, confuse the argument. There is a limited treatment of the issue in 
Chapter 9. 
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JOHANNINE CHRISTOLOGY 

The preceding paragraph renders it necessary to include a paragraph on the 

Christology of the Fourth Gospel. This has been an area of significant debate 

among Johannine scholars and it is possible only to give a brief overview here. 

Discussion concerning the person of the Johannine Jesus and his 

ontological nature has generally concentrated on whether the evangelist presents us 

with a character who is a credible human being. Those who believe he does not 

adopt the sort of high Christology propounded by Ernst Käsemann, to a greater or 

lesser extent. Käsemann's position is best summarised by his oft-quoted statement 

that the Johannine Jesus is `a god striding on the earth'21 That John's Gospel 

presents us with a high Christology has been the dominant view of traditional 

scholarship22 and even on a brief trawl through Johannine literature it is not 

difficult to produce an interesting crop of `neo-Docetic' sentiments. 23 Jesus is 

viewed as an exalted figure who is in control of the course of events, playing out 

his soteriological role in his own way, in his own time. He is omniscient, 

21 E. Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light of Chapter 
17 (trans. G. Krodel; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), p. 73. Käsemann builds on the work of 
F. C. Baur, W. Wrede, G. P. Wetter and E. Hirsch, all of whom reject John's picture of Jesus as 
being that of a credible human. See Thompson for description and analysis (Humanity of 
Jesus, p. 4). 

22 Robin Scroggs, for one, notes this, commenting: ̀High Christology! Jesus Christ is completely 
divine, is God. This is the judgement universally held of the thought of the Gospel of John' 
(Christology in Paul and John [Proclamation Commentaries; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1988], p. 63). Similarly, Richard Cassidy writes: ̀ It is hardly an exaggeration to say that the 
entire Gospel of John is permeated with the sovereignty of Jesus. Jesus possesses sovereign 
standing from the first moment that he is present within John's Gospel... [this] concept of 
sovereignty... is closely related to the widely recognized concept of John's high Christology' 
(John's Gospel in New Perspective: Christology and the Realities of Roman Power [New 
York: Orbis, 1992], p. 29). 

23 Such as the following by C. F. Evans: ̀One may legitimately ask with respect to this gospel as a 
whole whether its Christ ever really has his feet firmly on the earth' ('The Passion of John' in 
Explorations in Theology [9 vols.; London: SCM Press, 1977], II, p. 62). A. T. Hanson 
expresses similar sentiments: ̀the Jesus of the Fourth Gospel cannot possibly be a historical 
representation: he is a divine figure, the eternal Word appearing as a man but retaining all the 
attributes of God except invisibility and omnipresence' (The Prophetic Gospel: A Study of 
John and the Old Testament [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991], p. 269). Hans Windisch sees the 
Johannine Jesus as ̀ the new Christ-type, detached from the earth and from history... a divine 
Christ from heaven' (`John's Narrative Style', p. 62, emphasis original). 
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authoritative, beyond suffering and generally devoid of `human' characteristics. 

He is, without doubt, a divine figure. 

The opposing view, which emphasizes the humanity of Jesus in the Gospel, 

has been traditionally upheld by Rudolf Bultmann. Bultmann's focus is on the 

Word made flesh: 

Jesus is the Revealer who appears not as man-in-general, i. e. not 
simply as a bearer of human nature, but as a definite human 
being in history: Jesus of Nazareth. His humanity is genuine 
humanity. 24 

Moreover, Jesus is a human being ̀ in whom nothing unusual is perceptible except 

his bold assertion that in him God encounters men'. 25 Bultmann and Käsemann 

represent the opposite ends of the christological spectrum with many scholars 

falling somewhere between these two points. 26 Two scholars who have argued 

against the prevailing view of high Christology in recent times are Marianne Meye 

Thompson and Margaret Davies. Thompson discusses the humanity of Jesus in 

detail, arguing that the Fourth Gospel clearly sees Jesus as fully human, but that 

this does not mean that he was ̀ nothing but a man'. She does not see the humanity 

and divinity of Jesus as mutually exclusive options, concluding that: 

although Jesus shares his humanity in common with all other 
human beings, that humanity does not finally limit or define him; 
nevertheless, his uniqueness or unlikeness does not efface his 
humanity. It is that unlikeness which is disconcerting. 27 

24 R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (trans. K. *Grobel; London: SCM Press, 1983), II, 
p. 41, emphasis original. 

25 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, II, p. 50, emphasis added. 
26 A brief discussion of Käsemann versus Bultmann and the other more recent major players in 

this field can be found in M. J. J. Menken, ̀The Christology of the Fourth Gospel', pp. 292-320. 
See also Scroggs for a full exploration of Jesus' ̀earthly credentials' (Christology in Paul and 
John, pp. 78ff. ). The commentaries generally focus their christological investigations around 
the titles used of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel: Son of God, Messiah, Logos and Son of Man. So, 
Barrett, Gospel according to St John, pp. 70-5; G. R. Beasley-Murray, John (WBC, 36; Waco, 
TX: Word, 1987), pp. lxxxi-Ixxxiv and D. A. Carson, The Gospel according to John (Leicester: 
IVP, 1991), pp. 95-6. See also J. F. O'Grady, ('The Human Jesus in the Fourth Gospel', BTB 
14 [1984], pp. 63-66) for this approach. 27 Humanity of Jesus, p. 128. See pp. 117-28 for her full concluding argument. 

7 



Chapter One " The Disconcerting Gospel 

Davies argues against both ancient and modern docetic and subordinationist views 

of the Johannine Jesus. Jesus is not `God merely appearing to be a man', but `a 

man wholly dedicated to the mission God sent him to fulfil. '28 Moreover, as a 

human being Jesus is made of flesh, vulnerable and mortal. 29 

This introductory chapter has begun to explore some of the major concerns of the 

thesis. It has started by suggesting that there is something disconcerting about 

John's Gospel and that this is linked to its presentation of Jesus. It has gone on to 

suggest that there is a motif of violence in the Gospel which can be used to 

interpret this presentation of Jesus, identifying him as a victim. For this 

interpretation to be understandable, it is necessary to accept the full humanity of 

Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, adopting a low Christology. This runs counter to 

traditional scholarship, but has been convincingly argued in recent monographs and 

is an acceptable position to take. It is, in fact, probably the case that it is the belief 

in a high Christology which has prevented scholars from discerning the amount of 

material relating to violence in John's Gospel. 

8 

28 Rhetoric and Reference, p. 43. 
29 Rhetoric and Reference, p. 16. 



Chapter Two 

The Theological Context 

LIBERATION THEOLOGY'S PICTURE OF JESUS 

Liberation theology is by its very nature a pluralistic discipline. Numerous 

approaches have been born during the last few decades as communities search for 

new ways of confronting the physical and religious oppression they experience. 

The midwives for these theologies have been poverty, colonialism, state violence, 

sexism, racism, political injustice, homophobia, or any other situation in which 

humanity is demeaned and deformed. ' What they have in common is their 

recognition of the specific context in which they function, the purpose that they 

fulfil and the goals to which they aspire. They do not arise out of mere intellectual 

curiosity and do not exist in a political vacuum. For example, a feminist theology 

would see itself as part of the practical struggle of women and women-identified 

men against sexism and towards the realization of a fully inclusive humanity. 

These are immediate and concrete concerns that aim not simply to understand the 

history of texts or theological concepts, but to use the Bible in order to liberate. 

The very nature of the goals held by liberation theologies necessitates an 

engagement in the life and world-view of the people. There is a functional and 

experiential dimension here - to be at all meaningful, a theology must spring 

from, and be directly relevant to its community. This is particularly the case when 

liberation theologies turn their attention to the person of Christ. Jon Sobrino 

explains that ̀ the need for a "new" Christology is felt in a "new" situation, where 

The sources of oppression are limitless but can be classified as deriving from one or more of 
the following: institutions, enemies, victims, or the system. See the work of Robert Elias for a 
thorough treatment of the subject (The Politics of Victimization: Victims, Victimology and 
Human Rights [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986], pp. 209-15). 
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people clearly feel the meaninglessness of the existing situation and glimpse the 

direction in which new meaningfulness might be found. '2 This, then, is no `ivory 

tower' occupation. Its proponents must be prepared to take sides and to state 

openly that this is what they have done. Leonardo Boff expresses the point well: 

Theologians do not live in the clouds. They are social actors 
with a particular place in society... Their findings are also 
addressed to a particular audience... The themes and emphases of 
a given Christology flow from what seems relevant to the 
theologian on the basis of his or her social standpoint. In that 
sense we must maintain that no Christology is or can be neutral. 
Every Christology is partisan and committed. 3 

Boffls comment confronts us immediately with an obvious characteristic of this 

type of theology. Its overt engagement with the community reveals that it is 

inescapably subjective in nature. It is now generally recognised that no theology is 

objective, or `neutral', since every theologian incorporates his or her own value 

system and experiences into the interpretative process. However, this is a 

particularly obvious feature (and in the past has been the cause for criticism) of 

liberation theologies. In fact, theologians working from this perspective rarely 

attempt to conceal it, often acknowledging their preconceptions and setting out 

much of their agenda alongside the results of their hermeneutics. Hence the 

feminist Sheila Collins writes: 

We openly acknowledge the self-interest involved in our 
critiques of present systems. We know that our theologizing and 
philosophizing will have political implications, and in admitting 
our biases from the outset, perhaps we are one step ahead in the 
search for a just order. 4 

J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads: A Latin American Approach (trans. J. Drury; 
London: SCM Press, 1978), p. 347. 
L. Boff, Jesus Christ, Liberator: A Critical Christologyfor our Time (trans. P. Hughes; New 
York: Orbis Books, 1978), p. 265. 
S. Collins, ̀ A Feminist Reading of History', in A. Kee (ed. ), The Scope of Political Theology, 
(London: SCM Press, 1978), pp. 79-83 (80-8 1). For other examples, see the prologue to L. 
Russell (ed. ), Feminist Interpretations of the Bible (Oxford: Blackwells, 1985). Perhaps the 
simplest and most profound instance of the practice of this experiential hermeneutics by the 
pueblo oprimido can be seen in Ernesto Cardenal's Love in Practice: The Gospel in 
Solentiname (trans. D. D. Walsh; London: Search Press, 1977). 
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It has already been indicated that the reason that subjectivity is such a conspicuous 

feature of this type of theology is because it is experiential in nature and, moreover, 

that the experiences are so extreme. The suffering of the community plays a 

crucial role in its formulation, with oppression functioning as a key interpreter of 

scripture, shaping its concept of God and of Jesus. Rebecca Chopp elaborates, 

claiming that the difference between liberation theologies and modern theologies is 

found in the paradigm shift caused by the questions asked by the former. The 

fundamental question asked by liberation theologies is that of massive public 

suffering. 

Suffering, according to liberation theology, is the representative 
experience of being human for the masses of nonpersons on the 
fringes or outside of modern history. Such suffering ruptures our 
ideologies and illusions about progress and security, revealing to 
us that for the majority of our fellow human beings ̀progress' 
and ̀ history' consist of a long, dark night of tragic terror. 
Liberation theology stands within this rupture of suffering and 
does the traditional work of theology - it speaks of God. 5 

The suffering community finds a point of contact with the gospel through the 

suffering of Jesus and re-interprets Jesus' experience in the light of its own. If they 

are victims, so too is he. This is portrayed most strikingly through the picture of 

Jesus common among the poor and persecuted in South America. Writing about 

the image of Jesus among these people, Georges Casalis sees a saviour who suffers 

in extremis -the abject Lord: 

In most instances he appears as one on the point of death - his 
eyes rolled up in their sockets, his face turned down to earth, and 
his whole body exhibiting the havoc wreaked upon it by the 
blows of his torturers. 6 

R. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering: An Interpretation of Liberation and Political Theologies 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1986), p. 151. 
G. Casalis, ̀Jesus: Neither Abject Lord nor Heavenly Monarch', in J. M. Bonino (ed. ), Faces of 
Jesus: Latin American Christologies (trans. R. R. Barr; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1977), p. 
72. 

11 
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Casalis claims that these representations arouse a morbid fascination for the 

people: `it is blood and death that is loved the most'.? Questioning why this is the 

case, why the people choose this type of image, he comes to the following 

conclusion: 

When the faithful people pray before these images or venerate 
them, when their spirit is seared all through life by a pedagogy of 
submission and passivity, evidently it is their own destiny that 
they encounter here - and worship, and accept with masochistic 
resignation. 8 

This picture of Jesus is the most accessible in the eyes of the people because he is 

the one who speaks to their condition. They worship him because he is one of 

them. Their experience mirrors his and they are victims together. Moreover, 

because of the extremes at which the oppressed live their lives, it is imperative that 

their Christology speaks directly to these situations. Sobrino asserts: 

We live in the presence of so much death. There is the reality of 
definitive, physical death and of the death that people experience 
in the toils of oppression, injustice and sinfulness. Any 
consideration of God that ignores such a basic dictum of life is 
idealistic, if not downright alienating. 9 

Perhaps this begins to answer the question of why victims choose a Messiah who is 

also a victim as their representative, rather than a liberator with all the trappings of 

power. A meaningful Christology must offer an identification of the figure of 

Jesus with the believer's experience of life in this world. Authentic liberation is 

not granted to an oppressed people from `the authorities on high', or by a 

representative who resembles them and has their attributes. It is fought for by the 

Casalis, ̀Neither Abject Lord', p. 74. 
Casalis, ̀Neither Abject Lord', p. 73, emphasis added. W. F. Warren suggests that this picture 
of Jesus developed out of the Spanish view of Christ which was the bequest of the 
conquistadors. The Spanish Christ was ̀ a suffering figure who had emerged from the centuries 
of suffering by the Spanish people. ' Moreover, he ̀ taught by example how to suffer with 
resignation the injustice of this world' (`Christology, Culture and Reconciliation in Latin 
America', TE 44 [1991], pp. 5-14 [6]). Warren notes that this picture has been modified in 
recent years by Protestant theology which embraces a more active Christ who aids the 
oppressed in overcoming their suffering. 
Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 196, emphasis added. 
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oppressed themselves and achieved from within their ranks. True liberation of the 

oppressed necessitates that the liberator too be oppressed. The liberator in a group 

of oppressed people must be identifiable as a genuine member him or herself and 

be seen by outsiders as being one of their number - participating in their suffering 

and identifying with their experiences. If the Gospel really is to be `good news' to 

the poor and if it is to release captives and liberate the oppressed (Lk. 4.18), then 

the saviour it presents must be one of them. It is as Bonhoeffer exclaimed, `only 

the suffering God can help'. '° 

CASE STUDY: A FEMINIST CHRISTOLOGY 

As a means of exploring these issues further, the following section works through 

some of the questions raised by using feminist theology as an example. 

It can be argued that, to be accessible to women, whose experience of life is 

one of marginalization and discrimination through sexism, a male saviour must 

reveal a non-compliance with patriarchal power structures and have suffered 

comparable marginalization himself in his earthly life. As with the Latin American 

examples quoted above, the experiential dimension is immediately invoked: 

Only a Jesus who is relevant and applicable to human 
experience, and particularly to women's experience, can possibly 
save. Any understanding of Jesus' person which removes him 
from the scene of human living and suffering is no longer able to 
mediate the salvation Christians have always found in him. " 

Again, it may seem that an emphasis on suffering and victimization would be a 

negative starting point for a Christology. In particular, as far as feminists are 

concerned, it could be claimed that it is unhelpful and undesirable to classify 

10 'God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to the cross. He is weak and powerless in the 
world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which he is with us and helps us' 
(D. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison [ed. E. Bethge; trans. R. Fuller et al.; London: 
SCM Press, 1967], pp. 196-7, emphasis added). 11 G. R. Lilburne, `Christology: In Dialogue with Feminism', Horizons 11(1984), pp. 7-27 (13). 
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women primarily in terms of their experience of violence, or, moreover to assume 

that simply being female implies that a person should be labelled a victim in any 

sense. In defence of this approach, it should be re-iterated that it is in the very 

nature of liberation theologies that they adopt a negative starting point. We have 

already seen, they arise from the oppression of a group of people - conceived 

through violence and born from situations of death. The identification and 

examination of the circumstances of suffering mark the beginning of the liberative 

process. It is often the case that unmasking the cause of powerlessness reveals a 

source of transformative power. 

But is it acceptable to claim that women per se are victims? Not only is it 

acceptable, but it is necessary to describe womankind in general as ̀ victimized'. 

Certainly not all women are subjected to physical violence at the hands of men, but 

in a global context women suffer the violence of sexism and patriarchally 

structured societies. Even ̀ privileged' white, middle-class, Western women 

experience marginalization and abuse on account of their gender. The recognition 

of the victimization of women does not imply an acceptance of the situation. It 

does not function to trap them, asserting that as victims they are bound by 

weakness and passivity. It merely reveals the reality of the world that women 

experience. Violent abuse of a female as a ̀ non-person' is the most extreme 

expression of patriarchal evil and hence this is the depth that an effective feminist 

Christology must reach. 

Of course Jesus was not a woman and no amount of feminist wishing will 

change that fact. He does not actually need to be a woman to descend to a 

comparable nadir through his harassment, humiliation, mutilation and death at the 

hands of vicious men. Jesus' liberating potential does not lie in his sharing the 

same personal identity with the oppressed - be it gender, colour or class - but 

14 
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from sharing a similar experience. 12 Girard asserts that `Christ is the God of 

victims primarily because he shares their lot until the end'. 13 Thus victimization is 

a point of contact between womankind and this male saviour because it is through 

Jesus' suffering that his life parallels theirs. The hatred by society and the pain of 

alienation, rejection and physical abuse suffered by Jesus is analogous to women's 

experience of the full force of a sexist society that permits their degradation. In a 

very real way, therefore, vox victimarum vox Dei. '4 

SITUATING THE EXEGESIS 

How can these concerns be related to what we find in the Gospels? Soteriology is 

a primary concern of liberation theologies and is commonly developed through 

reflection on the ̀ liberating praxis' of the Synoptic Jesus and the implementation 

of the Kingdom of God. 15 Feminist approaches16 have frequently focused on the 

attitude and actions of Jesus towards women and a number have concluded that 

12 The reverse of this statement must also be true. The ability to imitate Christ is not confined by 
gender, colour or class. This can, of course be used with positive or negative effect. It was 
used in a positive sense as an argument for women's ordination. For a more negative usage, 
where identification with the suffering Jesus resulted in an increase in the suffering of women, 
see Ann Loades (Searching for Lost Coins: Explorations in Christianity and Feminism 
[London: SPCK, 1987], pp. 39-57). Writing principally on Simone Weil, Loades identifies a 
strand of tradition in which the ̀ imitation of Christ' is sought through women becoming 
victims themselves -'they can be 'in persona Christi' all too successfully if the Christ they 
imitate is the dead or dying Christ, rather than the Christ of the resurrection' (p. 43). 

13 R. Girard, Job the Victim of his People (trans. Y. Freccero; London: Athlone Press, 1987), p. 
157. 

14 `The cries of the victims are the voice of God', states Matthew Lamb (Solidarity with Victims: 
Toward a Theology of Social Transformation [New York: Crossroad, 1982], p. 23). 

15 Such as the previously mentioned works of Sobrino and Boff as well as J. L. Segundo, Jesus of 
Nazareth Yesterday and Today, II, The Historical Jesus of the Synoptics (trans. J. Drury; New 
York: Orbis/London: Sheed & Ward, 1985). See also George Pixley for a focus on the 
political impact of the coming of the Kingdom (God's Kingdom [trans. D. E. Walsh; London: 
SCM Press, 1981], pp. 64-87). 

16 I am referring here specifically to feminist biblical interpretation of the Gospels, not to the 
much broader discipline of feminist theology. For' a general introduction see the varied 
collection of styles ar$approaches by the writers in A. Loades (ed. ), Feminist Theology: A 
Reader (London: SPCK, 1990). Despite noting that feminist hermeneutics is ̀ of very recent 
vintage', Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza is able to identify ten different interpretative strategies, 
ranging from the revisionist to her own critical feminist rhetorical model (But She Said. 
Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation [Boston: Beacon Press, 1992], pp. 20-50 [20]). 

15 
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`Jesus was a feminist'. 17 They reveal the ̀ inclusive' nature of Jesus' ministry and 

the community described in the Synoptics. 18 Thus in the construction of her 

Christology, Rosemary Radford Ruether19 identifies an appropriate image for Jesus 

from the Synoptic stories: He is not an imperial nor an androgynous figure, but the 

prophetic, iconoclastic Christ who overturns existing societal orders and represents 

a new kind of humanity. He is a paradigm of liberated humanity, modelling what 

it means to be authentically human and, through this, revealing how to relate to the 

poor and oppressed. This approach is particularly appropriate for the Synoptic 

Jesus, who, throughout his ministry, deliberately seeks out society's outcasts to 

bring them the message of the inclusive kingdom. The same cannot be said of the 

Fourth Gospel. Its form, language, emphases and even content differ radically 

from those of the first three. Likewise, as has already been mentioned, the 

character of Jesus in John is so unlike that of the Synoptics that it sometimes 

difficult to recognize him as the same man. The ̀ liberating praxis' of Jesus is not 

as clearly evident in John and an alternative approach is required to construct it 

from this Gospel. Liberation theologians commonly attempt to construct 

Christologies from biblical material that is seen to be relevant - where Jesus 

displays inclusive behaviour towards the poor or women. Recognizing the 

importance of a saviour who participates in and reflects the experiences of the 

marginalized, the starting point for this study is the oppression of Jesus himself in 

John's Gospel. It will investigate his experience of harassment, highlighting 

occasions when he is victimized and the effect that this has on him as a character. 

16 

17 L. Swidler, ̀ Jesus Was a Feminist', Catholic World 212 (1971), pp. 177-83. 
18 Examples of this approach include E. Moltmann-Wendel, The Women around Jesus (London: 

SCM Press, 1982); B. Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984); F. J. Moloney, Woman: First among the Faithful (London: Darton, 
Longman & Todd, 1984); B. Grenier, ̀ Jesus and Women', St. Mark's Review 119 (1984), pp. 
13-21. For a discussion specific to John's Gospel see S. M. Schneiders, ̀Women in the Fourth 
Gospel and the Role of Women in the Contemporary Church', BTB 12 (1982), pp. 35-45. 19 R. Radford Ruether, To Change the World: Christology and Cultural Criticism (London: SCM 
Press, 1981), p. 53ff. See also detailed discussion in M. H. Snyder, The Christology of Rosemary Radford Ruether: A Critical Introduction (Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications, 1988). 
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This is a ̀ bottom up' approach, which takes the suffering of a man (rather than the 

apotheosis of a `god') as its point of reference. It is not the creation of a new 

humanity which is of primary relevance to this undertaking (as is the concern of 

the Synoptics) but the way in which Jesus suffers at the hands of the old humanity: 

not his liberating praxis but his own experience of oppression. 

VIOLENCE AND THE ETHOS OF JOHN'S GOSPEL 

The approach outlined above is appropriate for John's Gospel precisely because, as 

already mentioned in Chapter 1, violence and the subject of Jesus' death are so 

prominent throughout the narrative. Compared with the Synoptics, John depicts 

markedly more violence directed against Jesus from all sections of his community. 

For much of his ministry, the Synoptic Jesus enjoys the support of the crowd as a 

popular hero, so much so that the religious authorities are afraid that arresting him 

will cause a riot 20 His numerous parables and miracles attract a large contingent 

of followers and, with the exception of Lk. 4.28-30, his audience do not oppose 

him until the very end of the narrative when they call for his crucifixion. 

Conversely, in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus never has a high level of support from the 

people; the crowd are always divided and frequently hostile. Direct threats to his 

life occur not just on one occasion, but continually throughout the narrative. The 

subject of his death is not deferred until its chronological position in the narrative; 

rather it surfaces time and time again during the course of the story. It is raised as 

early as Jn 2 (having been hinted at twice in Jn 1) and is mentioned or alluded to 

constantly. The Gospel is written from the perspective of the hour of death, with 

the oppression and victimization of its protagonist being one of its central features. 

This section pulls together the relevant references on violence and makes an 

attempt at categorization. The tables below reveal the sheer volume of this 

17 

20 Mk 9.12; Mt. 21.46; Lk. 20.19. 
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material. The violence is not hidden, abuse of Jesus is not discreet; yet this theme 

appears to be a feature of the evangelist's work that has not previously attracted the 

attention and imagination of Johannine exegetes. Some of the statements 

indicating violence towards and oppression of Jesus are as startling as the text's 

infamous theological assertions, although the former are frequently overshadowed 

by the latter. A systematic collection and evaluation of this material has not been 

made and it is one of the functions of this study to do so. The categorization of the 

verses relevant to the victimization of and general opposition to Jesus in the next 

few pages will form the subject material for Chapters 4,6,7 and 8. In addition, a 

further table which sets out the comments of Jesus himself about the violence and 

oppression that he suffers is included in Chapter 5. 

18 
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TABLES OF TEXTUAL REFERENCES TO VIOLENCE 

TABLES 1-3: Examples of Direct Violence Against Jesus 

Table 1: Actual or Intended Severe Physical Violence 

During Public Ministry 

19 

Verse : 'Perpetrator :.. _.:.:.: Action '.:..::. .....:: 
7.30 of 'Icpoao%vµitiat Attempted arrest (ux z, P' %Xw ti x 

x£iPac) 
7.32 of v1L1jpeTat Officers deployed to arrest Jesus (ntaýw) 
7.44 ö o, x?, oS Desire and possible attempt to seize Jesus 

(nuäýw, ßäX? w ca; xcipa; ) 
8.20 of baptaaiot Possible attempt at arrest (nt4w) 
8.59 of 'Iot aiot Attempted stoning (i pav ? tOovg iva 

ßä?, cwaty en' avtiöv) 
10.31 of 'IovSatot Attempted stoning (ipäßtiaaav Xi. 6o oS 

tva ?. tOäauoaty av ov) 
10.39 of 'IovSatot Attempted seizure (i u cw) 
18.12 ö xLXtapxoc 

of vnrpEtiati 
Jesus arrested and bound (... avvcxaßov 
xai 2Srlaav abtöv) 

After Arrest 

18.22 6 vnýpEtr S Jesus is struck (... E6o Kcv päntaµa tiw 
'Iiiaov) 

19.1 ö IILXthoq Jesus is scourged (µaatt? öw) 
19.2 of atpatiuutiat Jesus receives crown of thorns (ate. pavov 

E? &i cxvewv) 
19.3 of mpatitwtiat Jesus taunted and beaten (. 6t6oaav antic 

' aria atia) 
19.17 of atipatitwiati Jesus is forced to carry the cross 

(ßaati4wv iavtiw ti6v atiavpov) 
19.18 of atipatiuwtiat Jesus is crucified (... avtiöv iatiavp(oaav) 
19.34 ö atipattwtirS Jesus is stabbed to ensure death (... XOYXII 

aütiov 'r v nXcvpäv Eno cv) 
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Table 2: Direct Physical Harassment 

20 

Verse--... - -Perpetrator. Action 
5.13 öö XoS Jesus is oppressed by the crowd C111001 0; 

i4evci acv ÖXXov övtog ýv tiw tioncp) 
6.15 of ävOpwrcot Jesus is at risk of being seized (6cpn4co) 

and forcibly made king 
10.24 of 'IouSaiot Jews surround Jesus (EicvicXwaav ab mv) 
19.23 of atpatt 'cat Jesus is stripped and his clothes are 

gambled for (X, copcv rcept aütov... ) 

Table 3: Direct Verbal Harassment 

Verse:: --: '-: '., -: '. Perpetrator : Action`::.; ' ' .'. ':..... 7.20 6 öxXoc, Jesus is accused of being possessed 
(SatgOvtov Cx£tc) 

8.6 of ypaµµati£tS Pharisees harass and try to trick Jesus 
(n£tpäcovti£S aütiöv, iv(X Cxwaty 
xa'cr1yop£iv aütiov) 

8.41 of (Daptaaiot Accusation of illegitimacy (fwtct; bx 

nopv£iaS ov y£y£vvfjµ£Aa) 
8.48,52 of 'Iov3aiot Jesus is accused of being a Samaritan and 

demon possessed (EaµapitirS Ul av xai 
8atg6vtov Ex£1S) 

10.33 of 'Iov6aiot Jesus is accused of blaspheming 
(Xt6 x o1EV a£... n£pi D%aa8iIµi(xc) 

18.40 of 'IovSaiot Jews reject Jesus in favour of Barabbas (µi1 

tiovtiov, &%%& r6v Bapaßßäv) 
19.6 of äpxtcp£IS Authorities shout ̀ crucify' at Jesus 

of v t1 patiat (atiaüpwuaov) 
19.15 of 'Io1)8aiot People shout ̀ crucify him' at Jesus 

(a'cavpcoaov abz6v) 
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TABLE 4: Indirect Statements of Opposition and Discrimination 

erse ° ::: : Perpetrator : coon 
1.10 0 xöaµog The world does not receive Jesus (avtiöv ovx 

Eyvw) 
1.11 of {Stot Jesus' own reject him (avtiöv ob napcWx ov) 
1.46 NaOavfj?, Prejudice against Jesus' origins (Ex Naýapec 

Svvati(Attt äyaeöv e vat; ) 
4.44 (indirectly Jesus) Implied prejudice from Jesus' home 

(ztpocpfjtiic iv tilj i8kc natipi3t 'ttµhv ovx 
Exot) 

5.16 of 'Iovöatot Jews persecute Jesus (. Siwxov... tiöv 'Ir)aovv) 
6.41 of 'IovSaiot Jews ̀murmur' against Jesus (Eyöyyvýov... 

nept avtiov) 
7.12 6 öxXoS Jesus accused of being a deceiver (nXavä töv 

öx?, ov) 
7.41 6 öX?. og Crowd discriminate against Jesus on account 

of his origin (µßj yäp ax cf; raxtxaiaS... ) 
7.52 of (Daptaa'iot Discrimination on the basis of birthplace (Ex 

of g raxtxaiaS npo(pilvn; ovx Eyc'tpctat) 
9.16 of (Naptaatot Authorities accuse Jesus of being a sabbath 

breaker who is not from God (obx Eatity 
ov, coS napä 6cov 6 a'vOpwnog) 

9.22 of 'IovSaIot Jews agree to oust Jesus' followers 
(änoavväywyoS yeviyrat) 

9.24 of baptaaiot Pharisees claim Jesus is a sinner (ött ovtioS 6 
äv9pwnoS äµapti(oXöS iatty) 

10.20 of Iov6aiot Jesus accused of being possessed and mad 
(Satµövtov 'xct Kai µaivctat) 

11.36 of 'Iot aiot Jesus criticized for not healing Lazarus (ovx 
iHvatio ovtioS... notf aat tiva ovto; µri 
äno0ävp; ) 

11.57 of ÖLpxtcpc1S Authorities instruct people to inform on Jesus 
of (Daptaaiot (S&8c ctaav 81 of äpxtcpc c,... Evto? x 

el I tva . äv ctq yvw nob Eatty µrivvaii... ) 
12.42 of Oaptaaiot Jesus' supporters silenced because of threat of 

expulsion (&icoaoväywyot yev(ovtat) 
18.5 6 'IovS(xS Jesus is betrayed (ö napaStSovS avtiov) 
18.25,27 Eiµwv IlEtpoS Jesus is denied twice by Peter (hpvijaatio 

exC1voS xai cNncv ovx ciµi) 
18.30 of äpxtepeic Accusation that Jesus is an ̀ evildoer' (ovtioS 

KaxÖV 7COtWV) 

19.7 of 'Iovöaiot Jews claim Jesus should die for blasphemy 
(464, änoOavciv... vio'v Ocov Eav röv 
enoiracv) 
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TABLE 5: Reported Death Threats 
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Verse::: : :........... Grou Threat':;::::.:::; .. 
5.18 of 'IovSaiot Jews seek to kill Jesus (gilrovv avtiöv of 

'Iov6aiot änoxtiEivat) 

7.1 of 'Iov5aio1 Jews seek to kill Jesus (gfjtiovv avtiöv of 
IovSaiot ahoi reivat) 

11.8 of 'Iov&aiot Disciples note that Jews want to stone Jesus 
(Eýfjtiovv ac Wauati of 'Io oBaioti) 

11.50 Koi%äcpa; Caiaphas suggests Jesus' death is expedient 
(av upEpct bgiv iva eIS &vOpwnog äno0ävp 
i nap rob %C(ob) 

11.53 of (Dapiaaiot Authorities plot to kill Jesus (ýßov%e(aavto 
iva änoict ivwativ av rov) 

18.14 Kc aya; Caiaphas has decided Jesus must die 
(avµcgEpct ev(X ävOpwnov änoOavciv) 

18.31 of cbapiaaioi, The Jews manipulate Pilate into judging 
Jesus rather than judge him themselves, as 
they intend for him to be executed (ijµiv ovic 
E`4cattv anoictctvat oÜSEva) 



Chapter Three 

The Literary Context 

A WORD ON METHOD 

The following chapter will set out the methodological ground rules that have been 

adhered to in writing this thesis, taking into account some basic considerations that 

should be made when carrying out research in John's Gospel. Following this, a 

brief discussion of the structure and plot of John's gospel will be made in order to 

set out the framework that has been used to organise this study. 

Johannine criticism over the last decade has tended to polarize into two camps: the 

literary and the historical critical schools. The new breed of literary critics that 

emerged in the eighties was characterized by a suspicion of historical-critical 

methods and their usefulness for the future study of John. The general starting 

point for this work was seen to be the literary competence of the Gospel as it stands 

in its final form. Introducing his book Jesus: Stranger from Heaven and Son of 

God, Marinus de Jonge summarized the position well: 

Behind the present studies lies the assumption that the Fourth 
Gospel is a meaningful whole, highly complicated in structure, 
with many paradoxes and many tensions in thought and syntax, 
but yet asking to be taken seriously as a (more or less finished) 
literary product in which consistent lines of thought can be 
detected. ' 

This was subsequently the assumption adopted by Alan Culpepper in his seminal 

Johannine study Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, which rejected the traditional 

1 M. de Jonge, Jesus: Stranger from Heaven and Son of God: Jesus Christ and the Christians in 
Johannine Perspective (trans. J. E. Steely; Montana: Scholars Press, 1977), p. vii. 
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stance of using the Gospel as a means of understanding its creators? Accepting 

Murray Krieger's metaphor of the text as a mirror placing meaning on the side of 

the reader, rather than a window through which the critic can catch glimpses of the 

community, 3 he examined the text primarily as one would a novel. This approach 

yielded many new insights about the Gospel, illuminating characterization, literary 

form, symbolism and structure. 4 However, its rejection of the importance of the 

gospel's origin is now viewed by some to be a limiting feature. De Boer sees 

Culpepper's approach as being not simply ahistorical, but antihistorical in its bias 

and agenda. 5 Stibbe points to its weakness in obscuring `the value of the gospel as 

narrative history and as community narrative. '6 A further concern, which is of 

wider import than Johannine, or even biblical studies, has been the accusation that 

the narrative critical approach to the text serves in reality to rob it of its meaning - 

its `point'. Naturally, the proponents of the discipline do not see this as a problem, 

2 R. A. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1983), p. 3. 

3 M. Krieger, A Window to Criticism: Shakespeare's Sonnets and Modern Poetics (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1964). Krieger identifies the approaches of pre-New Criticism and 
New Criticism to the function of poetic language. The former views language as a window 
with meaning coming through it, the latter sees it as a set of mirrors with meaning locked in it. 
In fact, Krieger sees both a mirror and a window, the poem ̀ trapping us in the looking glass 
and taking us through it. ' This takes us through the poem's closed context back to history and 
existence (p. 3). 

Ironically, John Painter uses the image of a mirror to do that which Culpepper was 
opposed to. He comments: ̀while the Gospels were written to proclaim Jesus, indirectly they 
give us insight into the life of the communities for which they were written. This indirect 
insight can be referred to as a reflection, a mirror image. From the reflections an attempt can 
be made to reconstruct the history of the communities that shaped the tradition' (The Farewell 
Discourses and the History of Johannine Christianity', NTS 27 [1981], pp. 52543 [526, 
emphasis original]). 

4 Although, as Stephen Moore points out, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel proved to be something 
of a misnomer for a work which was not an anatomical dissection at all; rather a physical 
examination: "`Let's have a good look at you", is what Dr Culpepper intends to say to John - 
not "Let's open you up and have a look" ('How Jesus' Risen Body Became a Cadaver', in 
E. S. Malbon and E. V. McKnight (eds. ), The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament 
[JSNTSup, 109; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994], pp. 269-82 [274]). 

S M. C. de Boer, ̀ Narrative Criticism, Historical Criticism and the Gospel of John, JSNT 47 

6 
(1992), p. 37. 
M. W. G. Stibbe, John as Storyteller: Narrative Criticism and the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 11. 
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since the narrative is an autonomous entity whose meaning is located within its 

own structure and sequence. Thus Hans Frei can claim: 

Especially in narrative, novelistic, or history-like form, where 
meaning is most nearly inseparable from the words - from the 
descriptive shape of the story as a pattern of enactment, there is 

neither need for nor use in looking for meaning in a more 
profound stratum underneath the structure (a separable ̀ subject 

matter') or in a separable author's `intention', or in a 
combination of such behind-the-scenes projections:? 

In her analysis of Frei's work, Lynn Poland identifies the hermeneutical problem 

that this poses: ̀the New Critics' stress on the literary work's discontinuity with 

the full range of human experience and value make it difficult to describe how 

literature actually does, in fact, extend and transform our perceptions. '8 The point 

is that if the active role of the reader is to be given any weight, then the reader's 

historical situation must be addressed. This is presumably as true for a text's 

original or intended readership as it is for present day readers. Concordance with 

this view can be found in the work of the literary critic Ross Chambers, who 

discerns that what has been lacking in criticism and theory9 is `recognition of the 

significance of situational phenomena - of the social fact that narrative mediates 

human relationships and derives its "meaning" from them. ' 10 Implicitly for 

Poland, in dialogue with the biblical `New Critics', and explicitly for Chambers, in 

dialogue with the structuralists, it would seem that the limitation of the ̀ a- 

contextual', autonomous text is the absence of a ̀ point'. Chambers illustrates this 
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by using the example of a ̀ faggot' joke to demonstrate the importance of context in 

7 H. W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century 
Hermeneutics, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), p. 281. 

8 L. M. Poland, Literary Criticism and Biblical Hermeneutics: A Critique of Formalist 
Approaches (AAR Academy Series, 48; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), p. 132, emphasis 
added. 

9 With reference to Seymour Chatman's Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and 
Film (repr.; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989 [1978]) in particular, and structuralism in 
general. 

10 R. Chambers, Story and Situation: Narrative Seduction and the Power of Fiction (Theory and 
History of Literature, 12; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota/Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1984), p. 4. 
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determining the meaning of a story. This, of course, will depend on whether the 

joke is told by gay people among themselves, by straight people among 

themselves, by a straight to a gay person, or vice versa. As Chambers explains, 

`the significance of the story is determined less by its actual content than by the 

point of its being told... That is why, when one looks hard at stories, it becomes 

extremely difficult to distinguish them from their telling. ' 11 In his recent work on 

hermeneutics, Grant Osborne discusses in detail the issue of meaning, which is no 

less of a problem for current day narrative critics as it was for Hans Frei, believing 

as they do that there is no `first-order system' that unlocks the meaning of texts. 

Indeed, Osborne claims that the discipline still holds that all works are `aesthetic 

productions that are open to one extent or another... to the reader's "freeplay" on 

the playground of the text, and polyvalence... is the necessary result. ' 12 

What, then, do these concerns about the robustness of literary critical approaches to 

texts in general and the Bible in particular, leave us by way of a methodology for 

exploring issues in John from a generally literary critical perspective? Are we to 

heed the grim warning of Scot McKnight, that: 

literary theorists may stand in awe of the ice ̀ floating on' the 
water and they may describe its aesthetic shape and its evocative 
powers, but sooner or later their ship will awaken to a crashing 
`Titanic-like' revelation of the fact that what they were staring at 

II Chambers, Story & Situation, p. 3. 
12 G. R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical 

Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1991), pp. 395-6. This is not the only weakness of 
narrative criticism according to Osborne, who documents the following eight tendencies that 
the would-be narrative critic should beware of : 

-a dehistoricizing tendency 
- setting aside the author 
-a denial of intended or referential meaning 
- reductionist and disjunctive thinking 
- the imposition of modern literary categories upon ancient genres 
-a preoccupation with obscure theories 
- ignoring the understanding of the early church 
-a rejection of the sources behind the books (pp. 164-8). 
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was in fact an iceberg, with much more below the surface than 
above. 13 

The desire to say anything creative or interesting about the Gospel outweighs this 

risk, providing the impetus for proceeding, but with caution. Riley advises: ̀if the 

narrative approach is to be critically grounded and avoid the subjectivity to which 

it is sometimes prey, context may provide the key to the process... an essential 

context is the community dynamic of which the text is the tangible evidence. ' is 

Likewise, Teresa Okure contends: ̀the need to relate the Gospel evidence (the 

literary dimension) to the social context (the audience-dimension) is called for by... 

John's Gospel itself. ' 15 It could therefore be claimed that research in the Gospel of 

John which completely ignores the circumstances of the birth of the text and the 

community that produced it does so at its peril. As W. Randolph Tate observes: 

`texts reflect their culture, and to read them apart from that culture is to invite a 

basic level of misunderstanding'. 16 Even a cursory consideration of a document's 

original authors and readers will guard against the treatment of the narrative as 

disembodied fiction. A consideration of the text's Sitz im Leben can enhance our 

understanding of both the life of the original community and the contents of the 

text itself. The Fourth Gospel is undoubtedly a text with character and a 

personality which, if nothing else, singles it out as different from the Synoptics. 

This personality is inextricably linked to the nature of the Johannine community. It 

is both derived from it and reflects it. It follows that study of the text and the 

community cannot feasibly be carried out in complete isolation from each other 

13 S. McKnight, Interpreting the Synoptic Gospels (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988), p. 128. 
14 W. Riley, `Situating Biblical Narrative: Poetics and the Transmission of Community Values', 

Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association 9 (1985), p. 38, emphasis original. 15 T. Okure, The Johannine Approach to Mission: A Contextual Study of John 4.1-42 (WUNT, 
2.31; Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1988), p. 228. 

16 W. R. Tate, Biblical Interpretation: An Integrated Approach (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1991), p. 4. James Dunn goes further. His concern seems to be manipulation, rather than a 
simple misunderstanding: 'a text freed ("liberated"! ) from its native context is a text much 
more readily abused and subjected to the reader's will' (The Partings of the Ways: Between 
Christianity and Judaism and their Significance for the Character of Christianity [London: 
SCM Press, 1991], p. 16). 
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and that a recognition of their common traits will enrich our comprehension of the 

Johannine Weltanschauung. 

The hermeneutical value of the social function of the Gospel is therefore 

accepted as important for this study and will be discussed in the next chapter. In 

fact, it will be seen that it gives further substance to the motif of violence that is 

being investigated. The starting point will be the examination of a few of the 

attempts to use the text as a `window' through which the community can be seen 

and reconstructed. Although these activities have their limitations, they are 

legitimate and useful in their goal of situating the text. But in addition to this, our 

glimpses of the community can serve to alter the perspective from which we survey 

the text, bringing previously unnoticed aspects into fuller view. De Boer is in 

support of this approach, believing that narrative and historical-critical approaches 

are not mutually exclusive. Both use the same author-text-reader model of 

communication and both have the text at the centre. In defence of those who pay 

some attention to the text's origins, he states: 

... the history of Johannine Christianity an d of the gospel's 
composition is not brought to the text by critics bent on its 
fragmentation or on its marginalization for the actual 
interpretative task. This history is in fact imbedded, or encoded, 
within the text itself and any imaginative reconstruction of this 
history must find its impetus and its foundation and certainly its 
confirmation in the evidence that is produced by that text - the 
extant, finished form of that text. 17 

Tate also speaks on behalf of the integrated, rather than exclusive hermeneutical 

approach. Outlining the basic positions of author-centred, text-centred and reader- 

centred interpretative methods, he proposes that: ̀ the locus of meaning is not to be 

found exclusively in either world or in a marriage of any two of the worlds, but in 

the interplay between all three worlds. '18 
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17 de Boer, `Narrative Criticism', p. 43. 
18 Tate, Biblical Interpretation, p. xx. 
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Finally, it could be argued that it is politically unacceptable to ignore the 

original context of a document. Treating a text merely as a linguistic object can 

sometimes smack of exploitation. This is more obviously the case with texts 

which have been written within the context of some kind of struggle, where to 

disregard the context is to disregard the pain of the writer and his or her readers. It 

would be akin to discussing, for example, the works of Toni Morisson or Alan 

Paton without recognising the political environment within which they were 

written. This is particularly pertinent for this thesis, as the subject matter is 

victimization and it is argued that this is something the character of Jesus in the 

Fourth Gospel and the Johannine community had in common. It is this aspect of 

the historical context of the Gospel which will be focused on in the next chapter. 

Prior to this, however, it is necessary to engage in some text-centred discussion 

which will elucidate the exegesis in Chapters 5-10 of this thesis. 

ON PLOTS AND PATTERNS 

It is not within the remit of this study to attempt to redefine such basic literary 

categories as narrative structure, story and plot. Suffice to say that the traditional 

understanding of these concepts, derived from Aristotle and elucidated by, among 

others, E. M. Forster, will be adopted here. Forster's definitions run as follows: A 

story is ̀ a narrative of events arranged in their time sequence'. A plot is ̀ also a 

narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality. ' 19 Plots require two things of 
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19 E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, (ed. 0. Stallybrass; repr.; New York: Penguin Books, 1985 
[1927]), p. 87. Forster then proceeds with his oft-quoted example of; `The king died and then 
the queen died' as a story, in contrast to `The king died and then the queen died of grief, 
which qualifies as a plot, due to the addition of causation. Seymour Chatman points out that, 
in practice, it is difficult to see the first sentence as a plot-less story, as the reader will generally 
provide the causal link between the king and queen's deaths automatically. The reason for this 
is that we are ̀ inherently disposed to turn raw sensation into perception. ' Causation is 
`inferred through ordinary presumptions about the world, including the purposive character of 
speech' (Story and Discourse, p. 46). A useful definition of plot is also provided by M. H. 
Abrams: ̀ The plot in a dramatic or narrative work is the structure of its actions, as these are 
rendered and ordered toward achieving particular emotional and artistic effects' (A Glossary of Literary Terms [Chicago: Holt, Reinhart & Winston, Sth edn, 1988], p. 139). 
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their readers: intelligence and memory. The reason for this is the part played by 

mystery, or curiosity about the outcome of a story, which serves to lure the reader 

ever deeper into its domain. So vital is this function, that Leyland Ryken can claim 

that ̀ stories succeed only as they generate such curiosity. '20 The mechanism 

through which suspense is created and maintained, and hence the usual pattern of 

organisation of a plot, is conflict. Ryken outlines four different manifestations of 

conflict that can contribute towards plot development: physical, character, inner 

psychological and moral/spiritual. The plot is organised around the progress of 

the conflict towards the point of resolution. Culpepper, for instance, sees the plot 

of John's gospel ̀propelled' by the conflict between belief and unbelief, supported 

by the overriding use of the verb ntaticvw. 21 

Closely related to the plot of a story, but not to be confused with it, is its 

structure. Mark Stibbe explains that ̀ whilst plot is the organizing principle which 

gives order and meaning to separate events, structure is the architectural end- 

product of this arrangement of parts into a whole'. 22 However, the difference 

between these two terms is not simply a shift in perspective - from `zoom' to 

`wide-angle'. The boundaries, contours and decoration of the architectural end- 

product are constructed such that the structure itself resonates the interpretative 

significance of the plot, setting and theme so that, as O'Connor reflected, ̀ the 

whole story is the meaning'. 23 Viewed this way, structure is not easily 
distinguishable from what Forster labelled a story's pattern. Pattern is the aesthetic 

aspect of the work, nourished primarily by the plot, but also by other elements such 

20 L. Ryken, Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1987), p. 62, emphasis added. 

21 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 97 
22 Stibbe, John as Storyteller, p. 26. Structure is the ̀ end-product of emplotment', emplotment being Paul Ricoeur's configurational act which creates a meaningful ensemble of interrelationships (p. 27). 
23 `Some people have the notion that you read the story and then climb out of it into the meaning, but for the fiction writer himself the whole story is the meaning, because it is an experience not 

an abstraction. ' Although O'Connor is writing about the nature of fiction writing here, her 
comments are particularly pertinent for biblical studies (Mystery and Manners [eds. S. Fitzgerald and R. Fitzgerald; London: Faber & Faber, 1972], p. 73). 
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as characters, words and scenes. 24 The pattern (and hence the architectural end- 

product), may look symmetrical, like an hourglass, or represent converging and 

diverging lines, like a grand chain, but what is good about it, claims Forster, is `the 

suitability of the pattern to the author's mood'. 25 

JOHN'S LITERARY DEVICES 

The following section will examine the architectural end-product, the organizing 

principle and the aesthetic pattern of John's Gospel. Although they are, to a great 

extent, interdependent, it is possible that attempting to analyse them separately and 

from the perspective of this study. will yield some interesting insights. 

The traditional view of the structure of John's Gospel has been that it is bipartite in 

structure. 26 The Prologue is followed by what Brown terms the ̀ Book of Signs', 

24 Forster, Aspects of the Novel, p. 136. 
25 Forster, Aspects of the Novel, p. 136. 
26 R. E. Brown, The Gospel according to John (AB; 29,29A; 2 vols.; repr; Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday, 1966), I, pp. cxxxviiiff; C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), p. 289. More recent studies of the structure 
of the whole Gospel have included tripartite structures from D. A. Carson and Charles Giblin. 
Carson sees the prologue and epilogue encasing the following three major sections as: 

I: 1.19-10.42 Jesus' self-disclosure in word and deed. 
II: 11.1-12.50 Transition: Life and death, king and suffering servant. 
III: 13.1-20.31 Jesus' self-disclosure in his cross and exaltation. 

(Gospel according to John [Leicester: IVP, 1991], pp. 105-8). 
Giblin, on the other hand, splits the main body of the gospel into three parts, based on grounds 
of geography, temporal sequence and relationships between Jesus and his adversaries: 

I: 1.19-4.54 Thematic motif: Jesus' contact with all sorts of persons (no hostility) 
II: 5.1-10.42 Thematic motif: Controversy; widespread opposition (marked hostility) 
III: 11.1-20.29 Thematic motif: Jesus' love for his friends; opposition specifically from 

Jewish leaders 
('The Tripartite Narrative Structure of John's Gospel', Bib 71 [1990], pp. 449-68). 
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Three other important studies, all carried out in the 1980s, include those of George Mlakuzhyil, 
Matthias Rissi and Marc Girard. Mlakuzhyil focuses on the christocentric purpose of the 
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characterized by seven signs and seven discourses. At the end of Jn 12 there is a 

division and the `Book of Glory' commences, encompassing the ministry to the 

disciples, the passion and resurrection. The gospel ends with the epilogue of 

chapter 21. 

It could legitimately be questioned whether there is any gain to be had in 

spending time re-analysing the structure of the Fourth Gospel, however, as Moody 

Smith comments: `The exegesis of any text must take account of its position and 

role in the document of which it is a part. Thus our exegesis of Johannine texts 

must keep the structure of the Fourth Gospel in view. '27 My exegesis will 

highlight the occurrence in texts of the victimization of the protagonist and it is 

therefore of relevance to demonstrate the extent to which violence and the 

victimization of the protagonist are woven into the fabric of the narrative as a 

whole. It should be clear, however, that the subject matter informs the construction 

of the framework and consequently the reverse is not necessarily the case. 

My aim, then, is functional. It is not to propose a substitute to the bipartite 

structure, but to suggest a framework that will facilitate an understanding of the 
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Fourth Gospel to suggest a literary structure that consists of two closely linked principal parts: 
the Book of Jesus' Signs (2.1-12.50) and the Book of Jesus' Hour (11.1-20.29). These are 
flanked by a christocentric introduction (1.1-2.11) and a christocentric conclusion (20.30-31) 
(The Christocentric Literary Structure of the Fourth Gospel [AnBib, 117; Rome: Editrice 
Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1987], pp. 137-68). 

Rissi uses a geographical theory to divide up the Gospel into seven units (based primarily 
on journeys made by Jesus), and two parts: 1.1-10.39 and 10.40-21.31 ('Der Aufbau des 
vierten Evangeliums', NTS 29 [1983], pp. 48-54, discussed by Robert Kysar in 'The Gospel of 
John in Current Research', RSR 9/4 [1983], pp. 314-23 [318]). 

Girard sees the seven signs of the Gospel forming a concentric pattern as follows: 
A: L'eau changee en vin (2.1-12) 

B: Guerison d'un moribond (4.43-54) 
C: Guerison d'un infirme (5.1-18) 

D: Multiplication des pains (6.1-15) 
C': Gudrison d'un infirme (9.1-6) 

B': Reanimation d'un mort (11.1-44) 
A': Levinaigre, l'eau et le sang (19.17-37) 

The central climactic sign in this arrangement is the feeding of the five thousand, which 
emphasizes the central position of the eucharist in the Gospel ('La composition structurelle des 
Sept "signes" dans le quatrieme 6vangile', SR 9/3 [1980], pp. 315-24). 27 D. Moody Smith, John (Proclamation Commentaries; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 
p. 19. 
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text for the purposes of this study. Charles Giblin reminds us, when offering his 

tripartite structure of the Fourth Gospel, that ̀ analysis of the literary structure of a 

given work should avoid the assumption that only a single structure would prove to 

be possible' 28 The motivation for Giblin's structure is to render the plot-line 

`clearer and theologically more rewarding'29 and to aid the reader's ̀perception of 

unity, coherence and definable theological emphasis'30 - objectives worthy of 

emulation. Figure 1 sets out an understanding of the structure of John's Gospel 

that has been devised for use in this study. It is essentially a tripartite structure, 

with a prologue, a link passage and an epilogue, and the following section 

functions as a commentary on this arrangement. 

Part One documents Jesus' relationship with the community. Its boundaries are 

two prophecies which embrace the corporate aspect of his death. Both are uttered 

by significantly representative figures; John, the Prophet äneatia4LEvoq nap& 

6cov, and Caiaphas, the High Priest. The former introduces Jesus as the lamb of 

God who takes away the sin of the world (1.29). The latter refers to Jesus as the 

one man who must die for the nation, expanded by the evangelist to have a global 

significance (11.50f. ). The action contained within Part One can be analysed from 

two perspectives. The first focuses on the physical action - chaotic and violent 

incidents in which Jesus is physically threatened. This material is discussed in 

Chapter 5. The second is concerned with the emotional realm of Jesus as the 

protagonist. By this is meant the expression of Jesus' understanding of the 

violence that befalls and still awaits him, which will be explored in detail in 

Chapter 6. In the middle of Part One there is a turning point signified by another 

prophecy about Jesus' death, this time uttered by himself. It is a statement that 

links his few remaining followers to his execution. The twelve are those whom 

28 Giblin, `Tripartite Narrative Structure', p. 449. 
29 Giblin, `Tripartite Narrative Structure', p. 450. 
30 Giblin, `Tripartite Narrative Structure', p. 467. 
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FIGURE 1: Structure of John's Gospel 

Prologue: 1.1-18 

PART I: Relationship with the Community: 1.20-11.54 

Prophecy at start of Jesus ministry (1.29) 
16c 6 &iwöc tiov 9eov ö aiomv Tnv äuandav cob xöauov 

Physical aspects 4=chaos Emotional aspects 
1) Temple Incident (2.13-22) 1) Temple Prophecy (2.16-20) 
2) Healing at Bethesda (5.1-1s) 2) Veiled terminology (3-5) 
3) Feeding miracle (6. t-2o) sus icion > 3) Feeding discourse (6.22-65) 

Prophecy of Betrayal (6.70) 
icai i. -b Lý_t & 4%oß, 5 i. a tt v... 

Physical aspects violence Emotional aspects 
4) Feast of Tabernacles (7.1-52) 4) Accusations (7-8) 
5) Children of Abraham (8.1-59) 5) Shepherd discourse (io. i-is) 
6) Feast of Dedication (10.22-39) anxietvc> 6) Raising of Lazarus (11.1-44) 

Plot/Prophecy at end of Jesus ministry (11.50-52) 
6UILip£pct nutty tva dc ävOpcmoc axo96CvT1 ntEp tov Ä, aoÜ 

Link Passage: Announcement of the Hour: 11.55-12.50 
Looking forwards Looking backwards 
Annointing (11.55-12.11) uat ESö aaab Cause of unbelief (12.37-43) 
Entry into Jerusalem (12.12-19) axai, na%ty So &w Summary of claims (12.44-50) 

PART 2: Relationship with Disciples: 13.1-17.26 

1) Humiliation - footwashing, dismissal of betrayer, prediction of denial (13.1-3g) 
2) Departure - sending of counsellor, warning of sorrow (14.1-31) 
3) Instruction to believers - the vine, command to love (15.1-17) 
4) Hatred of the world, prediction of persecution (13.15-16.4) 
5) Explanation of departure - sending of counsellor, warning of sorrow (16.5-33) 
6) Summoning of the hour - prayer for disciples, prayer for believers (17.1-26) 

PART 3: Relationship with Death: 18.1-20.29 

1) Arrest (18. m l) 
2) Trial (18.12-19.16) 
3) Crucifixion (19.17-37) 
4) Burial (19.3842) 

5) Resurrection (20.1-18) 
6) Appearances (20.19-29) 

Epilogue: 20.30-21.25 
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Jesus has chosen himself, yet within their number is 6 6uf4 oXo; - the instrument, 

explains the evangelist, by which Jesus will be delivered to his death. (6.70-71). 

Prior to this point, the physical disturbances surrounding Jesus have been 

intimidating, but as far as inflicting actual bodily harm is concerned, they have 

been confusing rather than deliberately menacing. For example, the feeding 

miracle results in public chaos and a physical threat to Jesus (6.15), but it is not 

specifically an intention to maim, but rather a disordered attempt to force him into 

adopting a particular role. Likewise, the speeches of Jesus prior to the prophecy of 

betrayal display suspicion about the community's relationship with him. 

Throughout Jn 1-5 he speaks in veiled terminology of his death and the Jews' part 

in it; of `this temple' being destroyed (2.19), of not being ̀ received' by them (3.11, 

31; 5.43), of being ̀ lifted up' (3.14), of not being honoured (5.23). During this 

section of the narrative Jesus does not directly accuse the community of trying to 

kill him. The readers, of course, know that the Jews intend this, as the evangelist 

has already told them in 5.18 (and an astute reader would have deduced it from 

John 1). It is legitimate, therefore, to see a measure of ambiguity and uncertainty 

concerning the violence manifested before the betrayal prophecy. 

After Jesus' prophecy, there is little doubt surrounding his relationship with the 

community. Not only does the evangelist remind us in 7.1 that Jews are seeking to 

kill him, but Jesus immediately begins to use strong language about hatred and 

openly accuses the people of wanting to murder him (7.7,19; 8.37,40). There is 

no ambiguity about the physical threat to his person either - the people try again 

and again to arrest him and to stone him (7.30,44; 8.20,59; 10.31,39). It is during 

this section that Jesus must come to terms with his impending death and this is 

something that it tackled through the shepherd discourse (10.1-18) and the raising 

of Lazarus (11.1-44). It would appear, then, that following this prophecy of 
betrayal, the violence moves more clearly onto the surface of the narrative. 
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John 11.55-12.50 forms a link between Parts One and Two. It projects the reader 

forward towards Jesus' death as he prepares for it with the anointing and moves 

into the correct location (12.1-19). It also provides an opportunity for the 

evangelist to take a backwards glance at Jesus' public ministry and give an 

explanation as to why he was rejected (12.37-50). In the middle of this there is a 

speech by Jesus in which he indicates that the hour has come... but not quite yet 

(w. 23,35) and rhetorically questions himself on whether there is a possibility of 

escape (ua i6 cinco; näticP, ßwaov µc eic c Ti; tia( r1;; v. 27). The Father's f1S 

reply to Jesus' call for the glorification of his name is also both retrospective and 

prospective: Kai e6ö aaa xai n&%tv Soýäa o (v. 28). 

For the purposes of this study, the Farewell Discourse clearly forms Part Two of 

the Gospel. It explores Jesus' relationship with his followers through the 

footwashing (13.1-20), and the explanation of how the disciples form part of the 

family that consists of Jesus, the Father and the Counsellor (chs. 14-16). In 

addition, the consequences of this relationship are set out: sacrificial love for each 

other and vilification and death at the hands of a world that hates them (15.12-27). 

Part Two functions primarily as an interval from the real ̀ action' of the narrative, 

providing an opportunity for the evangelist to clarify points of theology through the 

monologues made by Jesus. 

The action re-commences at the beginning of Part Three with the arrest of Jesus 

(18.1ff. ). The final stage of Jesus' journey towards his death begins and is played 

out in a fairly straightforward manner. A brief account of the arrest is followed by 

a lengthy and elaborate trial. The crucifixion and death of Jesus are also brief, set 

out almost mechanistically. The burial, resurrection and appearances follow, 

concentrating on the new relationship between the resurrected Jesus and his 

followers. 
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Plot 

Alan Culpepper sees evidence of deliberate manipulation of the plot in John 

through the organisation of the sequence of events and the contrived nature of 

much of the dialogue. This points to the `careful crafting of a unified sequence and 

a logic of causality'. 31 As with structure, it would be inappropriate to claim that 

there is only one representation of plot germane to the Fourth Gospel. There is 

therefore no point in disputing an interpretation that claims that the plot `revolves 

around Jesus' mission to reveal the Father and authorise the children of God'. 32 

Again, the aim is rather to offer an additional, rather than alternative, 

understanding - to ask what hermeneutic significance this intentional shaping of 

the narrative holds for a study that focuses on Jesus as a victim. Taking Ryken's 

cue, it is necessary to examine the curiosity generated by the narrative through the 

conflict that it contains. 

At the heart of the conflict manifest in John is the incompatibility between 

the Xöyo; and the xöagog. This is evident from the prologue (1.9ff. ), through the 

tale of Jesus' ministry (7.6ff.; 8.23ff., 12.25ff.; 12.44ff. ), the farewell discourse 

(15.18ff.; 16.20ff.; 17.14ff. ), the trial (18.36ff. ), and even the epilogue - the world 

cannot circumscribe all that Jesus is or has done (21.25). Suspense for John's 

readers is not maintained through curiosity over what is going to happen, but how. 

Jesus will be rejected, we know this from the outset. This story is about the way in 

which the rejection will be played out. We even know the result of the struggle - 
the darkness will not overcome the light (1.5). Far from ruining the ending, this 

heightens the intrigue, as task of the plot will be to reveal the true meaning of the 
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31 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 87. 
32 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 88. Similarly J. A. du Rand states, ̀the unifying 

plot... is really the witness to the identity of Jesus. He is the bearer of the divine glory as the incarnate Son of God' (`Plot and Point of View in the Gospel of John', in J. H. Petzger & P. J. 
Hartin [eds. ], A South African Perspective on the New Testament: Essays by South African New 
Testament Scholars Presented to Bruce Manning Metzger during his Visit to South Africa in 1985 [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1986], pp. 167-8). 
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triumph of the Xöyo; against the violence and evil that the world inflicts on him. 

The development of the plot draws the reader into the mode and extent of Jesus' 

rejection. Verbally abused and physically persecuted, he proceeds towards his 

inevitable death and the reader must understand the significance of this outcome. 

Thus the plot revolves around the rejection and physical destruction of the 

protagonist and the subversion of his `failure' (in the world's eyes) into an eventual 

victory over death and liberation for the chosen. 

After discussing both structure and plot, it might be seen as somewhat self- 

indulgent to suggest an exposition of pattern as well. It is not, after all, a concept 

that lends itself to academic rigour and, probably for this reason, is not one 

generally employed by literary or biblical critics. My motive in including this final 

section is purely creative interest. Again, it contributes to the understanding of the 

text from the point of view of Jesus as a man pursued by and consumed by 

violence. 

If Forster can see the shape of an hourglass or a chain in a text, what shape 

could appropriately be used to interpret John's Gospel for the theme of this study? 

I would suggest that a helix is a good fit. The reason for this is that a spiral consists 

of a single thread that travels round and round on itself until it reaches the centre, 

which is both its beginning and its end. This is the case with John's story, where 

the protagonist is propelled continually towards the centre of the helix, where death 

awaits him. The ever decreasing circles display the inevitability of the central 

point - there is no escape, no alternative ending. Violence intensifies as death 

approaches, but it is always there and its thread can be traced to the very beginning. 

Joseph Clancy, writing on a different literary form, early Welsh poetry, captures 

this sense of circularity well, explaining of this genre; ̀the normal lyric employs 
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what I have elsewhere called "radial" structure, circling about, repeating, and 

elaborating the central theme. It is all "middle", we might say. '33 John, in fact, is 

all `end', the central theme being literally the end - the death of Jesus. It is for 

this reason that the Fourth Gospel can be described as ̀ neither-passion-narrative- 

with introduction nor aretalogy-with-sequel, but one continuous passion 

narrative. '34 
, 

This analysis of the structure, plot and pattern of John's Gospel reveals the 

meaningful artistry of a writer with an agenda, rather than just a tale to tell. It 

assists in the task of highlighting aspects relevant to the perspective of this study 

- the victimization suffered by Jesus. The structure suggested will form the 

framework for the examination of relevant passages in Chapters 5-10, the 

architectural end-product contributing to the interpretative significance of the 

work. 

33 J. P. Clancy, The Earliest Welsh Poetry (London: Macmillan, 1970), p. 5. 34 R. T. Fortna, ̀Christology in the Fourth Gospel: Redaction-Critical Perspectives', NTS 21 
(1975), pp. 489-504 (504). 
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The Historical Context 

I have argued in the previous chapter that the social context of the Gospel has 

hermeneutical value and that consideration of the community that produced the text 

will enhance our understanding of the motif of violence. Jeffrey Trumbower, in 

fact, argues that: ̀ ideas in the Fourth Gospel must be understood in terms of their 

function within the sociological reality of the Johannine sect insofar as that reality 

may be plausibly reconstructed. " There is nothing new about this concept; it is 

almost a decade since Bruce Malina investigated the social system revealed in and 

presupposed by John in order to illuminate some of the text's distinctive features? 

While it is recognised that such attempts at reconstruction are fraught with 

difficulty and frequently open to criticism, I hope that, nevertheless, this chapter 

will be seen as contributing to the main argument of the thesis, providing insight 

into the understanding of the Johannine Jesus as a victim. It should be noted that, 

although the first section of the chapter discusses attempts to reconstruct the 

history and various stages in development of the community - an activity seen as 

necessarily speculative in itself - my concern is even more vague than this. I am 

I J. A. Trumbower, Born from Above: The Anthropology of the Gospel of John (HUT, 29; 
Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1992), p. 83, emphasis added. 

2 B. Malina, ̀ The Gospel of John in Sociolinguistic Perspective', in H. C. Waetjen (ed. ), 
Protocol of the Forty Eighth Colloquy: 11 March 1984: Centre for Hermeneutical Studies in 
Hellenistic and Modern Culture, Graduate Theological Union and University of California, 
Berkeley (Berkeley, CA: The Centre for Hermeneutical Studies, 1985). See also Jerome 
Neyrey's An Ideology of Revolt: John's Christology in Social-Science Perspective 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988). Neyrey perceives a high Christology in the Fourth Gospel, 
which he examines using traditional critical methods. He then utilises the methods of cultural 
anthropologist Mary Douglas to assess how this Christology ̀ replicates the social cosmology 
of the Johannine group and functions as an ideology for it', arguing that high Christology is a 
`code for revolt' against the synagogue and other formal structures (p. 209). 3 J. Painter notes that it is essential to recognize the hypothetical nature of all reconstructions, but adds that this is not an excuse for avoiding reconstruction (The Quest for the Messiah: The 
History, Literature and Theology of the Johannine Community [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2nd 
edn, 1993], p. 68, n. 104). 
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interested in how these generally accepted ideas about the community's experience 

are subsequently reflected in their `mindset'. This, I argue, can be discerned from 

the contents of the text and is relevant to our theme. 

PROSPECTING FOR THE JOHANNINE COMMUNITY 

What can we understand about the nature and circumstance of the community that 

produced the Gospel of John? When answering this question, scholars commonly 

focus on the rupture between Judaism and early Christianity, and indeed the 

following section will examine the impact that this might have had on the 

Johannine community. The works of J. Louis Martyn4 and Raymond Browns have 

been formative in this area and, despite the reservations now held by many scholars 

about the results of their investigations, they are still widely accepted as being 

valuable and merit summarizing. 

Martyn's thesis is constructed from the events related in John 9, discerning 

within them evidence of a social crisis facing the group that produced the text. The 

miracle and inquisition of the blind man and his parents reflect the interaction 

between the synagogue and the community. The narrative functions as ̀ a witness 

to Jesus' powerful presence in actual events experienced by the Johannine 

church. '6 It addresses the social situation of its readership, the characters fulfilling 

the dual role of individuals within the text and representatives of different social 

groups within the evangelist's environment. Martyn focuses particularly on the 

threat contained in Jn 9.22, where believers face being put out of the synagogue 

(änoavv('Xyco yo; ) if they confess Christ. This, he believes, transports the narrative 

4 J. L. Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (Nashville: Abingdon, 2nd edn, 
1979); ̀Glimpses into the History of the Johannine Community', in M. de Jonge (ed. ), 
L'Evangile de Jean: Sources, Redaction, Theologie (BETL, 44; Leuven: Leuven University 
Press/Uitgeverij Peeters, 1977), pp. 150-75; and The Gospel of John in Christian History: 
Essays for Interpreters (New York: Paulist Press, 1979). 

5 R. E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1979). 
6 Martyn, History and Theology, p. 30. 
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forward in time, incorporating the reformulated Shemone Esre of the Jamnia 

Academy, published around 85 CE. Expulsion from the synagogue would not have 

been a threat in Jesus' time, but would have been a very real threat to Johannine 

Christians. A formal decision taken by the authorities in Jamnia to rid the 

synagogue of Jewish Christians meant the inclusion of the 0,7113-11 the 

birkhat ha-minim, into the series of benedictions used in community worship. The 

reciting of this twelfth benediction against the heretics was a means of routing out 

Christians and expelling them. Martyn constructs a series of stages in the 

relationship between the synagogue and the Johannine church from the text. 

Excommunication not being sufficient to curtail the activities of the Jewish 

Christians, more drastic measures were necessary. Thus in 16.2b Martyn sees 

evidence of the death penalty for those accused of leading their own people astray. 

`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. '7 

Raymond Brown prefaces his investigation into the development of the Johannine 

gospel and community by asserting that: ̀ the deeds and words of Jesus are 

included in the Gospels because the evangelist sees that they are (or have been) 

useful to members of his community. From that we gain general knowledge about 

the life situation of the community. '8 The form and content of the gospel are 

influenced by the writer's desire to reflect and address the needs of its readers. 

Brown traces the development of the community through the gospel, beginning 

7 Martyn, History and Theology, p. 70. Excommunication and martyrdom are seen by Martyn to 
be the two major traumas that mark the development of the Johannine community during the 
`middle period'. The Johannine evangelists were now not only socially dislocated and 
alienated, but were also subject to the possibility of being ̀ snatched away' out of life (cf. 
10.28f; 15,18) ('Glimpses into the History', pp. 160-4). Minear agrees that the Gospel was set 
within the context of a realistic fear of martyrdom. He comments that it is difficult to 
understand the reluctance of many scholars to recognise this in the light of Jn 16.2 and the 
subsequent stoning of Stephen and Paul at the hands of the religious authorities. `To minimize 
the brutal truth of [16.3] is to minimize the hatreds exemplified in the death of Jesus as well as 
the pressures on his disciples to fall away (John, Martyr's Gospel, p. 28). 

8 Brown, Community of the Beloved Disciple, p. 18. 
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with small groups of Jews, among them followers of John the Baptist, anti-temple 

factions and converted Samaritans. The move towards a high Christology (seen in 

the Gospel after John 4) caused sharp conflict with the synagogue and 

excommunication prior to the Gospel actually being written in 90 CE. In no stage of 

the pre-Gospel history does Brown see evidence of internal struggle among the 

community, but there are plenty of battles with outsiders which he claims give rise 

to the sense of `us against them'. 9 Seven representative categories of adversaries 

are identified to whom the evangelist addresses himself within the narrative. These 

include the world, the Jews, the adherents of John the Baptist and a collection of 

other Christians who, according to the evangelist,, have inadequate faith. One might 

indeed think that this sort of outlook would win the gospel the label of `an in-group 

manifesto meant as a triumph over outsiders', 1° but Brown will not go quite this 

far, conceding only that there is much that was sectarian in the community's nature 

and that it developed a generally hostile attitude towards the world. In the end, the 

community disintegrated due to its basic Gnostic tendency. 

The basic principles of .y much of the reconstructive work of Martyn and Brown 
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have prevailed in Jöhannine scholarship into the 1990s. 11 Disputes remain over the 

details, particularly surrounding the theory of the Eighteen Benedictions-12 David 

9 Brown, Community of the Beloved Disciple, p. 56. 
10 Brown, Community of the Beloved Disciple, p. 62. 
11 For example, in his recent work on the Fourth Gospel, John Ashton follows Martyr's basic 

structure for the community's history, although he modifies it in places (Understanding the 
Fourth Gospel [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991], pp. 166-74). Similarly, John Painter accepts 
Brown's reconstruction as ̀ generally convincing' in The Quest for the Messiah, the first 
edition of which came out in 1991 (p. 67). Robert Kysar, writing in 1993, also summarizes 
Martyn and Brown as the most widely endorsed and most convincing hypothesis ('Anti- 
Semitism and the Gospel of John', in C. A. Evans and D. A. Hagner (eds. ), Anti-Semitism and 
Early Christianity: Issues of Polemic and Faith [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993], pp. 113- 
27 [119]). 

12 So Lawrence Schiffman, who asserts that the function of the Twelfth Benediction was to 
ensure that those who were minim did not serve as precentors -'It cannot be overemphasized 
that, while the benediction against the minim sought to exclude Jewish Christians from active 
participation in the synagogue service, it in no way implied expulsion from the Jewish people' ('At the Crossroads: Tannaitic Perspectives on the Jewish-Christian Schism', in E. P. Sanders 
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Rensberger, for example, judges it doubtful that the 013113-11 n: )`1: 2 was actually 

the means for excluding Johannine Christians from the synagogue, but points out 

that this does not mean that they did not face expulsion. On the contrary, it seems 

to him `incontrovertible' on the basis of Jn 9.22; 12.42 and 16.2 that this was the 

experience of the community. 13 Wayne Meeks argues that the Gl]'? T n: )`1: l 

has been a red herring in Johannine research, which raises more questions than it 

answers. 14 ̀ All we have to assume', he states, ̀ is that the archontes of the Jewish 

community in John's location had simply made up their minds to get rid of these 

trouble-making followers of a false Messiah'. 15 Margaret Davies judges it unlikely 

that Jews in the first century CE excluded people from the synagogue at all. She 

argues that to accept the Fourth Gospel's references to exclusion as a reflection of 

the practices of the time an unacceptable number of assumptions must be made. `It 

is more likely', she claims, `that the Evangelist is not reflecting the practice of 

contemporary Jews at all, but is extrapolating from Scripture in order to justify the 

fact that the Christian community has nothing to do with the Jewish community'. 16 

[ed. ], with A. I. Baumgarten and A. Mendelson, Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, 11 [2 
vols.; London: SCM Press, 1981], pp. 115-156 [152]). 

Martin Hengel notes ̀the "expulsion" of Christians from the synagogue... took place in a 
lengthy and painful process which began even before Paul with the martyrdom of Stephen' 
(Johannine Question, pp. 114-5). He therefore does not attribute the same importance to the 
Twelfth Benediction, seeing it simply as ̀ the ultimate consequence of a development full of 
combat and suffering' (p. 115). 

Stephen Katz also sees Martyn's claims as unacceptable because he accepts uncritically 
that Samuel the Small's revision of the malediction includes the two terms found in the 
Genizah fragment - notzrim and minim. Katz sees the benediction functioning as a filter and 
a self imposed ban as well as raising the awareness of other Jews that the minim were a threat 
and should be treated as apostates ('Issues in the Separation of Judaism and Christianity after 
70 CE: A Reconsideration', JBL 103 [1984], pp. 43-76 [71]). 

13 D. K. Rensberger, Overcoming the World:: Politics and Community in the Gospel of John 
(London: SPCK, 1989), p. 26. 

14 'Breaking Away: Three New Testament Pictures of Christianity's Separation from the Jewish 
Communities', in J. Neusner and E. S. Frerichs (eds. ), To See ourselves as Others See us: 
Christians, Jews, 'Others' in Late Antiquity (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), pp. 93-115 
(102). 

15 'Breaking Away', p. 103. 
16 Rhetoric and Reference, p. 299. See pp. 291-301 for the whole argument. 
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A major contribution on this subject has also been made recently by J. D. G. 

Dunn. '7 Dunn sees the Fourth Gospel reflecting a'crisis between the Johannine 

sect and the dominant form of Judaism in the late first century CE. By the time the 

Gospel was written, this form of Judaism no longer regarded it as acceptable for 

Jews to confess Jesus as Messiah. This belief was enforced among local 

synagogues, as seen in Jn 9.22.18 The confrontation between the two groups was 

caused by the forceful expression of the Christian claims about Jesus and the 

attempt by rabbinic Judaism to draw in tightly the boundaries of Jewish belief. At 

this point, Dunn contends, the Evangelist was still operating within the context of 

Judaism, involved in a contest for the hearts and minds of the Jewish people. His 

usage of the term `the Jews' should not be seen as a distancing of the Johannine 

community from the Jews, but rather as and acknowledgment of a dispute over the 

pre-70 Jewish heritage. In summary: 

while the parting of the ways between Christianity and the 
Judaism of the Yavnean rabbis seems already an accomplished 
fact, John, in his own perspective at least, was still fighting a 
factional battle within Judaism rather than launching his arrows 
from without. 19 

No doubt, this debate will continue to run and run, as the so-called ̀parting of the 

ways' has benefited from an increased level of scholarly attention. However, 

despite the efforts of biblical critics, it remains clear that, without additional textual 

evidence, further clarity on the development of the Johannine community will be 

difficult to glean without a high level of speculation and assumption. Clues about 

the life and experiences of the community can be sought in the Gospel, but there 

17 The Partings of the Ways, which was published in 1991. 
18 Dunn sees this as a direct reference to the nM'1M, or something like it, such as a local 

equivalent (The Partings of the Ways, p. 222). 
19 The Partings of the Ways, p. 159. Judith Lieu, however, is sceptical about Dunn's conclusion, 

commenting: ̀ the "Jews" of the Fourth Gospel hardly see the Johannine Christians as their 
fellows, and he may be over optimistic in thinking John had not yet been disowned by the 
Jewish people' ('Review of The Partings of the Ways by J. D. G. Dunn', JTS 44 [1993], pp. 
668-70 [669]). 
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are few certainties 20 Indeed, Mark Stibbe concludes that the only real certainty is 

that the Gospel reflects a severe controversy with Judaism: 

As for the exact date of the controversy, the exact mechanism for 
its obvious destabilizing consequences, such details cannot be 
described with complete confidence. All we can say is that 
John's story of Jesus is at the same time a story of a community 
in crisis, and that John the storyteller uses the narrative and 
literary devices at his disposal to address the pressing social 
needs of his day. 21 

20 Perhaps it is for this reason that more recent works on this subject have focused on tracing 
aspects of theological development in the Gospel as it relates to the community's experience, 
rather than attempting to reconstruct history. See the reviews of works by Minear, Burge and 
Rensberger in K. Quast, ̀Re-examining the Johannine Community', TJT 5 (1989), pp. 293-5. 
See also D. Moody Smith for general discussion on the subject in `The Life Setting of the 
Gospel of John', RE 85 (1988), pp. 433-44. 

21 Stibbe, John as Storyteller, p. 61. In the same vein, Painter cautions against becoming 
preoccupied with identifying the Johannine situation with the 013"h1 x1712, arguing that it 
is simply the best known relevant factor external to the Gospel which may prove illuminating. 
`What is important', he concludes, ̀is the situation of conflict with Formative Judaism 
whenever or wherever it happened' (Quest for the Messiah, p. 73). 
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ExCURSUS 1: The Roman Context 

The previous section discussed the Johannine community with reference to 

its original religious context, Judaism. The recent work of Richard Cassidy 

has explored the impact of the Roman environment on the Fourth Gospel in 

some detail and this merits a short excursus. 22 Cassidy's thesis is that the 

Gospel ̀generally responds to the phenomena of Roman claims and Roman 

persecution with extraordinary effectiveness'. 23 In order to make this 

claim, he must locate and date the Gospel appropriately, and this is done by 

setting it within the general confines of the Roman empire sometime after 

the early 80s. 24 Cassidy's work may be viewed as interesting rather than 

wholly convincing, 25 but it does afford us a glimpse of another facet of the 

community's oppression - oppression that does not come from within its 

own religious context but is officially sanctioned by the ruling power of the 

day. 

The principal source drawn upon to explore the position of 

Christians during this time is the correspondence between Pliny the 

Younger, proconsul of Bithynia-Pontus, and the emperor Trajan. These 

letters, designated X. 96 and X. 97 in Pliny's Epistulae, 26 have the 

significance of being the earliest and fullest pagan communication about 

22 See John's Gospel in New Perspective: Christology and the Realities of Roman Power (New 
York: Orbis, 1992). 

23 Cassidy, John's Gospel in New Perspective, p. 5. Note that he does not claim that the 
evangelist consciously responded to aspects of Roman rule when writing the text. 

24 See pp. 3-4 of John's Gospel in New Perspective for the argument on these points. Cassidy 
claims that developments highly relevant to John's account occurred during the reigns of 
Domitian (81-96) and Trajan (98-117). 

25 J. Edgar Bruns sees Cassidy's thesis as having some verisimilitude, but concludes ̀there is 
simply not enough in the Fourth Gospel to suggest that the Roman Empire was the enemy' 
('Review of John's Gospel in New Perspective: Christology and the Realities of Roman Power, 
by Richard Cassidy', CBQ 56 (1994), pp. 134-5 [135, emphasis original]). This study simply 
suggests that the Roman Empire was another enemy. 26 Fully reproduced in B. Radice (ed. and trans. ), The Letters of the Younger Pliny (repr.; 
Middlesex: Penguin, 1985 [1963]). See p. 293 for Pliny's letter to Trajan (X. 96) and p. 295 
for Trajan's reply (X. 97). 

46 



Chapter Four " The Historical Context 

the Christian movement. 27 It is clear from Pliny's letter that his policy at 

the time was to execute Christians who refused to renounce their faith 28 

Unfortunately, this had led to a proliferation of accusations against 

individuals and the situation seemed in danger of becoming out of hand. 

Consequently, Pliny sought clarification of the correct course of action 

from Trajan. In particular, Pliny wished to know whether it was `the name 

itself' nomen ipsum) that was punishable, or just criminal activity 

associated with the name. Traj an's response was brief but unequivocal: 

You have followed the right course of procedure, my dear 
Pliny, in your examination of the cases of persons charged 
with being Christians... If they are brought before you and 
the charge against them is proved, they must be punished. 29 

Cassidy claims that Pliny would certainly have followed the emperor's 

instruction and, moreover, that governors of other provinces adjacent to 

Bithynia-Pontus may have taken similar action, 30 heightening the risk to 

Christians. 

Clearly there are uncertainties surrounding Cassidy's thesis; 

however, it is worth recognising that the context of John's Gospel need not 

be constrained by our understanding of its relationship with Judaism. The 
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27 So claims A. N. Sherwin-White in The Letters of Pliny: A Historical and Social Commentary 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1966), p. 693. Sherwin-White discusses their setting in detail and sees 
their main value lying in their evidence about the causes and legal forms of Christian 
persecution (pp. 693-4). 

28 `For the moment this is the line I have taken with all persons brought before me on the charge 
of being Christians. I have asked them in person if they are Christians, and if they admit it, I 
repeat the question a second and third time, with a warning of the punishment awaiting them. 
It they persist, I order them to be led away for execution' (Radice, Letters of the Younger Pliny, 
p. 293). 

29 Radice, Letters of the Younger Pliny, p. 295. Stephen Benko suggests that Trajan's reply 
indicates the nomen ipsum constituted the crime because he ̀ tacitly assumed that Christianity 
automatically and inevitably led to wrongdoing' (Pagan Rome and the Early Christians 
[London: B. T. Batsford, 1984], p. 13). Trajan does, however, state that Christians should not 
be ̀ hunted out' and that pardon is possible for those who repent. W. H. C. Frend notes that, 
despite the ambiguities of their situation, with the implication that sleeping dogs should be 
allowed to lie, Christians were nevertheless considered ̀a danger to the state' (Martyrdom and 
Persecution in the Early Church: A Study of a Conflict from the Maccabees to Donatus 
[Oxford: Blackwells, 1965], pp. 220-21). 

30 John's Gospel in New Perspective, p. 26. 
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Gospel may also reflect a relationship with wider society that further 

contributed towards the community's oppression. This should be borne in 

mind when examining the text for material concerning persecution. 

COMMON THEMES: TEXT AND COMMUNITY 

While there are limitations to our ability to understand the life of the Johannine 

community in much detail, it is possible to identify general (and more or less 

undisputed) aspects of the community's experience which are reflected within the 

text. I am referring primarily to experiences such as persecution, alienation and 

ostracization and the threat of violence. If the text can be used to understand the 

experiences of the community that produced it, then the reverse also follows - the 

self-image of the community can be used to hermeneutical advantage when facing 

the text. 31 This is what will be explored in this section. 

Scholars who have followed this line of investigation have often taken a 

sociolinguistic approach. Wayne Meeks, for example, makes a plea for attention to 

the system of myths woven into the text and the social function that they served, 

using the ascent/descent theme as a case study. He claims there was ̀ a continuing 

dialectic between the group's historical experience and the symbolic world which 

served both to explain that experience and to motivate and form the reaction of 

31 Note the caution of Judith Lieu on this practice. Lieu questions the validity of seeing theology 
as a response to an historical situation. `This is not to deny that John does reflect the 
community's own circumstances; it is to question whether those circumstances can be "read 
off' directly from distinctively Johannine passages' (The Second and Third Epistles of John 
[ed. J. Riches; SNTW; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986], p. 214). It is undeniable that 
certainties gained from `reading off' the text are simply not available to us, but insights may 
still be gained. David Aune successfully demonstrates this in his thesis on realized 
eschatology. He argues that the characteristics of the Johannine community can be delineated 
by using the text which is the end product of their worship and piety. Moreover, that the 
Christology of the Fourth Gospel is the primary means of expressing the values and ideals of 
the community. Consequently, ̀the Johannine Jesus becomes comprehensible as a projection 
(or retrojection) of the religious needs and experiences of the Johannine community' (The 
Cultic Setting of Realized Eschatology in Early Christianity [NovTSup, 28; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1972], p. 77. See pp. 73-84 for the main argument). 
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group members to the experience. '32 Bruce Malina explores the evidence for an 

antilanguage in John, discerned by the development and use of new words in 

preference to old ones, and the tendency to `overlexicalize' by using a large range 

of lexical items to cover the same area - clearly the case in the Fourth Gospel. 33 

The function that the antilanguage performs is as follows: 

Like language itself, antilanguage is the bearer of social reality, 
but of an alternative social reality that runs counter to the social 
reality at large. Thus antilanguage serves to maintain inner 
solidarity under pressure. The pressure, of course, stems from 
the surrounding broader society... in which they are to a large 
extent still embedded. 34 

It is clear that the experience of the community was characterized by severe 

hostility from its surrounding environment, rejection by its spiritual parent and 

physical threat, possibly death. The text bears continual witness to this, both 

explicit and implicit in its references to persecution and rich in the imagery of 

violence and death. The all-pervasive nature of this material can be seen from the 

tables that document it in Chapter 2. From the very beginning of the Gospel the 

victimization of the community can be glimpsed. The Prologue provides the 

introduction to the key themes important throughout the rest of the narrative, 

functioning as it does as ̀ a microcosm of the fourth gospel in toto'. 35 That the first 

encounter between the Logos and humanity is recorded negatively is deeply 

significant. The world did not know him, his people rejected him, but the 

Johannine community received him (1.10-12). The community are set apart from 

the world - they are cexva Oeov, different from those born by the will of the flesh 

and the will of man. Their self-image is immediately characterized by their 

dissociation from the world. They too are misunderstood and spurned and they are 

unique in recognizing the identity and significance of the Logos. The themes of 

32 W. Meeks, ̀The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism', JBL 91 (1972), pp. 144-72 
(145). 

33 Malina, ̀ The Gospel of John in Sociolinguistic Perspective', p. 12. 
34 Malina, ̀ The Gospel of John in Sociolinguistic Perspective', pp. 13-14. 35 S. Smalley, John: Evangelist and Interpreter (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978), p. 93. 
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rejection and separation are woven into the rest of the narrative through its style, 

language and metaphors and form part of John's symbolic world. The reader does 

not have to look hard to find evidence of this, 36 and the conclusion drawn by 

Warren Carter is the obvious one: ̀ the repeated expression of that symbolic world 

by such variety suggests the intensity of the community's trauma and pain. '37 

Carter sees the Prologue as part of the community's attempt to assert its identity, 

legitimize its claims and interpret its experiences. 

If the life of the community is reflected through the Prologue, where else 

can it be seen in the Gospel? As already mentioned, Wayne Meeks finds it through 

examination of the ascent/descent theme in passages such as the Nicodemus 

discourse (3.12ff. ), the ̀ gallows humour'38 of the v cöw terminology and the 

above/below claims made in 8.23. This motif is closely linked to the Johannine 

Christians' experience of separation from the synagogue and reflects the dualistic 

way in which it perceived itself: `a small group of believers isolated over against 

`the world' that belongs intrinsically to `the things below', i. e. to darkness and the 

devil. '39 Meeks reaches the conclusion that the community's social identity, which 

the narrative serves to reinforce, is in fact ̀ largely negative' 40 

John Painter trawls the narrative for examples of rejection stories which 

also mirror the community's experience 41 Chapter 5.1-18 provides the pattern for 
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36 For example 3.18ff.; 7.7ff.; 15.18ff. and see the tables in Chapter 2. 
37 W. Carter, ̀The Prologue and John's Gospel: Function, Symbol and the Definitive Word', 

JSNT39 (1990), pp. 35-58 (50). 
38 Meeks, ̀Man from Heaven', p. 155. 
39 Meeks, ̀Man from Heaven', p. 161. 
40 Meeks, ̀Man from Heaven', p. 163. 
41 J. Painter, ̀Quest and Rejection Stories in John', JSNT 36 (1989), pp. 17-46. Painter builds on 

Robert Tannehill's concept of objection stories found in the gospel of Mark and identifies four 
elements of each story: 1. cause of the objection 

2. expression of the objection 
3. response to the objection 
4. final rejection of Jesus, 

The stories occur in chapters 5-12 and emphasize the unreasonable nature of the rejection. 
Thus Painter concludes; ̀time and again rejection occurs on a basis that should have led to 
belief. Thus we do not have an historical presentation of the events leading up to the decision 
to kill Jesus. Rather we have that decision made again and again and each time as if no 
previous decision had been made' (p. 39). 
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rejection. Painter sees it as a traditional miracle story that has been reworked by 

the evangelist into a rejection story. The element of conflict has been added after 

the miracle by the addition of the words 'Hv St aäl3Ikxtov iv Exsi. vll of 119£pc 

(v. 9b). Jesus is forced to justify his actions. This intensifies the conflict and leads 

to the accusations of his being a law-breaker and blasphemer (5.18). Painter 

surmises that the reason that the evangelist chooses the language and form of a 

rejection story to relate this event is not to attempt to persuade those who have 

rejected Jesus to accept him, but rather ̀ to confirm the resolve of the Johannine 

community in facing the rejection that Jesus had faced before them. '42 In other 

words, it has a direct social function. 

The farewell discourses are fruitful material for a deeper understanding of the 

Johannine church. The situation of the readers is dealt with directly as Jesus warns 

his disciples of what is to come 43 He includes the prediction that the believers will 

be expelled from the synagogue and suffer death (16.2). Rodney Whitacre sees in 

this final discourse the reason why conflict is such an all-pervasive theme in John's 

work. The function of the polemic in the story is to speak to the life situation of its 

audience; that of expulsion from the synagogue. 

It is of the greatest significance that we... find a connection 
explicitly drawn between what Jesus suffers and what his 
disciples will suffer (15.18-21). The author consciously intends 
that his readers find parallels between the conflicts they are 
experiencing and those which Jesus experienced 44 

The Gospel is addressed to those suffering persecution from their mother 

community, the Jews 45 However, despite their extreme isolation they are not 

42 Painter, ̀Quest and Rejection Stories', p. 35. 
43 Specifically in 15.18-16.11; 16.19-24. and 17.20-26. 
44 R. A. Whitacre, Johannine Polemic: The Role of Tradition and Theology (SBLDS, 67; Chico, 

CA: Scholars Press, 1982), p. 6. 
45 Cassidy argues that Roman persecution should also be considered: ̀it is not possible to 

establish definitively from presently existing data that some of John's readers were proximate 
to Roman persecution... However, for the sake of conceiving the maximum impact that Jesus' 
farewell addresses would have had in such circumstances, let it be assumed that at least some 
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öpcpavOq (14.18), as the evangelist reminds them that Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit 

to comfort and counsel them. Lindars also discusses the importance of these 

passages to the community, claiming that they indicate the evangelist felt the 

situation was becoming critical and that there was ̀ a real risk of violent, even 

fanatical, conflict'46 

Another theme prominent in the farewell discourse is love and hate. 

Fernando Segovia explores the social significance of the love and hatred of Jesus 

exhibited by individuals and groups in the Fourth Gospel. Segovia explores 

references to love and hate in the farewell discourses, as well as in John 1-4 and 5- 

12, to see what light they shed on the situation of the Johannine believers. 47 Love 

for Jesus is strongly connected to belief - to love him is to believe in him. In the 

farewell discourses this language is used to distinguish between two distinct groups 

in bitter dispute with one another. The public expression of love for Jesus, as 

practised by Jesus' disciples and the Johannine community, entails expulsion from 

the synagogue. Hatred of Jesus, as displayed by the parent synagogue, results in 

attempts to kill Jesus and his second generation followers. 48 The result of the 

intense battle between these two groups is the estrangement of the community, 

alienation from the world and rejection of its values. In short, the development of a 

sectarian attitude. Martin Hengel echoes this when he comments on the way in 

which the commandment to love one another refers solely to the disciples (13.34; 

15.12,17) and the fact that the departing Christ prays not for the world but only for 

the community of disciples (17.8) 49 

52 

in John's audience were reading or hearing these chapters within a situation in which 
denunciations, Roman trials and sentences of death were immediate realities' (John's Gospel in 
New Perspective, p. 62). 

46 B. Lindars, ̀ The Persecution of Christians in John 15.18-16.4a', in W. Horbury and B. McNeil 
(eds. ), Suffering and Martyrdom in the New Testament: Studies Presented to G. M. Styler by the 
Cambridge New Testament Seminar (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 48- 
69(67). 

47 F. Segovia, ̀The Love and Hatred of Jesus in Johannine Sectarianism', CBQ 43 (1981), pp. 
258-72. 

48 Segovia, ̀Love and Hatred', p. 270. 
49 Hengel, The Johannine Question, p. 44. 
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Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza sees similar messages in the language of love 

and the act of the footwashing in John 13.50 The footwashing is a paradigmatic act 

of altruistic love that marks the Johannine community out as alternative. 5' 

However, the love of the disciples is focused inwards. The witness that they give 

to the world is by the praxis of agape but it seems to be directed towards each 

other with the world viewing from the outside. This love is at its greatest when it is 

demonstrated sacrificially by believers for their friends (15.13), as this shows that 

they are not part of the world themselves but stand against it. The core of 

discipleship is love and service which must be lived as ̀ a public witness which 

indicts the hate and death-dealing powers of "the world"'. 52 Fiorenza does not go 

so far as to call the community introversionist, but the idea is implicit - the world 

will recognise the Johannine disciples of Jesus because of their love for each other 

and hatred of every one else! 

A general picture of some of the experiences of the Johannine community has 

begun to emerge from these various approaches to language and metaphor in the 

Gospel. A more thorough analysis of the social and political existence of the 

community has been undertaken by David Rensberger. 53 Accepting Martyn's basic 

proposal of expulsion from the synagogue as a central feature of the community's 

traumatic existence, he describes some of the consequences of this crisis: 

The Christians who were expelled would have been cut off from 
much that had given identity and structure to their lives. 
Expulsion would have meant social ostracism and thus the loss 
of relationship with family and friends, and perhaps economic 

50 E. Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of ticr: A Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian 
Origins (London: SCM Press, 1983). 

51 Fiorenza points out that, while in the Pastorals it is the enrolled widows who are required to 
perform this duty for the ̀ saints', in John all disciples are to follow Jesus' example of love and 
service towards each other (In Memory of her, p. 324). 

52 Fiorenza, In Memory of ter, p. 323. 
53 Rensberger, Overcoming the World. 
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dislocation as well. It would certainly have meant religious 
dislocation. 54 

As we have already seen, the effect that this threatening environment has on the 

community is that it turns in on itself and becomes alienated from the outside 

world. 55 Rensberger discusses whether or not the group can be classified as a sect 

concluding that it is a sectarian group with an introversionist nature, although he 

perceives that it may have some missionary concern. 56 An overriding attribute 

appears to be paranoia, fed by the insularity of the community's world-view. The 

`general sense of alienation and superiority', 57 mentioned at the beginning of 

Chapter 1 as one of the unnerving aspects of the Gospel, can be applied without 

reservation to the community that produced it. This is hardly surprising, since the 

community has produced a text that shares its own characteristics - the 

resemblance is by no means incidental. The peculiarities of John's narrative and 

the idiosyncrasies of its protagonist function as a means of communication. This 

position is implicit, for example, in the work of Robert Karris. Writing about the 

contact between Jesus and `the marginalized'58 in the Fourth Gospel, Karris sees 

54 Rensberger, Overcoming the World, pp. 26-7. 
55 Ashton is in agreement: ̀Finding itself alone and confronting persecution [the Johannine 

group] had two choices: It could either look for support elsewhere or huddle self-protectively 
in a small knot. Perhaps it did both these things, but the evidence is stronger for the latter' 
(Understanding the Fourth Gospel, p. 173). 

56 Rensberger, Overcoming the World, p. 27. Rensberger compares Johannine Christianity to the 
model of sectarianism developed by Bryan Wilson, according to which it would be classified 
as an introversionist sect that sees the world as irredeemably evil and seeks to renounce it. 
Wilson identifies eight basic supernaturalist responses to the dilemma of salvation from evil. 
The introversionist response is evidenced in a social movement by `the establishment of a 
separated community preoccupied with its own holiness and its means of insulation from the 
wider society... The community itself becomes the source and seat of all salvation' (Magic and 
the Millennium: A Sociological Study of Religious Movements of Protest among Tribal and 
Third World Peoples [London: Heinemann, 1973], pp. 18-30 [24]). 

W. R. Domeris uses Ernst Troeltsch's profile of a sect to look at the social profile of the 
Johannine community. He sees features such as the absence of an emphasis on sacraments; the 
lack of bureaucracy and hierarchy; and the importance of personal experience as being important indicators in the Gospel. `Clearly there is a good case for viewing the Johannine 
community as a sect with a particularly strong sense of equality among its members', he 
concludes ('Christology and Community: A Study of the Social Matrix of the Fourth Gospel', JTheo1SA 64 [1988], pp. 49-56 [53]). 

57 Brown, Community of the Beloved Disciple, p. 89. 
58 By which is meant the economically, physically and geographically marginalized; women and those marginalized through ignorance. 
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these stories as having a twofold purpose: first, they demonstrate to the Johannine 

community the nature of their Messiah Jesus and secondly they serve as 

paradigms of behaviour for the persecuted members of the community. 59 The 

interplay between the text and the community means, however, that the reverse is 

also the case - the nature of the community is reflected in the picture of their 

Messiah; and the behaviour of the community serves as a paradigm for the stories 

within the narrative. Moreover, David Aune claims that ̀ the character and function 

of Jesus is identical with the character and function of the followers of Jesus'. 60 In 

fact, the characterization of the life of the Johannine Jesus is `explicitly correlated' 

by the evangelist to the experience of the community. 61 There is a certain degree 

of circularity here: the text is used to communicate with and, importantly, to 

legitimize the behaviour of a group which created it `in its own image' in the first 

place. This is what is implied by Brown's comment that ̀ the Johannine Christians 

are those who understand Jesus best, for like him they are rejected, persecuted and 

not of this world. '62 The Johannine Christians have created as their representative 

a Jesus who like them is rejected, persecuted and not of this world. It is a natural 

enough tendency, and one that is continually played out with every new 

hermeneutical endeavour to find a topical and relevant Messiah. Thus John Parr, 

writing about Latin American liberation theology, points out: `not only are 

liberation theologians trying to relate Jesus to their own situations, they are also 

trying to relate their own situations to the Jesus of the Gospels. '63 It follows that 

the little that can be surmised about the disposition of the Johannine community is 

invaluable for further understanding the nature and behaviour of the Johannine 

59 R. J. Karris, The Marginalized in John's Gospel (Zacchaeus Studies, New Testament; 
Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 1990), pp. 105-6. 

60 Cultic Setting of Realized Eschatology, p. 78, emphasis added. 
61 Cultic Setting of Realized Eschatology, p. 78. 
62 Brown, Community of the Beloved Disciple, p. 89, emphasis added. 
63 J. Parr, ̀ Jesus and the Liberation of the Poor: Biblical Interpretation in the Writings of Some 

Latin American Theologians of Liberation' (Unpublished thesis of the University of Sheffield, 
1989), p. 87 
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Jesus - their mark will be stamped on his identity. At the very least we can 

expect that Jesus, like his creators, will be rejected by his own religious community 

and expelled from the synagogue, alienated from members of his family, accused 

of being insane, persecuted and continually threatened with death. The 

environment in which he operates will be a violent and dangerous one and his 

encounters will be grim. It would not be surprising if he was characterized by a 

somewhat sectarian attitude - superior, exclusive, obsessive and even paranoid at 

times. Nor would it be surprising if these attributes rendered him a little strange or 

not very nice, jarring the sensibilities of the modem reader. This Jesus has no time 

for musing about the lilies of the Synoptic field. He is living through the brutal 

and chaotic experiences of what was happening to a victimized community and, as 

Kott aptly observed, ̀ in periods of madness, mad gods and their even madder 

prophets always appear'. 64 

56 

64 J. Kott, The Eating of the Gods: An Interpretation of Greek Tragedy (trans. B. Taborski and 
E. J. Czerwinski; London: Eyre Methuen, 1974), p. 230. 



Chapter Five 

Relationship with the Community I 

Scenes of Violence 

Having documented in Chapter 2 the references in John's Gospel that contain 

examples of violence and oppression inflicted on Jesus, this chapter will proceed 

to examine some of them further. The material to be discussed is primarily 

contained within six events that happen during Jesus' public ministry. The scenes 

generally begin as attempts to educate the crowd regarding Jesus' mission and 

identity but, as his words become increasingly controversial, they erupt into 

chaotic situations that seriously threaten his personal safety. This material charts 

the practical and physical dimensions of Jesus' relationship with the community in 

John 1-12. 

CHAOS IN THE TEMPLE (2.13-22) 

The incident in the temple is the first piece of violent action that occurs in the 

Gospel. It strikes the reader as an unexpected and startling event, particularly 

since it appears early on in the narrative. The previous pericope has seen Jesus 

participating in a domestic scene at Cana, responding to the practical, though 

somewhat peripheral, need of some friends. Immediately following, and without 

any warning, the reader is confronted with an incident that takes place in the 

religious heart of the community in which Jesus appears to display behaviour that 

can best be described as berserk. While this is undoubtedly an act of hostility 

committed by Jesus rather than against him, it adds significant detail to his identity 

as a victim, as well as framing the context in which the opposition of the Jews will 
develop. 
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John's account of the incident is longer and more theologically intense than 

its Synoptic counterpart. The details are elaborate: in addition to the basic facts of 

the event, where an outraged Jesus overturns tables and drives animals out of the 

temple, John provides the reader with information about the three types of animals 

being sold and two additional acts of deliberate aggression by Jesus. The extra 

information underscores the violence of Jesus' actions. The Synoptic Jesus carries 

out an act of 'cleansing' l in a mechanical manner, and it is related primarily 

because it fulfils Isaiah's `house of prayer/den of robbers' prophecy (Isa. 56.7). It 

is a two-dimensional episode that lacks the vital element present in the Fourth 

Gospel's account: emotion. John has Jesus finding (EVpsv2) the animal sellers in 

the temple, spontaneously constructing a weapon of vandalism3 and, like a man 

possessed, attacking everything in his path. 4 Four active verbs are used to convey 

the scene: 

1cai 7cotijQaS cppargAAtov ex axotvüov nävtia; E4EQa1%ev ex tiov icpov... 

xai 'cwv xo%%-oPtia r@v E4Excsv tia ichpµatia uai ti zS rpcuth a; ävErpeyrev 

(v. 15) 

See E. P. Sanders for the argument that Jesus' action is not a cleansing. ̀ Jesus predicted (or 
threatened) the destruction of the temple and carried out an action symbolic of its destruction 
by demonstrating against the performance of sacrifices. He did not wish to purify the temple, 
either of dishonest trading or of trading in contrast to "pure" worship' (Jesus and Judaism 
[London: SCM Press, 1985], p. 75). 
The meaning here is ̀ to come upon accidentally, without seeking' (W. Bauer, W. F. Arndt and 
F. W. Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian 
Literature [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2nd edn, 1979], p. 325). This would make 
Jesus' actions a sudden response to the situation - more akin to an outburst than the 
purposeful, seemingly planned, action of the Synoptic character. 
Contrast B. F. Westcott's assertion that the whip is a ̀ symbol of authority' and not a ̀ weapon 
of offence' (The Gospel according to St. John [London: John Murray, 1898], p. 41). It is 
difficult to see how a whip, purposefully used to harm people and animals, could be anything 
but a weapon of offence. 
Note Carson's attempt to tone down Jesus' behaviour: ̀Jesus' physical action was forceful but 
not cruel; one does not easily drive out cattle and sheep without a whip of cords' (Gospel 
according to John, p. 179). Given that Jesus was ̀ consumed by zeal' this argument appears 
unjustified. The point of constructing a whip is so that it can be used to whip things and Jesus 
uses it not only on the animals but on people as well - he drives them all (nävtia; ) out of the 
temple. Beasley-Murray comments on the inclusion in p66 and p75 of the prefix d; to 
cppayi? tov -'a kind of whip', which looks like an early attempt to tone down the action of 
Jesus (John, p. 38). 
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The fact that this incident occurs at the beginning of Jesus' public ministry instead 

of at the end, as in the Synoptics, is noteworthy. 5 Jesus' behaviour cannot be 

interpreted as a reaction to harassment by the Jewish authorities; rather, is a 

belligerent act of disorder that functions as an indictment OF the temple and its 

sacrificial system. The scene conveys both the opposition of Jesus to the old 

religious order, and a foreshadowing of the violence to be inflicted on him through 

the establishment of the new. Here he is overtly the destroyer but he is also, less 

ostensibly, the object of destruction -'he who wields the scourge will himself be 

scourged and the temple of his body will be destroyed'. 6 The vocabulary used to 

describe Jesus' attack functions as an ironic prolepsis of the acts to be committed 

against him. He will be consumed (xatia(päyc vcd), 7 destroyed (XvaatE) and, as 

John explains, he will die (implied by the comment that he will be raised from the 

dead; r ycpO ix vcxpwv). Theologically, Jesus is symbolised as both the new 

temple and the new sacrifice in this passage. He drives out the sacrificial animals 

of the old order to make way for the new sacrificial lamb at the very time when the 

ritual slaughter is taking place - Passover - prefiguring his own bloody 

slaughter in two year's time. 

The quotation of the phrase 6 ýf ? o; rob otixov aou xatacpayctiai tc (v. 

17), from Ps. 69.9, identifies the experience of Jesus with the plight of a severely 

oppressed man. It is quoted again in Jn 15.25 and 19.29, being one of the 

evangelist's testamonia, prophesying and illuminating the gospel events and the 

character of Jesus. 8 The Psalm describes a man attacked, insulted and dishonoured 

S Although see Carson (Gospel according to John, pp. 177-8) and Morris (The Gospel according 
to John: The English Text with Introduction, Exposition and Notes [Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 1971], pp. 188-91) for arguments that there were two temple incidents and that 
John chooses to report the first one. 

6 F. Kermode, ̀John', in R. Alter and F. Kermode (eds. ), The Literary Guide to the Bible 
(London: Collins, 1987), p. 450. 

7 Beasley-Murray comments: "`will consume, " not in a psychological sense, but more drastically 
"will destroy"' (John, p. 38). 

8 Hanson notes that Psalm 69 was generally very popular with the New Testament writers (Prophetic Gospel, p. 212). 
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- an outcast (Ps. 69.8; cf. Jn 1.11). Not only does the text decry the sacrificial 

system several times, 9 in accordance with Jesus' subsequent words, but it uses 

strong language of an innocent man close to despair through victimization: 

More in number than the hairs of my head 

are those who hate me without cause; 
mighty are those who would destroy me, 
those who attack me with lies (Ps. 69.4). 

The text makes it clear in Jn 2.19-21 that it is Jesus' body that will be the object of 

destruction. The Jews challenge Jesus' disruptive actions in 2.18 with a request 

for a sign to indicate his authority, but Jesus' response is to refer them to the 

ultimate sign of the Gospel: his own death. His words are phrased in the 

imperative: Xvßatic 'r6v vaöv tiob rov, functioning as a command that identifies 

those who will fulfil it: You destroy my body. This has different import from its 

Synoptic counterpart, where Jesus claims he will tear down the temple himself. '0 

The evangelist does not leave the meaning of the text in doubt, revealing Jesus' 

body as the shrine (v. 21) to be destroyed. Jesus implicitly names his opponents 

and defines their task. It is now clear what form the ̀ rejection by his own' (1.11) 

will take. 

As the first example of an act of violence in the narrative, the temple 

incident is a significant starting point for the negative relationship between Jesus 

and the Jewish authorities. It results in a dispute that creates an atmosphere of 

tension between the two, formulating a framework within which to view their 

subsequently opposing roles. Jesus is deliberately provocative, carrying out an act 

which is incomprehensible to followers and opponents alike, designed to invite the 

`Let their own table before them become a snare; let their sacrificial feasts become a trap' 
(v. 22) and ̀ I will praise the name of God with a song; I will magnify him with thanksgiving. 
This will please the Lord more than an ox or a bull with horns and hoofs' (w. 30-31). 

10 Mt. 26.61; 27.40; Mk 14.58; 15.29. Sanders comments, ̀The change is necessary for the 
evangelist's explanation that the temple is Jesus' body. Jesus could not have said that he 
would destroy his own body' (Jesus and Judaism, p. 73). The change is, however, more 
fundamental than this as it shifts the identity of the destroyer/destroyed. In the Synoptics it is 
the temple that will ultimately be the object of destruction, but in John, Jesus is identified as 
the victim. 
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wrath of the Jews. Despite this, he is represented as the innocent party by the 

evangelist, who justifies his actions theologically. He is to become the victim of 

religious leaders who will be responsible for his death. 

HEALING AND CONTROVERSY AT BETHESDA (5.1-18) 

The next scene that brings Jesus into direct confrontation with the Jewish 

authorities is the public healing of a paralytic on the Sabbath. The structure of this 

section can be subdivided into two parts: the miracle itself (w. 1-9) and the 

consequences of the miracle (w. 10-18). There then follows Jesus' third discourse 

(v. 19ff. ), which elaborates on his authority to act in the name of the Father. For 

our purposes, the crucial verses for interpretation are vv. 13 and 16-18, as these 

provide material indicating the nature and extent of the conflict at Bethesda. 

At first glance, Jesus appears to perform a relatively straightforward 

healing miracle at the pool. However, the reader is forced to re-assess the 

circumstances on learning in v. 9b that it was carried out on the sabbath. I lA 

situation of confrontation quickly arises as the healed man is apprehended by the 

Jews for violating the sabbath. 12 The paralytic deflects their interest away from 

himself by shifting the blame13 onto ö notfjaa; pc vytf (v. 11). When 

interrogated about who this is, however, the paralytic reveals that he does not 

know because Jesus had already slipped away (Etgvcoßcv). The reason for his 

sudden departure is clearly stated: ö Xov övtio; iv t4 tiönw (v. 13). The miracle 

has attracted a large crowd, whose presence, it is implied, is intimidating to Jesus. 

61 

11 J. L. Staley notes that the reader has to re-evaluate both the significance of the miracle and the 
characters involved ('Stumbling in the Dark, Reaching for the Light: Reading Character in 
John 5 and 9', Semeia 53 [1991], p. 60). 

12 So Jer. 17.21-22. See also H. L. Strack and P. Billerbeck on the 39 works forbidden on the 
sabbath, of which removal of a bed was included (Kommentar zum Neuen Testament aus 
Talmud und Midrasch, 11 [4 vols.; München: C. H. Becksche Verlagsbuchhandlung/Oskar 
Beck, 1924], pp. 454-61). 

13 Carson comments: 'he is simply "ducking" the authorities' (Gospel according to John, p. 245). 
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Throngs of excited people, coupled with the arrival of the authorities to question 

the paralytic, have created an environment that Jesus feels the need to escape from 

in a hurry. 14 His early departure is undesirable and unintentional, as the evangelist 

indicates that Jesus has been unable to complete his work with this man. He has 

not been able to speak to him or reveal his identity but has escaped from a situation 

that was becoming too heated. It is not until later on15 that Jesus can return to seek 

out the man and deliver his warning: 1. up ati äµäp'cavc (v. 14). 

Having discovered Jesus' identity, the healed man ignores his warning and 

informs the authorities who was really responsible for breaking the sabbath. The 

character of the paralytic is commonly seen to be passive and timid, 16 rather than 

deliberately negative, however, his behaviour indicates otherwise. He does not 

wait for the authorities to return to question him again (as a timid character might), 

but departs specifically to tell the Jews who Jesus is. This is treachery for the 

purposes of self-preservation. The paralytic has lived on the margins of society for 

38 years, doubtless considered to be a sinner by the Jews on account of his 

disability. His healing is an opportunity for integration back into the community 

and he has no intention of jeopardizing this by exposing himself to the accusation 

of sabbath-breaking by the authorities. This, then, is a betrayal'7 of Jesus and it is 

14 Stibbe sees this as part of the Johannine motif of withdrawals from places of hostility and 
unbelief that enhance the portrayal of his elusive presence ('The Elusive Christ: A New 
Reading of the Fourth Gospel' JSNT 44 [1991], p. 22). Carson claims that Jesus was ̀ acting in 
accordance with what became a consistent policy', as if he deliberately planned to leave early 
of his own accord (Gospel according to John, p. 245). In fact, the reverse is the case. His 
behaviour is only consistent because he is continually forced to flee to avoid being arrested or 
stoned. 

15 Mc'r cabTa could be seen to imply that the crowd had dispersed and the authorities left but 
we do not know how much later on it was. 

16 Martyn, History and Theology, p. 71-2. Brown sees him as unimaginative and obtuse but not 
treacherous, culpable rather of `persistent naivete' (Gospel according to John, I, p. 209). 
`Guilty of dullness rather than treachery', declares Carson (Gospel according to John, p. 246). 
Note, however, Stibbe: ̀there is a hint of disloyalty in him' (John, p. 75). So too Kysar: ̀ the 
man attempts to escape any guilt by passing the blame onto the man who healed him, thus 
implicating Jesus... He has no sense of gratitude' (John; p. 77). 

17 The cripple is Judas in the making. As he departs (&ntpxogat) to inform the authorities of 
Jesus' identity, so Judas will go out (t1; pxogat) to inform the authorities of Jesus' 
whereabouts (13.30). 

62 
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a betrayal that has serious consequences. John concludes that the justification for 

persecuting Jesus has its origin in this event: 

icat Stä rob ro i&iwicov of 'Iov3aiot thv 'Iiiaovv, 
ou tiaütia inoiet Ev aaßß f 'r (5.16). 

It is not clear how Jesus has specifically transgressed the sabbath, since what he 

has actually done is incited another to break it by carrying a pallet. 18 Possibly 

John is referring generally to Jesus' attitude to the sabbath law. 19 What is 

important is that, from the perspective of his oppressors, this action legitimizes 

persecution of Jesus 2° Although it can be presumed that the authorities make a 

direct accusation to Jesus regarding his activities, this is not recorded by the 

evangelist, who instead focuses on the response that he makes: ö na rfip tov ew; 

äptiti Cpyäýctiat xäy b ipy4oµat (v. 17). This claim elicits even greater 

animosity from the Jews: &? x cob co ovv udAAov21 iýfrrovv avtiöv of 'Iov&aiot 

anoxtcivati. The evangelist explains that this is because they perceived that he 

had added to his sin of sabbath-breaking the blasphemy of making himself equal 

with God (v. 18). He is now deserving of death - they heard him blaspheming 

and it was their duty to condemn and execute him: `the machinery of justice had 

started to turn, and there could be no looking back' 22 

18 Although Bruce claims that this is worse than breaking it oneself (Gospel of John, p. 126). He 
does not substantiate this claim. 

19 So Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 255. 
20 Kysar goes so far as to claim: ̀ the healed man is responsible for the fact that the authorities 

persecuted Jesus', John, p. 78. 
21 The phrase ̀all the more' may be explained by the inclusion of uat c yrouv au cov 

anoictictvat in v. 16 of some manuscripts, notably A, 0, 'P . See K. Aland et al. (eds. ), 
Novum Testamentum Graece (Nestle-Aland; Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelstiftung, 26th edn, 
1979), p. 261. 

22 A. E. Harvey, Jesus on Trial: A Study in the Fourth Gospel (London: SPCK, 1976), p. 52. 
Dorothy Lee also comments that John 5 is seen as beginning a new section in the Gospel: ̀ It 
sets in motion the motif of the opposition of the "Jews". which will run through the ensuing 
chapters, culminating in the "sign" at Bethany and the plot to kill Jesus' (The Symbolic 
Narratives of the Fourth Gospel: The Interplay of Form and Meaning [JSNTSup, 95; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994], p. 99). 
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The reader now understands the origin of and reason for Jesus' persecution and has 

been introduced to the christological issue of the relationship with the Father as the 

root of the antithesis between Jesus and his opponents. 23 The term used to 

describe the action of the Pharisees in this passage is Siwxw which commonly 

means ̀persecute' or `pursue with hostile intent'. 24 This is the sense in which it 

occurs in the Septuagint, particularly in psalms of individual lament25 where the 

psalmist pleads for deliverance from his attackers. In the New Testament it occurs 

thirty times, especially in the Gospels, Acts and Paul, with the meaning of 

religious persecution. 26 It conveys forceful opposition to the victim, who is hunted 

out by a group of aggressors. Within the context of John's Gospel, hints of this 

sort of persecution can be seen throughout the narrative. Continual pressure, 

harassment and ill-treatment are suffered by Jesus. Groups of opponents plague 

him throughout his travels, verbally abusing him and inciting the crowds around 

him to physical violence 27 Their activity includes plots and tricks (8.6)28, a 

restriction on free movement (7.1; 11.8) and a general denial of privacy. The 

implication is not that Jesus was continually ̀ shadowed', but the narrative implies 

that whenever mention is made of a crowd following Jesus (such as in 6.2), this 

does not mean simply a throng of enthusiastic and interested simple folk, 29 but it 

includes a contingent of `persecutors' who are energetically seeking ways to harm 

him. The statement that the Jews were, even at this stage, seeking to kill Jesus 

adds to the picture of general persecution and harassment. There is a more sinister, 

23 Culpepper contends that the Jews have now received their `script' for the rest of the story. The 
remainder of the chapter is Jesus' response to this script, exploring from his perspective why 
the Jews reject him. `The plot line of the prologue has begun to unfold - Jesus comes to his 
own and his own people do not receive him' (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 127). 

24 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 210. 
25 For example, Ps. 7.2; 31.15; 35.3; 71.11. See A. Oepke, ̀St6m co', in Kittel (ed. ), TDNT, II, p. 

229-30. 
26 G. Ebel, ̀ Persecution, Tribulation, Affliction', in Brown (ed. ), NIDNTT, II, p. 806. The term is 

essentially an active one - its alternative meaning is to `zealously follow', to `run after' and in 
a metaphorical sense it can imply striving after Christian objectives (Rom. 12.13; 1 Pet. 3.11). 

27 For example 7.44; 8.59 and see the tables in Chapter 3. 
28 TovTo & EXcYov nctpäcovrE avtiöv, Iva gxwaty icatirlyopety ab-rob. 29 The impression that one might get from the Synoptic accounts. 
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calculated plot against Jesus than merely the intention to disrupt his ministry and 

make life dangerous for him. The group of Jews mentioned here are unidentified 

`authorities' who are committed to Jesus' death, although they are not directly 

connected to the official plot of the authorities (11.49ff. ). 30 They are his regular 

attackers. They examine his words for blasphemy and scrutinize his deeds for 

legal transgressions (9.16ff. ), searching for further reasons to legitimize violence 

against him. The evangelist makes it clear that by the time Jesus has performed his 

third miracle he has emerged as a controversial figure who has aroused the hatred 

of a cross section of the population. Plans by the Jews to murder him, or assist the 

multitude in doing so, are already formulating. An occasion of healing has 

become the legitimization for death. 

FLEEING THE FIVE THOUSAND (6.1-15) 

Closely following the Bethesda miracle is the next ̀ sign' in Jesus' public ministry, 

the outcome of which is a chaos that necessitates his fleeing his audience. The 

location has moved from Jerusalem to the Sea of Galilee, 31 and the evangelist 

notes that the Passover is approaching. The temporal marker brings with it the 

theme of the sacrificial slaughter of the Passover lambs. The feeding miracle and 

associated discourse (6.22-59) are commonly interpreted as having eucharistic 

undertones and it is subsequently asserted that it is the flesh of this sacrifice, given 

for the life of the world (v. 51), that must be consumed by the disciples. Many of 

these issues will be discussed in Chapter 6, where the contents of the discourse 

30 See U. C. von Wahlde for a description of the this use of'Iou3aio; ('The Johannine Jews: A 
Critical Survey', NTS 28 [1982], pp. 33-60 [47]). Von Wahlde concludes that, with the 
exception of 6.41,52, 'Iov&aioq is used to refer to the authorities rather than the common 
people. 

31 Lee claims that John 6 is a deliberate insertion of Galilean material into a narrative that 
otherwise represents a devolving of conflict on Jerusalem. 'As the conflict between Jesus and 
the "Jews" escalates in Jerusalem (John 5,7-8), Galilee is drawn into the net. It too is seen as 
part of the tide of hostility which finally engulfs Jesus' (Symbolic Narratives, pp. 128-9). 
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will be examined in detail. The following short section will concentrate on the 

course of events that culminates in a threatening situation for Jesus, however, prior 

to this a word needs to be said about the characterization of Jesus in this passage. 

There are two verses within this pericope which have exerted 

disproportionate hermeneutical influence over the passage, serving to fuel the 

conviction of commentators that the Johannine Christ is a sovereign, omniscient 

being in accordance with the Gospel's high Christology. Clear indication of this 

feature of his character is commonly seen in vv. 6 and 15, where Jesus appears to 

know what is going to happen next, displaying his `miraculous foreknowledge' 32 

Working systematically through the story will bring these comments by the 

evangelist back into perspective. Following his success in healing the cripple at 

Bethesda (and others, as indicated by v. 2), Jesus' fame has spread to the extent 

that he now has been followed by a great crowd. 33 The question of feeding the 

crowd is a practical matter for the Johannine Jesus and does not appear to be 

motivated by compassion 34 He asks his disciple Philip where they can buy 

enough bread to feed the growing multitude, however, before Philip's answer is 

given, the narrator includes an explanatory aside for the reader: tob co St EX cycv 

netpäýcov avtiöv a&röS yäp I'jSeti tit' Egekkcv note-IV (v. 6). Rather than viewing 

this verse as a pointer of Jesus' omniscience and a 'means of protecting his 

supremacy, 35 it fits better as a device that creates suspense within the narrative and 

indicates forward thinking rather thanforeknowledge. Jesus has a plan - he has 

32 Lee, Symbolic Narratives, p. 133. Also Westcolt: ̀ internal, absolute knowledge' (Gospel of St 
John, p. 96), and Robert Kysar: ̀ the absolute knowledge of Christ' (John [Augsburg 
Commentary on the New Testament; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986], p. 91). 33 The evangelist clearly states that the crowd have a ̀ signs faith', being seduced by Jesus' acts 
rather than believing in his words. The inadequacy of this faith has already been indicated in 
2.23-25. People believe when they see his miracles but Jesus does not trust them; ab c6; yäp tyivwaxsv ti Tjv ev tiw 6CvOp6tw. 

34 Compare Mk 6.34; Mt. 15.32. 
35 In other words, the evangelist has had to include it lest the reader should think that Jesus is not 

sure how to handle this situation and is asking for advice. So Carson: ̀John adds this comment to forestall any reader from thinking that Jesus was stumped, surprised by the miracle that was eventually performed' (Gospel according to John, p. 269). 
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already decided what course of action he is going to take. The suspense is created 

by the narrator informing us of this fact. Like Philip and Andrew, the reader does 

not know the solution to the problem of how to satisfy so many people with 

insufficient resources. There is a solution, indicates John, and Jesus knows what it 

is. The interest of the reader is thus secured and the question framed: What will 

happen next? Unfortunately there is little suspense for most readers as this is a 

very well worn tale, however, what actually does happen would only start to dawn 

on a reader unfamiliar with the story perhaps as late as v. 11. Five thousand 

people have sat down and Jesus has distributed the food. Suspicion that something 

preternatural has taken place is aroused by the phrase öaov TjocXov. For five 

thousand people to have had as much as they wished, some kind of multiplication 

must have taken place. This is confirmed in vv. 12-13: there are twelve baskets of 

fragments as evidence of the miracle. 

It is at this point that Jesus' plan begins to go awry. The crowd, greatly 

impressed by his performance, become excited at the prospect of having 

discovered a figure with supernatural powers, enthusiastically hailing him as ö 

npocpiiti; ö ipxöjcvo; ciS röv xöaµov (v. 14). The situation intensifies to such 

a level that the people transform into a threatening mob, intent on overpowering 

him in order to thrust leadership upon him. That Jesus ̀perceives' (yvo{ S) this 

danger is, again, less an example of omniscience36 than of simple observation. He 

is faced with a turbulent mass of five thousand over-excited people who are not 

minded to pack up and go home peaceably. He reads their mood and anticipates 

that they are going to seize him. The word employed by the evangelist, 6cpn4cty, 

is a violent and physical one, used, for example, to mean kidnapping 37 The 

36 So claimed by Barrett (Gospel according to St John, p. 278), and supported by Barnabas 
Lindars (The Gospel of John [NCB; London: Oliphants, 1972], p. 244). Carson hedges his 
bets: Jesus' knowledge could be either supernatural or merely insightful (Gospel according to 
John, p. 271). Kysar comments that it `may be a kind of supernatural knowledge on the part of 
Jesus' (John, p. 93). 

37 So, Barrett, quoting Herodotus 1,2 and Mt. 11.12 (Gospel according to St John, p. 278). See 
Bauer for associated meanings (Greek-English Lexicon, p. 109). 
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situation is so volatile that Jesus is unable to contain it. He makes no attempt to 

calm the people, reason with them, or educate them about the true meaning of the 

miracle. 38 His response is simply to flee his would-be captors. The word 

ävcxwpiiacv is translated as ̀ he withdrew' or `departed', 39 but the term can also 

mean ̀to take refuge'40 -a more appropriate rendering given the threatening 

context. The mob are on the verge of seizing him when he flees to the mountain 

and hides there alone. It is only when it is dark41 and they have dispersed that he 

risks rejoining his disciples. 

Jesus' behaviour seems contradictory in this pericope. He uses 

supernatural means to attend to the physical needs of the crowd, but when his own 

physical safety is threatened, there is no indication that he has used, or has been 

able to use, such powers to protect himself. 42 Rather than appearing as an 

awesome prophet or mesmeric orator who has control over his listeners, he is 

shown to lose control and is forced to take defensive action 43 As was the case in 

Bethesda, Jesus is unable to finish his work. He is not able to teach the crowd and 

to correct their misunderstanding of the nature of his kingship. It is not being 

asserted here that the crowd have deliberately violent intentions towards him - 

38 Rudolf Bultmann claims that the reason this explanation does not directly follow the sign is 
due to the nature of the text's sources: ̀of course, the Evangelist could have introduced the 
discussion of vv. 26ff, immediately after the feeding of the multitude... ' (The Gospel of John: 
A Commentary [trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray; Oxford: Blackwells, 1971], p. 214). On reading 
the text, it becomes obvious that John has painted a scene in which it would have been 
practically impossible for Jesus to begin a reasoned discourse with the people. 

39 RSV and AV respectively. Du Rand also interprets Jesus' action in this way, assuming some 
sort of control on his part: ̀ He knows exactly when to withdraw from the crowds when they 
have reached misconceptions about him (cf 6.15; 8.59; 10.39-40)' ('The Characterization of 
Jesus', p. 29). An alternative to his reading of these texts would be that Jesus fails to 
communicate his message effectively, is unable to fulfil the expectations of his listeners and 
consequently finds himself in a dangerous situation from which he has to escape. 

40 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 63. 
41 'When evening came', v. 16. 
42 Hengel notes that Jesus' inability to manage this sort of situation drew comment from the 

ancients. Euripides' Bacchae and the Homeric hymn to Dionysus show how `a real god in 
disguise' should deal with this sort of threatening circumstance (Joharn'neQuestion, p. 70). 
Celsus drew express attention to Jesus' failure in this area, Origen's oneing that just 
because Jesus did not liberate himself, it did not mean he could not (Contra Celsus 2.34; 
ANCL, XXIII, p. 3 8). 

43 However ävax op&o is translated, it is undoubtedly a defensive action. 
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this is obviously not the case at this stage. He is the victim of messianic adulation 

rather than malevolence. The end result of their action is nevertheless a chaos that 

is personally threatening to Jesus. 

THE THREAT AT TABERNACLES (7.1-5244) 

The Feast of Tabernacles is the occasion for a rapid intensification of the risk to 

Jesus' safety. A string of violent intentions, emotions and actions runs through the 

narrative, being brought to a crisis point three times. The main area of interest to 

be discussed for the purposes of this study is the way in which the death threat to 

Jesus is developed and explored by the evangelist. For this purpose, the structure 

set out in Figure 2 overleaf will be used to divide up the pericope. 

1. Vulnerability to the threat: Extent of the rejection of Jesus 

Reading the Gospel as a continuous narrative, ignoring the artificial chapter 

and verse divisions, it becomes clear that the end of the feeding discourse 

and the beginning of the Tabernacles material comprise a small section that 

outlines the extent of the rejection of Jesus. In the space of fifteen verses 

(6.66-7.9), the evangelist describes five powerfully negative reactions to 

Jesus. It is easy to miss the full force of these because the reader's 

attention fixes onto Peter's positive response, which happens in the midst 

44 It is frequently asserted that John 7 and 8 form a single unit of events happening at 
Tabernacles, with 7.53-8.11 a later insertion into the section. So Beasley-Murray, John, p. 100; 
Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 277-80; Dodd, Interpretation, pp. 345-7. In addition, Dodd claims 
that the evangelist employs a dramatic technique during these chapters of repeated references 
to attempted violence to Jesus. These references are designed to `keep alive in the mind of the 
reader a sense of the atmosphere of intense hostility in which the dialogues are conducted', but 
C. H. Dodd claims that they need not be considered as a record of separate and successive 
outbreaks (Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel [repr.; Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1979 (1963)], p. 97). This appears to unnecessarily complicate the hermeneutical task. 
For our purposes the two chapters will be discussed as separate but consecutive units, in which 
the events described by the evangelist are treated as literal (within the narrative) rather than 
symbolic. 
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of it: cri) iL 6a yioc 'rob Ocov (v. 69). The context of this acclamation is, 

however, death and rejection. Death is hinted at in 6.71 (nap(x3töövati), 

7.6 and 8 (xalpO; ). Rejection of Jesus occurs at the hands of the following 

groups of people: 

" Many of his disciples, who desert him (6.66). 
" One of his closest followers who will betray him (6.70-71). 
" The Jews, who are seeking to kill him (7.1). 

" His brothers, who do not believe in him (7.3-4). 
" The world, which hates him (7.7). 

These groups collectively encompass his friends, family and community. The 

narrative has therefore now established in the fullest sense how of YSLot avtiöv ob 

napEXaßov (1.11). These statements play an important role in shaping the 

expectations that the reader has about the events about to unfold. When the time 

finally comes for Jesus to go up to Jerusalem, we know that he has experienced 

rejection on all fronts. He is reluctant to put in an appearance and is in a very 

vulnerable position. Jerusalem is a dangerous place for Jesus and he has few 

supporters and many enemies. We rightly have a sense of foreboding about what 

will happen. 

2. Outline of the threat to Jesus 

Verses 1-9 set the scene, outlining the extent of the threat to Jesus. His 

movement is now restricted because Eli tovv aurov of 'Iov6aioti 

änoxtcivat (v. 1). Barrett suggests that he ̀ could not' travel or `was not 

free' to travel to Judea, and puzzles over the historical legitimacy of the 

narrative, concerned that this text implies that Jesus had previously been 

working in obscurity - something obviously untrue 45 An alternative 

as Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 309. Lindars notes that the Curetonian and Old Latin, 
W and a few other Greek MSS as well as Chrysostom and Augustine all read ̀did not have the 
ability to go about' (Etxcv eýouatav in Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece, p. 269). 
Lindars adds ̀The well attested would not is an early improvement to correct the impression 
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interpretation would be to translate the verse simply as he did not wish to 

go to Judea, the reason obviously being that he is aware of the danger. The 

last occasion that Jesus visited Jerusalem for a feast was a traumatic one in 

which he provoked the wrath of the Jews by commanding a paralytic to 

break the sabbath and ̀ making himself equal with God' (5.1-18). Readers 

of the narrative already know that the Jews intend to kill Jesus and he is 

undoubtedly aware that he is a wanted man. The evangelist is able to state 

this as a basic fact about Jesus' life. 

The ensuing quarrel between Jesus and his brothers46 raises several 

interesting questions. The most important of these is the motive of the 

brothers in suggesting that Jesus attends the feast in Jerusalem. It is 

reasonable to assume that they are aware of the hazardous possibilities of a 

trip to the temple - there is no cause to assume that they would be 

ignorant of this, after all, it is a fact that is obviously influencing Jesus' 

behaviour. We know from 7.13 and 25 that the Judeans are aware the 

authorities want to kill Jesus and 7.1 can be seen to impythat this is also 

known in Galilee. If this is the case, their advice to him to go to Judea and 

deliberately attract public interest is no mere folly47 but suggests more 

sinister intentions. The brothers' request is generally seen to be evidence 

of unbelief, or at least a misunderstanding of Jesus' mission that aims to 

force his hand in claiming earthly messianic power and widespread 

recognition 48 Morris thinks that they are particularly naive, having ̀ no 

that Jesus was not in control of events' (Gospel of John, p. 281). Kysar suggests that John 
used the stronger ̀could not go' to impress on the reader the dangers of going to Jerusalem 
(John, pp. 115-6). Carson simply notes ̀the reason for this geographical restriction was his 
desire to avoid Judea, because the Jews were there waiting to take his life' (Gospel according 
to John, p. 305, emphasis original). 

46 Generally assumed to be his blood brothers, rather than half-brothers or `spiritual brothers'. 
So, Kysar, John, p. 116; Trumbower, Born from Above, p. 86. 

47 As suggested by Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 290. 
48 Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 311; Barrett, Gospel according to John, p. 311; F. F. Bruce, The 

Gospel of John (Basingstoke: Pickering Paperbacks, 1983), p. 170; Sanders and Mastin, 
Gospel according to St John, p. 202. Lindars sees them as hostile with their words being a 



Chapter Five " Relationship with the Community I: Scenes of Violence 72 

idea that Jesus' mission... must be unpopular. '49 However, the same 

request made by shrewd men could be interpreted as a trap designed to 

curtail rather than enhance his ministry. The brothers are insistent that he 

appear in public: 

MEtiäßrlOt ivtisvOcv ical vztayc sig mv 'Iot a'tav, 
tva xat of p aOi rai aov AEwpjaovaty cob 'cä epya 
ä notEt; - ov6sIS yap tit iv xpvntiw notEI xai cýtici 
aütiög iv zcappT a'Qc Elvat. ei ravtia notct;, 
yavCpwaov acai röv up xößµw. (w. 3-4) 

Following their advice would undoubtedly lead to arrest for Jesus - 

indeed to death at the hands of the authorities. Their motive must therefore 

surely be that they intend him to be apprehended by the authorities. They 

are not merely unbelievers but sly opponents, who wish him harm. There 

are two primary indicators that support this interpretation. The first is the 

fact that the evangelist clearly states that the brothers are unbelievers. They 

possess the kind of inadequate ̀signs' faithSO that the evangelist comments 

on in 2.23, but do not believe. Given that they do not believe, their 

motivation cannot be to assist Jesus in gaining more supporters and 

encouraging others to believe. Unbelief is aligned with hatred for Jesus - 

`their unbelief epitomizes the rejection of the revelation and the saturation 

of humanity in darkness. '51 The second indication is the vehemence with 

which Jesus rejects them and their advice. He does not bother to educate 

them about the nature of his mission, explaining that belief should not be 

founded on signs (see 4.48). Instead he retaliates with strong words, 

taunt to Jesus, suggesting a new display of power is now needed to recover the ground lost 
after the feeding miracle (Gospel of John, p. 282). Likewise Beasley-Murray, who sees their 
advice as concurrent with the 'Tempters' voice (John, pp. 106-7), and P. F. Ellis, The Genius of 
John: A Composition-Critical Commentary on the Fourth Gospel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 1984), p. 142. 

49 Morris, Gospel according to John, p. 396. 
50 So Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 307. Also indicated by Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 138. 
51 Kysar, John, p. 117. 
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identifying his brothers with those who are evil and hate him. For 6 

PöS ö EµöS oÜnw nä Pca'Ctv... o"Ct 6 µöS 1CatPo S oÜnw 7Ccn%t1PuYrat xat 

(w. 6,8) we can read `my death is not yet imminent'. 52 Jesus exposes their 

motive for suggesting that he appears openly: their suggestion will hasten 

his death and that time has not yet arrived. Their xatpO; is always here 

because they are of the world and with it; they live `in death', 53 hating the 

one who testifies to its evil nature. So saying, Jesus opts to remain behind 

in Galilee (w. 8-9), where he is safer. 54 

3. Confirmation of the threat to Jesus 

Once his brothers have left, Jesus travels to Jerusalem in secret (v. 10). 55 

The evangelist wastes no time in confirming the danger that he is exposed 

to. 56 The Jews57 are actively searching for him with `menacing 

seriousness'58 and harassing the people by demanding to know his 

whereabouts. The enmity of the Pharisees towards those sympathizing 

with Jesus becomes evident later on in the passage (w. 47-49) but we 

know that it has already instilled fear into the multitude by its vehemence 

- ov8ctS jtv'cot napprIaiQ WAct ncpi a btov Stä thy (Popov ticov 

52 J. P. Miranda, Being and the Messiah: The Message of St John (trans. J. Eagleson; Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 1977), p. 103; Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 313; Brown, Gospel 

according to John, I, p. 306. 
53 Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 293. 
54 Presumably, although ironically the people there have already tried to mob him (6.15), 

murmured and disputed at his words (6.41,52) and deserted him (6.66). 
55 Ellis claims that Jesus goes up to Jerusalem when he wants to, acting ̀ with complete freedom 

and independence... no human being dictates his actions. ' This is directly contrary to 7.1 
where Jesus is clearly not able to exercise complete freedom (Genius of John, p. 143). 
Similarly Kysar explains the apparent contradiction of Jesus saying he'll not go to the feast and 
then going, by seeing it as ̀another example of Jesus' refusal to fulfil a human request, only 
later to do so' (John, p. 118). The most obvious reason for Jesus telling his brothers that he 
would not go is that he did not want to travel with them, or even for them to know that he was 
going, because this would have increased the risk of being exposed to the authorities. 

56 Dodd reviews the statements by the evangelist that emphasize that Jesus was in danger of his 
life in John 7-8 (Interpretation, p. 347). 

57 Clearly distinguished here from the crowd (6 6X%og) and hence indicating the authorities. So 
Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 309. 

58 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 285 
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'IoDSatcov. The crowd themselves are divided, some seeing him as 

äyaOöS, while others accuse him of leading the people astray. That the 

penalty for `leading Israel astray' was stoning59 indicates that this section 

of the crowd had already condemned Jesus and would see him executed. 

4. Accusation of the threat by Jesus 

Much to the reader's surprise, having depicted the hostile environment and 

his clandestine arrival in the city, we suddenly see Jesus projected back 

into the public arena in v. 14 as he begins to teach in the temple. 60 The 

reader has been fully primed to expect trouble and can hardly be surprised 

to hear Jesus exclaiming: ̀ Why do you seek to kill me? ' He confronts his 

audience directly with their threat to his life, but they protest their 

innocence and ignorance. Jesus' actions appear reckless. He is aware of 

the volatile nature of this milieu yet has placed himself in this position 

voluntarily. It can be assumed that he faces the crowd alone - there is no 

mention of the disciples and the fact that he has travelled to Jerusalem 

secretly indicates that he had gone up without his entourage. He has 

therefore intentionally made himself vulnerable, soliciting adversity. The 

people initially respond to Jesus' accusation of harassment with incredulity, 

telling him that he is mad and paranoid: SccnµÖvtov Cxctc" ti; ac ý11tiEi 

ucox'zcivat; (v. 20). 61 The crowd's denial does not mean that they support 

him, merely that they do not understand his fears. Jesus pursues the matter 

accusing them this time of being angry with him (i tot xoX(^xte, v. 23). 

59 Lev. 24.16. Also B. Sanh. 43a -'he is going forth to be stoned because he has... enticed 
Israel to apostasy'. 

60 The temple was ̀ not a site that fostered privacy', notes Carson (Gospel according to John, p. 
311). 

61 This accusation is tantamount to saying that he is insane. See Kysar, John, p. 121; Lindars, 
Gospel of John, p. 290. Compare also their judgement at 10.20 - he is demon possessed and 
raving mad. 
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S. Confusion concerning the threat to Jesus - 

Following Jesus' accusations, there is a degree of confusion among the 

crowd. Jesus has appeared openly and is making outrageous claims, yet 

remains unapprehended. The Jerusalemites reject the possibility that the 

authorities have accepted Jesus as o xpta töc on account of their knowledge 

of his origin (v. 27) - another point of obvious Johannine irony. 

6. Implementation of the threat to Jesus 

The climax of the scene approaches. Jesus' response to the queries about 

his origin finally ignites the crowd, provoking swift and violent action as 

they attempt to seize him (ntäaat, v. 30). 62 The reason for the crowd's 

failure to catch Jesus is frequently credited to his supernatural powers. So 

Barrett claims that it is `a miraculous deliverance of Jesus from the hands 

of his assailants'. 63 Others see the ̀ hour' as having a protective function in 

this situation: ̀ it is as if a spell lay on his opponents: no one can lay hands 

on him, for his hour has not yet come'64 and ̀ it came to nothing, for in the 

purpose of God the hour... had not yet arrived'. 65 The end result of this 

interpretative slant is to minimize the violence of the situation by focusing 

on the ̀ miraculous' nature of the escape rather than the jeopardy that Jesus 

is in in the first place. This picture of the mysterious, untouchable Christ 

walking through a crowd that has frozen in a still frame deadens the 

vitality of the narrative. It is not acceptable to claim that the crowd could 

not seize him, but rather to note that they did not. The evangelist has 

retrospectively provided a theological interpretation as to why Jesus 

62 Indicates ̀seizure with hostile intent' (Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 657). 
63 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 323. 
64 Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 302. 
65 Bruce, Gospel of John, p. 179. Morris echoes this sentiment (Gospel according to John, p. 

414). Similarly Kysar: ̀ The mob cannot succeed... because of the divine determination of 
Jesus' hour' (John, p. 125). 

75 
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managed to escape a situation of extreme personal danger. 66 The 

terminology used by the evangelist to describe what happens is adequately 

forceful: 1cai of 3ci enaßaXcv in' aütiöv 61v xcipa (v. 30b). The phrase 

used indicates a violent physical attempt to seize someone by force67 and 

presumably their intention is to put him immediately to death. 68 John's 

interpretation also serves to remind us that the moment of death has only 

been deferred and not completely averted - Jesus is a man living under a 

constant threat. 

The impromptu attempt by the people to dispose of Jesus alerts the 

attention of the authorities, who proceed with official measures to 

apprehend him. No doubt the Pharisees have spies among the people who 

inform them what is going on (cf. 11.57). Temple guards (vnnp& r(Xti)69 are 

dispatched to arrest him, but the outcome is not recorded. It could be 

assumed that, since they are dispatched in the middle of the feast but do not 

return to their masters until the last day, an initial attempt at arrest is 

intended at v. 32. This would accord well with Jesus' subsequent words: ̀ I 

shall be with you a little longer' - particularly appropriate considering the 

intensifying antipathy towards him. The Jews interpret the words with 

scorn as being those of a coward; will he flee to the Diaspora and teach the 

Greeks? They might well expect him to flee, recognizing the intimidation 

he has experienced from his own people, but they are incredulous at the 

concept of his teaching the heathen. 

66 Thus a practical interpretation would be that the crowd did not capture Jesus because, in the 
chaos of the situation he had acted quickly and managed to flee. Therefore, because he had 
managed to flee, his hour had not yet arrived. 

67 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 131. 
68 So Ellis, Genius of John, p. 145. 
69 Barrett claims that only the chief priests had bailpBetat at their disposal, hence the arrest can be 

seen to have had the highest orders (Gospel according to St John, p. 324). 

76 
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The final day of the feast sees Jesus teaching openly once more and 

provoking heated debate among the people. Controversy concerning 

his origin again spurs the crowd into hostile action and similar terminology 

is used for the second attempted lynching 7° It is reasonable to assume that 

this is not an official attempt at arrest and we are left wondering what 

action the temple guards have taken on this occasion. The henchmen of the 

Pharisees are castigated for returning empty handed to their masters, with 

the sheepish excuse ̀no one ever spoke like this man' (v. 46). 

The events of John 7 have shifted the narrative action onto an intensified level. 

Prior to Tabernacles the reader is aware that the Jews want to kill Jesus (5.18), but 

they have made no definite move to implement this threat. Throughout the feast 

the threat develops, with the opposing forces of the people and the authorities 

combining against him. Arrest and death become an imminent possibility. The 

reader recognizes that it is likely that Jesus will now face danger whenever he 

appears in public. Additionally, there are groups among the population who are 

prepared actively, 
seek 

him out and catch him. 

THE DISPUTE OVER PARENTAGE (8.12-59) 

The negative intensity of Jesus' interaction with the Jews is retained in John 8. 

Once more there is a pattern of accusation, confusion and attempted 

implementation of thw death threat against him. It is the content of the accusations 

made by both Jesus and the Jews which is developed during this discourse, the 

primary focus being Jesus' authority and parentage over and against the ancestry 

of the Jews. The reader is aware that the implementation of the threat is 

70 Ttivv; 6. AO0, ov t4 avtiwv mmäßat avtiöv, ILX? ' ov6ddS Ct%Ev it' aütiöv tia; xEipac 
(v. 44). 
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continually hovering beneath the surface and at several points during this pericope 

we will see it break though. 

The section can be subdivided as follows: 

" Claim by Jesus and accusation by Pharisees regarding his 
authority, resulting in presumed attempted implementation 
of threat (8.12-20). 

" Confusion and accusation regarding Jesus' fate (8.21-29). 
" Positive response of some Jews to Jesus (8.30). 

" Series of accusations and counter-accusations regarding 
ancestry during which hostility escalates (8.31-58). 71 

" Attempted implementation of threat (8.59). 

We can make the assumption that there is a further attempt at arrest following 

Jesus' teaching in the treasury (8.20) as the formula used by the evangelist here 

matches the previous occasions in John 7 where he was threatened: icai ob&&IS 

iztiaßsv avtiöv, ötit ovnco EXT Oct f wpa ab rov. 72 It certainly keeps at the 

forefront of the reader's mind the real possibility of physical danger to Jesus and 

sets an appropriate tone for the main body of the discourse. 

There follows a short section in which Jesus makes several accusations 

regarding the nature of the Jews ('you are from below... ') and their part in his 

death ('when you have lifted up... '). There is a good deal of misunderstanding on 

the part of his audience, however, the end result is that nok%oi inia cevaav et; 

avtiöv (v. 30). It soon becomes evident that Jesus is not satisfied with this 

outcome since his response is in the offensive. Some scholars see v. 31 as a gloss 

since it is obvious that those who `believed in him' quickly become his 

opponents. 73 However, the fickle nature of the belief of the Jews has been a 

71 M. W. G. Stibbe sees a pattern of statement, followed by misunderstanding, followed by 
explanation occurring five times during this section (John [Readings; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1993], p. 98). 

72 Beasley-Murray comments ̀that no one seized Jesus at this point indicates a desire to do so' 
(John, p. 130). 

73 Writing on v. 31, Carson notes that ̀ the opening clause seems innocuous, until it becomes 
apparent in the ensuing verses that the Jews who had believed him... turn out to be, in Jesus' 
view, slaves to sin (v. 34), indifferent to Jesus' word (v. 37), children of the devil (v. 44), liars 
(v. 55), and guilty of mob tactics, including the attempted murder of the one in whom they 
have professed to believe (v. 59)' (Gospel according to John, pp. 346-8). An explanation is 
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feature of the Gospel since 2.23-25 and the reader may well already suspect that 

these ̀believers' have a deficient faith. Accusations and counter-accusations are 

exchanged as the atmosphere becomes increasingly hostile and the environment 

increasingly dangerous for Jesus. He accuses them overtly twice and indirectly 

once of seeking to murder him. Their claim to be descendants of Abraham is 

rejected by him on the grounds that their attitude towards the truth (v. 40) does not 

mirror that of Abraham. Their response to the word that Jesus brings is violence, 

revealing their true parentage: ýqticttc gc änoxticivat, ötiL ö %6yo; ö ig6; ob 

xwpct iv bµiv (v. 37). In return, the Jews cast aspersions on his parentage, 

alluding to the dubious circumstances of his birth. Beasley-Murray notes that from 

the time of Origen it has been thought that this verse is an attack on the suspicious 

circumstances for Jesus' birth74 and Barrett notes that rumours about his 

illegitimacy were probably already circulating, 75 and Jesus' audience certainly do 

not hesitate to make this accusation, implying that he was born is nopveiac (v. 

41). In his defence, Jesus asserts that his true origin is from the Father, whereas 

theirs is from the devil, whohe labels a murderer and liar. 76 Hostility between 

Jesus and his opponents is expressed in extreme terms: they accuse him of being a 

bastard, he then claims that they are murderers and liars, set to destroy him. The 

abuse continues in w. 48-5 8 with `the Jews' hailing him a demon-possessed 

therefore necessary for Carson and he details five options, settling on the Johannine theme of 
`fickle faith'. Brown sees this verse as a gloss (Gospel according to John, I, p. 354). Likewise 
Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 323. 

74 Beasley-Murray, John, p. 135. Celsus accuses Jesus of having ̀ invented his birth from a 
virgin' when actually he was illegitimate and Mary was turned out by Joseph for adultery 
(Origen, Contra Celsus 1.28; ANCL, X, p. 426). Trumbower sees a link between v. 41 and 
v. 44, which has its background in the myth that Cain was fathered by `some entity' other than 
Adam, for example the evil angel Sammael. The Jews are therefore spiritual descendants of 
Cain and/or the Devil (Born, from Above, pp. 91-2). 

75 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 334. 
76 The characterization of the devil as a murderer and liar is probably an allusion to Genesis 2-3, 

where the serpent was seen as the cause of Adam and Eve's fall and whose influence was 
behind the murder of Abel (Ellis, Genius of John, p. 155). The whole exchange is somewhat 
reminiscent of a group of children in the playground taunting each other by abusing each 
other's parents. 
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Samaritan77 (a far cry from the accolade he received in 6.14 as ̀ the prophet'). 

Jesus' audience interpret his teaching on Abraham literally and cannot comprehend 

it, viewing his words as those of a madman. They are incredulous at his 

statements, demanding, ttva accw c6v notci;; (v. 53). 78 This dispute continues, 

with both parties failing to make a connection between their different levels of 

meaning. Jesus speaks from his spiritual perspective and the Jews interpret from 

their earthly one, until the climactic assertion of v. 58: iv &jt v XEyco vµiv, 

npIv 'Aßpa&g ycvEaOau iy b cip't. It is now clear to the Jews that Jesus' claim is 

to pre-existence and pre-eminence. 79 The Jews, outraged, attempt to stone him for 

blasphemy. 80 The situation has degenerated from one in which Jesus instructs 

believers in the liberating powers of the truth (v. 31), to a turbulent, vicious 

quarrel. The recriminations culminate in an outburst of brutality. The self- 

proclaimed `sons of Abraham', those who had previously believed in him, do 

indeed turn murderous. The intensity of the situation is denoted by Jesus' 

subsequent action: he must hide to escape death. 'Iiiaovc 81 Eicpvßrj xai i4f1XOcv 

ix 'rov tepov (v. 59). 81 The word eicpv 3i1, translated `hid himself 
'82 

is interpreted 

77 Undoubtedly intended as an insult, since Samaritans were viewed as an apostate race and 
treated as outcasts (cf. 4.10). Carson notes that for a Jew to question the paternity of other 
Jews was so despicable that only demon possession could explain it (Gospel according to 
John, p. 355). 

78 Popular translation: ̀Who do you think you are? ' So, the NIV translation (The Holy Bible: 
New International Version [London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1978], p. 998). 

79 They understood his words as a blasphemous claim to deity (Carson, Gospel according to 
John, p. 358). Dodd claims: ̀ he belongs to a different order of being... he stands outside the 
range of temporal relations' (Interpretation, p. 261). 

80 Stoning was the prescribed punishment for blasphemy. See Lev. 24.16 as well as the Mishnah, 
Sanh. 7.1,4. Trumbower notes the midrashic tradition that claims Al di was killed by Cain 
with a stone (Targ. Ps. -J. Gen. 4.8; Gen. R. 22.8 and PRE 21). He adds ̀it may therefore be 
significant that Cain's children pick up stones with which to kill Jesus' (Born 

,. 
from Above, p. 

91). 
81 Lindars comments: ̀the spontaneous attempt to lynch Jesus expresses with dramatic force the 

Jews' reaction to the electrifying effect of his brief words' (Gospel of John, p. 336). 
82 Both Stibbe and Ellis comment that Jesus' action recalls the introduction to the events at 

Tabernacles where Jesus travels up to the feast kv xpvntiw (7.10, ̀ secretly' or `in hiding') 
(Ellis, Genius of John, p. 156; Stibbe, John, p. 96). Contrary to the suggestion of his brothers 
-a few public signs by way of a recruitment drive - Jesus' appearance and his words have 
resulted in an increase in the antipathy towards him. As he arrived in secret, so he must leave 
in secret. 

80 



Chapter Five " Relationship with the Community I: Scenes of Violence 

by some commentators as indicating a supernatural disappearance, whether by 

active or passive means. 83 This is conjecture on the part of interpreters elling the 

tenet that Jesus is somehow immune from harm and in control of his 

circumstances, thus ̀ adversaries are powerless against him until he wills his own 

death at the appointed time'. 84 It is difficult to deny, however, that the narrative 

portrays Jesus as having lost control of the proceedings and consequently being 

forced to flee to avoid instant death at the hands of the mob. Anarchy has broken 

out and as the crowd pick up their weapons, Jesus absconds, hiding and then 

fleeing the area of danger. 

An escalation in hostility from the attempted arrests of chapter 7 is evident 

in this section. This crowd have no intention of waiting for an official trial by the 

religious authorities, but will kill him with their own hands, such is their hatred for 

him. One reason for the deterioration in the relationship between Jesus and the 

crowd is that during the discourse he is subject to a systematic dehumanization by 

his audience. This can be traced through the conflict concerning the origin and 

ancestors of both parties and the boundaries of racial purity that are subsequently 

established. Jesus' claims are perceived to be so reprehensible to his listeners that 

he cannot possibly be considered to be part of their community. By the time we 

reach 8.48 the dehumanizing process is at its climax: Jesus is accused of being a 

demon-possessed Samaritan. Note that he is not just a Samaritan (an outcast) or 

demon possessed (insane/evil) but both together -a `non-human' as far as the 

Jews are concerned. The theory of human aggression is clear about the link 

between dehumanization and violence: 

Victims are denied human qualities, so that it's not a ̀ real person', not 
`someone like me', who is hurt or killed. The result is that the aggressors 

83 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 352; J. R. Michaels too thinks it is ̀ mysterious' (John 
[San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984], p. 177). Morris goes so far as to state; ̀It is not so 
much that Jesus by superior cleverness was able to conceal Himself from them. It was rather 
that He was concealed by Another' (Gospel according to John, p. 474, emphasis added). 84 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 352. 

81 
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don't feel guilty when they think of attacking their victims, and thus they 
don't restrain themselves. 85 

And so the crowd do not restrain themselves. They see Jesus as an alien (which is, 

of course, exactly what he is and how he characterizes himself) and as an alien he 

is dispensable. What follows is the first occurrence in the Gospel of the attempted 

murder of Jesus, rather than just his attempted arrest. 

CONFRONTATION AT THE FEAST OF DEDICATION (10.22-39) 

The final scene of disorder and confrontation between Jesus and the Jews during 

his public ministry occurs when he appears at the temple during the Feast of 

Dedication. The passage contains the now familiar elements of confusion (v. 24), 

accusation (w. 32,35-8), counter-accusation (v. 33) and attempted 

implementation (w. 31,39) of the death threat to Jesus. This time, however, the 

initial debate over Jesu's identity is not genuine confusion, but is aimed at eliciting 

a clear statement from Jesus that will legitimate his arrest. Jesus is not the 

initiator, but a group of Jews86 have sought him out to confront him in order to 

clarify the nature of his claims. By this stage in the narrative Jesus is unable to 

appear in the temple without experiencing harassment, even while engaging in a 

seemingly harmless activity - strolling in the court rather than provoking 

opposition by teaching publicly. He is presumably alone, without his disciples, in 

Solomon's portico when a group of Jews begin to pester him: 

85 L. Berkowitz, Aggression: Its Causes, Consequences, and Control (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1993), p. 119. Berkowitz provides historical examples of the dehumanization process, the 
most obvious one being the Jews by the Nazis, but also conflict between Turks and Greeks, 
Israelis and Arabs, who repeatedly characterize each others as brutes and monsters. 
Experiments demonstrate that devaluation of the opponent lowers inhibitions against 
aggression. 

86 And we already know that this term most often indicates opponents to Jesus. See Kysar, John, 
p. 165; Ellis, Genius of John, p. 172; Barrett -'the enemies of Jesus', Gospel according to St 
John, p. 380. 
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ixvi Xü aav ovv avtiöv of 'Ioi aiot xcft EXcyov avtiw" 
EwS it rc cv yrvxily ilµwv atipcti;; 
El aü d6 xpto' öS, eti Wtv icappTa'tc. (v. 24). 

There can be little question that their approach is antagonistic. 87 The text barely 

disguises the frustration present in the demand `tell us plainly'. The use of 

nappilaicc provides verbal link back to 7.488 where Jesus' brothers urge him to be 

known openly. It was made clear at this point that being `known openly' would 

place Jesus in a vulnerable position and was associated with the threat of death. 

Here too, the request of the Jews demands an exposure from Jesus that will make 

him vulnerable to the risk of arrest and execution. 89 In addition, the verb xvxXöw 

means to `encircle, mostly with hostile intent'90 and by this point in the narrative 

the reader surely expects that any such gathering of Jews will represent threatening 

behaviour rather than mere curiosity. The aim of this group then is to attempt to 

pressure, Jesus into providing a clear statement about his status that can 

subsequently be used against him. 

Jesus will not oblige his interrogators straight away, pointing instead to the 

works that witness to his identity and insisting that these opponents cannot believe 

him as they are not of the elect. He finishes, however, with a rejoinder that is clear 

enough for even them to understand: iy b xai ö mvrilp ev iaµcv (v. 30). Whether 

the precise meaning of this claim to `oneness' is moral91 or ontological92 the 

87 Although Kysar sees the request as implying an ̀ honest inquiry' (John, p. 166). Carson 
debates whether the Jews' question means ̀how long will you keep us in suspense' and 
therefore that they are not necessarily adversaries, or, more negatively, ̀ how long are you 
going to annoy us' (Gospel according to John, p. 392). Presumably the latter follows Pernot, 

who notes that it is an expression of familiarity which is conserved in modem Greek. Pernot 
translates the meaning as: ̀Jusqu'ä quand vas-tu nous tracasser de la sorte? ' (Quoted in A. 
Pallis, Notes on St John and the Apocalypse [Oxford: Oxford University Press, undated], p. 
23). Ellis claims that ̀ the vehemence of the question... suggest[s] that John means his readers 
to see Jesus in a menacing situation' (Genius of John, p. 172). 

88 Mark Stibbe too perceives a link, though sees it functioning to emphasize the elusiveness of 
Jesus' movements (he will not move about openly) and his language (he does not speak 
plainly) (John, p. 118). 

89 In the sense that the Jews intend for Jesus to incriminate himself. An unambiguous ̀yes' 
would furnish them with ammunition for a further attack. 

90 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 456. 
91 In other words, the will of the Father is that of the Son. So, Barrett, Gospel according to St 

John, p. 382, and Kysar, John, p. 167. 
92 So Ellis, Genius of John, p. 184. 
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reaction of the Jews indicates that his words are outrageous enough to justify 

immediate death for blasphemy in their eyes. Faced once more with the prospect 

of a lynching, Jesus does not flee the crowd but attempts to defend himself with an 

appeal to his lrpya mxka. His words, ironically, are again reminiscent of the 

exchange with his brothers in 7.3-6. The brothers urged him to carry out his works 

in public, ostensibly to win support although in reality the aim was to place him in 

danger. Now in a situation of grave danger, Jesus cites his public works in an 

attempt to demonstrate his authenticity and win support, 93 but the response of the 

Jews is rejection of the validity of these works 94 His question delays the lynching 

long enough for the Jews to be able to state their accusation: ab &vOp(ono; wv 

notcIS acav'm' v Acov (v. 33). But the arguments that Jesus marshals in his 

defence - scriptural quotes and evidence of his actions - are useless since he is 

unable to avoid their condemnation, compelled as . he is to reveal the truth of his 

unity with the Father. Inevitably, the discourse quickly reaches the point where his 

words again ignite the crowd and they respond with violence against him. The 

mob rush to seize him, but Jesus is wise to their intentions and reacts swiftly. The 

language is physical and tangible - iýf %Ocv ex tif; xcipö; airr6 v (v. 39) - as 

he escapes95 for the final time from the grasp of his would-be murderers 96 

93 Although this is hardly a serious attempt to win support from any of his listeners, rather an 
attempt to temporarily divert the threat of stoning. It could potentially be seen as a goad that 
has the effect of a delaying tactic. Thus Jesus sneers: ̀I've shown you good works, for which 
of these do you want to kill me? ' 

94 For further ironies contained within 10.32 see Paul Duke: ̀ It is an irony of simply incongruity. 
Jesus presents two images: here are my good works - noble, beautiful (kala) works, works 
clearly from the Father; and there are the stones in your hands. "For which of these works... do 
you stone me? "' (Irony in the Fourth Gospel [Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985], pp. 46-7). 

95 There is no indication here of a miraculous escape. Contra Barrett, Gospel according to St 
John, p. 386. 

96 Why the Jews do not continue with their original plan of stoning Jesus and now make an 
attempt to arrest him instead is an interesting question. It can be posited that his words have 
cooled the mood of the crowd to the extent that they are able to act more rationally, deciding 
that it will be preferable to dispose of this troublemaker by legal means rather than via a 
lynching. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENT: SCENES OF VIOLENCE 

The six scenes discussed above have been viewed from the perspective of Jesus as 

a character who is subject to a series of violent attacks at the hands of the Jews. 

They demonstrate a steady progression in the opposition to and oppression of Jesus 

by all sections of his community. They do not comprise all of the relevant material 

on the subject within John 1-12 - that there are a number of other instances 

where an indication is given that Jesus is harassed or at risk is evidenced from the 

Tables of Textual References in Chapter 2.97 Much of this additional material, 

however, consists of details about short incidents or comments about, for example, 

an area where it was not safe to travel. They serve mainly to enlighten the reader 

about the implications of Jesus' actions or circumstances, providing mounting 

evidence for the hostility amassing against Jesus and the unsafe environment in 

which he operated. It is the six major incidents that develop the theme of the 

victimization and violent rejection of Jesus as his personal safety becomes more 

precarious with each public appearance. 

As suggested in the section on the structure of the Gospel in Chapter 3, the 

scenes fall into two groups. The first three are characterized primarily by 

confusion. The temple incident commences by posing the question: ̀who is the 

victim? ' It is Jesus who perpetrates this episode of chaos, but the reader quickly 

learns that this act merely prefigures the destruction he is to experience himself. 

At the healing and feeding miracles, the threat to Jesus is a by-product of the 

resultant public disorder at each event, rather than the deliberate intention of the 

97 An example of this material can be seen in Jn 4.44. John 4 relates the story of Jesus' encounter 
with a Samaritan woman and her people from Sychar. The response to Jesus from this racial 
group, pariahs themselves in the eyes of orthodox Judaism (4.9), is acceptance and belief (w. 
39-42). Directly following this pericope the evangelist records Jesus' testimony of his 
rejection by others: tpoc h cil; & tip t&L t na rpiBt ctghv ov c EXet (v. 44). Thus the evangelist 
reminds the reader that, despite acceptance by a group of social outcasts, rejection is the 
overall reaction to Jesus by `his own', as the prologue warned. The reader cannot hear of 
Jesus' success without it being tempered by the baseline message of the gospel: repudiation. 

85 
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crowd to harm him. Nevertheless, there is a definite indication of physical 

intimidation on both occasions. 

It is following the prophecy of betrayal in 6.70, which forms part of the 

pericopae establishing the all encompassing rejection of Jesus, that his relationship 

with the community rapidly deteriorates. The second three scenes contain much 

material of a malevolent nature: public encounters between Jesus and the Jews that 

become violently chaotic, with the crowd displaying numerous deliberate attempts 

at physical attack. There is no disguising the victimization of Jesus in these scenes 

and, as a theme, it makes a major contribution to the plot development of the 

narrative. Jeffrey Staley, who refers to this section (7.1-10.42) as the ̀ third 

ministry tour' makes the following comment: 

false accusations, attempts to arrest Jesus, and allusions to 
violent death recur with greater frequency and greater emotional 
intensity than they recur in any preceding or subsequent unit. 
References to excommunication and blasphemy, madness and 
demon possession, illegitimate birth and Samaritan ancestry, 
lying, deception, moral blindness and sinfulness, arresting, 
stoning and killing show that antagonism to Jesus' teaching 
has reached its zenith 98 

That Jesus suffers physical and verbal harassment -during his public ministry, 

particularly in the latter sections, was perhaps never under question, but this 

chapter has aimed to show the extent to which this has posed a genuine threat to 

his freedom and safety. The narrative shows that, although Jesus certainly has 

some supernatural powers, they do not enable him to control all aspects of his 

environment. He may be able to walk on water, but he cannot stem the tidal wave 

of violence welling up against him. The Johannine Jesus displays an 

unquestionably human vulnerability to the expressions of hatred and opposition by 

the Jews, exhibiting reactions which are often better described as fugitive than 

sovereignly elusive. 

98 J. L. Staley, The Print's First Kiss: A Rhetorical Investigation of the Implied Reader in the 
Fourth Gospel (SBLDS, 82; Georgia: Scholars Press, 1988), p. 66. 



Chapter Six 

Relationship with the Community II 

The Victim's Self-Cognizance 

Whatever the precise terminology employed, discussion concerning the 'self- 

cognizance', ̀self-understanding' or `self-consciousness' of Jesus is generally 

viewed as a minefield that it is preferable to steer clear of. Described as ̀ the last 

tabu' by one Johannine scholar, ' the unavoidably speculative nature of the subject 

and the temptation towards anachronistic psychologizing renders academic 

investigation a precarious undertaking. A chapter subtitled ̀ the victim's self- 

cognizance' must therefore be prepared to mark out the boundaries of its inquiry 

with care, in order to allay suspicion and avoid confusion about what it attempts to 

achieve. 

To further complicate the task, the concept of victimization is itself a multi- 

layered phenomenon and hence clarity is also needed concerning which aspect is 

being explored. This can be illustrated simply by reflection on the meaning of the 

title of this thesis, which labels Jesus as victim. Do we mean by this that what 

happens to him in the Gospel can be termed victimization - in other words that 

the reader is justified in bringing that label to the text as a hermeneutical aid? Or 

that the text itself uses victimization as a motif for the life of Jesus and by using its 

own labels defines him as a victim? 2 Or further, that within the world of the text, 

the character of Jesus understands himself to be victimized and/or to be a victim? 3 

J. A. T. Robinson, ̀The Last Tabu? The Self Consciousness of Jesus' in Twelve More New 
Testament Studies (London: SCM Press, 1984), pp. 155-70. Robinson notes that of all the ̀ no 
go' areas in New Testament scholarship, the most important to remember is that ̀ of the self- 
consciousness of Jesus we may say nothing' (p. 155, emphasis added). 
For example by using titles such as ̀ lamb of God' and by association with victims familiar to 
the evangelist such as the suffering servant and the paschal lamb. 
It is important to grasp the difference in meaning between believing that you are being 
victimized and perceiving yourself to be a victim. The latter frame of mind is possible whether 
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Immediately, we have identified three layers and there are undoubtedly further 

levels on which the concept can be approached and defined. As is indicated by the 

title of this chapter, 1 om concerned here with that last layer: the awareness that 

the Johannine Jesus displays of his experience of victimization and the 

understanding that he has of himself as a victim. It should be obvious that we are 

in no way concerned with the self-consciousness of the historical Jesus .4 Nor is 

or not you are experiencing adverse circumstances and in fact in common speech, it is not 
unusual for someone to be accused of having a ̀ victim mentality', which colours their 
perspective on life. Conversely, a person who suffers actual victimization may never identify 
him or herself as a victim. 

4 Bultmann voices a commonly held view when he states: ̀we can, strictly speaking, know 
nothing of the personality of Jesus' (Jesus and the Word [trans. L. P. Smith and E. H. Lantero; 
New York: Charles Scribner's sons, rev. edn, 1958], p. 8. See pp. 5-12 for the whole 
discussion). Robinson, while acknowledging the difficulties, is prepared to take the plunge: 
`The materials clearly fail for reconstructing Jesus' self-consciousness in psychological terms, 
for analysing his psyche, its history or its type. The Gospels are no more in the business of 
supplying answers to psychological questions than they are to sociological or economic ones 
- though this does not mean that it is illegitimate for us to ask them. ' ('The Last Tabu? ', p. 
159, emphasis original). Those who have made attempts to tackle this subject have normally 
done so in an attempt to determine whether Jesus thought himself to be ̀ God' or Israel's 
Messiah. The question of Jesus' messianic self-consciousness was an important tenet of the 
quest for the historical Jesus. More recently it can be found in Marinus de Jonge's 
examination of the self-understanding of the historical Jesus (Jesus, the Servant-Messiah 
[New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991]). Writing of the crucifixion he claims: ̀ had Jesus 
not stood in a unique relationship with God and had he not been fully aware of everything this 
involved, the crucifixion would have been robbed of its dignity and depth of meaning' (p. 32, 
emphasis added). His position on the historical Jesus' self-understanding has consequently 
become a prerequisite for his theology of the cross. The pitfalls inherent in such a line of 
inquiry become evident. Wayne Meeks, in a critique of de Jonge's approach, makes two 
points which implicitly illustrate the futility of attempts to document the self-consciousness of 
the historical Jesus. He rightly questions why a person's historic identity and their self- 
consciousness must be identical: ̀ All of what I significantly am can surely not be limited to 
what I am "fully aware" of being' ('Asking Back to Jesus' Identity', in M. C. de Boer [ed. ], 
From Jesus to John: Essays on Jesus and New Testament Christology in Honour of Marinus de 
Jonge [JSNTSup, 84; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993], pp. 38-50 [43]). He follows this with the 
declaration: ̀even if we could know in some detail what images Jesus used to make sense of 
his own identity and his mission and of the possibility that he might die violently, that 
knowledge would not make much difference theologically' (`Asking Back to Jesus' Identity', p. 
44, emphasis added). 

James Dunn attempts to justify the legitimacy of searching for insight into the self- knowledge of Jesus: ̀ Can the historian hope to penetrate into the self-consciousness (or self- 
understanding) of a historical individual? The answer must be in the affirmative, otherwise history would be nothing more than a dreary catalogue of dates and documentation' 
(Christology in the Making: An Inquiry into the Origins of the Doctrine of the Incarnation [London: SCM Press, 1980], p. 25). See also his popular treatment of the subject in The Evidence for Jesus: The Impact of Scholarship on our Understanding of how Christianity Began (London: SCM Press, 1985). Dunn discusses whether Jesus understood himself to be the Son of God on the basis of the evidence and reliability of the Fourth Gospel, (pp. 30-52). For a theologically rather than historically motivated perspective on the subject, see Karl 
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there is a suggestion here that it is possible to trace back any understanding the 

Johannine Jesus may have of himself as a victim to an attitude of the historical 

Jesus. 5 The means of inquiry is literary-critical and the focus of attention is the 

character of Jesus as he appears in the text. The self-cognizance of Jesus in the 

Fourth Gospel is simply a facet of his characterization. It is entirely possible to 

demonstrate from the text that the character Jesus believes himself to be victimized 

by the Jewish community of which he is a part and its leaders. It is also possible to 

demonstrate that he understands himself to be a victim and that this is a 

fundamental aspect of the perception he has of his identity, shaping his attitude 

towards his death. 

CHARACTERIZATION OF JESUS 

Chapter 1 of this thesis began by suggesting that one of the reasons that the Fourth 

Gospel was perceived to be disconcerting could be found in its portrayal of Jesus. 

Rahner: ̀The human soul of Jesus enjoyed the direct vision of God during his life on earth... as 
a basic condition of the created spiritual nature of Jesus... perfectly reconcilable with a 
genuine, human experience' ('Dogmatic Reflections on the Knowledge and Self- 
Consciousness of Christ', in Theological Investigations, V, Later Writings [trans. K. H. Kruger; 
London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1969], pp. 193-215 [215]). 

Another interesting approach is that of E. A. Johnson, who discusses Jesus' self-knowledge 
using a bipolar model of human consciousness. She concludes that at the transcendental pole 
of self-awareness he had the subjective intuition that he was the Word made flesh, but at the 
categorical pole of self-understanding he had to grow concretely into that knowledge in the 
course of his lifetime. A novel perspective, if somewhat unsubstantiated (Consider Jesus: 
Waves of Renewal in Christology [New York: Crossroad, 1990], pp. 35-47). 
This is exactly what Oscar Cullmann does when he claims that the title Suffering Servant is an 
important christological designation because it goes back to Jesus himself and therefore ̀opens 
to us most clearly the secret of his self-consciousness' (The Christology of the New Testament 
[trans. S. C. Guthrie and C. A. M. Hall; London: SCM Press, 1959] p. 81). De Jonge claims 
that it is plausible that Jesus used three main models to interpret his own death (the ̀ envoy of 
God', the ̀ suffering righteous servant' and the one who dies ̀ for others'). He concludes: ̀The 
three models of interpretation of Jesus' death found in the earliest layers of traditional material 
can all provide some insights into Jesus' own understanding of his life and death. (Servant- 
Messiah, p. 54, see pp. 32-54 for whole discussion). 

From the liberation theology school, Leonardo Boff believes it is possible to distinguish 
between ̀the awareness that Jesus had of himself and his mission and the forms used to express 
this'. The latter - reflections made about Jesus after the resurrection - he classes as 
Christology. The former he calls Jesusology (Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 145ff. ). 
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Chapter 4 then went on to explore aspects of the social function of the text and the 

role of violence. We now return to look specifically at the character of Jesus. It is 

not necessary here to discuss characterization in detail - as a tool within general 

literature, biblical literature or, even specifically John's Gospel - as all of these 

have been covered elsewhere. 6 A few general comments will be sufficient for our 

purposes. 

Leland Ryken gives helpful advice on ̀ how we know what a character is 

like'. Any of the following six mechanisms, he suggests, will enable a character to 

be known to the reader: 

i) actions, including speech 
ii) personal traits/abilities (the interpretation given to actions) 
iii) thoughts and feelings, including motivations and goals 
iv) relationships and roles 
v) responses to events or people 
vi) archetypal character types 7 

In order to be able to claim that the character of Jesus perceives himself to be both 

victimized and a victim, it will therefore be necessary to demonstrate that what the 

text tells us of his thoughts and feelings, speech and actions - in other words his 

general behaviour - is in support of this. However, Ryken also warns that the 

process of getting to know a character is not simply a descriptive process, but 

For general works on characterization see Forster, who classifies characters as ̀ flat' or `round' 
depending on their complexity (Aspects of the Novel, pp. 54-84). See also Chatman, Story and 
Discourse, pp. 107-138; and R. Scholes and R. Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1966), pp. 160-206. 

Discussions of biblical characterization appear in R. Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative 
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1981), pp. 114-130 and Ryken, Words of Delight, pp. 71-6. 
Both focus on characterization within Hebrew Bible narratives. See also the contributions in 
E. S. Malbon and A. Berlin (eds. ), Characterization in Biblical Literature: Semeia 63 (1993). 

For Johannine characterization see Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, pp. 101-48; 
du Rand, ̀The Characterization of Jesus'; Duke, Irony in the Fourth Gospel, pp. 95-100; 
Stibbe, John as Storyteller, pp. 24-5 and Stibbe's commentary on John, which includes a 
section on characterization for each chapter of the Gospel. 
Ryken, Words of Delight, p. 74. Ryken also views the subject from the author's point of view, 
identifying four techniques open to writers attempting to portray characters: ̀One of three 
characters - the narrator, someone else in the story, or the person himself or herself - can 
describe and assess the character, or the character's own actions (whether external or mental) 
will embody one or more traits' (p. 73). Similar statements are made by Alter in 
`Characterization and the Art of Reticence', Art of Biblical Narrative, pp. 116-7. 
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involves ̀ a series of interpretive leaps and conclusions on the part of the reader'. 8 

This is not a licence to `hack a speculative path through the conditional thickets of 

the possible'9 -a degree of subjective intuition about a character is permitted. It 

is this act of interpretation that enables Ryken to call Jacob a trickster and con 

man, '° and Culpepper to discern that ̀ there remains a heart of darkness in the 

character of Jesus'. I 1 

FROM CHRISTOLOGY TO VICTIMOLOGY 

There remains one further task that it is necessary to undertake at the beginning of 

this chapter. An attempt must be made to explore what is meant by the term 

`victim' in order to be able to suggest how one might behave. While it is 

recognized that this is a complex and somewhat subjective undertaking, if it is 

avoided there will be nothing against which to benchmark the behaviour of Jesus. 

In the first instance, a distinction must be made between a sociological and a 

sacrificial, cultic understanding of what a victim is. There is sufficient textual 

evidence to legitimate the claim that, in the Fourth Gospel, the characterization of 

Jesus includes his identification as a sacrificial victim in the cultic sense of the 

term. This will be discussed in Chapter 9, where the way in which allusions to the 

paschal lamb influence interpretation of the crucifixion will be explored. For the 

purposes of this chapter, a basic psychological understanding of victimization will 

suffice. 

Victimology12 offers a comprehensive classification system and associated 

vocabulary for the examination of the dynamics between perpetrators and 

s Ryken, Words of Delight, p. 75. 
9 Geoff Dyer writing in his critique of Norman Sherrin's biography of Graham Greene. The 

Guardian, 30 August 1994, p. 13. 
10 See his analysis of the characterization of Jacob in Words of Delight, pp. 75-81. 
11 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 112. 
12 Victimology is an offshoot of criminology which began to develop in the 1940s and can be 

defined as ̀ the study of criminal-victim relationships' (S. Schafer, The Victim and his 



Chapter Six " Relationship with the Community II: The Victim's Self-Cognizance 92 

victims. 13 There is a clear distinction made by the discipline between two groups 

of victims: those who play no active part in becoming a victim, and those who 

promote their victimage. The first group, termed situational aggression victims, 

are the target of attack or repeated aggression because of circumstance. Disorders 

developing in these victims as a result of their experiences can be acute or 

chronic. 14 The second group, promotional aggression victims, are subject to 

attack or prolonged aggression because of a conscious or unconscious invitation. 

While situational victims may develop disorders, this group have disorders to 

begin with. These can fall into three types: impulsive, compulsive and 

characterological. 15 What is important about this group is that there exists a 

`nefarious symbiosis' 16 between the victim and offender, with the victim 

stimulating the victimizer towards a response. 

Criminal: A Study in Functional Responsibility [New York: Random House, 1968], p. 3). For 
a full history of its development and socio-political implications see R. Elias, The Politics of 
Victimization: Victims, Victimology and Human Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1986). 

13 Definitions of vocabulary of relevance to this study are as follows: 
victim (n. ) someone killed, harmed by, or suffering from some act of aggression 
victimage (n. ) that which belongs to the state or condition of being a victim. 
victimal (adj. ) pertaining to or concerned with victiming 
victiming (v. ) making oneself a victim; promoting victimage 
victimization (n. ) the state of being victimized 
victimized (v. t. ) to be made a victim of 
(I. L. Kutash, ̀Victimology', in R. J. Corsini [ed. ], Encyclopaedia of Psychology [4 vols.; New 
York: J. Wiley & Sons, 2nd edn, 1994], III, p. 565). Material for the following paragraph on 
the types and characteristics of victims is from this article. It should be noted that this is just 
one of many suggested victim typologies, but that most. typologies imply the victim's 
participation in crime to some extent. Elias provides an overview in Politics of Victimization, 
pp. 59-60. 

14 Acute disorders are a transient situational disturbance with symptoms such as exhaustion, grief, 
hostility, remorse and disorientation. Chronic disorders develop over a long period of being 
the victim of aggression and include symptoms of chronic anxiety, guilt, irritability and 
extreme apathy (Kutash, ̀Victimology', p. 565). 

15 Impulsive occurs when an individual receives a blow to self-esteem (e. g. job loss) and 
immediately endangers him or herself, consciously or unconsciously, as a response. 
Compulsive occurs when a person's early experiences have produced infantile feelings of 
anxiety or guilt so that the individual repeatedly invites punishment. Charaterological occurs 
when a person has come to associate gratification (sexual or emotional) with physical or 
psychological pain and consequently develops a lifestyle that seeks it out (Kutash, 
`Victimology', p. 565). 

16 'Many criminal deeds are more indicative of a subject-object relation than of the perpetrator 
alone. There is a definite mutuality of some sort', claims H. von Hentig in his seminal work on 
victimology, The Criminal and his Victim: Studies in the Sociobiology of Crime (New Haven: 
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To return to the Gospel of John, how can these theories be of assistance in 

understanding the dynamic between Jesus and the Jews, and Jesus' identity as a 

victim? Any attempt to relate modern psychological understanding to the 

characters of a biblical text is naturally subject to accusations that such an 

approach is inappropriate and anachronistic. However, one has only to read Mark 

Stibbe's commentary on John 21 to see how illuminating it can be, and the desire 

here is for illumination rather than methodological purity. '7 When, in his section 

on the characterization of Jesus, Alan Culpepper concludes that ̀ it is not hard to 

understand why he provokes hostility', he provides a good starting point. ' 8 Jesus 

engages in victimal behaviour in the Fourth Gospel. He provokes, incites, 

frustrates and confronts the Jews on several occasions, exposing himself to severe 

risk of physical danger (John 7,8,10). At the Feast of Dedication he succeeds in 

distracting the Jews from stoning him in one breath (10.32), only to make a 

statement that is designed to antagonize them further in the next (10.38). What 

conclusion can the reader come to, but that he invites aggression? Perhaps this is 

why, as Robinson concedes, the Johannine Christ is found by many to be 

`intolerable or repellent'. 19 The real implication of Jesus' behaviour is that he is in 

some way an active participant in his own victimization. There is a level at which 

his victiming - placing himself in hazardous situations, goading his enemies - is 

a collusion with his oppressors. This is a serious accusation to make, even if we 

are only speaking of the characterization of the Gospel's protagonist, and the 

contents of this chapter will provide the justification for it. But some initial word 

of explanation is called for. The major question that comes to mind is: why? If it 

Yale University Press, 1948). Von Hentig saw a ̀ reciprocal operation of affinities between 
doer and sufferer', which ranged from complete indifference to conscious impulsion. He 
identified foºfattitudes of victims - apathetic, lethargic; submitting, conniving; co-operative, 
contributory; and provocative, soliciting (pp. 419-20). 

17 Stibbe, John, pp. 209-15. Stibbe explores the relationship between Peter and Jesus, showing 
most effectively how Peter is helped to come to terms with his threefold denial of Jesus. 

18 Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 112. 
19 Robinson, ̀The Last Tabu? ', p. 160. 
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is possible to interpret Jesus' behaviour in this way, what would be his motive for 

doing so? I suggest that the reason must lie in his understanding of his role and 

identity. There is an obvious degree of circularity in this argument - his believing 

that he is a victim gives rise to victiming behaviour. But the point is this: From the 

very beginning of the narrative, Jesus is cognizant that his fate will be a brutal and 

humiliating execution. He speaks about it constantly and the text tells us this 

knowledge influences his behaviour. It can hardly be denied, therefore, that this 

awareness shapes his expectations of and dealings'with those who will be 

responsible for his death. At its most basic level his awareness of his identity as a 

victim is something of a self-fulfilling prophecy20 - again we encounter 

circularity but, as Ursula Le Guin commented, ̀you have to form a circle to escape 

from a circle. '21 There are, however, dangers inherent in circularity, as she 

illustrates with the following tale: 

In the Far West... they tell stories about hoop snakes. When a 
hoop snake wants to get somewhere - whether because the hoop 

snake is after somethin . or because something is after the hoop 
snake - it takes its tale which may or may not have rattles on 
it) into its mouth, thus forming itself into a hoop, and rolls. 
Jehovah enjoined snakes to crawl on their bellies in the dust, but 
Jehovah was an Easterner. Rolling along, bowling along, is a lot 
quicker and more satisfying than crawling. But, for the hoop 
snake with rattles, there is a drawback. They are venomous 
snakes, and when they bite their own tail they die, in awful 
agony, of snakebite. 22 

Alas, her invitation to `take the tale in your teeth, then, and bite until the blood 

runs, hoping it is not poison'23 runs a fatal risk - self-destruction. The connection 

with the Johannine Jesus? Cognizance of his identity as a victim is his deadly 

20 In other words, Jesus sees suffering as his primary occupation - it's what he is there to do. 
He therefore expects to suffer and consequently ends up putting himself in situations where he 
does suffer. It could be further argued that this is a source of psychological oppression for the 
character in the Gospel. 

21 U. Le Guin, ̀ It Was a Dark and Stormy Night; or, Why Are 'We Huddled about the Campfire? ', 
Critical Theory 7/1 (Autumn 1980), p. 193. 

22 Le Guin, ̀ It Was a Dark and Stormy Night', pp. 193-4. 
23 Le Guin, ̀ It Was a Dark and Stormy Night', p. 199. 
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rattle which, in this narrative, he does take in his teeth, rolling and bowling towards 

the cross. It is in this way that he participates in his own fatal victimization. 

Perhaps, at this stage in the chapter, these claims seem dubious, but 

exegesis will bear them out. The examination of the character and behaviour of 

Jesus will demonstrate and illuminate this perspective on his victimage. 

Continually aware of the hatred encircling him, deeply conscious of the agony that 

awaits, his metaphors and mannerisms reveal, inevitably, the pain of existence and 

of immolation. 

JESUS' AWARENESS OF HIS DEATH 

If one of the primary characteristics of victims is a fixation concerning their fate, it 

can be expected that the Johannine Jesus will demonstrate a preoccupation with his 

death from early on in his ministry. The extent to which this is the case becomes 

evident if a comparison with the Synoptics is drawn. In the Synoptics it is 

noticeable that, for most of his public life, Jesus rarely mentions the subject of his 

death, even in parables. With the exception of a few isolated references, the 

material is reserved for the end of each Gospel. There is a hint to the reader that 

Jesus is aware he will be leaving his disciples during the dispute concerning fasting 

etiquette (Mk 2.18-22; Lk. 5.33-39; Mt. 9.14-17), in which Jesus says that his 

disciples need not fast while the bridegroom is with them, but will do so when he 

is `taken away' (änapO f ). There 'is no clear indication, however, that death is 

intended here. It is not obvious to the reader, nor to Jesus' audience, what the full 

meaning of this saying is. The Matthaean Jesus knows by chapter 12 (w. 14-15) 

that the Pharisees aim to kill him, but an open declaration of Jesus' fate does not 

occur until the end of his ministry is approaching in all three Gospels. 

Jesus' first Synoptic prophecy of his death and resurrection follows Peter's 

confession that he is `the Christ' (Mt. 16.21; Mk 8.31 and Lk. 9.22). The prophecy 
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is repeated, although in Mark and Luke the disciples do not understand what Jesus 

is saying (Mt. 17.22-23; Mk 9.31-32 and Lk. 9.44-45). Despite a third 

announcement, in which Jesus does not exactly mince his words, the Lukan 

disciples have still not grasped what is about to happen, and we cannot be sure 

about Mark's (Mt. 20.17-19; Mk 10.33-34; Lk. 18.31-34). In addition to these 

three pronouncements, the disciples are told that ̀ the Son of Man will suffer' (Mt. 

17.12; Mk 9.12), that he will `give his life as a ransom for many' (Mk 10.45), and 

that he will `suffer many things and be rejected' (Lk. 17.25). These are the only 

references to his death prior to the passion narrative. The subject can hardly be 

said to feature prominently in the Synoptic Jesus' teaching, which is primarily 

concerned with the coming of the Kingdom of God and the conduct of would-be 

believers. Conversely, in John the subject of Jesus' death is never far below the 

surface of any discourse and fatalistic predictions occur throughout his ministry in 

various forms. 24 

A further difference between the Synoptic and Johannine death predictions 

is the way in which they are delivered. In the Synoptics they never take the form 

of an accusation or announcement to the crowd. They are not publicly stated since 

the information is reserved solely for the twelve, whom Jesus privately informs 

about his forthcoming death in order to prepare them. In John the disciples do not 

function as an elite band of supporters in whom Jesus confides his knowledge 

about his fate. They hear his predictions and accusations together with the rest of 

the Jews and are not privy to additional information until their last evening 

together. Death is no secret in John. Not only is the reader bombarded with more 

or less explicit reminders from the evangelist, but Jesus does not let other 

characters forget what is going to happen to him and who is responsible for it. 

24 Du Rand claims ̀ the protagonist knows what the outcome of his mission will be', but then 
describes it in terms of returning to the Father. This has the effect of shifting the focus on 
death, which is the real content of the mission and the means of return to the Father ('The 
Characterization of Jesus', p. 28). 
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Death, violence and rejection are fundamental to Jesus' understanding of his 

identity and experience. He does not gradually become aware of his fate as 

popular opposition to his ministry burgeons and the authorities become 

increasingly hostile. He knows from the very beginning of the narrative that he is 

on earth to die: this is the purpose of his mission. It is the will of the Father, and 

hence the work to be accomplished. The table overleaf documents the frequency 

of his death predictions as well as other statements that he makes about opposition 

and violence, whether metaphorical or literal. 
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TABLE 6: Jesus' Awareness of Opposition 

During his ministry (chs. 1-12) 

Verse :.. 
_Prediction:. 1.51 Jesus alludes to the crucifixion; ... avaßaivovtiaq xat xatia(3ai, vov cL 

2.4 Jesus replies to his mother; ovnw r`jic£L ri Opa µov 
2.19 Jesus speaks of the temple (his body) being destroyed; ... Xvaatc co'v 

vaöv tovtiov 
3.11 Jesus states that his message is rejected; rv µaptiopiav iiµwv ov 

%(Xävctie 
... oi) ltta'LEÜc'rc 

3.14 Jesus prophesies about his method of death to Nicodemus; WcoOf vat S£i 
tiev viöv'rov äv0 wnov 

5.38-47 Jesus states that Jews disbelieve him and reject him; ov %agp6vc'ce µE 
6.36 Jesus accuses the Jews of unbelief; ob ntatic'Etic 
6.51-58 Jesus speaks of the consumption of his flesh and blood; 

6 äp'to; 6 6v EYO) SGxaw 11 aäpý µov iatitv... 
0 ti wYwv tioütiov tiO'v ä tiov iiact £i tio'v cL cov(x 

6.70 Jesus is aware of evil in his midst; E4 vp. v Eig 8L6ßo%6c iatity 
7.5-8 Jesus states that the world hates him and identifies his brothers with the 

world; ov Süvatiat 6 xöaµo; p. ta£iv 1µäS, io6 pta£L 

7.19 Jesus accuses the crowd of wanting to kill him; ci µ£ ýrl'Eiti£ änoirtcivau 
7.33 Jesus predicts his death will come soon; Etit xpovov p. txpo'v µ£6' vµwv 

EL L... 

8.21 Jesus refers to his death; eye) vnä'yw -Kai ýrl rfia£'ce µ£ 
8.28 Jesus alludes to the crucifixion; ö'rav vyiwaMti£ co'v viöv tiov ävOpconov 
8.37,40 Jesus twice accuses the Jews of wanting to kill him; ... 

ý11'C£I'CE µE 

anoxti£ivat 
10.10-18 Jesus speaks of his death being beneficial for his sheep; ... viv yrvx11V 

Rol) titoll L vn ¶6 Vno ätiwv 
10.32 Jesus questions the Jews' reason for wanting to kill him; ... &x no OV 

avtiwv C'pyov igl XtOä c cc; 
12.7 Jesus refers to his death when Mary anoints him; tiva £i; viv hpEpav 

, cob Evtia Laa ov ov 
12.23 Jesus proclaims that the hour of death has come; i%-n' O£v i wpa iva 

So aaO f6 otO 'tov 6Cv8 wnov 
12.32,35 Jesus predicts his means of death; icäyw Eä1 vinoO& ix tiff; 'yýj;..., an d 

that he will soon leave them; etL puxpöv xpövov co' cpIS ev bµiv Catity 



Chapter Six " Relationship with the Community II: The Victim's Self-Cognizance 99 

During the Last Supper (chs. 13-17) 

re iction :... . 13.18,21 Jesus states that he will be betrayed; 
... etg £i v t& v naps&&iuact ge 

14.28 Jesus says that he is going to the Father; nopevoµai npög tio'v natiepa 
15.18-25 Jesus speaks about his persecution and the world's hatred; ... 

i t aT1aäv 
&ntäv 

16.5-28 Jesus speaks about going back to the Father; ... 
vnäyw npöS tiöv 

of avtiä E... 
16.32 Jesus predicts that he will be deserted by the disciples; ßxopntaOf , re 

gxaßtio ci tiä i&a 1& ovov äf tic 

The table indicates the all pervasive nature of the relevant material, with an 

intensification during the farewell discourse as ̀ the hour' becomes imminent. It is 

possible to determine specific phases in Jesus' cognizance of his death, just as it is 

in the development of the plot. This was briefly outlined in the section on the 

Gospel's structure in Chapter 3 and is recapped below: 

From John 1 to 5 Jesus refers to his death in veiled terms, using key theological 

words and metaphors such as ̀ the hour' and ̀ being lifted up'. He makes no 

direct accusations to the Jews about their part in his death but alludes to it when 

he proclaims ̀ you destroy this temple'. By the end of John 5 the animosity 

between the Jesus and the Jews has been clearly established and their intention 

to kill him is stated by the evangelist. 

Jesus' indirect and metaphorical references to his death reach a climax when he 

delivers the discourse on the bread of life in John 6. This contains disturbing 

and violent language indicating the meaning of his fate and is interpreted 

literally by the Jews. The discourse concludes with Jesus' acknowledgement 

of the presence of his betrayer, which indicates a movement towards ̀ the hour' 

* From John 7 to 9 Jesus speaks openly and frequently about his death. He no 
longer uses metaphors, but while at the Feast of Tabernacles repeatedly accuses 

the Jews of wanting to murder him. He asserts his innocence several times and 
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questions their motive for his death, as if struggling with its meaning and 

inevitability. 

In John 10 Jesus uses an extended metaphor, that of the good shepherd, to 

speak about his death and its sacrificial nature. He creates a scene that, on the 

surface appears peacefully pastoral, but in reality contains violent imagery. 

After the attempt to arrest him at the Feast of Dedication, Jesus does not 

specifically mention his death again until the end of his public ministry in John 

12. At the tomb of Lazarus, however, he is greatly distressed, and this is 

related to the nearness of his own death. The section ends with the plot and 

prophecy by the High Priest legitimizing his execution. 

The ensuing sections - the announcement of the hour in John 12 and the material 

in the farewell discourses in John 13-17 will be discussed in Chapters 7 and 8 

respectively. 
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JESUS' EARLY MINISTRY (1.18-5.47) 

During the first five chapters of the Gospel Jesus sets about the business of 

establishing himself as an itinerant preacher and healer. He gathers together a 

group of followers, performs three miracles, explains his role and mission to 

different representatives of society in several discourses and takes a stand against 

the religious status quo by an act of vandalism in the temple. By the time the 

reader learns of the Jews' determination to kill him in 5.16, much has been 

revealed about Jesus' attitude to the community, understanding of his identity and 

awareness of his death. Below is a description of five aspects of Jesus' character 

that the reader discovers in this section of the Gospel: 

1. He displays a deep consciousness of his own death 

This is not a truism about Jesus in general since, as has already been shown, 

there is a difference between the Synoptics and John on this matter. The 

Johannine character knows from the very beginning of his ministry that he 

is going to die and frequently alludes to the fact. His understanding of his 

death is entirely theologically defined in these chapters. 25 The principal 

vehicle by which this is conveyed is his use of specific vocabulary which, 

in the Fourth Gospel, is associated with death. As this vocabulary is used 

continually throughout the narrative by both Jesus and the narrator, it is 

appropriate to pause briefly, using an Excursus to consider its role and 

significance. 

25 It could be suggested that one of the reasons for this is that there is no direct threat to his life 
during this section and so he has no experience on which to draw in order to speak about it. 
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EXCURSUS 2: Johannine Theological Signifiers 

The terms wpa, 86ýa/8o4äýcty and vyiovv are employed throughout the 

Gospel, either together or separately, to refer to Jesus' death, their function 

being to alert the reader to various aspects of its significance. A great deal 

has been written about the theological consequences of these terms and the 

purpose here is not to rehearse these arguments but to mention the effect of 

their inclusion on the reader's understanding of narrative time and the way 

in which they repeatedly focus attention on the death of Jesus. Alan 

Culpepper, drawing on the work of Gerard Genette, discusses in detail the 

occasion and role of analepses and prolepses within the Gospel. 26 John's 

use of the above-mentioned terms can generally be seen to fall into the 

category of allusive internal prolepses - references to an event which will 

happen prior to the end of the narrative 27 The reader who has an awareness 

of the meaning of these words within the narrative is repeatedly projected 

forwards to the crucifixion by their use. It is a means by which the 

evangelist continually informs us that death is the hermeneutical key to 

Jesus' words and actions. 

The word wpa is used to indicate the hour of Jesus' death in John 28 It is 

used twenty-six times in all in the Gospel, although several of these are 

26 See, Culpepper (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, pp. 54-70) and in particular the diagrammatic 
representation of narrative time (p. 70). 

27 Depending on one's theological stance regarding the extent to which the words refer to the 
crucifixion, they could be termed ̀explicit repeating prolepses', however, as Culpepper points 
out, it is pointless to force a distinction between these and suggestive allusions -'both are 
used for plot development and dramatic intensity' and there is a ̀ perceptible development 
toward greater explicitness... as one moves through the gospel' (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, 
p. 62). For the reader too, as s/he becomes familiar with the evangelist's literary style and the 
import of frequently used terminology, the prolepses naturally become more explicit. 28 E. Haenchen, John (trans. R. W. Funk; Hermeneia Commentaries; 2 vols.; Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1984), 11, p. 8; Barrett, Gospel according to John, p. 191; Miranda, Being and 
the Messiah -'The Gospel makes it abundantly clear that Jesus' "hour" is the hour of his 
death' (p. 103). Nicholson, focusing particularly on its use in John 13, contends that it does 
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simply temporal indicators. 29 One of its main uses is to provide an 

explanation as to why events took the course that they did. For example, in 

both 7.30 and 8.20 it is employed to explain why Jesus manages to escape 

arrest by a hostile crowd: ötit ovnw cXrj%vOet f cSpa avtiov. The reader 

who recognizes the meaning of the term will be reminded each time it is 

used that Jesus' life grows ever shorter as the hour approaches. Its use in 

7.30 and 8.20 therefore effectively signals to the reader: Jesus was not 

caught this time, but he will not escape indefinitely because his hour of 

death grows closer and is unavoidable. 

Aö a and Soýä ctv occur frequently in John's Gospel and are significant 

for the interpretation of Jesus' death. 30 Ao4a is used in the prologue to 

refer to the ̀ glory' of the incarnate Logos, manifested through grace and 

truth (1.14), but also shown through his miracles (2.11,11,40). 31 As 1.14 

indicates, it is also dependent on Jesus' relationship with the Father 

(... Sö av bS µovoycvov; nap& n(XtipO; ) 32 The verb Soýäýcty refers 

specifically in the Gospel to the death of Jesus. 33 The crucifixion is the 

not signify the hour of Jesus' death, but `the hour of his return to the Father, in which hour the 
death played a part' (Death as Departure, p. 147). However, this interpretation does not allow 
for the close relationship between the hour and the ̀ glorification' of Jesus, for which death is 
the interpretative key. Forestell elaborates: ̀ 13.1 speaks of the hour in which Jesus is to pass 
from the world to the Father. This is the characteristic Johannine way of referring to the death 
of Jesus. His death is a passage to the Father and the means whereby he reaches the presence 
of God' (The Word of the Cross: Salvation as Revelation in the Fourth Gospel [AnBib, 57; 
Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1974], p. 72, emphasis added). 

29 For example, 1.39; 5.35; 16.21. 
30 The noun occurs 19 times (compare Mt.: 8; Mk: 3 and Lk: 13), and the verb 23 times (compare 

Mt.: 4; Mk: 1 and Lk.: 9). 
31 According to Culpepper's classification, we can view references to 3ö cc as mixed 

analepses/prolepses as they speak of an event which begin prior to the commencement of the 
narrative and will continue past its ending (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 61). 

32 `The 664a of the Father and the 66a of the Son are bound to each other', claims Bultmann 
(Gospel of John, p. 429). 

33 Barrett claims that it is used `as a description of the death of Jesus' (Gospel according to St 
John, p. 166, emphasis added). Forestell sees it used ̀ in reference to the passion as the hour of 
Jesus' glorification' (Word of the Cross, p. 65). For Nicholson, the glorification of the Son of 
Man does not refer to the death of Jesus, but `to something which the Father does to the Son, 
either coincident with or subsequent to, the return of Jesus above' (Death as Departure, p. 
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supreme act of both immolation and ̀ exaltation'34 for Jesus. The 804a is 

therefore derived from and is inextricably linked to the destruction of Jesus. 

The term is used by John to alert the reader to the significance of Jesus' 

words or to explain the behaviour of other characters. For example, in 7.39 

the Spirit has not yet been given because, explains John, Iriaoig obSEnw 

c6oýäaOii. The disciples do not understand the actions of Jesus in 12.12- 

15, riding into Jerusalem on an ass, until after he has been ̀glorified' and 

they recall the scriptural prophecy of Zech. 9.9. Similarly, they cannot 

understand the scriptural reference in 2.19-22 until after the resurrection. 

These passages reveal that full comprehension of Jesus' words and deeds is 

not possible apart from an awareness of his glorification, which can only be 

understood from the perspective of his death. Aö cx and zcäeo; are 

therefore inseparable - the use of one always carries an implicit reference 

to the other in the Fourth Gospel. They encompass the extremes of Jesus' 

human experience, permeating his life and climaxing simultaneously at the 

moment when he is most honoured by God and most humiliated by 

humanity, on the cross. 

The third word to consider, üico v, occurs five times in the Gospel. Jesus 

uses it on three separate occasions to refer to himself, at 3.14,8.28 and 

12.32. He speaks of the Son of Man being ̀ lifted up', indicating in the final 

reference in John 12 what is implied by this phrase: icäyw iäv bvo)0 Eic 

149). However, Thompson, arguing against Käsemann's interpretation, points out: `Whatever 
the precise nuance of "glory" (doxa) in the Fourth Gospel, it is certainly revelatory glory... But 
there is no revelation in John apart from Jesus' death!... There is no glory apart from the 
cross' (Humanity of Jesus, p. 111, emphasis added). Furthermore, one of the most convincing 
arguments for the interpretation of 'glorify' as a reference to death must surely be the use of 
the term in 21.19. Here we learn that Peter too will glorify (Soi; tact) God, and that this will 
be achieved by his death. 

34 The use of the word exaltation does not signify divinity here. In accordance with a low 
Christology, the nature of this glory or exaltation is best conveyed by honour accorded Jesus 
by God, rather than divine splendour displayed by Jesus himself. See Davies, Rhetoric and 
Reference, p. 132ff. 
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'ßf15 yfi;, nävtiag EXid aw npo; cgavtiöv. In case the reader misses the 

spatial clue (`from the earth') and the soteriological one ('draw all to 

myself), the evangelist spells it out: toto Si EXcycv a1µaivwv noicw 

Oavätcu Tj. ckXcv änoOvljaicsty (v. 33). 

Yy of v has a double meaning every time it occurs in John. 35 For 

the purposes of this study it is sufficient to note that it refers the reader 

directly to the crucifixion of Jesus, indicating the type of suffering that his 

death will inflict and it is linked broadly to his exaltation and the 

manifestation of his glory during this process. 

Returning to Jesus' awareness of his death in John 1-5, this vocabulary is 

used on a number of occasions. His justification for his initial refusal to 

perform the water-into-wine miracle is that his `hour has not yet come' 

(2.4) 36 He explains to Nicodemus that ̀ the son of man must be lifted up' 

(3.14). The ̀ hour' surfaces again in discussion with the Samaritan woman 

(4.21,23) and after the healing at Bethesda (5.25,28) with the theme of 

glory also appearing after Bethesda (5.41-44). 

Jesus refers to his death by using additional significant terminology 

in John 1. In response to Nathanael's amazement and acclamation 

following his display of omniscience, Jesus declares ö gccaOc cöv oüpavov 

ävcwyött(x xai do )q äyye%o o; rob Ocov ävaßaivoviac Kai 

xatiaßaivovtiag Eni tiO'v üiöv tob ävOpwnov (1.51). The terms 

ävaßaivctiv and xataßaivcty contain an implicit reference to the death of 

35 See G. Bertram, ̀üyröw', in Kittel (ed. ), TDNT, VIII, pp. 606-13 (610). Nicholson's study 
identifies five ways in which the term is interpreted by scholars, four of which link it to the 
crucifixion. His own view, and that of Bultmann and Dodd as well, is that ̀ üyroüv refers 
primarily to the lifting up to heaven, but this includes, or is achieved by, the cross', in other 
words, it is speaking primarily about Jesus' return to the Father, in line with his interpretation 
of Spa and 86 a/Sol; &ýEtv (Death as Departure, p. 141ff. ). 

36 Note, however, the doubts expressed by Brown and Beasley-Murray that Jesus is referring to 
his death this early on in the narrative (Brown, Gospel according to John, I, p. 100; Beasley- 
Murray, John, p. 35). There is no reason why this should not be the case. 
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Jesus, 37 and the image has been interpreted as alluding not simply to the 

fact of his death but the method as well. 38 Added to this is his use of the 

term tiöv oiöv coü ävOpconov, which is also closely linked to his suffering 

and death. 39 That Jesus uses the theme of his death in 1.51 to introduce 

himself to a would-be follower is surely an indication that it is fundamental 

to both his self-understanding and the way in which he expects others to 

perceive him. 

The temple incident, discussed in detail in Chapter 5, provides 

further detail about Jesus' cognizance of his death. The sign he intends to 

show the Pharisees (as a mark of authority for his actions) is his own death 

(2.19). As mentioned previously, he implicitly identifies the religious 

officials as those responsible for his destruction and we also learn that he 

knows he will be resurrected after three days. The phrase ̀destroy this 

temple' is the first violent language Jesus uses about himself. The words 

are metaphorical, but the metaphor is a powerful and catastrophic one. He 

likens his own death to the tearing down of the immense building that his 

listeners are standing in - one that has taken over four decades to 

construct - implying a forceful and crushing destruction. 

That Jesus is aware of the violent and shameful method by which he 

will be executed is also indicated in his discourse with Nicodemus, where 

he uses the term vyrovv coupled with an image of the lifting up of an object 

37 They function as ̀ technical terms' for Jesus descent from heaven and his going back up by 
way of the cross (Kittel, TDNT, I, p. 521). 

38 J. M. D. Derrett claims that Jacob's ladder now represents the cross (Law in the New Testament 
[London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1970], p. 416). This, it has to be admitted, is slightly 
fanciful, although the comment of Barrett could be seen to imply similar: `The Son of Man is 
both in heaven and on earth... he descends to give life to the world... he ascends again to his 
glory... but this ascent and glorification are by way of the Cross' (Gospel according to St John, 
p. 187, emphasis added). 

39 Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 165. Dodd also sees it clearly connected to the work of 
the suffering servant (Interpretation, p. 247). Its use in 3.14 can also be seen to link with the 
crucifixion. 
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of salvation on a pole (3.14) 40 The other feature of his death that comes 

through strongly in this speech is its salvific function: whoever believes 

will have ýo fv cdwwtov -a theme greatly elaborated by the narrator and 

to which Jesus returns in 5.21 ff. 

The investigation of the first tenet of Jesus' character - he displays a deep 

consciousness of his own death - has been necessarily protracted, as it is 

of primary importance to our understanding of his victim consciousness. It 

is clear that it is a significant motivator for Jesus. He has referred to it in 

some form or another in every conversation he has had in John 1-5. He has 

used it as the justification for acting (in the temple) or not acting (at Cana). 

It represents the climax of the community's rejection of him and he is 

already conscious of those who will be responsible for it. 

2. He believes that he is being rejected and misunderstood 

By the time the reader first hears Jesus speak in 1.38, s/he already knows 

that he will be rejected by his community as the prologue has made this 

clear. This does not mean that the assumption can be made that the 

character of Jesus is aware that the proclamation of his message will be met 

with antipathy. Given what we know about his death cognizance, however, 

it is not surprising that early on in the narrative there is evidence that Jesus 

perceives himself to be rejected and misunderstood. This can be found in 

Jesus' discussion with Nicodemus, where he states '6'1v µap vopiav kµwv 

Ob Xaµßävctis... ob mcrcebetc (3.11-12). In fact, at this point in the plot, 

the only actual indication of hostility on the part of the Jews has been their 

40 In addition, Jesus compares the Son of Man to a serpent, which was a symbol of death in the 
Hebrew Bible. Its role was to bring death to humanity in Genesis 3 and see also Ps. 58.4; Isa. 
59.5; Jer. 8.17 and Micah 7.17. The reference here is to Num. 21.9 the ̀ setting on a pole' of a bronze serpent by Moses, which functions to save the people from the fiery serpents sent by 
God. To escape death, the people must look upon the symbol of death. 
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outrage concerning the temple incident - an outrage provoked purely by 

the outrageous behaviour of Jesus' himself. That Jesus uses the second 

person plural when addressing Nicodemus indicates that the accusation of 

disbelief is not directed solely at him but includes the religious authorities, 

who Jesus evidently believes oppose him 41 In fact, Jesus' perception is 

corroborated by the narrator at the end of the chapter, who echoes 'r v 

µaptivptav avtiov ov6ctq Xaµßävct (3.32). 

Jesus elaborates on his understanding of the rejection of the Jews in 

John 5, where he propounds that his witness and authority originate from 

the Father who sent him (w. 30-45). We hear that the rejection of Jesus 

stems from the Jews' rejection of the word of the Father and his emissary 

(w. 37-8). Their resistance to him is complete: they do not have his word 

abiding in them, do not believe in him, refuse to come to him, do not have 

his love, do not receive him, do not seek his glory, do not believe Moses, 

and so on. Perceiving such intransigence, Jesus exclaims in despair ̀how 

will you believe my words? ' 

3. He is suspicious of the motives of others 

Allied to Jesus' awareness of his rejection by the community and the 

misunderstanding of his ministry is his suspicion of the motives of others. Not 

only does the narrator tell us plainly that Jesus does not trust those around him 

(2.25-25), but his behaviour also indicates this. His attitude towards 

Nicodemus reveals a blatant scepticism about whether or not he is genuinely 

interested in the truth. As mentioned above, Nicodemus is included among 

41 Some commentators perceive the anachronistic inclusion of the evangelist's message to the 
authorities of his own day in the use of the plurals. In other words, it is not what Jesus said to 
Nicodemus, but what the church (we) is saying to the synagogue (you). So Bruce, Gospel of 
John, pp. 86-7. Carson's explanation is interesting: ̀Jesus is sardonically aping the plural that 
Nicodemus affected when he first approached Jesus... "we know you are a teacher"'. Jesus' 
response can be seen as a sneer: "`we testify to what we have seen" - as if to say, "We know 
one or two things too, we do! "' (Gospel according to John, p. 199). 
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those Jesus accuses of not believing or receiving his testimony, but it is not the 

narrator who tells us this, it is Jesus' behaviour. Nicodemus' opening gambit 

arouses suspicion -'the tone sounds greasy', comments Goulder. 42 Jesus' 

reaction to him is negative. His initial response in v. 3 functions to exclude 

Nicodemus: he cannot possibly move beyond a basic appreciation of Jesus' 

signs because he has not been born from above 43 Furthermore, his reply to 

Nicodemus' request for clarification about being born again is little short of 

sarcastic: at aö 8&3äaxa?, o; cob 'Iapai'jX xai cab ca ov 7LVwalcctg; 

(3.10). 44 

While it might be expected that Jesus would suspect the motives of 

Nicodemus, it is more difficult to see why he would behave similarly 

towards some of the other players. This facet of his character comes to the 

fore when on two occasions in John 1-5 he is requested to enact a miracle. 

His response to both his mother and the father of a dying child is brusque. 

Tt' igoi, xai aoi, yüvat; ovnw ijxct h wpa gov, he chides Mary, as if she 

is trying to manipulate him into a compromising position in which he will 

have to reveal who he is (2.4) 45 His castigation of the distressed official 

42 `Nicodemus', p. 154. Goulder identifies eleven reasons that indicate a negative portrayal of 
Nicodemus by John (pp. 154-5). 

43 Goulder sees this as a ̀ rasping rebuke' ('Nicodemus', p. 155). 
44 So Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 110. Carson sees a ̀ sharp retort' (Gospel 

according to John, p. 198). 
45 Commentators are universally unimpressed by Jesus' response to his mother: ̀ These words do 

not sound like the response of a loving son. Indeed, it sounds like a rebuke', chides Stibbe 
(John, p. 44). Culpepper admits there is ̀ a certain coldness' about his words (Anatomy of the 
Fourth Gospel, p. 110). Kysar sees ̀considerable sharpness' (John, p. 45). Juan Alfaro 
comments that the phrase ̀what do you want with me' can be used to address someone who 
represents danger or a threat to the speaker and includes a connotation of rejection ('The 
Mariology of the Fourth Gospel: Mary and the Struggles for Liberation', BTB 10 [1980], pp. 3- 
16 [7]). Fear is also seen to be a factor in the interpretation given to the phrase by the residents 
of Solentiname: ̀Jesus may have been afraid. It's very natural for somebody to be afraid of 
death... But anyway Mary here does not seem to be afraid or to pay any attention to prudence, 
but she urges him to perform a miracle' (Cardenal, Gospel in Solentiname, p. 151). 
Brown, on the other hand, concentrates on the logical problem caused by Jesus' words. Jesus 
refuses his mother's request but she proceeds as if he had not, and he then carries out the 
miracle without indicating any change of mind. Brown accepts the theory that 2.4 is a 
Johannine addition to a pre-Johannine miracle story which is intended to show that Jesus is not 
at the disposition of his family during his ministry ('The "Mother of Jesus" in the Fourth 
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also appears particularly harsh: Eäv 161 ar p eIa icai TEpatia i& irc, ob µrß 

ntatiEVarltie (4.48). Although the plural form of the verbs is used here, as 

with Nicodemus, indicating that the reprimand is not directed solely at the 

official, nevertheless it is hardly an exhibition of the `grace upon grace' that 

the reader is expecting from the Word made flesh. 46 Jesus is evidently 

unmoved by this man who has begged47 him for assistance. He considers 

the request purely in terms of the demand that it makes upon him, accusing 

the father, together with anyone else within earshot, of `only being 

interested in me for my miracles'. Although Jesus finally grants both 

Mary48 and the official49 their wishes his behaviour leaves the reader 

Gospel', in M. de Jonge (ed. ), L'Evangile de Jean: Sources, Redaction, Theologie [BETL, 44; 
Leuven: Leuven University Press/Uitgeverij Peeters, 1977), pp. 307-10). It is important to 
note that it is not the use of the vocative yvvati which indicates harshness, as there are 
examples in the rest of the Gospel of this being used without negative connotation (see Barrett, 
Gospel according to John, p. 191). It is instead the content the whole sentence which indicates 
the tone in which the address yvvat is spoken. 

46 Readers familiar with the Synoptic Jesus will find his behaviour particularly unpalatable. 
Compared to Synoptic healings - parallels Mt. 8.5-13 and Lk 7.1-10; the raising of the 
widow's son (Lk. 7.11-17) and the healing of Jairus' daughter (Lk 8.40-56) - where, on each 
occasion, Jesus' compassion moves him to act, the Johannine Jesus exhibits a noticeable lack 
of empathy with the petitioner. Lindars offers an explanation of the difference between John 4 
and its parallels on the basis of the Fourth Evangelist's different handling of the theme of faith. 
In the Synoptics, Jesus responds willingly to the centurion's request, but is hindered by the 
centurion himself, who reveals that he believes Jesus' word alone is sufficient to cure. In John, 
claims Lindars, Jesus refuses the officer `on the grounds that he has not shown a deep enough 
quality of faith, and only after he has tested him in this way utters the word of healing' 
('Traditions behind the Fourth Gospel', in M. de Jonge [ed. ], L'Evangile de Jean, pp. 107-24 
[110]). See also J. M. Robinson for a similar treatment of this passage in source critical terms: 
4.47b-49a seem to him to have been added by the evangelist because Jesus' intervening 
comment is rather ̀gratuitous' and is unrelated to the father's request that his son be healed. 
The ̀ rebuff seems to be ignored as Jesus does go on to heal the child ('The Johannine 
Trajectory', in J. M. Robinson and H. Koester (eds. ), Trajectories through Early Christianity 
[Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971], p. 246). The treatment by Lindars and Robinson of this 
passage, as well as that of Brown on Jn 2.4 (see previous note) shows clearly the different 
approach taken by this thesis to these disconcerting passages. No refuge can be sought in 
theories about the evangelist's redaction of a pre-Johannine source. Instead an explanation is 
found in the different ways in which Jesus is characterized in the Synoptics and John, with the 
latter revealing that Jesus can be cold and unfeeling through this interaction with a man in 
need. 

47 'Epwti&w - to beseech (someone on someone's behalf) (Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, 
p. 312). 

48 Stibbe sees Mary simply forcing Jesus' hand, refusing to be swayed by his resistance: ̀Her 
reaction is to turn to the servants of the banquet and say, "Do whatever he tells you". This now 
leaves Jesus with no choice but to do something! He is involved now whether he likes it or 
not' (John, p. 45). 
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feeling slightly uncomfortable. In the second miracle in particular, the 

petitioner appears to be presented in a more favourable light than Jesus 

himself. Despite being accused of deficient ̀ signs faith', the official is 

vindicated by the evangelist's comment that he believed in the word 

(Xöyog) of Jesus, and not just him but his whole household (4.50,53). 

Jesus' suspicion of his motives has therefore been unjustified. 

4. He has strong emotions that can provoke him to violence 

Culpepper sees the Johannine Jesus as ̀ demonstrably less emotional' than 

his Synoptic counterpart. 50 While it is obvious that the two characters are 

portrayed as having extremely different personalities, there is certainly 

evidence of emotional response in John's Jesus. The difference in the 

Fourth Gospel is that the feelings expressed by Jesus are not always 

particularly attractive and are more difficult to interpret. As we have just 

seen, his response to the official with the sick son is decidedly emotional - 

`unless you see signs... ' - but it is hardly sympathetic. We could speculate 

about what feelings are being displayed by Jesus - frustration, anger, 

scorn - but we would be hard pressed to find much warmth in them. Du 

Rand sums it up when he notes that, with the exception of a few 

individuals, Jesus seems to keep his interpersonal distance: ̀Jesus is 

49 Stibbe's explanation as to why Jesus subsequently heals the official's son is less convincing. 
He sees a development from `condemnation to compassion' when Jesus learns that the son is 
actually a little boy. `Though the narrator does not intervene to offer an insider's view of 
Jesus' thought processes, it is probable that the word paidion is to be taken as a catalyst for 
Jesus' change of attitude. A son could be a male of any age. A little boy is something 
altogether different. The official is therefore quickly told, "Your son will live"' (John, pp. 72- 
73). While Stibbe admits that his interpretation is speculative, I would suggest that it is 
actually wrong. There is little evidence in the text to give it any weight at all. The indication 
is not that Jesus has a change of heart, but rather that the official is so persistent that Jesus sees 
he will have to act in order to rid himself of the man. His words to him are terse and 
functional, bearing no hint of compassion. 

50 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 111. 
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sketched as discussing love but he does not seem to be very loving 

himself 51- in other words, he does not practice what he preaches. 

The most obvious display of emotion by Jesus occurs in the temple 

incident, as was mentioned in Chapter 5. Jesus is not averse to direct action 

in order . forcefully 
make 

a point, although what that point is is not at all 

clear to those watching. The narrator encourages us to attribute Jesus' 

rampage through the court to zea152 -a particularly powerful motivator - 

noting that this was the understanding of the disciples (2.1 7). 53 ,' The 

justification that Jesus uses for his actions is his death, a possible indication 

that the motivation for the outburst is fuelled by emotions concerning his 

death: rage, fear? It is easy to see a character who is out of control in this 

scene, but to suggest more than this would be to be overly speculative. 

S. He is prepared to, flout religious and other cultural conventions 

The final facet of Jesus' character that the reader learns about from John 1- 

5 is his refusal to allow societal norms and expectations to constrain his 

behaviour. As a consequence, other characters often find his actions 

unusual or offensive. His proclivity to transgress religious conventions 

needs little comment. Examples in this early section of the narrative 

include the healing on the sabbath and his challenge to the temple system. 

His explanations indicate that he simply does not think the normal rules of 

behaviour apply to him (5.17ff. ). His discussion with a woman from 

Samaria at Jacob's well is so radical that it raises the eyebrows of the 

disciples - the first time that an indication of their surprise (and perhaps 

51 du Rand, ̀The Characterization of Jesus', p. 29. 
52 Culpepper comments that Jesus actually acts out of anger, but that it is interpreted as zeal 

(Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 110). Stibbe is nearer to zeal: outrage inspired by devotion 
(John, p. 50). 

53 The indication of the evangelist is that they did not use this interpretation until after the 
crucifixion/resurrection (Kysar, John, p. 49). If this is the intention, we should understand that 
Jesus' act would have been quite senseless, even to his followers, during his lifetime. 
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judgement) at his unconventional behaviour is noted. It was considered 

undesirable that a Rabbi should speak to a woman and for Jesus to spend 

time talking alone with a Samaritan woman of questionable repute would 

no doubt have been even more undesirable. 54 Jerome Neyrey, noting that 

the dramatis personae in John can be seen as representative figures, 

suggests that the narrator has concentrated in this woman many of the 

characteristics of the marginal persons that we see Jesus' regularly 

interacting with in the Synoptics -'she is the amalgam of cultural 

deviance'. 55 She is a Gentile, unclean, a sinner and a woman; quadruply 

oppressed, as we would say today. 56 The message to the reader is that 

Jesus considers his testimony to be relevant to everyone, including social 

outcasts, and that he will not be inhibited by the sensibilities of others, even 

his closest companions, in his commitment to bring it to whoever he 

wishes. 57 

The exploration of the major facets of Jesus' character through John 1-5 has 

produced an interesting picture of John's protagonist. It has been established that 

54 Barrett quotes Nid. 4.1: ̀ the daughters of the Samaritans are menstruants from their cradle (i. e., 
perpetually unclean)', and P. Aboth 1.5: ̀ talk not much with womankind... He that talks much 
with womankind brings evil upon himself and neglects the study of the Law' (Gospel 
according to St John, p. 240). Carson points out: ̀ Jesus himself was not hostage to the sexism 
of his day' (Gospel according to John, p. 227). 

55 J. H. Neyrey, `What's Wrong with this Picture? John 4, Cultural Stereotypes of Women, and 
Public and Private Space', BTB 24 (1994), p. 86. A representative of a class ̀ neither morally 
approved nor socially acceptable', comments C. H. Dodd (`The Portrait of Jesus in John and in 

the Synoptics', in W. R. Farmer, C. F. D. Moule and R. R. Niebuhr [eds. ], Christian History and 
Interpretation: Studies Presented to John Knox [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1967], pp. 183-98 [196]). 

56 Given that this is the case, it is interesting to speculate whether the evangelist has created one 
character who embodies as many deviant characteristics as possible to avoid having to write a 
number of other episodes showing Jesus accepting numerous individuals with different flaws. 
After all, if Jesus accepts this `no hoper', it can be taken as read that everyone else is in with a 
chance. 

57 Although see S. D. Moore for a fascinating exploration of how Jesus too can be seen to be 
needy in this passage, and his need is just as great as the woman's ('Are sere Impurities in the 
Living Water that the Johannine Jesus Dispenses? Deconstruction, Feminism, and the 
Samaritan Woman', BI 1/2 [1993], pp. 207-27). 
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he is already fully conscious of the primary facts about his death; including the 

method to be used, its salvific function and the responsible party and the end result. 

His words and actions reflect this consciousness, although at this stage it is 

manifested through allusive and symbolic means rather than overtly. 
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THE BREAD OF DEATH (6: 26-66) 

The discourse following the feeding miracle marks an important stage in the 

development of Jesus' victim consciousness, revealing significant details about his 

understanding of his death. The discourse is a milestone in the narrative as it 

marks the end of any `popular following' Jesus might have had. His message is so 

repugnant to his audience that it completely alienates them and by the end of the 

pericope we witness a desertion by the majority of Jesus' troupe of supporters. 

The section will be explored in terms of the development of Jesus' message and its 

offensiveness using the structure on the following page. 

The interrogation/response form of the discourse is now generally accepted to 

show similarities to first-century Palestinian midrashim. 58 Jesus builds up his 

message slowly, drawing in the listeners as he develops the metaphor, pausing to 

dispel misunderstanding and literal interpretations. The climax he works towards 

is not the statement iym chit 6 äpto; cf1S ý(o 1; (v. 35) which we hear early on in 

the discourse, but the implications of this claim, which he does not spell out until 

w. 53-58. That this last section is the climax becomes clear if it is suggested that 

the aim of the discourse is to spell out fully what is repellent about Jesus' message, 

in order that those who are not able to receive it are repelled. This will become 

clear in the following exegesis. 

58 See P. Borgen, Bread from Heaven: An Exegetical Study of the Concept of Manna in the 
Gospel of John and the Writings ofPhilo (NovTSup, 10; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965). Borgen 
shows the discourse on bread (6.31-58) is an exposition of the Hebrew Bible, characterized by 
midrashic features with parallels found in Philo and in Palestinian midrashim. This is accepted 
by most of the major commentaries. See, for example, Lindars, Gospel of John, pp. 250-3. 
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FIGURE 3: Jesus as Victim: Thematic Development in John 6 

O 6.26-34 Jesus challenges his listeners 
Statement: ̀ you seek perishable food' 
Development of theme: 

Unperishable food is available 
It can be accessed via belief in `the one sent' 
It comes down from heaven and gives life 

Response: ̀give us this unperishable food! ' 

0 6.35-42 Jesus alienates his listeners 
Statement: ̀I am the source of unperishable food from heaven' 
Development of theme: 

Those eligible will receive this food and eternal life 
The Father identifies those eligible 
Belief in `the one sent' is the eligibility criterion 

Response: ̀how have you come from heaven? ' 

D 6.43-52 Jesus angers his listeners 
Statement: ̀the unperishable food must be eaten to gain life' 
Development of theme: 

The Father leads the eligible to Jesus 
Access to eternal life is through Jesus 
Eating the unperishable food results in eternal life 
The unperishable food is Jesus' flesh 

Response: ̀how can you give us your flesh to eat? ' 

O 6.53-60 Jesus repulses his listeners 
Statement: ̀my flesh and blood must be eaten to gain life' 
Development of theme: 

Eating flesh and blood is essential for eternal life 
Eating flesh and blood promotes mutual ̀ indwelling' 
The Father is the origin of the unperishable food 
Response: e: `this is a hard saying; who can bear it? ' 

D 6.61-66 Jesus repels his listeners 
Statement: ̀there is a harder message than this' 
Development of theme: 

The ascent of the Son is more offensive than his descent 
The offence is spiritual not physical 
Access to life is via belief in the spiritual offence 
Access to belief is via the Father 

Response: silence - desertion 
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1. Jesus challenges his listeners (6.26-34) 

The section begins with the people who had witnessed the feeding miracle 

searching out Jesus, confused as to how he could have crossed the Galilean sea 

without a boat. Their question appears innocent enough: ̀how did you get 

here? ' but Jesus immediately suspects their motives. 59 He responds with an 

accusation ýrlteire ge ovx ötit ct&ctic ai gcia, &XX' ötit £cpä'ycrc ci t6v 

aptiwv icai, cxoptiäaOt1tic (v. 26). On the surface, this claim bears little 

resemblance to what has actually happened. As Barrett points out, the people 

had a least understood that a miracle had been performed and Jesus had been 

recognised as an ̀ exceptional' person 60 It is Jesus, therefore who is not 

satisfied that the crowd have worthy intentions and believes, in the final 

analysis, that their motives are materially oriented. The exchange that follows, 

in which Jesus repeatedly attempts to haul the audience up from the physical 

onto the spiritual plane, abounds in Johannine irony. The subjects of work, 

belief and food are explored, with the people requesting further proof of Jesus' 

authority -'How about a feeding miracle? ', they suggest. With his 

correction to their understanding of the manna from heaven episode61 he sets 

up the listeners. It is the Father who provides the ̀ true' bread -6 

xatiaßaivwv ex 'rob ovpavoü xat ýo v Mob; tiw is a cp (v. 33). When 

they respond as expected, keen for a supply of this life-long magical substance, 

the stage is set for Jesus' claim. 

59 That the crowd had genuine motives in seeking Jesus is suggested by Dorothy Lee: ̀ The 
crowd's desire to seek Jesus in vv. 22-25 is a sign of understanding on their part, since 
"seeking" is used elsewhere in the Gospel of embryonic discipleship' (Symbolic Narratives, 
p. 141). 

60 Barrett, Gospel according to John, p. 286. 
61 As Borgen shows, Jesus' action of correcting their erroneous interpretation of Scripture 

follows Jewish exegetical method (Bread from Heaven, pp. 61-9). 
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2. Jesus alienates his listeners (6.35-42) 

Thus far the discourse has taken the form of questions from the crowd who 

seek{ answers from Jesus, trying to discern if he is a prophet from God. 

Jesus' replies have stated the truth about himself and his identity, but in veiled 

terms that are not fully understood by his listeners. It is in v. 35 that he begins 

to make a series of bold assertions that provoke, confuse and finally outrage 

them. For their part, the audience antagonise Jesus with their insistence on 

literal interpretations of his words. 

Jesus becomes the subject of the discussion, in place of the manna. 

The effect of describing himself as the bread of life is to introduce himself as 

the unperishable food that must be consumed by the disciples. Forceful 

language is used to state his promise: the believer shall never hunger and 

never, never thirst, 62 but his listeners learn that it is only available to those who 

believe. Jesus' accusation to the crowd is clear: ov ntatisvstiC - you are not 

eligible (v. 36). This is a clear rebuttal to those he perceives reject his message 

on the basis of unbelief, but it soon becomes evident that the matter of 

eligibility is far from straightforward. The role of the Father in drawing 

believers to Jesus is paramount, and Jesus is totally dependent on the Father 

for the gift that he has to offer and its acceptance by the people. 63 This raises 

the question of who is rejecting wh67 Jesus rejects those he believes reject 

him, but the reason they reject him is because they have been rejected by the 

Father. The end result is to relieve Jesus of the responsibility of being a 

62 Beasley-Murray - the negatives ov Rr and ob jt n6ncoTe are very strong (John, p. 92). 
63 Davies comments: ̀Everything Jesus achieves is understood as the Father's gift... In his 

ministry Jesus does the "works which the Father has granted me to accomplish"... Any success 
in the ministry is also reckoned as God's gift: "All that the Father gives me will come to me"' 
(Rhetoric and Reference, pp. 168-9, emphasis original). 
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popular preacher courting a large following - Johannine discipleship is for 

the exclusive few, not for the masses. Jesus is tacitly permitted to provoke 

desertion and even hostile opposition by the majority, because his task is 

merely to raise up the few who have already been given him. No need, then, to 

prettify the true content of his message; and as we will see he does not hesitate 

to state its implications in the bleakest of terms, phrasing his `invitation to life' 

in a way that would utterly revolt his listeners. At this point, however, the 

main complaint64 of his audience relates to the claim of heavenly origin, 65 

which they dispute among themselves, creating an atmosphere of disbelief and 

animosity. By the time we reach v. 41, Jesus has completely alienated a group 

of people who were originally supportive and had sought him out for 

misguided, but not malicious motives. 

3. Jesus angers his listeners (6.43-52) 

Jesus openly confronts those gossiping against him. His challenge repeats 

several of his previous claims: those to be ̀ raised up' will be identified by the 

Father alone; he is the bread of life; the bread bequests eternal life (vv. 44-50). 

He then elaborates further on the nature of the bread and the believer's 

relationship to it: 

es i Ei 
evarr, si i lst o ptio; o ýwv o £x tov ovpavov xatiaßäS- 

eav tits cp& fl ei( tiovtiov rov aptiov ýrIaet Etc tiov atwva, 
1((116 äptioS Si öv Ey b& aco i aäpg µov ýa nv 
vrttp 'c% 'roe xöaµov ýCO%. (v. 51) 

64 The use of yoyyix tög relates the attitude of the Jews to that of their forefathers who 
`murmured' against Moses when they had nothing to eat (Exod. 16.2ff. ), thus establishing a 
further link with the bread/manna theme. 

65 Again we encounter Johannine irony. See Duke, Irony 'fn the Fourth Gospel, pp. 64-5. 
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The claim is striking in that although it begins in a similar fashion to previous 

ones -'I am the living bread which came down... ', mentioning eating and 

eternal life - it finishes with the identification of the bread with Jesus' flesh. 66 

This shifts the discussion back onto the physical level, where the discourse 

originally started. Beginning with the multiplication of loaves (a literal 

miracle), both Jesus and the people moved onto a spiritual plane. They did not 

occupy the same spiritual plane - Jesus talks about the truly spiritual, the 

bread of life, whereas the people are stuck halfway between the physical and 

spiritual, talking of another miracle, one which is imbued with ancient 

religious significance. Jesus now reverts to the startlingly physical. his 

flesh. And with the reference to flesh, the death of Jesus again surfaces the 

narrative. 

The Jews reel with horror at his words, having interpreted them 

literally: nwS Svvmrat ovtio; ilµiv Sovvati 6'1v aapica [av'rov] cpayEiv; (v- 

52). Their `murmuring' becomes a fully animated squabble, with RaXogat 

indicating the strength of emotion aroused. 67 The extremity of their reaction 

makes it clear that their disgust is at the thought of eating human flesh. Jesus, 

however, makes no attempt to pacify them by retracting his words or 

dispelling their confusion. Instead he chooses to state again, forcefully and 

more explicitly, his original statement. 

66 Maarten Menken comments: ̀Jesus gives what he is: the bread of life' ('John 6.51c-58: 
Eucharist or Christology? ', Biblica 74 [1993], pp. 1-26 [15]). 

67 A very strong term, as noted by the commentators. Lindars translates it as ̀ battled' (Gospel of 
John, p. 226); Barrett: ̀ disputed violently with one another' (Gospel according to St John, p. 
298). Bauer gives us ̀ fight, quarrel, dispute' (Greek-English Lexicon, p. 496). 
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4. Jesus repulses his listeners (6.53-60) 

The language Jesus uses to express the heart of his message is overwhelmed 

with vocabulary that connects eating and drinking with his body. In the space 

of the five verses that comprise his answer there are twenty one references 

using the following terms: 

Term Frequency.. 
ßäpß 4 

aiµa 4 
'rpw yw 4 

nivw 3 
ißetiw 2 
aptiog 2 
Rpwßu; 1 

nöatg 1 

The vocabulary employed contributes to the violence of the metaphor evoked. 

The verb tipwyw is used in place of FaOicw in w. 54,56 and 57, which has a 

coarser meaning - to munch or chew. 68 The crude picture would therefore be 

that the believers are to gnaw on the flesh of Jesus. 69 The use of such 

68 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 829. There has been some discussion about the significance 
of the various Greek verbs for eating. C. Spicq, after a survey which shows the blurring of the 
distinctions between the verbs tip&y(o, cpayeiv and £a0iw concludes: ̀Jamais, jusqu'ä saint 
Jean, trogein n'a 6te utilisrs dans un texte religieux. L'Evangeliste l'emploie pour insister sur 
le realisme dans la mandication, tout en indiquant qu'il ne s'agit pas d'une impossible 
"anthropophagie"' ('Trogein: Est-il synonyme de phagein et d'esthiein dans le Nouveau 
Testament? ', NTS 26 [1979-80], pp. 414-19 [419]). However, see Menken for the argument 
that although tip(byety has a stronger sense than gayciv in itself, this is not relevant because 
for John the two verbs are interchangeable ('John 6.51c-58', p. 17). 

69 Note the advice of Chrysostom who, unperturbed by the imagery of the text, advised those 
wanting to be united with Jesus that they should not only see, touch and eat him, but `fix their 
teeth in His flesh' (Nom. Joh. 46.3: LNPNF, XIV, p. 166). R. A. Edwards also favours a literal 
interpretation, based on the use of tipdr'co. He suggests: ̀it was a word that was commonly 
applied to animals, a crude word, which might perhaps, as it applied to people, be translated 
"get your teeth into". If it intensified the energy of eating when Jesus said that it was to be 
done to the "Son of Man", I think he was challenging the romantic dreaminess that belonged 
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vocabulary has been seen by some to be anti-Docetic polemic, which would 

prevent the ̀ spiritualizing' of the eucharist 70 Likewise, the use of the word 

ßäp4 instead of awµa, which is used in the Synoptic accounts of the last 

supper, is claimed by some to be anti-Docetic71 (although it ties in with the 

Johannine theology of ö Xöyo; aäp4 Ey vsto, 1.14). In addition, the use of 

aäpý rather than awµa alludes to the sacrificial realm, evoking the image of 

122 

the flesh of slaughtered animals placed on the altar for burning. Similarly, the 

mention of blood calls to mind the sprinkling of the sides of the altar with the 

blood of the beast by the priests. The mutilation implicit in the concept of 

eating flesh evokes the practice of dismembering the animal's body before 

burning (Leviticus 1). 72 

The pattern of eating flesh and drinking blood is set up four times by 

Jesus, emphasizing their interrelatedness, as follows: 

eat the flesh (of the Son of Man) ... drink his blood v. 53 
eat my flesh 

... drink my blood v. 54 
my flesh is food 

... my blood is drink V. 55 
eat my flesh 

... drink my blood v. 56 

The offensiveness of the image to Jesus' audience can hardly be over- 

emphasized. The idea of eating flesh would have been naturally repugnant to 

the Jews, particularly since it is coupled with the drinking of blood. The 

to the idea' (The Gospel according to St John: Its Criticism and Interpretation [London: Eyre 
& Spottiswoode, 1954], p. 61). 

70 Brown, Gospel according to John, 1, p. 283; A. J. B. Higgins, The Lord's Supper in the New 
Testament, (London: SCM Press, 1952), p. 82; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 297. 

71 O. Brooks, ̀The Johannine Eucharist: Another Interpretation', JBL 82 (1963), pp. 293-300 
(294). J. D. G. Dunn believes that the whole of 51c-58 is anti-docetic and that this is the reason 
for its inclusion: John is trying to stress the offensiveness of the incarnation ('John VI -A 
Eucharistic Discourse? ', N7S 17 [1970-71], pp. 328-38). 

72 Note also that the discourse is being delivered at the time of the Passover, v. 6.4. 
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consumption of blood was held as an abomination and strictly forbidden by 

Hebrew law. Blood was regarded as the life of a creature and was used for 

atonement (Gen. 9.4; Lev. 17.10-14; Deut. 12.23-25). 73 The very phrase ̀ eat 

my flesh and drink my blood' parallels the Deuteronomic prohibition; `the 

blood is the life, and you shall not eat the life with the flesh' (12.23). The 

phrase to `eat someone's flesh' is used as a metaphor indicating hostile action 

(Ps. 27.2; Zech. 11.9) as well as being a literal term for physical mutilation 

(Gen. 40.19; Micah 3.1-3). Together, the words flesh and blood signify the 

whole person in Jewish idiom, 74 hence the combination of the two statements 

`eat my flesh' and `drink my blood' carry the implication that Jesus is to be 

fully consumed - there will be nothing left of him. 75 

That this passage refers in a fundamental way to the violence of the 

death awaiting Jesus would appear to be obvious. Nevertheless, it is a point 

that remains unremarked upon by numerous Johannine commentators, the 

reason being that links with the eucharistic have been the primary focus of 

attention. 76 Commentators literally cling to this figurative interpretation: 

73 Hence the claim of Rudolf Schnackenburg that the drinking blood is only added to 
complement that eating of flesh and not in order to make the idea more shocking is clearly 
untenable. This is precisely the effect that it would have had (The Gospel according to St John 
[trans. C. Hastings et al.; HTKNT; 3 vols.; repr.; London: Burns & Oates, 1988 (1982)], II, p. 
61). 

74 See J. Behm, ̀ atµa', in Kittel (ed. ), TDNT, I, pp. 172-6 (172). Eöcpl; xat a 
is was an 

established Jewish term for a man (Sirach 14.18; Greek EnocP 15 4). 
75 Menken comments that the use of the word ß&p4 denotes mann 

%s frailty and mortality and 
makes it applicable to the dying Jesus: ̀his death is the moment when he proves to be c zpl; ' 
('John 6.51 c-5 8', p. 9). 

76 Attention paid to the eucharistic significance of the passage has had the effect of screening out 
any other possible interpretations. Commentators rarely pause long enough in their discussion 
of `eat my flesh/drink my blood' to state more than flesh = bread; and blood = wine. So, for 
example, Schnackenburg asserts that ̀ there could be no doubt of the reference to the 
eucharistic meal' (Gospel according to St John, II, p. 61). Likewise, Barrett, Bultmann and 
Higgins see ̀unmistakable' and Lightfoot `almost direct' eucharistic allusions (Barrett, Gospel 
according to St John, p. 299; Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 235; Higgins, Lord's Supper, p. 
82; R. H. Lightfoot, St John's Gospel: A Commentary [ed. C. F. Evans; Oxford: Clarendon, 
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,... if Jesus' words are to have a favourable meaning, they must refer to the 

Eucharist', exclaims Brown.?? It is not difficult to understand why scholars 

have succumbed to this temptation; after all, taken literally Jesus' words are 

not pleasant, conjuring up a gory image of cannibalism. Many would join the 

first disciples in admitting that this is ö axXilp6; Xöyo;. Nevertheless, it is 

not acceptable to interpret the passage primarily in terms of the eucharist. All 

of the characters in the narrative (including the disciples) understand Jesus to 

be speaking literally. They have no knowledge of the eucharist to provide a 

convenient figurative interpretation. Of even greater significance is the fact 

that the narrator gives no hermeneutical nudge to the reader, indicating that the 

passage should be read figuratively, nor is it indicated that the disciples ever 

understood it in that way. We might justifiably have expected a word from the 

evangelist about how to interpret this passage; after all, the reader is provided 

with such assistance elsewhere. 78 There is, however, an ominous silence at 

this point. Jesus' words are to remain a hard saying for the reader as well. 

Given these points, there is no legitimate excuse for skating over the literal in 

order to plunge straight into the figurative. The primary message that Jesus is 

1956], p. 156). Notable exceptions are Dodd and Carson. Dodd claims that the expression 
nivetiv to atµa `can hardly fail to suggest shed blood, and therefore violent death' 
(Interpretation, p. 339). Carson explains that as the primary symbolic reference to `blood' in 
the Bible is to violent death ̀it would be hard for any reader in the decades immediately after 
the cross not to think of Jesus' supreme sacrifice' (Gospel according to John, p. 296). 
Menken suggests that although the evangelist uses eucharistic material, the major theme of the 
passage is christological. The terms flesh and blood refer to the crucified Jesus and are used to 
combat both Docetic and Jewish understandings of Jesus' death ('John 6.51c-58'). 

77 Although why they must have a favourable meaning is not justified (Gospel according to 
John, I, pp. 284-5, emphasis added). 

78 For example in 2.22 and 6.64,71. Perhaps something along the lines of: `when therefore Jesus 
was raised from the dead, his disciples understood that he was speaking about the eucharist', 
would have been suitable? 
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delivering is concerned with his suffering and death. Eucharistic significance 

is secondary, submerged some way beneath the surface layer of the text. 79 

79 Just how secondary the eucharistic significance is can be gleaned if a comparison is made 
between John 6 and the Synoptic accounts of the last supper (Mk 14.22-25; Mt. 26.26-29; Lk. 
22.19-24). The significant differences between the context and content of Synoptic and 
Johannine material unsurprisingly reveal different emphases on interpretation. The Synoptic 
Jesus utters his sacramental words in the context of a Passover meal at the end of his ministry. 
He is surrounded by his closest disciples in the privacy of the upper room in a supportive, non- 
threatening environment. Conversely, the Johannine Jesus speaks in public, surrounded by a 
large crowd of uncomprehending and, for the most part, unsympathetic Jews. The words he 
speaks address different issues and fulfil different functions. In the Synoptics Jesus' words are 
an instruction to the disciples about an act of remembrance to be performed, while in John 
they proclaim to the crowd what must be done to obtain eternal life. The Synoptic accounts 
are brief (around four verses long) and devoid of unnecessary detail. The description of the 
institution of the ritual is as basic as it possibly could be, with no extraneous theological 
explanation regarding its significance. The words used differ slightly in each case, although 
they all follow the same form: Jesus blesses the bread, breaks it and gives it to the disciples 
and then takes the cup, gives thanks and hands it to them, each time with a sentence of 
explanation. Mark is the briefest; his words indicating the globally sacrificial nature of the 
blood (19.22,24), but they do not explain the significance of the bread being Jesus' body, nor 
do they contain the vital Johannine behest to eat and drink. Similarly, Luke omits the 
commands ̀ eat' and 'drink', but includes an explanation regarding the bread (22.19). The cup 
is mentioned (v. 22) and both the body and blood have redemptive value for disciples, 
although a wider application is not indicated. Luke ends with an immediate reference to the 
betrayer, linking Jesus' death with the act of remembrance. The Matthaean account is close to 
Mark's, omitting sacrificial words with the bread, including them with the wine and ending 
with a reference to the kingdom. It adds the imperatives X&pete cp&yctie and niF rc, 
emphasizing the disciples' active participation, but they are not commanded to continue this 
practice in his memory. Matthew also elaborates on the reason for the sacrifice: Jesus' blood 
is poured out et; äcpEaty äµaptit& v (v. 28), showing why his death is necessary. At its most 
basic level, the Synoptic tradition contains the representation of the bread and wine as the 
body and blood of Jesus and the sacrificial nature of the blood as essential elements of the 
Eucharist. This concept is inoffensively phrased in simple language, avoiding anthropophagic 
overtones by its evident symbolic intention. The contrast with John's text is not difficult to 
see. Not only is the subject matter far wider - eternal life and `abiding in Jesus' elaborating 
its redemptive role, but the feeding language has alternative connotations. Emphasis is not 
placed on the symbolism of the bread and wine, but rather on flesh and blood, which must be 
eaten by believers. The Synoptic disciples are not told that they must eat flesh, but merely that 
the bread represents Jesus' body; the connection with violence is lost. The text does not state 
whether or not the Synoptic disciples understand his words, but it can be assumed that they did 
not accord them a literal meaning as there is no indication of shock or confusion among them. 
Those who claim that John 6 is decidedly anti-Docetic in its aim view the language as being an 
attempt to combat Docetism by `heavily, if somewhat crudely, underscoring the reality of the 
incarnation in all its offensiveness. ' (Dunn, `John VI', p. 336). The meaning of the Johannine 
eucharist is therefore acceptance of the scandal that the saviour is truly flesh and blood; `to eat 
Jesus' flesh and drink his blood is none other than to accept his true humanity' (Brooks, 
`Johannine Eucharist', p. 297). However, the meaning of John's eucharist, particularly when 
compared to that of the Synoptics is deeper than this. It is the acceptance of the physical 
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Assistance in interpreting this hard saying can be found in the method 

used by Stephen Moore to understand the discourse with the Samaritan 

woman. 8° Moore shows how the woman muddies the distinction between the 

material and the spiritual in the discussion about the living water on offer from 

Jesus. The water from Jacob's well does not merely satisfy her physical need, 

but also has a spiritual significance. It is not simply literal nor is it purely 

figurative but, like the water which will flow from Jesus' side, it is a ̀ literal 

figure' which `overflows both containers'. 81 Furthermore, he claims, the two 

separate levels of meaning which have enabled Johannine irony to function 

throughout the narrative; the perishable and unperishable bread, being born 

again, and re-entering the womb, are collapsed by the death scene. Jesus 

himself dissolves the partition between heaven and earth, spirit and matter, 

figure and letter, manifesting as he does ̀the unknowable otherness of God in 

finite flesh'. 82 Approaching Jesus' words in 6.53-60, the use of the concept of 

a ̀ literal figure' confronts the reader immediately with the overwhelming 

savagery of the image. Jesus began in v. 51 by linking an interpretative image, 

his flesh, with what he has been saying about the unperishable bread. But once 

this has been done the bread fades into the background. ̀ My flesh must be 

eaten, my blood must be drunk', he asserts again and again and again. Life for 

the believer and the ability to abide with Jesus will require his death (v. 56), 

suffering of the man. It is not just that the word became flesh, but that the flesh was destroyed. 
It is a recognition of the violence involved in the sacrifice of the Son. If the message of the 
Synoptic eucharist is that Jesus' life is to be remembered as that which is given for the 
believers, John's message is that Jesus' human form will be devoured by a hostile world. 

80 Moore, ̀ Areihere Impurities in the Living Water? ', pp. 223-5. Lee notes that there are 
striking parallels between the feeding miracle and the discourse with the Samaritan woman 
(Symbolic Narratives, p. 144). 

81 Moore, ̀ Are here Impurities in the Living Water? ', p. 224. 
82 Moore, ̀ AreThere Impurities in the Living Water? ', p. 222. 
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but how brutal that death will be. Jesus speaks of two types of bread, but there 

is only one method of ingestion. This, then, is the way in which the 

unperishable bread will perish: by being devoured. The theophagic undertones 

to Jesus' words, with connotations of sparagmos are difficult to ignore and in 

order to explore further the ̀ literal figure' that Jesus has drawn, it is helpful at 

this point to pause and consider these issues in more detail . 
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EXCURSUS 3: Jesus and Dionysus: Seeing the sparagmos in John 6 

To gain an insight into the literal implications of what Jesus claims must be 

done to his body, we need look no further than Dionysian myth. Johannine 

scholars who have recognised varying degrees of similarity between the 

figures of Dionysus and Jesus include Dodd, 83 Bultmann, 84 Henge185 and 

Stibbe. 86 Stibbe identifies eleven parallels between the protagonists of John's 

Gospel and the Bacchae of Euripides. While he stresses that it cannot be 

claimed John consciously incorporated aspects of the Bacchae into his Gospel, 

it is likely that he unconsciously chose the mythos of tragedy, rendering echoes 

between Dionysus and Jesus inevitable. 87 Dodd makes a similar statement: 

The time was not yet when apologists could safely draw 
parallels between Christ and the figures of pagan 
mythology. But folk-tales often forget their origins, and 
circulate in disguise, and certainly folk-tale motives, not 
native to Christianity, or even Judaism, are to be found in 
the Gospels. 88 

83 Who sees clear similarities between the wedding at Cana and Dionysian legends in which wine 
is miraculously generated, pointing to the reference in Pausanias (Historical Tradition, p. 224). 
Pausanias notes that empty pots in sealed rooms were miraculously filled overnight, and that at 
the feast of Dionysus ̀wine flows of its own accord from the sanctuary' (Pausanias 6.26.1-2; 
LCL, III, pp. 157-8). 

84 Like Dodd, Bultmann sees John 2 as ̀ a typical motif of the Dionysus legend' (Gospel of John, 
pp. 118-9). 

85 Hengel notes the comparisons made between Jesus and Dionysus by Celsus in Origen's 
Contra Celsum 2.34 (Johannine Question, pp. 70,191, n. 86). 

86 Stibbe explores the links between the two figures in his detailed analysis of John 18-19 as 
tragic genre (John as Storyteller, pp. 129-47). 

87 Stibbe, John as Storyteller, p. 134-5,137. 
88 Dodd, Historical Tradition, p. 225. R. T. Fortna wishes to go further than this, claiming that 

Dionysiac legend is present in the source: ̀Just like Dionysus, Jesus shows who he is, what he 
can accomplish, and in that way reveals a kind of divinity' (The Fourth Gospel and its 
Predecessor [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1989], p. 52). Note also the claim of the non- 
Johannine scholar, L. H. Martin: `The Dionysiac wine ritual was incorporated into Christian 
imagery by the Gospel of John' (The Hellenistic Religions: An Introduction [Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1987], p. 95). For further discussion of the perceived dependence of 
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The principal point of contact between Dionysian myth and the words of Jesus 

in John 6 is the image of the sparagmos - the tearing apart and eating of the 

flesh of the sacrificial victim. Dionysiac ritual involved the pursuit of the god 

who would appear to his followers in his animal form (principally a bull, lion, 

fawn or serpent) at the oreibasia. Once caught, the animal would be torn to 

pieces, its raw flesh eaten and its blood drunk in order to signify an immediate 

partaking of `life in its essence as embodied by the god. ' 89 Obvious 

similarities can be discerned with Jesus' identification of the benefits to be had 

from eating his flesh - abiding in him and eternal life 90 Description of the 

ritual can be found in The Bacchae where it is the antagonist, Pentheus, rather 

than Dionysus, who is dismembered by the celebrants, principal among them 

being his mother Agaue 91 Euripides provides a graphic rendition of the scene: 

Grasping his left arm below the elbow 
and setting her foot against the unhappy man's ribs, 
she tore his shoulder out, not by her normal strength, 
but the god gave a special ease to her hands. 
Ino was wrecking the other side of him, 

Christian myth on Dionysiac legend see M. Detienne (Dionysos Slain [trans. M. Muellner and 
L. Muellner; Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977], pp. 68-9). 

89 Martin, Hellenistic Religions, pp. 94. Description of the ritual can be found in H. J. Rose, who 
notes that human victims were also sacrificed (A Handbook of Greek Mythology: Including its 
Extension to Rome [London: Methuen, 6th edn, 1972], p. 154ff. ). Lest this all seems far 

removed from twentieth-century civilized behaviour, one only has to read Donna Tartt's 
chillingly realistic account of the attempt of a group of Vermont students to recreate a 
Dionysiac ritual in her first novel The Secret History. The allusions to The Bacchae are 
unmissable. Compare the fate of Pentheus (overleaf) with the following: `Charles... has a 
memory of struggling with something, pulling as hard as he could, and all of a sudden 
becoming aware that what he was pulling at was a man's arm, with his foot braced in the 
armpit' (The Secret History [London: Penguin Books, 1992], p. 199, see also pp. 190-200, 
422-3). 

90 Interestingly, Northrop Frye specifically terms the sparagmos ̀Eucharist symbolism' 
(Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays [London: Penguin, rev. edn, 1990 (1957)], p. 192). 

91 Although legend has it that Dionysus himself suffered a similar fate, being torn to pieces by 
Thracian women (Martin, Hellenistic Religions, p. 93). See also Detienne, who provides the 
somewhat gruesome details of the boiling and roasting of his flesh (Dionysos Slain, pp. 68ff. ). 
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breaking his flesh, and Autonoe and the whole mob 
of bacchants laid hold of him; all gave voice at once - 
he moaning with what breath was left in him, 
they screaming in triumph. One was carrying a forearm, 
another a foot with a boot still on: his ribs 
were being laid bare by the tearing; and each of the women 
with hands all bloody, was playing with Pentheus' flesh 92 

The scene is a horrifying one, conveying effectively the bloody brutality of 

Pentheus' fate. Bearing it in mind when interpreting the exhortation of Jesus 

- cpäyr1tc 'r v aäplca tov viob tiov ävOponcov xai niitic avtiov to aipa 

- prevents the reader from diluting the image he has evoked. Having been 

forced to flee from a threatening, if enthusiastic, crowd the previous day (v. 

15), Jesus now articulates the meaning of his death using the language of 

sparagmos. The ̀ literal figure' begins to appear less contrived. 

Further support for the use of Dionysian myth as a legitimate 

hermeneutic can be marshalled from evidence of its past use by the church. 

That it has played some part in the understanding of the death of Jesus is 

evidenced by the contents of Christus Patiens, a poem about the passion 

composed in 12th century CE. The poem is believed to incorporate a section of 

text from The Bacchae which is now lost: 

Come old man, the head of the thrice-wretched one 
let us fit on correctly, and reconstruct the whole 
body as harmoniously as we may. 
0 dearest face, 0 youthful cheeks, 
behold, with this covering I hide your head; 
and the bloodstained and furrowed 
limbs... Christus Patiens 1466ff. 93 

92 G. S. Kirk, The Bacchae of Euripides: Translated with an Introduction and Commentary 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), pp. 118-9. 

93 Quote and explanation from Kirk, The Bacchae, p. 131. 



Chapter Six " Relationship with the Community II: The Victim's Self Cognizance 131 

Twelfth-century Christianity, it would seem, did not balk at the extreme 

violence associated with the death of Jesus, importing the language of 

Euripides to assist in conveying the horror of the crucifixion 94 Twentieth- 

century scholarship, as the reaction of Raymond Brown above indicated, has 

generally done just that: balked. It is clear that, laid bare, John's text is as raw 

as Euripides'. The language used by the character of Jesus permits us to view 

his `death-consciousness' in terms as savage as the sparagmos. That Jesus has 

coupled the promise of eternal life with this figure of death, rendering it 

redemptive, does not detract from the brutality of the image evoked. The end 

result is that the ambiguities that cohabit in the figure of Dionysus - `victim 

and god of mysteries'95 - become visible in the Johannine Jesus. 

In the light of the above excursus, the response of the disciples appears 

something of an understatement: mAilpoS-£atty 6 Xoyo; ov'ro; Ti; Svvatiat 

avtiov &iovety; (6.60). 96 The implication is that those who have no stomach 

for Jesus' words can be identified with those not `drawn by the Father' (v. 44). 

That this time the complaint is placed in the mouths of the disciples 

94 For further examples of the concept of sparagmos in early church worship see O. B. Hardison, 
Christian Rite and Christian Drama in the Middle Ages: Essays in the Origin and Early 
History of Modern Drama (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965). Hardison 
discusses the early history of medieval drama. Referring in particular to the Lenten Agon 
(Good Friday), he comments: ̀The reading of the Passion of John... is one of the high points in 
the Easter drama. In it Christ emerges as the supreme instance of the Divine Victim, the "lamb 
led to the slaughter" of the original Passover. The Agon of the preceding weeks leads with 
ritual inevitability to abuse, defilement, torture, and destruction, the Christian embodiment of 
the sparagmos of pagan religion' (p. 130). See also Jan Kott: `In Exsultet, perhaps the most 
dramatic Latin church hymn of the seventh and eighth centuries, still sung during Matins, 
Christ the Lamb, sparagmos and omophagia, appear with striking clarity' (Eating of the Gods, 
p. 210). 

95 Detienne, Dionysos Slain, preface, p. x. 
96 The avtiob could refer to X6yo; or to Jesus. Barrett supports the latter, since &xo{ ctv with a 

genitive has a personal subject more often than not in John, rendering it `Who can listen to 
him? ' (Gospel according to St John, pp. 302-3). 



Chapter Six " Relationship with the Community II: The Victim's Self Cognizance 132 

(gaOr tii )97 rather than the Jews (v. 52), emphasizes its validity. The offence 

has shifted up another gear. 

5. Jesus repels his listeners (6.61-66) 

The final pericope sees Jesus responding to the `murmuring' disciples 98 He 

has no reassurance to offer but only the challenge of further offence with a 

harder saying: rob ro vµä; ßxav6aXt t; Uäv oüv Oscopf'rc töv -01'6v 'Cob 

ävOpü'nov ävaßaivovtia önov ijv tö 7tpötspov; (v. 61b-62). There is more 

than a hint of scorn here 99 The second question is incomplete, but the sense is 

clear; `You find that offensive? Well, try this for size...? ' °° Far from toning 

down his teaching to make it more palatable, Jesus confronts them with the 

greater scandal of the crucifixion, and death surfaces once more. Jesus has no 

patience with those whose sensibilities are offended by his words. Again we 

see his suspicion regarding the motives of those around him - he knows that 

they do not truly believe him. '°' Jesus is not interested in those who do not 

form part of the elect. They cannot believe because they have not been drawn 

by the Father. If the aim of his shocking discourse was the deliberate 

`downsizing' of his troupe of followers, weeding out those who are not part of 

97 Seen by Jeffrey Trumbower as evidence that gaOr tflg does not always have a positive 
connotation in John (Born from Above, p. 85). 

98 Barrett sees supernatural knowledge as the means by which he perceives their discomfort, but 

simple observation of the hostile atmosphere that had developed was probably sufficient. 
(Gospel according to St John, p. 303). 

99 Davies sees it as a taunt (Rhetoric and Reference, p. 191). 
100 As Bultmann suggests, Gospel of John, p. 445. Menken suggests an alternative understanding 

to the anacoluthon, which removes the scornful element. He sees the suppressed words 
following `then what if you see...? ' as being ̀ ... will you then accept my words? ' This almost 
sees despair in the words of a man who wonders what he must provide as proof to his 
followers ('John 6.51c-58', p. 25). 

101 Goulder suggests that this is because he has ̀ the all-piercing eyes of the uap8to'yvl atllg God' 
('Nicodemus', p. 163). Alternatively, it could be claimed that he was simply an good judge of 
character. 
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the Father's elect, Jesus has succeeded. The response to his final words is 

desertion by many disciples who turn away (änf XOov) from him, leaving only 

the core. 

6. Epilogue (6.67-71) 

The desertion of so many ̀ disciples' prompts Jesus to seek reassurance 

himself. His question µß Kalt vtctg 00, vre vnäyety; reveals a touch of 

anxiety. Barrett describes it as a ̀ tentative', 'hesitating' suggestion, 102 and it 

seems reasonable to propound that the rejection of so many has shaken his 

confidence in the commitment of the few who remain. Peter's subsequent 

confession of faith in Jesus as ̀ the Holy One of God' elicits a response that 

offers no clearer indication of self-assurance. This is commonly held to be a 

climactic statement of faith; 103 however, at this point in the narrative, Jesus 

appears little concerned with acclamations of glory. He does not confirm or 

deny the status accorded him by Peter; in fact, it passes without comment. His 

concerns are rejection and, beyond that, death. The twelve chosen by Jesus 

remain with him, yet he identifies one of these as a devil (v. 70). The narrator 

elucidates, naming Judas as the source of evil, who will betray him and closing 

the scene on an ominous note. The discourse, with its violent metaphor of the 

physical destruction of Jesus, concludes with the identification of the one who 

will initiate the process. 

102 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 306. 
103 Morris, Gospel according to John, p. 388; Lightfoot, St John's Gospel, p. 170. 
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ACCUSATIONS IN THE TEMPLE (7.1-8.59) 

By the end of John 6, Jesus has managed to alienate all but twelve of his disciples, 

speaking in graphic and horrifying terms about the violence he anticipates. The next 

two chapters see him abandoning the `literal figure' to speak unambiguously and 

publicly about his death. John 7 and 8 have already been discussed in some detail in 

Chapter 5, focusing on the chaotic and physically threatening action that they contain. 

The following section will look briefly at events from Jesus' perspective. The two 

discourses that it containst04 are punctuated with phrases by Jesus that indicate the 

effect that the hostility of the community has on his self-understanding. The tenets of 

Jesus' character identified in John 1-5 will be revisited. The first three - death, 

rejection and suspicion have become somewhat interlinked - but it is possible to 

assess whether there has been further development in these areas. 

1. He displays a deep consciousness of his own death 

The section begins by stating that Jesus would not travel in Judea because the 

Jews sought to kill him (7.1). The conclusion that can be drawn from this is 

that he is avoiding confrontation and is aware of the danger that he is in 

The words ov 7äp iiOckev can be translated ̀he dared not', 105 giving the 

impression that there is a potential element of fear in his decision. This is 

further supported by Jesus' subsequent behaviour. His response to his 

brothers' suggestion that he travel to the dangerous region of Judea is a 

104 The fifth (7.14-19) and sixth (8.12-59). 
105 Brown, Gospel according to John, I, p. 306. 
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forceful ̀ No'. The reason that he gives is linked with his death (ö x(Xtp6; )106 

and the hatred of the world. 

Throughout the course of the discourses in John 7-8, the subject of 

Jesus' death continually rises to the surface. No longer does he speak in 

metaphors or veiled terminology. The first discourse is punctuated with overt 

accusations made to his audience, indicating that the threat of death is 

uppermost in his mind. He commences with an unprovoked accusation to the 

crowd (7.19), which is repeated in 8.37,40. Having escaped one attempted 

arrest, he remarks to the Jews: e rt xpövov µuxpo'v gcO' v t6 v cigt xai vnäyw 

npO; cOv neµyrav th µc (7.33)-again a reference to his death although the 

Jews are confused as to the meaning of his words. His departure is mentioned 

again in 8.21 where there is a dispute about where Jesus will go and whether 

his words imply suicide. Jesus recognises that time is short and his fate is 

predetermined. He uses the theological signifier nhJo v in 8.28 to indicate 

further the method by which he will be disposed. That his death is at the 

forefront of his mind during these discourses cannot seriously be disputed. 

Moreover, violent death is implied by the allusion to the crucifixion and the 

implication that the Jews too are murderers like their father (ävOpcoltoxtövoc, 

8.44). 

2. He believes that he is being rejected and misunderstood 

The beginning of John 7 reveals a development in Jesus' perception of the 

extent to which he is rejected. The reader already knows that he will be an 

106 Barrett notes that this is not distinguishable from the more common wpa, containing a 
reference to death (Gospel according to St John, p. 312). See also Miranda, Being and the 
Messiah, p. 103. 
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outcast from his community (1.11; 3.32; 4.43) and has heard him say that he is 

disbelieved and will be betrayed (6.36,70). But the declaration by Jesus that 

he perceives himself to be universally hated takes a step further, being the 

strongest declaration of opposition yet - `the whole world is against me' (ov 

Svvatcat 6 xöaµoq Etaciv üµäc, Egg ZI µiaEI, 7.7). Suspicion and 

opposition are high on the agenda. 

Misunderstanding plays a large part in both discourses. It is centred 

around the meaning of Jesus' accusations as well as his identity and origin. 

For the most part, Jesus and the crowd operate on different levels of meaning. 

The crowd do not understand that they are the threat that he is referring to. 

They think that they know who Jesus is (7.27,41), but of course they cannot 

perceive his true identity. Their accusations that he is a Samaritan and has a 

demon are a further evidence of their inability to comprehend Jesus' words - 
they are so alien that they conclude there must be something wrong with the 

man who utters them. Jesus is clear that misunderstanding represents rejection 

on their part (8.24,37b). The reason why his words have no meaning is 

because they are not among those drawn by his Father, but have another father: 

Suä tii VV XaXiäv 'r vEtv ov ytvd axetie;... vµcig Ci 'CO-0 ita'tpö; toi 

Siapo%ov iatie (w. 43-44). 

3. He is suspicious of the motives of others 

That Jesus is suspicious of the motives of the crowd is blatantly obvious from 

the beginning of the fifth discourse. In the middle of the feast Jesus begins to 

teach an audience who are relatively positive about his message (indicated by 

i9av9aýov). It soon becomes evident, however, that his intention is not to 

win back the supporters that he lost after the discourse on the feeding miracle. 



Chapter Six " Relationship with the Community II: The Victim's Self Cognizance 137 

His accuses them in a sudden outburst: tt µc ýiltisitic 6noi 'rcIvat; (7.19) The 

crowd are amazed and treat him as if he mad and accuse him of being 

possessed: ̀Who is trying to kill you?! ' From their perspective he is not in any 

danger - at least not yet. Jesus, however, not trusting himself to them, 

pursues the subject. He is convinced that the world hates him and this crowd 

belong to the world, despite their protestations of innocence. He challenges 

the people, believing they are angry (xo7, ätis, v. 23) and have made a 

judgement on him (icptvctie, v. 24). Their opposition and the danger that the 

crowd poses is clear in his mind, as shown by his words, even if it is not in 

theirs. 

In the sixth discourse Jesus displays similar scepticism towards his 

listeners. In the first half of the pericope Jesus gains ̀ believers' (8.30-31). He 

spends the second half provoking them with further accusations that they want 

to kill him, disbelieving their faith in him and questioning the reason for their 

opposition. Despite the fact that Jesus appears, at this point in the narrative, to 

have generated interested bystanders who do not present an obvious threat to 

him, he still behaves as if they were hostile and twice accuses them of wanting 

to kill him (vv. 37,39). Jesus' suspicion of the crowd manifests itself in a 

goading that is quite outrageous, and most definitely dangerous. 107 He 

confronts them directly, calling them children of the devil, whose true father is 

not Abraham, but a murderer. By implication they are murderers too and he is 

their victim. That the devil is a murderer än' äpXf; (8.44) alludes not simply 

107 Von Hentig's comment seems somewhat appropriate when analysing Jesus' behaviour in John 
7-8: ̀ In a certain sense the animals which devour and those that are devoured complement 
each other. Although it looks one-sided as far as the final outcome goes, it is not a totally 
unilateral form of relationships. They work upon each other profoundly and continually, even 
before the moment of disaster' (The Criminal and his Victim, p. 385). 
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to the Genesis accounts of Adam losing his immortality, 108 or Cain's slaughter 

of Abel, '09 but additionally to the Word made flesh, who was also iv äpxfi 

(1.1). 110 Jesus understands the threat to be continual and, as Trumbower notes, 

throughout the dialogue with the Jews in John 7-8, Jesus speaks of the Jews' 

response to him `as if everything were a foregone conclusion. ' 111 The 

deceitful nature of the devil and his children is also stressed. It is because 

Jesus speaks the truth that the deceitful world, the antithesis of truth, cannot 

abide him. He despairs of their rejection, exclaiming with frustration: `which 

of you convicts me... why do you not believe me? ', but the question is a 

rhetorical one. His mistrust of these ̀ believers' is based on his perception of 

their origin; 8tä TobTo vµciS ovic äico48Tc, &vt ii tob Oeov ovx iatiE (v. 

47). They are fundamentally and irreconcilably opposed to him. When the 

discourse is erupts into physical violence, Jesus is not surprised as this is in 

accordance with their nature. The reader should note, however, that it was 

Jesus who put the idea of murder in their heads to start with (7.19; 8.37,40). 

4. He has strong emotions 

We do not see evidence of Jesus' emotions provoking him to physical violence 

in this section, but there is an indication that his emotions are strong. The 

continual questioning of the Jews regarding their rejection of him betrays his 

108 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 349; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 343. 
109 Brown, Gospel according to John, I, p. 359. 
110 Girard comments that here a ̀ triple correspondence' is set up between Satan, the original 

homicide, and the lie. To be a son of Satan is to inherit the lie; the lie that covers the 
homicide. This lie is a double homicide since its consequence is always a new homicide to 
cover up the old one. To be a son of Satan is the same thing as being the son of those who 
have killed their prophets since the foundation of the world (Things Hidden since the 
Foundation of the World, p. 161). 

1t1 Trumbower, Born from Above, p. 87. 
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frustration with them. He accuses them of being angry with him, yet he is 

angry with them too. The dispute on Jesus' origin and identity in the sixth 

discourse elicits the exclamation `why on earth am I still speaking to you at 

all? 112 (v. 25), a phrase that Robinson claims exhibits `scarcely-suppressed 

exasperation', revealing emotional strain. 113 

5. He is prepared to, flout religious conventions 

Jesus' challenge to religious conventions in this section is primarily to the 

truths that the Jews held to be important - the traditions of Moses (7.22ff. ) 

and Abrahamic ancestry (8.33ff. ). In addition, he justifies his sabbath healing 

(7.23). Bearing in mind the language and imagery that was used in John 6, by 

this stage of Jesus' ministry there is little additional left for him to challenge. 

The prominence of rejection and death as overt themes in John 7-8 is evident. Jesus 

continues to display a deep consciousness of them, resulting in suspicion of those who 

come to listen to him at the feast. Far from being calm and collected, Jesus behaves in 

a manner that indicates he is threatened, and this is verbalized several times. He is 

provocative and offensive, his behaviour on occasion appearing victimal. 

112 Bultmann's translation (Gospel of John, p. 353). The verse is frequently translated as the more 
obscure: `even what I have told you from the beginning' (Brown, Gospel according to John, I, 
p. 347). However, the alternative is quite possible and was supported by the Greek Fathers 
(Chrysostom and Cyril). Sanders and Mastin also refer to it as ̀ an expression of hopelessness' 
(Gospel according to St John, p. 224). Westcolt simply sees a `sad exclamation' (Gospel 
according to St John, p. 142). 

113 J. A. T. Robinson, The Priority of John (ed. J. F. Coakley; London: SCM Press, 1985), 
pp. 355-56. 
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THE MAULING OF THE SHEPHERD (10.1-18) 

The final public discourse of the Gospel, the parable of the good shepherd (10.1-18), 

marks a watershed in Jesus' understanding of his own death. John 9 has concerned 

itself with the religious authorities' official rejection and ̀ casting out" 114 of Jesus and 

his followers, but death now re-surfaces and further detail about how Jesus perceives 

it is provided. The evangelist informs us that Jesus uses a napoii. tk "5 to speak to his 

listeners, commonly rendered a ̀ figure of speech'. As with John 6, this can be seen as 

a literal figure which uses a metaphorical framework to convey a direct message about 

Jesus' death. ' 16 Bauer defines napotp la in Johannine usage as a ̀ dark saying', 

which, as will be shown, is particularly appropriate. 117 

The section can be divided into three parts: 

" 10.1-6 The comparison between the shepherd who knows his sheep and the 
thief from whom they flee. 

" 10.7-10 The comparison between the ̀ door' that brings life and those that came 
before it who steal and kill. 

" 10.11-18 The comparison between the good shepherd who faces the wolf and the 
hireling who flees. 

It is the third section that is really of importance to this study; however, the first two 

contextualize the third and so they will be briefly discussed. "8 Additionally, it should 

114 For the significance of änoauv&yo yog see Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth 
Gospel. 

115 The tapotgia is frequently seen to be the Johannine version of the Synoptic parables. For 
details see R. Kysar, ̀ Johannine Metaphor - Meaning and Function: A Literary Case Study 
of John 10.1-8', Semeia 53 (1991), pp. 81-111. See also J. Painter, ̀Tradition, History and 
Interpretation in John 10', in J. Beutler and R. Forma (eds. ), The Shepherd Discourse of John 
10 and its Context: Studies by Members of the Johannine Writings Seminar (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 53-74 (55ff. ). 

116 Kysar sees the contents of this figure as ̀ no mere similes or teaching vehicles. They are rather 
"true metaphors" with poetic power to initiate a new kind of experience' (`Johannine 
Metaphor', p. 99). 

117 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 629. 
118 Numerous attempts have been made by commentators to rearrange the contents of this chapter 

to facilitate interpretation and to identify what the original sayings were and how they have 
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be stressed that the focus here is on Jesus' understanding of his role and fate and not 

on pinpointing with great precision the identity of each symbolic player in the picture 

he creates. ' 19 

The Shepherd and the Thief (10.1-6) 

In w. 1-6 Jesus introduces the thief robber, the shepherd, the gatekeeper and 

the sheep. It becomes evident that the shepherd represents Jesus and the sheep 

are believers who `hear his voice' (v. 3). The emphasis of this napotµia is on 

the relationship between the shepherd and his sheep and the inability of the 

intruder to usurp the shepherd's role. The stranger is not able to lead the 

sheep; in fact, they flee from him because they do not recognize his voice. 

This indicates that the threat to the sheep in these verses is of being misled by 

the false words of impostors. The sheep are in danger here, but the danger is 

not strictly death; rather deception. The shepherd is not in danger; his role is 

to know and be known by his sheep and subsequently to lead them the correct 

way. 

2. The Door and the Thief (10.7-10) 

The Jews120 cannot comprehend the meaning of Jesus' words, so in vv. 7-10 he 

elaborates, using a slightly different figure. This time he is i Opa t6 v 

npoßätiwv. Instead of being the shepherd, who legitimately enters by the door, 

he becomes the entrance itself. The thieves and robbers feature again as 

been joined together. These questions will not be tackled, but see the commentaries of 
Bultmann and Bernard for discussion. Dodd's quote on John 10 is now infamous: ̀ the 
wreckage of two parables fused into one' (Historical Tradition, p. 383). 

119 For an attempt to do this see G. S. Sloyan, John (Interpretation; Atlanta: John Knox Press, 
1988), pp. 130-32. 

120 Presumably, although they are not specifically mentioned until v. 19. 
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enemies of the sheep in this part of the discourse and the threat remains that of 

deception - hence the assertion that the sheep did not heed (oüx 11xovaav) 

them. Jesus repeats his claim to be the door in v. 9 and gives it soteriological 

significance: entering ̀through him' leads to salvation and ̀ pasture', the means 

of sustenance for the sheep. Verse 10 marks a turning point in the discourse. 

Previously the thieves and robbers have threatened to mislead and steal the 

sheep, but now, with the introduction of the subject of salvation, the issue of 

death is also raised. Jesus claims, Ö i' t'r% ovK £px£tat £i µrß iva i? iiii 

icat Avall xai äno?, all. The discourse takes an ominous turn as the sheep are 

at risk of slaughter and destruction (v. 10). Jesus' role is diametrically 

opposed to that of the thief: he promises abundant life, while the thief threatens 

violent death. However, the provision of life by Jesus will necessitate his own 

slaughter and the third section of the discourse shifts in emphasis from the risk 

to the sheep, to the risk to the shepherd. 

3. The Shepherd and the Hireling (10.11-18) 

Verses 11-18 contain two sections on the good shepherd and his relation to the 

sheep. Both concern aspects of Jesus' death. The first is reminiscent of the 

bread of life discourse in John 6 and the second reveals a development in his 

understanding of what awaits him. Jesus' identification of himself as 6 

notµýv 6 K&., ö begins both sections and is then qualified by the function he 

performs as the shepherd. In w. 11-13 the subject is sacrificial death. Jesus 

explains that the test of a true shepherd is in `laying down his life' (tiiv rvxriv 

avtiov tiiOrjaty vp t6 v npoßätiwv). This phrase is highly significant in the 

rest of the passage, occurring five times. In v. 11 the concept of immolation is 

introduced, which is then expanded in vv. 17-18. Jesus brings two new 
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characters onto the scene in v. 12; ö µtaOco'r0q, who serves to highlight the 

actions of the good shepherd and tiöv Xvxov, who is the agent of death. He 

describes the actions of the hireling and their consequences in detail, making it 

evident what the consequences are for the good shepherd. The hireling sees the 

wolf, abandons the sheep and flees. The wolf snatches them and scatters them 

in a chaotic scene of brutal carnage. As their guardian, Jesus cares for and will 

not desert the sheep, to the point of suffering mutilation on their behalf. The 

English rendition `lay down his life' is rather euphemistic, concealing the real 

horror of the picture Jesus has graphically painted. It is the shepherd who is 

snatched (&pnäý(0)121 by the wolf in place of the sheep and the image he 

creates is that of a man literally being torn to pieces by a savage beast. 

That Jesus uses such forcefully violent metaphors to speak of himself 

as a human victim affords the reader an insight into his perception of his death. 

The sparagmos imagery of John 6 is evoked, where again his flesh and blood 

are devoured. The figure of the good shepherd is commonly perceived to be a 

comforting pastoral one. Barnabas Lindars, for example, claims that it `makes 

an immediate appeal to the imagination', providing `one of the most endearing 

aspects of the Johannine portrait of Jesus'. 122 However, to consider the picture 

from the point of view of the victim gives rise to a different interpretation. 

The bloody destiny of a man standing between a wolf and a flock of sheep 

hardly makes for an endearing scene. That Jesus' words depict an episode 

which is, in the final analysis, extremely brutal and gory is a fact unrecognized 

121 A violent term, used of wild animals dragging away their prey. An example given in Bauer is 
in Gen. 37.33 where, on seeing Joseph's coat, Jacob fears that he has been torn apart by a wild 
beast. Bauer also notes that the adjective äpnal; means rapacious, ravenous of wolves. 
(Greek-English Lexicon, p. 109). 

122 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 352, emphasis added. 
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by all of the major commentaries. 123 While the concept of the good shepherd 

has an initially protective, bucolic connotation, the death that Jesus envisages 

the shepherd suffering conveys the violence that he understands will be 

inflicted upon him. 124 The meaning he gives to Mv yrvxr1v tov ¶tO1Jit is the 

mutilation of his own body. 

Verses 14-18 further reveal Jesus' attitude towards his death, expressed 

theologically rather than metaphorically. He begins by restating his identity as 

ö noi tvöi (x%O , proceeding to describe the closeness of the relationship 

between himself, his sheep and the Father. It is this that causes him to 

sacrifice himself. His care for the sheep costs him his life and his obedience to 

the Father also demands it, as this is the charge (t v ivtioXi v) he has received. 

Jesus' words about his death in this pericope are significantly different from 

his previous utterances. They are no longer questioning or accusatory, but 

indicate an acceptance of what must befall him. The key phrases in this 

section reveal that it is his recognition of the voluntary nature of his sacrifice, 

and the power that this gives him that are the significant factors. The 

expression used by Jesus, 'clOrl tt 6'1v yrvx1jv, is a rare one in Greek and 

probably represents the Hebrew 1V1M ̀10T], meaning ̀ to hand over one's 

life'. 125 This encapsulates both the active and passive nature of Jesus' death. 

It is active in the sense that he voluntarily lays it down, but passive in the sense 

123 Those consulted being Bultmann, Barrett, Brown, Lindars, Beasley-Murray, Schnackenburg, 
Sanders, Hoskyns, Bernard, Sloyan, Stibbe and Westcott. 

124 Robert Kysar sees the images in John 10 as ̀shocking', but only in the sense that ̀ the series of 
images shares the shock of true metaphorical language'. In other words, form rather than 
content is the vehicle of shock -'the poetic metaphor startles the imagination by the 
comparison it offers and thereby opens up a new and unanticipated possibility of truth' 
('Johannine Metaphor', p. 98). 

125 Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 376; Schnackenburg, Gospel according to St John, II, p. 296, 
n. 83. Both refer to Str-B, II, p. 537. 
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that he has no choice but to lay it down, and in doing so he becomes the victim 

of the violence of others. 

Verses 17-18 are structured in a way that highlights Jesus' autonomy, 

within the framework of his obedience to the Father: 

the love of the Father 
the laying down and taking up 

the voluntary nature of Jesus' action 
the laying down and taking up 

the charge from the Father 

The significant feature of v. 18 is that twice he states that he has control over 

his circumstances: 

ov3c1S aipct aütir1v än' ßµo i, äXý' Eyb tii9rjµti avti7jv äßc' iýCavzov. 

E4ovciav ixav Oc vati crbt v, icai Zýovciav ixrw th? tv Xa3cty cd tiiv. 

His assertions of power are tempered by the inevitability of his destiny. They 

do not mean that he can avoid death, nor that he can control his circumstances. 

He has no power to alter his fate and escape the suffering that awaits him. He 

will die - this has already been determined. Theologically, it is the reason 

that the Word became flesh. Practically, the Jews are already determined to 

kill him. There is no possible alternative ending to the Gospel. Hence, the 

i4ovaiav that Jesus is referring to is not an ability to change his circumstances 

- the die is already cast. The only `power' that he possesses is the ability to 

become powerless, and this is expressed in the voluntary nature of his 

sacrifice. He does this by consciously ̀laying down' his life, rather than 

having it taken from him. That he uses authoritative terms to stress his 

passivity reveals the tension between the voluntary and involuntary nature of 

his role as the Lamb of God. He uses forceful phrases to qualify his 
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renouncement of power. The allegory of the shepherd and his sheep, 

threatened by the wolf, contextualizes and aids in the interpretation of his 

words. When faced with danger, the hireling is able to flee, but the shepherd 

has no choice but to remain with the sheep, because his very nature is ö 

not tvo Ka1%ös He has a relationship with the sheep and it is his duty to 

protect them - if he did not he would not be the good shepherd. He has no 

option but to accept the situation - to choose vulnerability in the face of a 

vicious enemy, to become a victim. 

FACING THE TOMB (11.1-54) 

Following the exposition of his death in John 10, Jesus does not speak of it again in 

detail until the very end of his public ministry. However, there is a significant event 

in this next section that merits discussion as it reveals a great deal about his feelings as 

he approaches the end. 

John 11 narrates the rising 
of Lazarus from the dead - the final public `sign' 

that marks the climax of all Jesus' miracles performed before his death. 126 For our 

purposes, the passage can be divided up as follows: 127 

" 11.1-4 Request for the miracle 
" 11.5-14 Contextualizing the miracle: physical context 
" 11.17-27 Contextualizing the miracle: theological context 
" 11.28-38 Contextualizing the miracle: emotional context 

126 Some would see John 21 as a miracle carried out after the resurrection. Stibbe notes that it is 
the seventh miraculous sign and since seven is a number connoting perfection in Judaism it 
can be seen as the climactic one (`A Tomb with a View: John 11.1-44 in Narrative-Critical 
Perspective', NTS 40 [1994], pp. 3 8-54 [39]). 

127 For alternative suggestions on structure see Lee, who believes that in both literary and 
theological terms the narrative should include the anointing and the plot to kill Lazarus and 
hence ends at 12.11 (Symbolic Narratives, pp. 191ff. ). 
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11.39-44 Execution of the miracle 
11.45-53 Ramifications of the miracle 

It is the emotional context that is of interest here, although a few points should be 

noted about the first three stages. Jesus appears to be in control of the situation in vv. 

1-16, having a clear idea of what he will do. He waits until Lazarus is dead, 

explaining his actions to his disciples, first metaphorically and then, when they fail to 

grasp his meaning, literally. An indication is given that the miracle to be performed is 

closely linked to Jesus' death by the hint in v. 4: the illness is not unto death (np6q 

O vatov), at least not for Lazarus, but it is for the glory of God: iva So4aaOp 6 oi6; 

tob Ocov St' attf S. The glorification of the Son refers forward to the crucifixion, 

hence Jesus himself acknowledges the role this miracle will have in causing his death. 

The reader is reminded of the physical danger which travelling to Bethany will pose 

for Jesus (vv. 8,16), with Thomas evidently believing that death was imminent for all 

of them. After delaying two days, he travels to Bethany and is met by Martha. 128 

Their subsequent discussion results in her climactic expression of faith: ab 6 

xptatiö; ö oi. ö tov Ocoi 6 Etc cöv xöapov ipxöµsvo; (v. 27). 129 It is not until he 

encounters Mary and the other mourners that Jesus' composure wavers and he 

displays strong emotions. 

128 That Martha meets him alone has been seen to emphasize the risks of appearing in public for 
Jesus: ̀His danger was fresh in her mind; the rage of His enemies... might break out again 
more violently when they heard of his arrival' Q. Calvin, The Gospel according to St John 
[eds. D. W. & T. F. Torrance; trans. T. H. L. Parker; 2 vols.; Calvin's Commentaries; Edinburgh: 
Oliver & Boyd, 1959,1961], II, p. 7). Wilhelm Wuellner notes that the opening setting of the 
pericope is `fraught with tragedy because it forces Jesus and his partners out of hiding back 
into the public and hostile arena' ('Putting Life Back into the Lazarus Story and its Reading: 
The Narrative Rhetoric of John 11 as the Narration of Faith', Semeia 53 [1991], pp. 113-32 
[116]). 

129 A. Y. Collins claims that Martha's confession of Jesus as the Christ is `at least as prominent 
and climactic as Peter's confession in chapter 6' (`New Testament Perspectives: The Gospel of 
John', JSOT 22 (1982), pp. 47-53 [53]). 
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Mary unintentionally leads the Jews that Martha has been attempting to protect 

Jesus from, straight to where he is. He is immediately exposed and becomes 

vulnerable, however the responses of the Jews and of Jesus are not what the reader 

might expect. Jesus is confronted with a grieving party. Both Mary and the Jews are 

weeping (i Xaico) and Mary reproaches Jesus for failing to act in time to save Lazarus 

(v. 32). The atmosphere alters from one in which there is a calm grief, through which 

it has been possible to illicit a response of faith, to one of chaotic and uncontrollable 

grief. Extreme emotions and actions are demonstrated, with Mary throwing herself at 

Jesus' feet. Jesus' response too shows great strength of feeling: 

'Iriaoüc,... ivcßptjti aaTo Tw nvcüµact xat £tiäpaýev iavtiöv (v. 33) 

eSäupvacv ö 'Iiiaovc (v. 35) 

'Iiiaovc ovv nä?, ty cµßptµcbµsvoS ev Eavtiw... (v. 38) 

Without doubt, the verb igppgtµ ogat is one of anger and indignation. 130 It occurs in 

Dan. 11.30; Lam. 2.6; Mk 1.43 and Mt. 9.30 with the sense of `shaking with anger'. 

The term rapaaaco similarly has negative import. - In John it always contains an 

element of fear, 131 and could be interpreted ̀ he was in turmoil'. 132 The reason why 

the grief of Mary and the Jews would provoke the fury of Jesus has been a source of 

speculation for commentators. Some suggest that it is because he is angered by the 

130 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 254. Carson notes that in extra-biblical Greek, it can refer to 
the snorting of horses. In humans it suggests ̀anger, outrage or emotional indignation' 
(Gospel according to John, p. 415). 

131 Barrett states it means a ̀ fearful perturbation' (Gospel according to St John, p. 399). Bauer 
gives the following meaning: `mental, spiritual agitation... be troubled, frightened, terrified' 
(Greek-English Lexicon, p. 805). The use of rapäßßw in the Synoptics also indicates fear. 
See Mt. 2.3 (Herod); Lk. 1.12 (Zacharias); Mt. 14.26, Mk 6.50 (disciples at Jesus walking on 
water) and Lk. 24.38 (disciples at the appearance of Jesus). 

132 Miranda, Being and the Messiah, p. 106. Even Stibbe, who claims that this emphasis of 
humanity in the narrator's description of Jesus is surprising, but should not obscure the divine 
attributes which are still present, concedes thavtapäaaw denotes a ̀ deep emotional 
disturbance' ('A Tomb with a View', p. 45). 
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faithlessness of the Jews, 133 or because he found himself `face to face with the realm 

of Satan'. 134 That he is simply expressing grief in sympathy with the mourners135 is 

insufficient to explain his anger. The combination of the two terms used indicates a 

powerful expression of wrath, with Carson noting: `it is lexically inexcusable to 

reduce this emotional upset to the effects of empathy, grief, pain or the like'. 136 

Barrett's explanation is the most plausible: Jesus perceives that the sorrow of the 

mourners is almost forcing him to perform a sign, and furthermore, that `this miracle 

will be impossible to hide (cf. vv. 28-30)... and will be the immediate occasion for his 

death. '137 Jesus faces a crisis point. He has no option but to act. He must raise 

Lazarus in order that God's glory be revealed, but the request to act is in reality the 

request to lay down his own life. Wuellner sees this as an oxymoron - the 

conjunction of death and glory. 138 Like the shepherd in John 10, he must make the 

133 Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 407; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 404. 
134 Brown, Gospel according to John, I, p. 435. 
135 So, Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 399; and J. N. Sanders, A Commentary on the Gospel according 

to St John [ed. B. A. Mastin; London: A. & C. Black, 1968], p. 272. Delbert Burkett's 
interesting source critical analysis of John 11 in fact places the words ̀ Jesus wept' 
immediately after ̀ When he saw her crying and the Jews who had come with her crying... ' (v. 
33b), making a causal link between the two in his ̀ account B'. His subsequent comment on 
the insertion of `account A' material (vv. 33c-34) notes that Jesus' weeping has now been 
separated from its cause, leaving it `strangely isolated' ('Two Accounts of Lazarus' 
Resurrection in John 11', NovT 36 [1994], pp. 209-32 [223,227]). 

136 Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 415. See also Schnackenburg who claims ̀ any attempt 
to reinterpret [iµßptiµ&oµatj in terms of internal emotional upset caused by grief, pain or 
sympathy is illegitimate' (Gospel according to St John, II, p. 335). Cullen Story, after 
examining the history of scholarship on this pericope, posits his own interesting theory on the 
cause for Jesus anger. It reflects Jesus' regret over his delay in arriving at Bethany and 
allowing Lazarus to die, thus causing such grief to the family. He therefore sees an element of 
`self-recrimination or self-censure' in Jesus' emotions ('The Mental Attitude of Jesus at 
Bethany: John 11.33,38', NTS 37 [1991], pp. 51-66 [64]). 

137 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 399. Also see Rensberger on the link between the 
raising of Lazarus with the decision to execute Jesus (Overcoming the World, p. 75). Lee also 
sees the reason for Jesus' distress as linked to the passion, noting that one other place in the 
Gospel when trap&aaw is used is in 12.27, where Jesus recognises the advent of the hour. She 
proceeds to interpret his experience in terms of the pain of childbirth. `Jesus' distress relates 
symbolically to his impending passion and resurrection. His role is a maternal one in giving 
life to the believers through pain and suffering' (Symbolic Narratives, p. p. 211-2). 

138 Wuellner, ̀Putting Life üack into the Lazarus Story', p. 117. 
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sacrifice required of him; there is no escape from the purpose for which he has come. 

Indeed, this victimal act is the stamp of his identity. He is filled with anger and fear 

and the pressure on him is unbearable as this miraculous act will seal his fate. Faced 

with the ultimate challenge of his mission - to lay down his life to raise up Lazarus, 

to sacrifice himself for his sheep - he is not a calm, exalted figure, but is utterly 

traumatized. It is here that the Johannine Jesus is overwhelmed by pathos, outraged in 

spirit and troubled. He bursts into tears139 and is deeply distressed on facing the tomb. 

Again, the meaning of e6äxpvacv ö 'Ir aovg (v. 35) is not an expression of sympathy 

for the mourners, 140 or caused by the thought of Lazarus in the tomb, 141 but rather he 

cries for himself. His tears are an expression of grief over his own death, which is now 

inevitable. 142 The Jews mistake his tears to be ones of sorrow for the dead Lazarus: 

`See how he loved him! ' But Jesus has no sorrow for Lazarus, who he knows will 

live again. Instead, he weeps as he lays down his own life. The difference between 

the grief of Jesus and that of the Jews is emphasized in the different verbs used to 

describe their action - xXaiw for the wailing mourners and Saxpvcty for himself. 

139 Barrett notes the aorist of Saxpvetiv has this meaning (Gospel according to St John, p. 400; 
also Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 272). See Hengel for a description 
of Jesus' ̀very human emotions' (Johannine Question, p. 70). 

140 So, Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 400. 
141 So, Brown, Gospel according to John, I, p. 426. Also 0' Grady: ̀ the human Jesus feels pain 

and sorrow at the death of a loved one' ('The Human Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, p. 63). 
142 A psychoanalytic reading of the text would see Jesus experiencing ̀existence pain' in this 

scene as he is unable to deny the inevitability of his own death. Irvin Yalom comments on the 
human tendency towards death denial: ̀ We know about death, intellectually we know the 
facts, but we - that is, the unconscious portion of the mind that protects us from 
overwhelming anxiety - have split off, or dissociated, the terror associated with death. This 
dissociative process is unconscious, invisible to us, but we can be convinced of its existence in 
those rare episodes when the machinery of denial fails and death anxiety breaks through in full 
force. That may happen only rarely, sometimes only once or twice in a lifetime. Occasionally 
it happens during waking life, sometimes after a personal brush with death, or when a loved 
one has died (Love's Executioner and other Tales of Psychotherapy [London: Penguin, 1989], 
pp. 5-6). This would be one way of understanding Jesus' severe anxiety at the tomb of 
Lazarus. 
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They are not united in grief for a friend, '43 but Jesus is alone, afraid and in turmoil, 

confronted with his own destruction. 

Jesus ̀shakes with anger' once more on reaching the grave (v. 38). The 

moment has now arrived, and what he sees assaults him. The tomb containing the 

body is a grim encounter with the reality that will befall him. He performs the miracle 

that is his duty without hesitation and with a short prayer of thanks to the Father for 

the benefit of those listening. The miracle is executed with the minimum of 

description on the part of the narrator. Lazarus vacates his tomb and is unbound. 

Nothing is added about the subsequent emotions of the onlookers, the resurrected man 

or his sisters. Jesus has carried out the act which will seal his fate as a victim soon to 

be bound himself and lead to his death. It is in the next chapter that his body will be 

anointed for burial at the same house in Bethany, and by Lazarus' sister, Mary. 

The Ramifications of the Miracle 

This Chapter has been concerned with Jesus' understanding of his death, his 

cognizance of his identity as a victim. However, as has already been noted, the raising 

of Lazarus is the precursor to the official decision to execute Jesus and a brief word 

will be added on the last section of this chapter (11.45-57). 

The raising of Lazarus does not prompt a faith response from all of the 

onlookers. There are spies among them who report Jesus' latest act to the Pharisees. 

Gathering together the council, the religious authorities determine the necessary action 

to be taken. Boff notes that: 

143 Contrast Wuellner who sees a focus on shared grief and anger between Jesus and the other 
characters. However, the anger and grief of Martha and Mary are caused by the death of 
Lazarus. The anger and grief of Jesus are caused by his own death (`Putting Life Back into the 
Lazarus Story', p. 119). 
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Religious fanaticism, the will to power, and the desire to 

maintain guaranteed privileges were... the main reasons that 
brought Jesus' enemies - divided among themselves but united 
against him - to liquidate the annoying prophet of Nazareth. 144 

The authorities complain that Jesus will be the cause of the destruction of ro'v ronov 

xat c6 EOvo; (v. 48). The response of Caiaphas shows that he agrees that this is a 

threat, but he provides a solution: 

ÜILELS obi o'Sa'rc DÜSEN, oÜSL ? oylýEaOE Ö'ct Q'Ug(PEpct ÜIt, ty 

Iva EIS ävOpwnoS änoOävp vn£p tiov ? aov i«xt µil öXov ro 
EAvoS änöXiiiat. (vv. 49b-50) 

Beutler notes that the suggestion of Caiaphas sounds like an example of Realpolitik 

better to sacrifice one than risk the many. 145 As noted by most commentators, and 

stated by the evangelist in the following verse, irony peaks. Caiaphas' use of 

language is telling. Jesus will die for (vnap) the nation and hence is clearly identified 

in sacrificial terms as a scapegoat. 146 His sacrifice is seen as ̀ socially therapeutic'. 

Girard's words on the suffering of Job are pertinent: ̀ it is not so much a question of 

curing certain individuals as of watching over the well-being of the entire 

community. ' 147 The full force of the hatred and opposition of the Jewish community 

is made clear by the condemnation of its most powerful members. Jesus is an 

individual without value, an expendable victim. 

144 Boff describing what the authorities decide to do in Jn 5.18 and 11.49-50. (Jesus Christ 
Liberator, p. 104). 

145 J. Beutler, ̀Two Ways of Gathering: The Plot to Kill Jesus in John 11.47-53', NTS 40 (1994), 
p. 401. Davies comments that it `is both a cynical, political remark in the story and a true 
elucidation of the significance of Jesus' death, an ironical meaning which is so important in 
the narrative that it is made explicit' (Rhetoric and Reference, p. 37). 

146 Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 422; Beutler, ̀ Two Ways of Gathering', pp. 404-6. 
147 Girard, Job, the Victim of his People, p. 79. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENT: THE VICTIM'S SELF-COGNIZANCE 

This chapter has examined evidence for the Johannine Jesus' awareness of himself as 

a victim. Five sections of the Gospel have been discussed and have revealed different 

aspects of this character's self-cognizance through his words and behaviour. From 

the early indication that his ministry should be understood in terms of his death, 

through the unravelling of its meaning and the violence associated with it, the reader 

becomes acquainted with a man who is, and understands himself to be, a victim. His 

response to the harassment and rejection of the community is not sovereign and 

unemotive. To the contrary, the Johannine Jesus reveals sentiment, but this sentiment 

is of a different nature to his Synoptic counterpart During the course of this chapter 

we have seen him react to other characters with sarcasm, anger, antagonism and 

antipathy. Even those whose requests seemed genuine experienced a somewhat 

glacial response when they sought his help. It has not been the intention to 

characterize Jesus in purely negative terms, but merely to highlight these aspects of 

his attitude which are clearly present in the text and contribute to our understanding of 

his victim persona-148 The hatred that engulfs him influences much of what he says 

and does. His sarcasm and coolness derive from his suspicion of others. His anger 

springs from distress about his own death. His antagonism and habit of goading his 

opponents is a means of participating in his own victimization. That Robinson sees in 

him the marks of `emotional strain and psychic disturbance' 149 now seems less an 

example of illegitimate psychologizing than of thoughtful exegesis. 

148 Certainly the picture that has been painted is far removed from that seen by Daniel Harrington, 
who claims the evangelist's portrait of Jesus ̀makes his hero an attractive character'. `At the 
end of each episode', claims Harrington, ̀ Jesus emerges as noble and wise' (John's Thought 
and Theology: An Introduction [Good News Studies, 33; Wilmington, Delaware: Michael 
Glazier, 1990], p. 8). This seems difficult to substantiate on close reading of the text. 

149 Robinson, ̀The Last Tabu? ', p. 160; or The Priority of John, p. 355. 



Chapter Seven 

Relationship with Death I 

Facing the Hour 

The way in which John 11.55-12.50 functions as a link passage between the two 

parts of the Gospel - looking back on Jesus' ministry and forwards to his death - 

has already been outlined during the section on structure in Chapter 3. The 

purpose of the following chapter is to explore some of the insights that the passage 

affords us for the interpretation of Jesus as a victim. 

The unit will be discussed as follows: 

" 11.55-12.11 The Anointing 
" 12.12-12.19 Entry into Jerusalem 
" 12.20-12.36 Announcement of `the Hour' 
" 12.37-12.50 The Message and its Rejection 

The first two sections outline the two final scenes in Jesus' public ministry, with 

the last one functioning as a comment by the evangelist on the effectiveness of that 

ministry. Jesus ties them together with the middle section, which announces the 

imminence of `the hour' and calls for the glorification of the Father. 

THE ANOINTING (11.55-12.11) 

Immediately preceding the Passover, Jesus returns to Bethany to the house of 

Lazarus, Martha and Mary. The evangelist reminds us who Lazarus is (8v'jyctpCv 

Ex vcxpwv 'Ii1ßoi S, v. 1), not because the reader will have already forgotten -- 

after all, the event only happened in the last chapter - but as a means of focusing 

on what the subject matter of this pericope will be. This house is a place that is 
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linked with death for Jesus and, having confronted it once at the grave of Lazarus, 

he returns this time to make ready for his own impending death. We noted in 

Chapter 6 that the raising of Lazarus was an occasion of intense emotional trauma 

for Jesus (ývcpptµýjaatio tic) nvcVµatit icai Eti6cpa4cv Eavtiöv, 11.33 and vv. 35, 

38). It was claimed that this was because Jesus knew that this final sign would 

precipitate his execution, and indeed it is followed immediately by the plot of the 

Pharisees to kill him (11.45ff. ). It is fitting, therefore, that he now returns to this 

location. Just as the preparation applied to Lazarus' dead body was undone here, 

as the bandages that embalmed him were unbound, so Jesus, faced with the 

imminence of `the hour', presents his own body to be prepared for death. ' 

The role of Martha and Mary in this pericope will not be explored in detail here, as 

it has been examined elsewhere. 2 It is sufficient to draw attention to the following 

points: Mary performs an act of extreme sacrifice with deep prophetic significance 

for Jesus. John, like the other evangelists who narrate similar events, 3 emphasizes 

the costliness of her gift, both directly by noting that it was noXvtiiµov, and 

through Judas' exclamation of horror at her wastefulness, thinly disguised as 

concern for the poor (v. 5). 4 However, her act is not simply financially costly but 

also costs her her dignity as it is an act of humble servitude that she carries out as a 

1A further link between the raising of Lazarus and the anointing can be seen in 11.2. John 
identifies Mary as ri &) li raaa T6v uüptiov µ{upw xai iuµ64aßa rob; n68ag a&to; 3 tiaiS 
Opt iv av'flc before the event has actually happened. This is new information for the first- 
time reader, who at this point does not actually know whether the anointing of Jesus will 
happen before or after his death. The verse functions not simply as another indication that 
death is near, but that this family, beloved of Jesus, is closely connected with his death. 

2 See S. M. Schneiders, `Women in the Fourth Gospel and the Role of Women in the 
Contemporary Church' BTB 12 (1982), pp. 35-45; T. K. Seim, ̀Roles of Women in the Gospel 
of John', in L. Hartman and B. Olsson (eds. ), Aspects on the Johannine Literature: Papers 
Presented at a Conference of Scandinavian New Testament Exegetes at Uppsala, June 16-19, 
1986 (ConBNT, 18; Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksell International, 1987), pp. 56-73; and 
Fiorenza, In Memory of er, pp. 329-31. 

3 Mk 14.3-9; Mt. 26.6-13; Lk. 7.36-50 (although the Lukan version has a completely different 
context and cannot strictly be seen as a parallel). 4 Judas merely ̀ deplored that the money had eluded him' (Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 415). 
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disciple of Jesus. 5 The anointing of the feet was generally the task of a slave, being 

seen as a humiliating activity, however, Brown notes that ̀ occasionally disciples 
kx 

would render this service to their teacher or rabbi'. 6 She also loose hair to wipe 

his feet, an action that could be interpreted as wanton behaviour.? Mary's conduct 

can be seen as a foreshadowing of Jesus' own act of debasement before his 

disciples in 13.1 ff. In fact, Mary sets an example of humility that Jesus 

subsequently mimics. The two statements can clearly be seen as parallels: 

11X Etyrgv tiovS 7t S& S tiov 'Irjaov 
icalt egEµa%cv talg Optýiv ai tfg totg 7z06ag abtov (12.3) 

rjp4atio v'tntiety rovq nö6aS r8 v µaOrltiwv 
aalt exµäaacty tiw Xevtto w jv Stcýcoajvo; (13.5) i 

The obvious differences are that Mary specifically anoints8 the feet of Jesus, 

whereas Jesus simply washes those of his disciples. In addition, they use different 

items to dry the feet - for Mary it is part of her own body, heightening her 

humiliation. 

Culpepper comments that Mary represents the response of `devotion and 

uncalculating, extravagant love' to Jesus and that ̀ she does not even understand the 

significance of her anointing of Jesus' .9 There is, however, absolutely no evidence 

in the text that she does not understand her act as one of anointing for burial, as 

opposed to simply an expression of love for Jesus. '° It is Judasl l who does not 

5 Mary is ̀ explicitly characterized as a beloved disciple whom the teacher has specifically 
called' (Fiorenza, In Memory of her, p. 330). So too Stibbe, John, p. 132. 

6 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 564; also Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 446. These 
references are drawn from the commentary on John 13, where it is Jesus who carries out the 
footwashing. 

7 Haenchen notes that only a prostitute would have ̀ run around' with her hair loose (John, II, 
p. 84). 

8 The meaning of &?. cüpuu is literally `to anoint' (Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 35). Barrett 
appears to play down the significance of Mary's act by claiming that it means ̀merely "to 
smear with oil", as after the bath' (Gospel according to *St John, p. 412). 

9 Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 141-2. 
10 The fact that the verb used to describe Mary's act indicates that she was anointing his feet 

could be seen to indicate that she had some conception of the import of her behaviour. 
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understand the act of Mary and is indignant at the unnecessary squander of this 

silly woman. Mary is contrasted with Judas in this pericope12 - her actions are 

born out of generosity and truth, while his emanate from greed and dishonesty. 

Her response can also be compared to the inadequate response of Peter in 13.8ff. 

Peter does not understand and cannot accept Jesus' actions, arguing vehemently 

with him. We will see in the next chapter that he is unable to behave as Jesus bids 

him until he is literally faced with the possibility of expulsion from the group of 

disciples (13.9). In contrast, Mary is a disciple who behaves appropriately before 

Jesus, knows how to respond to his needs and is commended for it. 

The reprimand of Judas elicits an immediate and fierce response from Jesus in 

defence of Mary: ä(pes avzvjv(v. 7). He proceeds to interpret her deed in relation 

to his impending death13 but also identifies himself as one who is more needy than 

the marginalized group identified by Judas: 

iva ci rv kµepav rov Evtiacptaaµov µov tiiipfjan avtiö. 
tiobq ntiwxov; yap nav rotC eXe re µcO' iavtiwv, 
Ep2 be ov näv'cotic E etc. (vv. 7- 8) 

In stating that the disciples will always have the poor to attend to, but will not 

always have him, Jesus identifies himself with this group as one of the oppressed, 

but he goes further by implicitly comparing their adversity with his. The indigent 

are among the many needy victims of society, but Jesus too is a victim. He has an 

immense and acute need which is recognised and tended to by Mary through her 

sacrificial care for him. 
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11 And in the Synoptics the other male members of the party - the disciples in Mt. 26.8, the 
Pharisees in Luke and Mk 14.4. 

12 The evangelist intends to portray ̀ the true disciple Mary of Bethany as counterpart to the 
unfaithful disciple Judas Iscariot' (Fiorenza, In Memory of Ster, p. 330). So too Stibbe, John, 
p. 132. 

13 What precisely is meant by `let her keep it for the day of my burial' is uncertain and Barrett 
explores the many possibilities (Gospel according to John, p. 414). Suffice to say that it 
functions as a somewhat morbid statement by Jesus indicating that death is uppermost in his 
mind. 
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ENTRY INTO JERUSALEM (12.12-19) 

The day after Jesus has been anointed for burial, he begins his last journey into 

Jerusalem where he will be put to death. Stibbe notes that this is `the urban setting 

which spells hostility, danger and unbelief 14 and indeed a first-time reader would 

surely be surprised by the uncharacteristically enthusiastic behaviour of a crowd 

whose normal reaction to Jesus is of a more threatening nature. 15 In contrast to the 

Synoptic accounts, where many details of the acquisition and preparation of the 

donkey at Jesus' request are recorded (Mt. 21.1-7), John notes that Jesus found and 

sat on an ass in response to the cries of the crowd. Sanders suggests that Jesus is 

embarrassed at the situation and that his reaction was ̀ a prompt repudiation of the 

crowd's acclamations'. 16 He claims that Jesus' embarrassment was due to the fact 

that he did not want to be mistaken for a military messiah and so he undermined 

the triumphal entry by sitting peacefully on the ass. No doubt another reason why 

Jesus acts as if he is uncomfortable as the recipient of the adulation of the Jews is 

because of an inability to trust the inclinations of a group who have transformed 

themselves at short notice into a lynch mob on more than one occasion. Indeed, 

the evangelist alerts us to their fickle nature with his warning; Stä tiovto 1cai 

{ntI vtiriacv avtiw ö öxkoc, örz ijxovaav rovro avzdv Jrsnoz? pcEvat T6 allpe ov 

(v. 18) - the crowd have an inadequate ̀signs faith' based on the raising of 

Lazarus. The experienced reader already knows that the cries of baavvä will 

soon become atiavp oaov. 

14 Stibbe, John, p. 133. 
is As was anxiously commented upon by the disciples as recently as 11.5. 
16 Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 287-8. 
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The pericope ends with a comment by the Pharisees, which, far from being a 

statement of despair over the extent of popular support that Jesus commands, '7 is in 

reality simply an excuse to justify the action they had already determined to take: 

`the decision that Jesus must die is confirmed in their minds: they had been right! 

If they do not act as they had decided, the danger will never be banished. ' 18 

ANNOUNCEMENT OF THE HOUR (12.20-36) 

Jesus' final encounter with the crowd before he goes into hiding (12.36b) follows 

the entry into Jerusalem prior to the Passover. If the raising of Lazarus was the 

climax of Jesus' public acts, then this scene contains his climactic public words. 

He speaks openly to the crowd about the purpose of his death and his struggle with 

it. The request of some Greeks to see Jesus indicates that the universal intention of 

his mission is being fulfilled; however, it causes him some distress, prompting a 

long monologue regarding the imminence and benefits of his death. His speech is 

full of the significant Johannine terms which were discussed in Chapter 6- wpa, 

604a/6oý4etiv and vivo v- which illuminate the meaning of his death. The 

evangelist is anxious to impress upon the mind of the reader the nearness of Jesus' 

death. In the passage comprising w. 20-36, he employs his full arsenal of 

theological signifiers, as well as all the violent and negative terminology he can 

muster to put his point across, as can be seen below: 

17 In contrast to the Synoptic plot to kill Jesus where Jesus' popularity causes a real problem for 
the authorities -'not during the feast, lest there be a riot among the people' Mt. 26.5. 

18 Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 419. 
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`.. Term Frequency 
So4äcuu 4 
wpa 3 
änoOvllaxw 3 
vyvöw 2 
axons 2 
Aävatio; 1 
RtacGJ 1 

xptotc 1 

The vocabulary used cannot fail to create an atmosphere of danger and impending 

death. 

Jesus' speech falls into three sections: 

Announcement of the hour and explanation of its benefits (12.23-26) 
Inevitability of the hour and confirmation from the Father (12.27-33) 
Imminence of the hour and explanation to the crowd (12.34-36) 

The announcement of the hour is followed by the description of three benefits of 

the hour: (1) Death is the precursor to fruitfulness, and Jesus' death will mark the 

birth of the church; (2) death to life in this world will grant eternal life for the 

believer, and (3) death is the place to which the disciples must be prepared to 

follow Jesus, but the disciple5will receive the presence of Jesus and the honour of 

the Father. The words of advice for would-be followers indicate the sacrificial 

aspect of following the one who was himself a sacrifice. 

Contemplating the implications of the hour sends Jesus into great distress. Nüv i 

vuxlj toi tictiäpaxtiati (v. 27), he says, reflecting his experience at the tomb of 

160 

Lazarus. ̀ The prospect of death, now seen to be imminent, fills the human soul of 

Jesus with tenor. ' 19 He phrases his predicament in the form of a question; xai 01 

Ein(; Ilätiep, o6 aß v tc ex till; c7 pa; tiavtiijS;. Deeply disturbed, he searches for 

19 Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 294. Hengel also recognises the 
`profound emotion' expressed by Jesus here (Johannine Question, p. 70). 



Chapter Seven " Relationship with Death 1: Facing the Hour 

a means of escape from the horror ahead. 20 The only way out would be to petition 

the Father, but in the same breath he recognizes the futility of this action: ä%?, a 

&& rob ro , %Oov eiq 61v cbpav cowcily. There would be no point in asking the 

Father to save him, because the hour was the very moment for which Jesus is sent 

in the first place. Resigned to this fact, he calls on his Father to fulfil his purpose, 

with the words näticp, 66aaov aov tiö övoga, inviting the hour to begin. As Jn 

12.27-28 is commonly viewed as the Johannine equivalent of the Synoptic 

Gethsemane, 21 it is appropriate to pause and consider the implications of such an 

association at this point. 

20 `The quandary of Jesus is an index to the inner tension which he suffers' (Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 431). 
21 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 475; Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 430; Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 294; Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 424; Haenchen, John, II, p. 97; Sandmel, Anti-Semitism in the New Testament?, p. 113. 
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EXCURSUS 4: The Gethsemane Experience in the Synoptics and John 

There are two main issues to be considered when comparing the Synoptic 

Gethsemane with the experience of the Johannine Jesus: 

1) The attempt of the protagonist to avoid death. 

2) The distress suffered by the protagonist on considering his death. 

The Synoptic Gethsemane recounts the desire of Jesus to avoid the fate that 

will befall him if at all possible (Mt. 26.36-46; Mk 14.32-42; Lk. 22.39-46). 

In Mark and Matthew, Jesus petitions the Father on three distinct occasions 

and in Luke there is one long petition. What is clear is that the Synoptic 

request to the Father to `let this cup pass from me'22 is a genuine one. Jesus 

truly wants to be released from his forthcoming ordeal and must believe 

that such release is in some way possible, praying earnestly for it three 

times. 23 Leonardo Boff claims that the Synoptic Jesus perceived the 

possibility of death but was not absolutely certain of it, and retained the 

hope that God would save him from death, even on the cross24 In the 

Fourth Gospel, Jesus does not ask to be spared his ordeal; he does not 

`throw himself on the mercy of God'. 25 Stibbe claims this is because 
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John's Jesus needs no helpers - not even God. 26 He is characterized as the 

quintessential, superhuman, solitary hero in the Gospel?? However, Jesus 

does not prevent himself from asking for an escape because of his heroic 

intentions. As has been indicated above, his words show he knows it is 

never within the realms of possibility. There can be no ̀ delusion of 

22 Mk 14.35-36, where he also asks for the hour to pass; Mt. 26.39; Lk. 22.42. 23 In Mt. and Mk. In Lk. it is only once, or twice if w. 43-44 are accepted. 24 So, Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 116. 
25 M. W. G. Stibbe, "`Return to Sender": A Structuralist Approach to John's Gospel', B11 (1993), 

pp. 189-206 (195). 
26 Stibbe's analysis of Jesus, 'helper' follows Greimas' actantial model. 27 Stibbe, ̀Return to Sender', p. 195. 
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reprieve'28 for the Johannine Jesus. He has already accepted the 

inevitability of his death, having faced this crisis prior to raising Lazarus, 

however, this does not prevent him from experiencing great fear at the 

thought of it. 

This brings us to the second point. Comparison of Jn 12.27 with the 

Gethsemane event invariably results in comments about the minimal level 

of distress displayed by the Johannine Jesus. So Haenchen observes: ̀The 

anguish of Jesus, depicted by Mark, is for John only like a small cloud that 

appears momentarily to darken the sun. '29 Furthermore, Stibbe claims that 

Jesus exhibits his sovereignty in this passage, showing a ̀ mastery of his 

emotions'. 30 The anguish which is conveyed by the verb rap zaaw 

becomes ̀feelings of unease', 31 which are transcended when Jesus focuses 

on the importance of his calling. Stibbe adds: ̀ instead of wilting before the 

prospect of his death he rejoices in its consequences. '32 While Jesus 

certainly outlines what the consequences of his death will be (12.24-26), 

there appears to be no evidence in the text of any rejoicing on his part and 

indeed it is after he has spoken of these benefits that he is overwhelmed 

with fear. It is therefore difficult to accept that they function as a source of 

comfort to him. 33 A closer look at the text indicates that this is a 

hermeneutical error. 
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28 A term used to describe when a condemned man, immediately before his execution, gets the 
illusion that he may be reprieved at the very last minute. See V. E. Frankl, Man's Search for 
Meaning: An Introduction to Logotherapy (trans. I. Lasch; London: Hodder & Stoughton, 
1964), p. 8. 

29 Haenchen, John, II, p. 97. See Bultmann for another watered down, but slightly more bizarre 
interpretation: ̀It is not the struggle of his soul that should become visible, but the decision that 
he actually made' (Gospel of John, pp. 427-9). 

30 Stibbe, John, p. 153. 
31 Stibbe, John, p. 153. 
32 Stibbe, John, p. 153, emphasis added. 
33 The fact that the occasion does not end on an altogether, positive note could also be indicated 

by Jesus' departing and hiding when he has finished speaking (v. 36b). It would be speculative 
to claim that this was a response to his distress, but there is no hint in the text that it is due to 
any threat from the crowd (compared with 8.59, for example). 
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Perhaps the primary error in interpreting this passage has arisen 

from the assumption that John has collapsed the distress of Gethsemane 

into two verses. In reality it has been extended rather than abridged, 

appearing in three chapters and spanning the public and private ministry of 

Jesus. Gethsemane appears traumatic. Matthew and Mark have Jesus 

greatly distressed and troubled34 with a soul sorrowful (nepiXvnoq) unto 

death, falling to the ground to pray. Luke has Jesus in agony and sweating 

blood. 35 But John's Gospel also provides plenty of evidence for a 

traumatized Jesus. On three separate occasions - at the tomb of Lazarus, 

during his last public speech and at the point of the betrayal - the 

evangelist indicates that Jesus is deeply troubled. The terms used are 

strong ones. We have already mentioned e ptµäoµai, tiapäaaw and 

Saxpvw which occur in John 11. In Jn 12.27 and 13.21 Jesus is 

specifically mentioned again as being deeply distressed (tiapäaa(o). The 

Synoptics, on the other hand, do not indicate that Jesus suffered anguish 

when considering his death outside of Gethsemane. There is no mention of 

emotion when the betrayal is mentioned, indeed it is the disciples who are 

sorrowful, not Jesus (Mk 14.19). The only occasion where we see Jesus 

weeping in the Synoptics is in Lk. 19.41, but it is not in connection with his 

death but the fate of Jerusalem. 36 The conclusion that we can draw is that 

the Johannine Jesus is not demonstrably less traumatized about his death - 
if anything the reverse is the case. 

34 Mt. 26.37, Mk 14.33; XvneiaGati/ExOaµßeiaOati ual ä3iµovciv. 
35 y vctio 6 thpwS c 'roü waci 9p6gpoti aigccroc, 22.44. Though there are difficulties with 

this verse. I. H. Marshall notes that many manuscripts omit vv. 43-44 and that the textual 
evidence for omission is strong (The Gospel of Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text 
[NIGTC; Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978], p. 831). 

36 Note also that the verb is i aiw, not 6axpW. 
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Returning to the text, Jesus' petition to the Father to `glorify his name' elicits a 

direct response. Again, this indicates the retrospective and prospective nature of 

Jesus' ̀glorification' through suffering: xai i6ötaaa icat näXty Sotäaw (v. 28). 

The affirmative response from heaven leads Jesus to declare that the moment of 

judgement has arrived and to hint again at his method of execution. The 

humiliation of the cross beckons, and he ends his contact with the crowd with a last 

invitation to believe in the light, even as the darkness approaches. 

THE MESSAGE AND ITS REJECTION (12.37-50) 

The evangelist rounds off Jesus' public ministry with a word to the reader, aided by 

two quotes from the Hebrew Bible, about why he was rejected. He hints that the 

cause was an inadequate ̀signs faith', in fulfilment of Isaiah's words: 

Lord, who has believed our report, 
and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed? (v. 38b) 

and: 
He has blinded their eyes and hardened their heart, 
lest they should see with their eyes and perceive with their heart, 
and turn for me to heal them. (v. 40) 

The subject of unbelief alludes to the prologue and the statement that Jesus came to 

his own, but was not received by them. The reality of these words has been fully 

explored during the course of the narrative, the evangelist claiming that it was all 

foretold long ago by the prophets. Rejection is predestined, as is execution. Jesus' 

experience of victimization is thus sanctioned by the evangelist. 

The argument follows hesitant lines: 

They could not believe. 
But many did. 
But they did not confess it 
because they loved men more than God. 
Therefore they were not real believers. 
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Rejection is the overriding reaction to Jesus -that some attained some level of 

belief is almost added as an afterthought. They cannot be seen as bona fide 

followers as they loved the way of the world more than the 60a of God (v. 43). 

They were not prepared to take on the role of victim themselves, risking expulsion 

from the community in the way that Jesus had done. 

John closes the chapter and this section of Jesus' ministry with a long list of claims 

which summarize his message. They make clear to the reader Jesus' relation to the 

Father, the origin of his authority and the believer's relation to him. The reader is 

now fully aware of what Jesus has been sent to do, what he has not been sent to do, 

and who it is that has sent him. S/he is also aware that the next stage will be the 

hour of death. 
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Relationship with the Disciples I 

Departure 

Jesus' relationship with his disciples is played out most explicitly through his 

words and actions during the last evening that he spends with them. Through it we 

learn of his attitude towards them and the relationship that he expects them to have 

with each other and the outside world. He elaborates on a number of important 

themes as he attempts to prepare his followers for the trauma of his death. 

Departure and return, the sending of the Spirit and the preparation of the Father's 

house are but a few of the subjects discussed. This chapter will explore John 13- 

171 in two sections: the footwashing and associated material (13.1-29); followed 

by the major discourses and prayer of Jesus (14-17). 

THE FOOT WASHING AND BETRAYAL(S) 

The footwashing and the betrayal by Judas are inter-linked and should be 

interpreted together. This is because the theme of betrayal runs throughout the 

whole of the footwashing incident: mention of it precedes (v. 2), interrupts (vv. 10- 

11), concludes (v. 18) and follows it (vv. 21-30). This has the function of 

heightening the bathetic nature of the whole scene. Both the reader and the 

protagonist know that the act of perfidy is imminent, yet Jesus' behaviour at this 

moment is utterly unexpected. He chooses to communicate with his disciples 

The compositional problems associated with these chapters are noted but will not be discussed. 
For discussion, see F. F. Segovia, The Farewell of the Word: The Johannine Call to Abide 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), pp. 21-47; or J. W. Pryor (John. Evangelist of the 
Covenant People: The Narrative and Themes of the Fourth Gospel [Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1992], pp. 102-6). 
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through an intensely intimate action, which renders him consciously and 

deliberately humiliated. Exactly what is being communicated has been the subject 

of widespread scholarly debate. 2 This section will focus purely on what can be 

learrraabout Jesus' victim-consciousness from the event. 

The footwashing is commonly seen to be a loving and gracious gesture by Jesus 

towards his disciples, 3 but its deliberately subservient nature and the strong theme 

of betrayal provide clues for an alternative interpretation of his motives. As will be 

seen, Jesus performs an act of self-abasement which prefigures the degradation of 

his execution .4 It is enacted before not one, but two betrayers, and it is the 

interaction between these three major characters that provides much of the 

dramatic tension in the pericope. 

For our purposes, John 13 can be divided up as follows: 

2 For discussion of the various interpretations of footwashing see the work of J. C. Thomas 
(Footwashing in John 13 and the Johannine Community [JSNTSup, 61; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1991]). Prominent theories have been: an example of humility (Lagrange, Bernard); a symbol 
of baptism (Bauer, MacGregor); an act of cleansing/forgiveness (Dunn, Beasley-Murray); a 
separate sacrament (Koch); a soteriological sign (Hoskyns, Bultmann); polemic against 
baptism or purification (Kreyenbtihl, Fridrichsen) (see pp. 11-18 of Footwashing for details). 
For another recent treatment of the passage see Ruth Edwards, who explores the possible 
interrelationship between the exemplary, sacramental and christological interpretations. Her 
viewpoint is that footwashing is ̀ a sacrament of identification with Jesus in his humble service 
and death' ('The Christological Basis of the Johannine Footwashing', in J. B. Green and M. 
Turner [eds. ], Jesus of Nazareth. Lord and Christ: Essays on the Historical Jesus and New 
Testament Christology [Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1994], pp. 367-83 [378, emphasis 
original]). 

3 Thomas notes that where there are ancient examples of individuals who, without being obliged 
to, wash the feet of others, love is most frequently the motive (Footwashing, p. 187). Carson 
sees it as ̀ simultaneously a display of love, a symbol of saving cleansing, and a model of 
Christian conduct' (Gospel according to John, p. 463). The text itself, of course, situates the 
behaviour of Jesus within the context of love for the disciples: Ei; rixo; hyämlccv avtovS 
(13.1). 

4 Numerous scholars see the footwashing prefiguring the crucifixion. See, for example, 
Mlakuzhyil, who views it as ̀ the symbol of the supreme, loving and life-giving sacrifice of 
Christ on the cross (Christocentric Literary Structure, p. 325). 
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0 w. 1-4 General Context 

- the hour of death has come 
- introduction of the first betrayer 

" vv. 5-11 Execution of Footwashing 

- introduction of the second betrayer 

- conflict between Jesus and the second betrayer 

- reference back to the first betrayer 

" w. 12-20 Discussion of Footwashing 
- commission of disciples 

- reference to betrayer(s) 

" w. 21-30 Execution of First Betrayal 

- query of second betrayer 

- commissioning of first betrayer 

- departure of first betrayer 

" w. 31-38 Prediction of Second Betrayal 

- predicted death (glorification) of Jesus 

- prediction of departure of Jesus 

- prediction of second betrayal 

1. General Context (vv. 1-4) 
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The chapter begins with a lengthy introduction that sets the scene 

temporally and theologically. The narrator describes Jesus as knowing 

(ci & b; ) two things: first, that his `hour' has come to depart out of the world 

(v. 1), and secondly that the Father to whom he is going has ̀ given all 

things into his hands' (v. 3). Between these two, the narrator places another 

fact that Jesus knows: cob SiaßöXov ýSr PeP%ilxötio; ciS tcliv icapSiav 

'V napa& 1 av röv 'IovSa; Eiµwvoc 'Iaxapiwtiov. The reader is given 

little opportunity to envisage a cosy scene of supportive fellowship between 

Jesus and his followers during this private supper. He who was a murderer 

from the beginning has been at work, and his emissary, the betrayer, is in 

their midst. This ominous statement, coupled with Jesus' obvious 

awareness of the nearness of death, creates a confused suspense when the 

sentence finally ends with his. undressing and donning a towel. 
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2. Execution of the Footwashing (vv. 5-11) 

Jesus' behaviour towards the disciples is embarrassing and shocking, as 

will be witnessed by the reaction of one of the recipients. 5 In order for 

modern readento be shocked by Jesus' behaviour it is necessary to refer 

briefly to the cultural context of his act. Chris Thomas outlines examples 

of footwashing in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman environment. He 

concludes that footwashing was clearly associated with servitude and could 

even be used as a synonym for slavery: ̀ to wash another's feet symbolized 

the subjugation of one person to another'. 6 In performing this task Jesus 

does a job that was so menial it was reserved for gentile servants, women 

and children. It was not something that a Jewish male servant should have 

been required to do. 7 Jesus behaves not merely as a slave, but as the lowest 

kind of slave. He joins the ranks of `non-people' - those who are the true 

victims of a patriarchally structured society. He lays down the status of a 

free, Jewish male and takes up that of a slave, a gentile, a woman, a child, 

to perform a task that places him on the underside of life. While the 

Synoptic Christ concerns himself with the plight of the downtrodden 

through his contact with tax-collectors, prostitutes and outcasts, the 

Johannine Christ's contact is immediate and personal. His role is not to 

minister to society's victims but to become one. His becoming a victim is 
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not realised merely through a superficial empathy with the oppressed, but is 

an integral part of his identity. The deliberate nature of his self-abasement 

within this context makes his behaviour appear victimal. 8 The disciples 

would have been scandalized. Although they might have expected to wash 

5 So, Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 462. 
6 Thomas, Footwashing, p. 56. 
7 Claims Barrett, referring to Mekhilta Exod. 21.2 (Gospel according to St John, p. 440). 
8 Sandra Schneiders disagrees that this is an act of self-humiliation, but rather one of service 

between friends. This disregards the nature of the act and the way that it would have been 
interpreted by its recipients ('The Foot Washing [John 13.1-20]: An Experiment in 
Hermeneutics', CBQ 43 [1981], pp. 76-92 [88]). 
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his feet, they could never have conceived that he would wash theirs. 9 What 

makes it all the more unexpected is the fact that this is the very occasion 

where Jesus could have been expected to exert, rather than relinquish, his 

authority. Throughout his ministry his claims have been disputed and his 

authority to proclaim them denied by his hearers. In the context of the last 

supper he is surrounded by those who do believe him, where his authority 

is accepted as teacher and lord, yet he chooses to act as one with none at all. 

Instead of behaving like a rabbi, he acts as a man in a state of abjection, '° 

indicating the true nature of his identity. 

The text describes his preparation for the act: Eyctpe vcu Eic tob 

SEinvov xai tii0lativ r& tp tta Kai. Xc4 by ? vnov & wacv eavtiöv 

(v. 4). The use of ciOilgt provides an intertextual link with the action of the 

shepherd in 10.17-18 and hints at the significance of this derobement. l l 

That the plural form tpätux is used also indicates that he took off more 

thanjust his outer robe. 12 As Lindars put it: `he strips for action'. 13 With 

the ̀ laying down' of his clothing he assumes the poverty and vulnerability 

of a near-naked slave. In addition to this Jesus girds himself with a towel 

- the recognizable act of a slave preparing for service (Lk. 17.8). 14 In the 
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9 Thomas sees Jesus' action as unique since it is that the only example of a superior voluntarily 
washing the feet of inferiors to be found in antiquity (Footwashing, p. 59). 

10 Barrett states that the degrading nature of the task should not be exaggerated, adding that 
`wives washed the feet of their husbands, and children of their parents'. This is surely the 
point (Gospel according to St John, p. 440). 

11 J. D. G. Dunn sees t'Or tt as providing a link between the footwashing and Jesus' death ('The 
Washing of the Disciples' Feet in John 13.1-20', ZNW 61 [1970], pp. 247-52 [248]). See also 
R. A. Culpepper, ̀The Johannine Hypodeigma: A Reading of John 13', Semeia 53 (1991), 
pp. 133-52 (137). 

12 And 19.23 indicates that he wore enough items for four soldiers to divide between them. 
13 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 450. 
14 Beasley-Murray also notes that in the Midrash on Gen. 21.14, when Abraham sent Hagar away 

he gave her a bill of divorce, took her shawl and girded it around her loins `that people should 
know that she was a slave' (John, p. 233; following Str-B, II, p. 557). For the doubly symbolic 
action of `girding' and its possible connections with death see Ruth Edwards, who points to the 
girding of Peter in Jn 21.18-19 as symbolic of his martyrdom ('Christological Basis of the 
Johannine Footwashing', p. 373). 



Chapter Eight " Relationship with the Disciples I: Farewell 

eyes of the disciples, the transformation is complete; from Kvptoq to 

SovXoS. 

The text does not indicate how many pairs of feet Jesus has washed, nor 

how willingly they received him, before he is forced to pause by the 

objection of Peter. Peter's reaction is vigorously negative. He sees no act 

of laudable humility; rather one of shameful humiliation. He has no 

admiration for a Master who stoops to serve him and is horrified at this 

display of self-abasement. 's Jesus is vitiated by his own disciples through 

washing their feet and it is this that Peter objects to. Initially his protest is 

tentative and questioning: KvptE, a got) vintictS cobs nÖSas; (v. 6). By 

addressing him as ̀ Lord', Peter attempts to right the relationship that Jesus 

has just capsized by behaving as his subordinate. Jesus understands Peter's 

discomfort and tries to reassure him that all will become clear in good time. 

Peter, however, cannot accept Jesus' action. It is too radical, too 

frightening for him to permit and he fights to retain the rabbi-disciple 

archetype with which he is familiar. Allowing Jesus to wash his feet would 

irrevocably violate this, as Jesus would lose his respectability and status 

within the group by performing such a servile task. 16 Peter refuses to 

submit his teacher to disgrace in this manner and his protest is strongly 

phrased: ov j. t vti cn µov cob; no8ccq Eis r6v aiwva (v. 8). '7 By 

speaking to Jesus in this way, Peter treats him as if he were a slave. In his 

15 Culpepper, among others, sees Peter's response to Jesus indicating `wonder and amazement', 
but given the context and the nature of the task, shock and dismay are more likely. ('The 
Johannine Hypodeigma', p. 13 8). 

16 Schneiders, in her discussion of this passage, also argues that Peter is reacting to Jesus' 
dismantling of familiar power structures, although she relates this to a different understanding 
of Peter's motives for power and Jesus' motives for service: ̀Peter realizes that Jesus, by 
transcending the inequality between himself and his disciples and inaugurating between them 
the relationship of friendship, is subverting in principle all structures of domination, and 
therefore the basis for Peter's own exercise of power and authority' ('The Footwashing', 
p. 87). 

17 F. Blass and A. Debrunner note that ov µh with the future indicative is the most definite form 
of negation regarding the future (A Greek Grammar of the New Testament and other Early 
Christian Literature (ed. R. W. Funk; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961), p. 184. 
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attempt to prevent the humiliation of Jesus, he actually participates in it by 

desperately trying to exert his own power over him, commanding: ̀You 

will never...! ', as if to say: ̀ I forbid you... '. 18 Ironically, through the very 

act of forbidding, Peter takes on the role of master and participates in the 

oppression of `Jesus as slave'. As his relationship to the world is that of a 

victim, so too his relation to even his own can take this form. 

Jesus does not respond with a similar assertion of power. He does 

not order Peter to submit to being washed. He simply states a fact that 

presents Peter with a clear choice: Eäv µrß vitva) ße, ovx Net; REpo; µct' 

i tov (v. 8). This is not a threat, but it is an ultimatum. 19 Being washed by 

Jesus is so important that having a ̀ part'20 with him is conditional on 

acceptance of this act. The most obvious meaning of the term indicates a 

share in eternal life, 21 but Thomas sees the meaning as extending to sharing 

the destiny or identity of someone. 22 Jesus' message is clear: to have a part 

with him, Peter must accept this manifestation of his identity - the full 

meaning of the Word made flesh. This manifestation is not one of power 

and glory through Messiahship, but of abasement and disgrace through 

victimization. If Peter cannot accept this act, how will he ever cope with 

the shame that it prefigures - that of the cross? The dilemma facing Peter 

is simple enough: in, or out? Nevertheless, he avoids tackling it head on, 

choosing rather to complicate the issue. His exclamation; xüptc, µl'i cob; 
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18 Bultmann comments: ̀the natural man simply does not want this kind of service'. The reason, 
he concludes, is because it is part of the basic way that men think to refuse to see the act of 
salvation in what is lowly, or God in the form of a slave. This is, of course, at the heart of 
Peter's discomfort (Gospel of John, p. 468). 

19 Although Fernando Segovia sees it as ̀a severe threat' this seems to be an incorrect reading. 
Jesus is not threatening to expel Peter, but merely stating what is and is not possible if Peter 
wishes to remain with him ('John 13.1-20, The Footwashing in the Johannine Tradition', ZNW 
73 [1982], pp. 31-51 [43]). 

20 Or ̀ share' in the sense of having a place with someone. Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 506. 
21 So, Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 566. Brown notes that gtpo; is used in the LXX to 

translate the Hebrew heleq, the word that describes the God-given heritage to Israel. 
22 For example, he refers to usage in Mt. 24.51 and Martyrdom of Polycarp 14.2 (Footwashing, 

pp. 93-4). 
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n606aS gov µövov %%& xai, r&S xcipa; icai 61v xccpa? iiv (v. 9) could 

be seen as an enthusiastic request for the fullest possible inclusion with 

Jesus 23 but in fact it implicitly contains a further denial to allow Jesus to 

behave as a slave. The significance of Peter's request for his hands and 

head to be washed is discussed by Thomas, who draws the following 

conclusion: 

Clearly Peter has misconstrued the entire episode. At first, 
he misunderstands Jesus as performing an act of 
hospitality. Then, when he is convinced of the necessity of 
the washing, he seeks to suggest the particular kinds of 
washings most appropriate. In typical Johannine fashion, 
his misunderstanding awaits the discourse by Jesus for 

clarification. 24 

This interpretation overlooks the most important and interesting element of 

the interaction between Jesus and Peter: the fact that it is an occasion of 

severe conflict. The reason for this may be that the interpretation is 

founded on a view of Peter which sees him as having a positive role in the 
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Fourth Gospel. 25 The conflict can therefore be minimized and reinterpreted 

as a misunderstanding on the part of the ebullient disciple, which Jesus is 

able to correct. If, however, Peter's character is viewed less favourably, 

then the conflict can be used to explain his reaction to Jesus' ultimatum in a 

23 So, Carson: ̀unrestrained exuberance' (Gospel according to John, p. 464). Likewise Brown: 
`if the footwashing brings heritage with Jesus, then the more washing, the better' (Gospel 
according to John, II, p. 566). Lindars too thinks Peter views the washing quantitatively. 
More washing will gain a better place with Jesus (Gospel of John, p. 451). Culpepper sees 
Peter's request for more washing as pious ('The Johannine Hypodeigma', p. 140). 

24 Footwashing, p. 97. 
25 A commonly held view propounded by, among others, Oscar Cullmann, in Peter: Disciple, 

Apostle, Martyr (trans. F. V. Filson; London: SCM Press, 2nd edn; 1962). The competition 
between Peter and the beloved disciple merely emphasizes their separate roles (pp. 28-31). See 
also R. E. Brown, K. P. Donfried and J. Reumann (eds. ), Peter in the New Testament: A 
Collaborative Assessment by Protestant and Roman Catholic Scholars (London: Geoffrey 
Chapman, rev. edn, 1974). Brown et al see no evidence of rivalry between Peter and the 
beloved disciple -'to speak of rivalry is probably an exaggeration, if it implies polemic or 
animosity, since that would not be true to the Johannine portrait of Simon Peter' (pp. 138-9). 
Paul Minear's assessment of Peter is common: ̀well-meaning, but dull and slow, if not stupid' 
('The Beloved Disciple in the Gospel of John: Some Clues and Conjectures', NovT 19 [19771, 
pp. 105-23 [1171). 
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rather different way. 26 Whatever Peter understands to be the reason for the 

footwashing - hospitality or otherwise - it is evident that he is 

strenuously opposed to it by the language he uses and the fact that he 

refuses it twice. The first reassurance of Jesus is not effective and it is 

difficult to see how his second statement, the ultimatum, could render the 

necessary task any more palatable to Peter. 27 However, if Peter can 

persuade Jesus to wash his hands and head as well, this would undermine 

the servile nature of the original task and have quite a different meaning. 

Rather than indicating misguided enthusiasm, Peter's request for additional 

washing can be seen as an attempt to manipulate Jesus back into the role of 

master. To wash the hands28 and head29 would distance the task from that 

of a slave's basic duty. In particular, having his head washed by Jesus 

would be behaviour that Peter would feel far more comfortable with since, 

rather than kneeling at his feet in an evidently subordinate position, Jesus 

26 For a convincing examination of the representation of Peter in John's Gospel that concludes 
that he is very definitely depreciated, while the Beloved Disciple is elevated, see A. H. 
Maynard ('The Role of Peter in the Fourth Gospel', NTS 30 [1984], pp. 531-48). See also A. J. 
Droge, ̀ The Status of Peter in the Fourth Gospel: A Note on John 18.10-11, JBL 109/2 (1990), 

pp. 307-11. Droge muses that Simon Peter has been named a ̀ rock' not for his solid 
leadership, but because of his persistent obtuseness, and sees him as ̀ a man who has come 
dangerously close to being placed beyond the Johannine pale' (p. 311). J. L. Staley suggests 
that although Peter is initially introduced as a positive model of discipleship through verses 
such as 1.42 and 6.67-69, he is later revealed as the character who is unable to understand what 
Jesus is about to undergo in 13.6-9,36-38 and 18.10-11. He goes on to explain how the reader 
comes to disassociate him/herself from Peter for this reason ('Subversive Narrator/ Victimized 
Reader: A Reader Response Assessment of a Text-Critical Problem, John 18.12-24', JSNT 51 
[1993], pp. 79-98 [92-4]). 

27 Although note the opposite view from Brown: `Peter had protested to Jesus but had quickly 
accepted the footwashing when Jesus pointed out its salvific purpose' (Gospel according to 
John, II, p, 568). 

28 The washing of hands is linked to ritual purity. Thomas notes that because of their continual 
contact with a number of items, the hands are regarded as always being unclean unless they 
have just been washed. The implication is that they can render the whole person unclean 
(Footwashing, p. 96). See Jacob Neusner for detail on the Mishnaic reasoning for 
handwashing: ̀what is unclean in the first remove makes hands unclean' (where the first 
remove means original contact with a primary source of uncleanness) (Judaism: The Evidence 
of the Mishnah [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981], pp. 105-6). 

29 The head can be used as the equivalent of the person and their whole existence. It therefore 
becomes the part of the body on which, for example, anointings (Mk 14.3) and judgements 
(Acts 18.6) are made. See K. Munzer, ̀ Head', in Brown (ed. ), NIDNTT, II, pp. 156-63 (158). 
These were evidently not actions carried out by slaves, but by those in authority. 
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would be standing over him, performing a deed that resembled an 

anointing. And so, Peter asks not just for his feet (as that can only be 

demeaning), but his hands and head too (as that would transform it into a 

`commissioning', and impart authority to the anointer). The request 

therefore must be seen as a continued refusal by Peter to permit Jesus to 

carry out his task. 

Jesus rejects Peter's request. His refusal is both logical and 

theological, but interestingly it is not addressed directly to Peter. He who 

has bathed30 (not ̀ you') is clean and needs no further washing, apart from 

his feet, 31 which is why Jesus is carrying out this task. Jesus pronounces; 

icai vµcIS icaAapoi aatic, but is forced to qualify this pronouncement - 
622' ovxi xavreq Neither bathing nor washing guarantee that cleansing 

has actually taken place. Jesus is commonly seen to be referring to Judas 

with these words, 32 although there is no reason why there could not also be 

a hint to Peter's own betrayal. 33 Peter has already been set up as the 

disciple who rejects the service of Jesus. He barely scrapes through the 

final selection process for discipleship 34 The narrator confirms in v. 11 

that Jesus is cognizant of who will betray him and that we are to equate 

uncleanness with betrayal. Again, Judas is the obvious culprit, but before 

30 Generally seen as a reference to baptism. See Dodd, Interpretation, p. 401; Haenchen, John, 
II, p. 108. Schnackenburg, however, asserts that it is impossible to conclude with any certainty 
that baptism is alluded to here (Gospel according to St John, III, pp. 21-2). 

31 For arguments on the inclusion of cl µi1 Tob; n6k;, which is omitted by Codex Sinaiticus, 
the Vulgate, some Old Latin texts, Tertullian and Origen, see Thomas (Footwashing, pp. 9-25). 

32 For example, Thomas, Footwashing, p. 106; Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 442; 
Segovia, ̀John 13.1-20', pp. 46-7. Culpepper extends it to `those who would deny the salvific 
significance of Jesus death and go out into the world' ('The Johannine Hypodeigma', p. 140). 

33 Trumbower argues that without verse 13.11, the reader would automatically assume that Jesus' 
statement ̀you are not all clean' included Peter as well as Judas because Peter had just 
exclaimed ̀you shall never wash me into eternity'. He does not follow the argument to its 
logical conclusion, namely that a reference to the betrayal (or denial) of Peter is intended (Born 
from Above, p. 132). 

34 Dodd sees the entire episode as being the final `sifting' of the disciples -'the faithful remnant 
is finally selected out of the unbelieving world' (Interpretation, p. 402). Maynard comments; 
`Judas fails the test and is "sifted out", and Peter almost fails! ' ('Role of Peter in the Fourth 
Gospel', p. 535). 
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the end of the passage, the reader will learn that Jesus knows of another 

betrayer. The narrator's comment ensures that the theme of betrayal 

remains uppermost as a hermeneutical tool with which to interpret the 

footwashing. 

The reader cannot doubt that along with the feet of the ̀ clean', Jesus 

knew he was washing those of the treacherous. This is a deliberate act of 

servitude - self-abasement before the man whose heart the devil has 

already corrupted. We can only speculate about the reason that Jesus does 

this. Why, for example, does the footwashing occur before, rather than 

after Judas leaves the room? Carson suggests that the reason for the 

inclusion of Judas can be found in the ̀ unfathomable love and forbearance 

of the Master' 35 Love as the potential motive for the footwashing was 

briefly mentioned above, but the text states that Jesus loved his own (v. 1) 

and Judas is clearly excluded from this select group. Love for Judas cannot 

be credibly be claimed as a motive. If, however, part of the purpose of the 

footwashing is that it functions as a preparation ritual, then the necessity of 

washing Judas' feet becomes obvious. 36 Judas has a task to perform and 

Jesus must prepare him for its execution. The deed can be seen as 

representing the nadir of his victimage at this point in the narrative. In 

voluntarily undertaking this deed he implicitly colludes with his betrayer, 
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preparing Judas for his own perfidious work. The act itself is degrading: to 

render oneself vulnerable and shamed before beloved companions is one 

thing, to do the same to the man whose goal is treachery is quite another. 

But the meaning of the act has a significance beyond humiliation. It can be 

35 Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 466. 
36 Thomas documents the close connection between footwashing and preparation for a specific 

task, experience or relationship. He notes that the phrase ̀with unwashed feet' came to mean 
`without adequate preparation' in the Graeco-Roman world. He therefore the emphasis on 
preparation as significant for John 13-17, which is devoted to Jesus' preparation of his 
disciples for his departure (Footwashing. p. 59). 
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seen as a further indication of victimal behaviour as Jesus plays his part in 

ensuring Judas is ready for his task. The devil has already put into his heart 

to betray him, Jesus prepares him by washing his feet. There is one final 

task to be carried out by both of them. 

3. Discussion of the Footwashing (vv. 12-20) 
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Verse 12 marks the end of this `sign' as Jesus takes up (EXa(3cv) his clothes 

and reclines again. The RSV translates the phrase icat ävineacv näXty as 

`he resumed his place'. This is indeed what he does, both literally and 

figuratively as he reclaims his status as ö Si66axa? o; and ö icvptoG (v. 

13). His speech falls into two parts, as was indicated by the structure at the 

beginning of the chapter. The meaning of his statement is encapsulated by 

the words: ̀ for I have given you an example, that you should also do as I 

have done to you' (v. 15). It is a call to victimage for the disciples, even as 

he has made himself their victim. He speaks to them about their duty as 

slaves as they too must wash each other's feet. This cannot be seen simply 

as an admonition to humble service, 37 but a warning that the disciples must 

be ready to become worthless in society's reckoning and experience similar 

degradation 38 Jesus' statement that a servant is not greater than his master 

ironically appears to prop up the disciples' concept of ordered patriarchal 

relations. It is, nevertheless, this very rule that Jesus has just broken. This 

`master' has made himself less than his `servants' by washing their feet and 

so has undermined this hierarchical structure. This highlights the deeply 

radical implications of `the Lord' becoming a victim. The message to those 

easily offended is that if the one who bears the title 6 äyto; rob Ocov must 

37 Says Segovia, ̀John 13.1-20', p. 45. 
38 See also Thomas' arguments that ü tö6ctiµa should be interpreted as more than a call to 

service but is in fact a mandate from Jesus to carry out the practice of footwashing 
(Footwashing, p. 110ff. ). Culpepper, on the other hand, notes the use of the term in the LxX to 
refer to an exemplary death which served as a model for others to follow ('The Johannine 
Hypodeigma', p. 143). 



Chapter Eight " Relationship with the Disciples L Farewell 179 

stoop to such disgrace, then they can expect no less. However, this too has 

the result of levelling master and slave, as the difference in status is lost 

through their common experience of servitude. 

Jesus' instructions are not directed towards all present at supper. 

There is one who is excluded from this commission by the fact that he has 

not been chosen by Jesus. The betrayer's work is not to submit to 

humiliation, but to inflict it - not for him the role of victim. It is to the 

subject of the betrayal that Jesus turns in the second part of his speech, 

relating the event to the fulfilment of the scriptures. His reference is to a 

slightly altered version of Ps. 41.9: ö tipci ywv µov tiov aptiov Eitf pcv en' 

ßµi chjv ntiipvav aü'cov (v. 18). 39 In its context in John's Gospel the verse 

is loaded with significance. The use of rpo)yco provides a linguistic link 

with the discourse on the feeding of the five thousand in John 6, the former 

evidently providing a hermeneutical clue to the usage in 13.8 40 The 

phrasing is similar: 

39 Hanson notes that the evangelist's quotation of this text is quite unlike the LXX, which reads: 6 
&aOicwv ? ptiovg µov e yä%vvcv tie ig iTCpvtaµbv -'he who ate my loaves has 
magnified against me the supplanting' (40.10) (Prophetic Gospel, pp. 173-4). It is generally 
held that the Hebrew text, rather than the LxXýwas the source of John's quotation. So Barrett, 
who sees John rewriting freely (Gospel according to St John, p. 444). In his analysis of this 
text, M. J. J. Menken suggests that the evangelist has made his own translation from Hebrew, 
with the variations between the two being explained by the influence of 2 Sam. 18.28 
(a passage analogous to Ps. 41.10). He argues that John could not have used the LxX version 
because it made use of nrcpvtiaµöS, which introduced the nuance of `beguiling'. The idea of 
Judas beguiling Jesus did not accord with his position on Jesus' omniscience (`The Translation 
of Psalm 41.10 in John 13.18' JSNT 40 [1990], pp. 61-79). J. R. Michaels sees this text, as well 
as its companion fulfilment citation, Jn 15.25, as functioning on two levels. In the first 
instance they refer directly to Jesus' betrayal and passion, but in addition they can be seen to 
prophesy about the experience of the disciples after Jesus' departure. Through these verses, 
Michaels argues that the twin themes present in Mt. 10.21-22 and Mk 13.12-13 - betrayal 
from within and hatred from without - have been incorporated into John's work ('Betrayal 
and the Betrayer: The Uses of Scripture in John 13.18-19', in C. A. Evans and W. R. Stegner 
[eds. ], The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel [JSNTSup, 104; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1994], pp. 459-74). 

40 The significance of the use of tip rw instead of the LXX's ia6iw has been discussed in the 
section on John 6. Michaels has difficulty seeing what the point of this parallel is, concluding 
that in all likelihood it is simply a matter of Johannine style, preferring rp )ycty to iaOicty as 
the present tense of the verb ̀ to eat' ('Betrayal and the Betrayer', p. 467). However, I would 
argue that the fact that there is a clear parallel automatically implies that the evangelist saw a 
point. 
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ö rpcoycov go uv 1v aäpxa 6.54,56 

o tipcoycov µov thy äptov 13.18 

The violent connotations of the `munching', `chewing' vocabulary, 

combined with the eating of bread/flesh have already been mentioned in the 

context of sparagmatic consumption. The language of physical destruction 

re-appears here in conjunction with the betrayal. Judas is one who has 

figuratively devoured the flesh of Jesus, but not for the purposes of gaining 

a share in the life of the `god'. On a more obvious level, of course, the 

poignancy of his words again emphasize Jesus' vulnerability. This is the 

treason of a companion with whom he has shared table fellowship. This 

will be highlighted when the scripture is literally fulfilled in v. 26 when 

Jesus hands over the sop to Judas. 

The second half of the verse continues the theme of physical abuse. 

The term Enf pcv en' Eµß 61v ntihpvav avtiov is undeniably abusive in 

intention. Lindars proposes the meaning ̀has kicked me from behind'41 

and Hoskyns likens it to `the sudden kick of a horse. '42 Whatever the 

precise original meaning, 43 it is evident that the metaphor used is a 
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malignant one and in this context it is particularly appropriate: the feet that 

Jesus has washed respond with violence and a metaphorical kick. This 

accentuates the contempt44 of the betrayer and his rejection of Jesus' deed. 

41 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 454. This suggests a similar sort of treachery to being shot in the 
back. 

42 Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 441. 
43 Bruce suggests the Hebrew, which is literally `has made his heel great against me' can be 

rendered ̀has given me a great fall', or `has taken cruel advantage of me' (Gospel of John, 
p. 287). 

44 For argument that the term contains an element of contempt see E. F. F. Bishop -'a revelation 
of contempt, treachery, even animosity' ("`He that Eateth Bread with me Hath Lifted Up his 
Heel Against me": in 13.18 [Ps. 41.9]', ExpTim 70 [1958-59], pp. 331-3 [332]). 
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4. vv. 21-30 Execution of First Betrayal 

Verse 21 moves the narrative onto the next stage. Given the continual 

references to the betrayal throughout the chapter>the reader can hardly be 

unprepared for the coming scene. Jesus, who has appeared calm during the 

footwashing and ensuing discussion, now seems overcome by emotion 45 

The moment for the traitor to act has arrived and the text states kapä Ord 

'cw rcvcvµatt (v. 21). The use of rap&aao) has already been discussed in 

the section on the raising of Lazarus and was seen there to have 

connotations of fear and anxiety. Its use here recalls the mental suffering of 

Jesus at the tomb; something as momentous as the raising of a dead man is 

about to happen. It could be argued that it is Jesus' distress that compels 

him to utter his next words - after all he has up until now only alluded to 

the betrayer and clearly the disciples are none the wiser about what is to 

happen 46 The baldness of his allegation ensures that there is no doubt 

about its meaning: 61d1v äµßv %eyw vµiv ö tt Etg Eý bµwv napa&wast 

ge. Now it is the disciples' turn for anxiety: who will betray Jesus? 47 

Peter's worry prompts him to action, and he asks this question through the 

mediation of the beloved disciple, who is physically48 and (presumably) 
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45 Carson comments, ̀his anguish was visible, and caught the attention of his disciples' (Gospel 
according to John, p. 472). J. N. Suggit, commenting on the betrayal, sees John showing that 
`the treachery harms Judas more than Jesus, for Jesus always knows what is to happen and is 
always in control' ('John 13.1-30: The Mystery of the Incarnation and of the Eucharist', Neot 
19 [1985], pp. 64-70 [69]). It is difficult, however, to minimize the emotional distress 
displayed by Jesus in v. 21. In addition, knowing who his betrayer is does not imply that he is 
in control of the situation. 

46 Perhaps the two statements in vv. 10,18 can be seen as hints to Judas to make his move. 
When Judas fails to act, the mental torment caused by waiting is such that Jesus forces his 
hand. Mlakuzhyil sees it as ̀ another attempt of Jesus to touch the heart of the betrayer' 
(Christocentric Literary Structure, p. 326). 

47 Culpepper seems to suggest that the disciples do not understand Jesus' words - they are met 
with a lack of comprehension. However it surely not what Jesus is saying, but whö he is 
speaking of, that causes their uncertainty ('The Johannine Hypodeigma', p. 145). 

48 For the various theories on the seating arrangements of the disciples at the supper, the location 
of the place of honour (on the left or the right), and who occupies it, see the following scholars: 
Brown, Gospel according to John , II, p. 574; Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 446; 
Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 312-3; and K. Quast, Peter and the 
Beloved Disciple: Figures for a Community in Crisis (JSNTSup, 32; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
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emotionally closest to Jesus 49 Peter's interest in the identity of the betrayer 

is more thanjust curiosity, it has an personal dimension to it. 50 Trumbower 

suggests that Peter's anxiousness could be `the author's subtle indication of 

Peter's fear that he might be the betrayer'. 51 Although the reader knows 

that Judas is the one to whom Jesus is referring, the characters do not and 

hence this interpretation is perfectly feasible, particularly bearing in mind 

Jesus' words to Peter earlier on in the scene (v. 10). 

Jesus does not respond to the question with a name, but with an 

action that will reveal the culprit. Whether the other disciples are cognizant 

of the meaning of Jesus' sign is not clear, but we can make the assumption 

that at least three at the table are waiting to see to whom Jesus hands the 

morsel. 52 The choice of a deed rather than a word, and the nature of the 

deed itself is highly significant. It is all the more notable in its differences 

from the Synoptic account. 53 While Mark has Judas dipping bread into the 

1989), pp. 59-60. In all likelihood it is the beloved disciple and Judas who are sitting closest to 
Jesus. 

49 On the role of the beloved disciple at this point in the narrative, see Carson (Gospel according 
to John, pp. 473-4) and Stibbe (John, p. 149). Minear sees the position of the Beloved 
Disciple vis-a-vis Jesus paralleling that of God and the Logos in 1.18: ̀ In both places the 
phrase suggests intimacy of vision and knowledge that qualifies a person to mediate divine 
grace and truth ('The Beloved Disciple in the Gospel of John', p. 117). D. J. Hawkin sees him 
as having not just intimacy with Jesus, but also superior knowledge of him. He is the ̀ special 
confidant' of Jesus ('The Function of the Beloved Disciple Motif in the Johannine Redaction', 
LTP 33/2 [1977], pp. 135-50 [143]). For general works on the identity of the Beloved Disciple, 
see the relevant section and associated bibliography in Quast (Peter and the Beloved Disciple, 
pp. 16-17). 

50 Quast claims that in this passage it is almost impossible to differentiate between Peter the 
individual and Peter the stylized representative of the disciples (Peter and the Beloved 
Disciple, p. 63). Bultmann too is among those who see Peter acting on behalf of the disciples 
(Gospel of John, p 481). However, the above discussion of Peter's objections to the 
footwashing show that he is portrayed very definitely as an individual. 

51 Trumbower, Born from Above, p. 132, emphasis added. Contra Schuyler Brown, who 
comments: `It does not occur to Peter to ask, "Is it I? "' ('The Beloved Disciple: A Jungian 
View', in R. T. Fortna and B. R. Gaventa (eds. ), The Conversation Continues: Studies in Paul 
and John: In Honor of J. Louis Martyn (Nashville: Abingdon, 1990), pp. 366-77 [374]). 

52 The beloved disciple, Judas and Peter, assuming that the beloved disciple answered Peter's 
question by relaying Jesus' words. This assumption is open to dispute. Frans Neirynck, for 
example, claims that the Beloved Disciples does not tell Peter (`John 21', NTS 36 [1990], pp. 
321-36 [330,333]). 

53 Mt. 26.23ff.; Mk 14.20ff. Luke does not include the incident. 
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dish with Jesus, in John Jesus dips the bread himself and hands it to 

Judas. 54 What, then, is being communicated by this act? The meaning 

clearly does not lie simply in the identification of the betrayer to other 

disciples as they now fade from the picture. The meaning lies in what is 

being communicated to the betrayer. Suggestions from commentators have 

included an appeal to Judas to reconsider, 55 or a gesture of supreme love 

and understanding. 56 For our purposes, the significance lies in the active 

nature of handing the sop to Judas and the consequences of this action. 57 

This ̀ handing' (S&Scop. t) is a cue to the one who will hand him over 

(7capa&&8wµt) to his death. But it is what happens after the morsel is given 

that is so striking: uai µctiä tö yrwµiov tote ei afi?. Oev ciS Cxeivov ö 

aatiaväg (v. 27). The action of Jesus prepares the way for the action of 

Satan. Few modem scholars seem prepared to posit that the possession of 

Judas by Satan is caused by anything other than the hardening of Judas' 

resolve against Jesus at this crisis point. 58 Nevertheless, the text could be 

interpreted as indicating that Jesus' act has a causal element. The devil has 

already primed Judas (v. 2), but as yet he has been passive and has eaten, 

drunk and had his feet washed along with the other disciples. Jesus 

announces the betrayal and to indicate who will execute it he dips and gives 
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54 Quast debates briefly which one is likely to be the original eyewitness material and concludes: 
`whatever the direction of change between John and the Synoptics, the direct action of Jesus in 
John is noteworthy. Jesus is obviously communicating something by his actions and words' 
(Peter and the Beloved Disciple, p. 65). 

55 Sanders and Mastin feel that as Judas has not been unmasked publicly, he could still change his 
mind (Gospel according to St John, p. 314). J. H. Bernard sees it as ̀ the last appeal to his 
better nature' (A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel according to St John [ed. 
A. H. McNeile; ICC; 2 vols.; repr.; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1942 (1928)], II, p. 474). T. L. 
Brodie sees it as an effort by Jesus to `recall Judas from his developing entanglement with 
Satan' (The Gospel according to John: A Literary and Theological Commentary [Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1993], p. 453-4). 

56 Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 474. 
57 Schnackenburg sees it as ̀ a clear expression of Jesus' initiative , taken to remove the traitor' 

(Gospel according to St John, III, p. 30). 
58 So Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 475. Brodie resists seeing Judas as a puppet in the 

plan of salvation claiming that the morsel did not destroy his freedom nor push him into the 
grip of Satan (Gospel according to John, p. 453). 
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a morsel to Judas. We know that Judas takes the morsel (the text states this 

in v. 30). The arguments of those who see Judas refusing a gift of Jesus 

which is symbolized by the morsel (i. e. love, a last chance etc. ), therefore 

do not quite follow through to their logical end as Judas does not refuse it. 

He takes it and then Satan enters into him. Barrett claims, ̀  icth states a 

temporal but not a causal relation; receiving the morsel did not make Judas 

Satan's tool. '59 But can we really rule out all elements of causality here? 

Although Haenchen's statement that it is `the magical morsel with which 

Satan entered'60, or Wrede's reference to the ̀ Satanic sacrament'61 may 

seem a little crass, the text shows Jesus participating in, facilitating, even 

initiating the chain of events leading to the departure of Judas. 62 This is 

emphasized by his subsequent command: ö noictq noi,, aov tiäxtov. 63 As 

Culpepper notes, ̀ it is not Satan that prompts Judas to leave and carry out 

his betrayal'. 64 

The reference to a ̀ Satanic sacrament' is one that merits 

consideration. Some debate has existed over whether the morsel can be 

seen to be eucharistic. Moloney discusses this point in detail, concluding 

that the use of tipwyco in v. 18,65 coupled with the inclusion of the words 

%aµßävcti icat in v. 26b of many ancient manuscripts provides sufficient 

evidence for a eucharistic interpretation. 66 This renders the text `So when 

59 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 448. 
60 John, II, p. 111. Haenchen thinks this is the work of a ̀ foolish redactor' who has crassly 

attempted to emphasize Jesus transcendence in this passage (p. 112). 
61 Wrede notes `it is a kind of satanic sacrament, which Judas takes to himself'. Quoted in 

Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 482 n. 8. 
62 Edwin Freed sees 13.27 conflicting with 13.2 and comments that it is ̀ one of those enigmatic 

contradictions inherent in the method of Jn which cannot be explained' (Old Testament 
Quotations in the Gospel of John [NovTSup, 11; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965], p. 92). There is 
reason, however, to see a contradiction. 

63 Carson notes that ti& tov may be a comparative; ̀do more quickly (than you were planning)' 
(Gospel according to John, p. 475). If this is the case it could be seen as a further indication of 
distress on Jesus' part, almost a plea to Judas to make his move. 64 'The Johannine Hypodeigma', p. 145. 

65 Since this refers the reader back to John 6, which he sees as overwhelmingly eucharistic. 66 F. J. Moloney, ̀ A Sacramental Reading of John 13.1-38', CBQ 53 (1991), pp. 237-56. 
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he had dipped the morsel, he took it and gave it to Judas, the Son of Simon 

Iscariot', mirroring the Synoptic format for the institution of the eucharist. 

The eucharistic interpretation has posed problems for many interpreters, 

since immediately following the morsel from Jesus, the devil enters 

Judas. 67 Moloney sees it as an indication of the remarkable self-giving love 

of Jesus. 68 However, our interpretation of the events of John 6, and the 

sparagmatic hermeneutic of the body and blood makes sense of any 

`eucharistic' connotations that the morsel may have. The eating of Jesus' 

body and drinking of his blood signifies his physical destruction, his violent 

death. Jesus gives the morsel to Judas because it is Judas who is to initiate 

this destruction. The act of taking and giving something that represents his 

body69 to the man responsible for his betrayal stresses his active 

involvement. Jesus takes the first step in his own destruction. Perhaps the 

most significant question is: who is colluding with who in this pericope? 

The devil places the seed in the heart of Judas. Jesus prepares him for his 

task by washing his feet. Jesus hands Judas the morsel and the devil then 

enters him. Jesus commands him to leave. Once again we are faced with 

an interpretation which shows Jesus playing a victimal role. 
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At the beginning of this section it was suggested that the distress of 

Jesus indicated that something momentous was about to happen. The 

evangelist ends the scene with a phrase that confirms this by its dramatic 

67 Augustine has a detailed comment about the problem of Satan entering Judas subsequent to 
Jesus handing him the sop. He resolves this by saying that what is important is ̀ not the 
character of the thing that is given, but of him to whom it is given' (Hom loh 42; LNPNF, VII, 
pp. 312-4). 

68 Moloney sees Jesus shining forth in his unconditional love for ignorant disciples who betray 
and deny him: `No narrative could portray such incredible love better than a story telling that 
Jesus of Nazareth, on the night before he died, gave the eucharistic morsel to Judas. It is not as 
if Judas is yet another example of a failing disciple. He is the evil disciple, the betrayer... Yet 
the morsel is given to Judas' (`Sacramental Reading', p. 251). 

69 This relies on the morsel being bread, which along with Moloney, I am assuming. For the 
argument that it is meat, see M. -J. Lagrange: ̀Le pain 6tant A la disposition de chacun, on offre 
plutöt un morceau de viande' (Evangile selon Saint Jean [Paris: J. Gabalda, 7th edn, 1948], p. 
362). 
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content: ýv Si vv4. Darkness, symbolic of evil, is directly opposed to the 

light that Jesus represents (1.5; 9.4-5; 12.35). That night has now come 

indicates that the moment for the power of darkness has arrived and the 

hatred of the world has closed in on Jesus. 

S. Prediction of the Second Betrayal (vv. 31-38) 

Immediately after the departure of Judas, Jesus announces that the Son of 

Man is glorified. The vocabulary of glorification is used five times in W. 

32-33, indicating the nearness of death. In addition, Jesus comments: Ett 

p ucpöv µc9' vµwv cip t, indicating once more the time of departure/death is 

close. As he gave them an example to follow in v. 15, he now gives them a 

commandment, and this is a commandment to love to the extent that he has 

loved them. In other words, c it; rC%o;. If humility and humiliation are 

expected of them through footwashing, then the willingness to die is 

expected through the love they must show. Culpepper comments; 

Jesus' death is the model for the community. The 
footwashing and the new commandment are related as 
two facets of the same instruction for the community: 
Do (footwashing/love/die) for one another as I am doing 
for you. 7° 

Once more Simon Peter questions Jesus, revealing a lack of understanding 

of his words. He is still not able to accept Jesus' way of doing things. 

Jesus tells him he will follow afterward, but he wants to follow now (vv. 

36-37). It almost seems to be the rashness of his promise that prompts 

Jesus' prediction of his own betrayal, which sounds not unlike a rebuke: 

a, µ11v aµTIv , 7w aoi, ov , R, a, p wv, ýa, l "w ý. cý, cxtiw . c; ov aTa Pvfian µE tipi S 
Schnackenburg notes that Jesus' use of words makes his statement 

emphatic (& tv äµhv... ov µfj... ), and comments that his words sound 
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70 Culpepper, ̀The Johannine Hypodeigma', p. 146. 
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`extremely oppressive'. 71 Peter's promise rings hollow to Jesus and he 

immediately disavows him of his delusions of human glory through 

martyrdom. 72 Peter's protestations are truly pathetic and reveal his 

continued misunderstanding of Jesus' words and actions. 73 Perhaps, 

though, there is another reason why Jesus responds to him in the way he 

does. Peter is unpredictable and although Jesus knows he is weak, there 

may be a risk that he will do something rash to upset the chain of events 

that will lead to the cross. The subtle dynamics between Jesus and Judas 

have resulted in the latter leaving to carry out his task. Jesus does not want 

Peter jeopardizing this in any way, just as in a few hours time he will not 

want him jeopardizing the arrest. Consequently he immediately 

discourages any ideas of heroic action on Peter's part by identifying and 

exposing his true cowardice. 

In concluding this section, it is worth noting that, although both intimate and 

climactic events have taken place in chapter 13, and we have learned quite a bit 

about Jesus' relationship with his disciples - he loves them, he is willing to 

debase himself before them, he expects the same of them - the focus has been on 

his interaction with individuals, rather than the group as a whole. Now that the 

business is done, the focus shifts to the wider group and to Jesus' role as their 

leader. 
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71 Gospel according to St John, III, p. 57. 
72 J. M. Reese notes that Peter presumptuously promises to lay down his life for Jesus using the 

same word as Jesus who lays down his life for the flock (`Literary Structure of Jn 13.31-14.31; 
16.5-6,16-33', CBQ 34 [1972], pp. 321-3 1). 

73 Maynard believes that further evidence of anti-Petrinism can be seen in the fact that Peter is 
alone in his stated willingness to die for Jesus in John, While in the Synoptics, other disciples 
join in. He suggests that the evangelist wants it to appear that only Peter misunderstands Jesus 
at this point and therefore his inadequacy is heightened ('The Role of Peter', p. 537). 
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THE CHARISMATIC LEADER? 

If the footwashing was Jesus' means of communicating with his disciples through a 

sign, his attempt to communicate through discourse is seen in chapters 14-16. The 

remainder of the supper is primarily a monologue on the part of Jesus in which he 

comforts, explains, chides and warns those who are closest to him. These 

discourses contain material about a number of different themes and can be 

structured as follows: 

" 14.1-31 Jesus' departure and the coming of the Spirit 
" 15.1-16.4a Jesus' warning about the conditions and dangers of 

discipleship 
" 16.4b-33 Jesus' departure and role of the Spirit 
" 17.1-26 Jesus' prayer for the believers 

The first three sections are of greatest relevance and the purpose and outcome of 

Jesus' words will be discussed in some detail below. Prior to this, it is necessary to 

consider the context in which the speech is taking place and the dynamics of the 

interaction between Jesus and the others present. 

1. Context of the discourses 

As previously mentioned, the situation that we are confronted with in these 

chapters is not that of a cosy supper, slightly tinged with sadness, as a 

leader calmly explains to his supporters what to expect when he has gone. 

The scene is, in fact, a very tense one. Both Jesus and the disciples display 

anxiety in their words and behaviour. The preceding events have no doubt 

contributed to this uneasy atmosphere. From the disciples point of view, 

Jesus has just carried out an unexpected and shocking act by washing their 

feet; had a serious argument with Peter; accused one of them of being his 

betrayer; 74 told them he is leaving them and finished off with further bitter 
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74 And they obviously do not all understand that this has been resolved by the departure of Judas 
-see 13.29. 
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words to Peter, scorning his fealty. From Jesus' point of view, he has 

attempted to carry out an act of service to his disciples which has 

humiliated him, and all the more so because it was misinterpreted and 

resulted in conflict. He has had to bear the presence of the one who is 

about to betray him, enduring great distress as he identifies the culprit and 

sends him out to complete his task. Following Judas' departure, Jesus has 

had to tell those closest to him that he will be taken from them, but has 

been interrupted by Peter who, with his shallow promises, has revealed an 

utter lack of comprehension about the situation. Indeed, we can surmise 

that the atmosphere is extremely tense. 

2. Jesus' objectives 

To understand the dynamics of the interaction between Jesus and the 

disciples we must first explore what it is Jesus is trying to achieve, followed 

by some assessment of how successful he is. Jesus' words indicate that he 

has the following objectives in mind: 

" to comfort and reassure his disciples 

" to explain where he is going and why 

" to instruct them about how they should behave 

" to warn them about future dangers 

Underlying all of these objectives, however, is a fear. Jesus is afraid that 

when he leaves them, they will all `fall away' (axav&xXt ctv, ýs 16.1), and 

he must try to prevent this. He is faced with a major challenge in 

communication and needs to persuade them to remain firm. Given the 

tension between them, coupled with his own anxiety, this will not be easy, 
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75 Barrett notes that this term has ̀ considerable force', meaning ̀to cause to give up the Christian 
faith' (Gospel according to St John, p. 484) 
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but he must try to get across these few messages effectively as this is now 

his last opportunity to do so. 

Comfort and reassurance 

There are many indications in chapters 14-16 that Jesus is deeply concerned 

about the current anxiety and future distress of his followers. He attempts 

to console them and relieve their fears, by encouraging them to trust him 

and to trust God. The section begins in this vein, with the words: 

Mrl tiapaaacc0w bg@v h xapSia" ntaticVer ei ro'v 6cöv icai ci; iµe 

nta revsic (14.1). That Jesus uses the same word to describe their anxiety 

as was used to describe his own in 13.21 (tapäaaco) is an indication of the 

strength of emotions involved. 76 Much of his teaching seems to spring 

from this desire to comfort them and his means of reassurance is to explain 

where and why he is going and how he will return. He uses comforting 

images of home-making (14.2f., 23). He sees they are orphans, but 

promises to come to them (14.18). He again encourages them not to be 

anxious and fearful (trap iaaw, 8et?. t6cw 14.27), and promises that he is 

leaving his peace with them77 and that joy will follow (15.11). He 

recognises their overwhelming sorrow (f ? ti nenkilp of v bec6v ti iv 

xapSiav, 16.6), but says that it is of necessity. In the end, he has to 

recognise that their mental state is such that he can tell them no more (... ov 

SvvaaOc ßaß't('4cty ('X'ptit, 16.12). 
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76 Schnackenburg also notes that the use of the word uap&ia refers to the emotional attitude in 
Semitic anthropology (Gospel according to St John, III, p. 58). 

77 I. John Hesselink sees Jesus promising the disciples `an assurance, a tranquillity, an inner 
strength which they will enjoy from the resurrection onwards' ('John 14.23-29', Interpretation 
43 [1989], pp. 174-77 [175]). He therefore sees the he peace of Jesus having an eschatological 
dimension to it. This is one way of explaining why Jesus' promise of peace does not seers to 
take immediate effect. 
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Explanation about Jesus' departure 

As mentioned above, one of the ways in which Jesus tries to comfort his 

disciples is to explain the reason for and effects of his departure. This is an 

abiding theme throughout John 14-16. He is departing to go to the Father 

(14.2,28; 16.28), but will return to them (14.3,28). The subject of his 

departure is, according to Painter, a crisis which is depicted in `emotional, 

psychological terms' -'how can the disciples overcome the trauma caused 

by the departure of Jesus? '78 The discourse focuses, as Bruce Woll 

comments, on `the harsh fact of separation between teacher and disciple. 

Jesus' followers are told that they will not be able to follow him! '79 Jesus 

assures them, however, that there will be benefits for the disciples as a 

result of his departure - preparation of a place with him and the Father 

(14.2-3) and the sending of the Paraclete (16.7ff. ), who will act as their 

guide (16.13). 

Instruction on behaviour 

Jesus must use this time to communicate to his disciples how he expects 

them to behave when he has gone. He has already given them the example 

of the footwashing, but this must be bolstered with firm instruction. The 

disciples are required to keep the ̀ words' or commandments of Jesus 

(14.12,15,21,24; 15.10), to `bear fruit' (15.2), to `abide in Jesus' (15.4,9). 

These are evidently interlinked, but Jesus explains the bottom line in 15.12: 

11 f iµij, tiva ä yanätic äý ý Xo oS w0 kfy tr as avtii Eatiiv f Ev'cok 

vµ&;. 80 To fulfil this command, disciples must be prepared to make the 
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78 `The Farewell Discourses', p. 532. 
79 B. D. Woll, `The Departure of "the Way": The First Farewell Discourse in the Gospel of John', 

JBL 99 (1980), pp. 225-39 (229). 
80 This is the pre-eminent command of Jesus, according to Segovia, underscored by both the use 

of the definite article and the emphatic use of the possessive pronoun (Farewell of the Word, p. 
155). 
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ultimate sacrifice, the one that Jesus himself is about to make; to give up 

their own lives. Minear sees this as a kind of `suicide pact between the 

Good Shepherd and his undershepherds'81- if he is to give up his life for 

his friends, so too must they. 

Warning about future dangers 

Jesus' fear that the disciples will fall away once he has gone prompts him to 

give them two sets of warnings. One set details what will happen to them if 

they remain steadfast, keeping Jesus' command; the other tells of what will 

happen if they do not. The latter is contained in 15.1-11: Jesus indicates 

that the disciples have no choice but to abide in him. If they do not they 

will bear no fruit and be cast off the vine. They will wither and be thrown 

into the fire to burn (v. 6). 82 The consequences of failing to remain true to 

Jesus are deadly and these words sound as much like a threat as a 

warning. 83 

The consequences of abiding in Jesus, however, may also be deadly, 

as is indicated in 15.18-16.4a. The disciples must expect hatred, 

persecution, expulsion from the synagogue and even death. 84 Victimization 

is an inescapable part of discipleship for those who abide in the victim. 
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81 Minear, John: Martyr's Gospel, p. 45. 
82 Segovia notes the admonitory function of 15.1-11- `the call to abide is accompanied by a 

severe, sustained portrayal of the consequences for the disciples of a failure to heed the call... 
those who do not bear fruit... will not only be removed from the vine but also undergo death 
and destruction' (Farewell of the Word, pp. 163-4). 

83 Segovia sees the choice facing the disciples formulated in the ̀ sharpest terms possible' - 
`either fulfil your proper role as disciples, or lose not only your discipleship but ultimately 
your life a(well' (Farewell of the Word, p. 164). 

84 This section is commonly seen as being an attempt by the evangelist to warn the community 
about impending violent persecution to encourage them to remain firm. Moloney comments 
that this section is ̀ deeply rooted in the concrete experience of the Johannine community. ' 
`For the evangelist and his community', he goes on, ̀ it was important to see and understand 
that the experience of hatred and violence... was part of the experience of Jesus and is also part 
of the experience of his disciples' ('The Structure and Message of Jn 15.1-16.3', AusBR 35 
[1987], pp. 35-49 [43,41]). See also Lindars, ̀ Persecution of Christians' and the discussion in 
Chapter 4. 
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These words of Jesus confirm what we already know about his 

understanding of his relationship with the world. The severity of the 

world's hatred as he experiences it is emphasized by the overwhelming use 

of negative vocabulary. In this short section we have the following 

occurrences: 

... Term Frequency.. 
Rtßaco 7 
Stwxw 2 
änoavväyoY(o; 1 
änoxtiEtvw 1 

Jesus perceives relentless abhorrence towards him. He has suffered it from 

the beginning of his ministry and knows that when he has gone, the same 

hatred will pursue his followers. The world abhors Jesus to such an extent 

that, he claims, it will rejoice (Xapijactat) at his torturous and bloody 

death (16.20). 

In vv. 22-24 Jesus speaks of the wilful nature of the world's 
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rejection and sin. If the maµoq was ignorant it would be innocent, but it is 

not ignorant and Jesus' mission has testified to its evil works (7.7). He has 

stated his identity, performed ̀signs' and taught them, yet the response of 

those who have heard and seen him has been malevolent, and this is painful 

for Jesus. ̀For all their judicial objectivity, the words are unmistakably 

suffused with emotion', comments Dodd. 85 Rejection of his revelation 

renders them culpable. Jesus, however, is not culpable. He perceives 

himself as the object of their unwarranted victimization, claiming 

'Eµiaiaäv ge Swpcäv (15.25). 86 To claim that he was hated without a 

85 `Portrait of Jesus in John', p. 191. 
86 This could derive from either Ps. 34.19 or Ps. 69.4, although the latter seems probable as this is 

a text used elsewhere in the Gospel. Verse 9 appears in Jn. 2.17 and v. 21 in Jn. 19.29, quite 
apart from the general relevance of its theme of suffering, which marks it out as a messianic 
psalm. See Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 482 and Dodd, Historical Tradition, p. 38. 



Chapter Eight " Relationship with the Disciples 1: Farewell 

cause does not render the world's opposition unintelligible to the reader. 

We have seen the escalation in enmity between Jesus and his persecutors 

over the last few chapters, some of which appears to have been provoked by 

Jesus himself. For the Fourth Gospel, however, there has never really been 

any story to be told other than that of the incompatibility between the koyo; 

and the xößµog and the dynamics of violence at the point at which they 

meet. 

3. The disciples' reactions 

Having discussed Jesus' objectives and the messages he has attempted to 

communicate to his team, it is appropriate to look at how successful he 

seems to have been from their perspective. Their reaction to his words is 

the best indicator of how well he has achieved his objectives of comforting, 

explaining, instructing and warning. Although, for the most part, these 

chapters comprise a monologue by Jesus, the disciples interact with him on 

several occasions and these will be explored to reveal the nature of the 

communication taking place. 

Jesus co rts? 

The fact that Jesus needs to repeat his words of comfort on a number of 

occasions during his speech would seem to indicate that they are failing to 

take effect. Employing a variety of different images and metaphors, he 

tries to impress on the disciples the fact that joy will follow their sorrow. 
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Promises of greater works, a counsellor, his own return - all these are used 

to boost esprit de corps. He ends his speech with what sounds like a last 

ditch attempt to motivate them and win their trust in him and his promises: 

Ev t4 1CoCFR(q OX-11vty bete äß, Xä 9apaEitie, Ey b vevixiixa c6v xößµov 
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(16.33). 87 To understand why Jesus is not particularly effective in raising 

the morale of his team, we need to look at the messages he is projecting. 

Woven into his words of comfort are accusations which reveal Jesus' 

ambivalence about what he is trying to achieve. He has mixed feelings 

about their feelings. He wants to comfort them, of course, because he does 

love them, but he is also angry that he has to console them at all, because 

this reveals the paucity of their love for him - ci hyanätiE µc ýXapTyrc äv 

&rt nopcvogat npöc töv nwrEpa (14.28). We saw in Chapter 6 how Jesus 

was suspicious of the motives of those around him. Here too we see this 

trait. Jesus suspects the reason for their sorrow is not concern for him at all, 

but for themselves. They selfishly do not wish to lose their leader. It is 

hardly surprising, then, that he is unable to comfort them - his heart is not 

really in it. 

Jesus educates? 

Given that Jesus wants his followers to understand the need for his 

departure, it might be expected that he would welcome their questions 
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about it. This appears not to be the case. Jesus reacts in a hostile manner to 

most of their queries. 88 This has the effect of intimidating the disciples, 

87 This verse is generally interpreted in an overwhelmingly triumphalist manner. For example, 
Beasley-Murray understands `I have conquered the world' as ̀ the word of the Victor who, by 
his enduring OXt itS in obedience and unwavering love, conquered the evil in the world, as he 

overcame the "prince" of this world' (John, p. 288). D. G. Miller is not unusual in his portrayal 
of a very militaristic Jesus: "`I have faced your enemy and vanquished him... I have fought 
your battle... I have routed the foe"' ('Tribulation but... ', Interpretation 18 [1964], pp. 165-70 
[169]). It is natural to interpret the phrase in this manner if one's overall picture is of Jesus as 
the exalted victor. As a victim, however, Jesus ̀overcomes' the world in a different way: not 
by defeating the Oagog but by embracing its O ^tWt;. 

88 Contra J. M. Reese, who sees a pattern of revelation-question-clarification in each interaction 
between Jesus and his disciples, but does not evaluate any of these negatively ('Literary 
Structure'). 
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who then dare not ask him any more questions (16.5), and resort to 

speculating among themselves about what he means (16.17ff. ). 89 

Considering the response that Peter received when he questioned 

Jesus about following him in 13.36f., it must have required some degree of 

courage for Thomas to do likewise. He too is a disciple who has expressed 

a willingness for martyrdom (11.16). Thinking only on an earthly level, he 

again indicates his desire to be a follower, but misunderstands the 

destination. Jesus' reply attempts to educate - `I am the way' - but his 

next words are a reproach: ci Eyvw ata µc, icai r6v etc r pa µou 

7vc00caOc (14.7) 90 The clear implication is that the disciples do not know 

Jesus in the way they are expected to. Eager to understand, Philip puts in a 

request to see the Father. 91 This, however, provokes an outburst from Jesus 

which is directed against Philip personally: oüic E'yva thS g c, ltXtmtc;... 

n@9 av X,. yctS... oÜ prate{ ctS... (w. 9-10). Jesus is both angry and 

incredulous that Philip could ask this of him. 92 If Philip cannot believe 

Jesus himself, he should look to his works for the evidence that he 

desires 93 Judas ventures a question about how Jesus will be manifested 

which is better received. Nevertheless, there is a warning contained in the 

response concerning those who do not love him and do not keep his words. 
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89 Du Rand claims that the disciples find him `enigmatic' and ̀ mysterious', but the sense of the 
text is rather that they are afraid to ask him ('Characterization of Jesus', p. 30). 

90 Carson claims that Jesus is 'sensitive to Thomas' misunderstanding', but there is no evidence 
of this in the text (The Farewell Discourse and Final Prayer of Jesus: An Exposition of John 
14-17 [Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980], p. 27). Woll sees in Thomas' question an 
indication that he thinks a successor to Jesus will be required. Jesus is emphatic in his denial 
of this -'I remain the way' (The Departure of "the Way"', p. 230). 

91 Gordon Fee sees Jesus' answers as too tantalizing for Philip: 'He has had enough of the 
mystery, the obfuscation... no more guessing at what Jesus means and what he is all about. Let 
us just have one good look, that will satisfy us' ('John 14.8-17', Interpretation 43 [1989], pp. 
170-74 [170]). 

92 Calvin shares Jesus' frustration: `It seems quite absurd that the apostles should continually 
argue with the Lord. For why did He speak at all except to teach them what Philip was asking 
about? (Gospel according to John, II, p. 78). 

93 This is clearly an insult, since Jesus is scathing about those who need such props for belief. 
See Jn 2.48. 
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The disciples have great difficulty understanding Jesus' message, 

but his style is not to educate them through mutual discussion; rather he 

lectures them, admonishing them if they reveal their ignorance. He tries to 

rescue the situation in 16.6 and 19 by answering what he thinks are their 

questions, but they do not respond to this. Finally, in 16.28, he makes his 

message clear and they make an expression of faith in him, but he now 

reveals that he does not trust their words. Instead of seeing in them an 

indication that the disciples have come to some understanding about his 

departure, he scorns them with a retort: "Ap'rt 7tta re ctc; i8ov cpx$tiat 

wpa icai Eý, i1 Ocv iva ai opniaOfrrc "icaßtioS C1,; 'th {Sta ic&p Lovov 

&(pfit8.94 

Jesus instructs? 

Whether or not Jesus has managed to instruct his disciples effectively in 

what is required of them will, in reality, only be borne out by their 

subsequent behaviour. We can expect, however, that Jesus will not be 

overly optimistic about their ability to follow his instruction. After all, it 

seems the crux of his directive is love, and he has already accused them of 

not loving him (14.28); what hope is there that they will manage to love 

each other. Do they know what is expected of them? Their actions provide 

no evidence that they do. Jesus' final words in John 16 reveal that he 

knows he has failed to make the necessary impact on the listeners. Instead 

of remaining (µtvw) they will leave him alone (µövo; ). Moreover, Peter is 

imminently about to fail a test of `laying down his life for his friend' 

through his denial, and, along with his companions, to desert discipleship in 

favour of fishing once Jesus is dead (21.2). 
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94 Carson sees Jesus answering them ̀ with gentle irony', which hardly fits the mood of the scene 
according to this interpretation (The Farewell Discourse, p. 167). 
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Jesus warns? 

It could be argued that the one thing Jesus does manage to do effectively in 

this section is to warn the disciples about the dangers ahead. He spends 

some considerable time on this subject, and by the end of John 16 they are 

surely aware that tribulation awaits. It should be remembered, however, 

that the reason behind the warnings is Jesus' fear that the disciples will fall 

away under pressure. Admonition about the consequences of failing to 

abide and forewarning about the likely threat from the world were intended 

to inspire the disciples to remain true to their leader. The success of the 

warnings can, again, only be measured by the effect that they had on the 

disciples' behaviour. As we have already noted, they are almost 

immediately disregarded as they scatter Eicaatio; ci, tiä 16ta (v. 32). 

In conclusion, I suggest that Jesus has not managed to achieve his 

objectives particularly successfully. He loves his disciples and has 

attempted to inspire a love in them that results in loyalty unto death, but 

recognises himself that he has failed to do this. As an exercise in team 

building, the results have been disappointing 95 In preparing his team for 

the challenge ahead, this leader has failed to communicate the plan, 
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motivate the individuals and win overall commitment 96 In the light of this, 

there is only one option left for Jesus. 

95 Although amazingly, Reese sees the section ending on a ̀ note of assurance' ('Literary 
Structure', p. 330). This does not seem to be borne out by the text. 

96 Discussing Jesus' leadership style, Bruce Malina notes that charismatic leaders require strong 
personal authority and inspire impassioned loyalty from their followers. He sees Jesus having 

none of these; he has no power over people, only demons and occasionally nature, and of his 
disciples, ̀one betrays him, one denies him, the others flee from him in time of need' (`Jesus as 
Charismatic Leader? ', BTB 14 (1984), pp. 55-62 [58]). Furthermore, Malina sees charismatic 
leaders exuding confidence in their abilities and thriving on power, neither of which are 
characteristics of Jesus. Instead, he sees him as ̀ the great reputational, legitimate leader', who 
'affirms the traditional values and structures of his society by repudiating personal power' (p. 
61). 

If Jesus' leadership style during his farewell speech was analysed according to more 
modern management theory, it is interesting to speculate which category he would fall into. 
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4. Jesus' last option 

The one course of action left open to Jesus is to pray to the Father. His 

attempt to strengthen the disciples' faith and prevent desertion may not 

have worked, but he can at least petition the Father for assistance in this 

matter 97 The prayer is his final option and should not be viewed as a 

`solemn', `high-priestly prayer', which `replaces the prayer-struggle of the 

Synoptic Jesus' 98 It is the deeply emotional plea and a desperate man's 

last wishes. He prays for those given him by the Father, those who 

received the word (17.6,9). He recognises that while he was in the world, 

he was able to guide and protect them (v. 12). Now he is leaving the world 

and they must remain. He therefore asks the Father in vv. 13-19 for 

assistance in achieving the objectives already identified. As far as 

consolation is concerned, he asks that they are given joy (v. 13). Speaking 

of his return to the Father, he acknowledges that neither he northey are of 
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this world (v. 16). Recognizing the hatred that will surround them, he prays 

that they may be kept from the evil one (v. 15). He asks too that they are 

consecrated in the truth, stating that he consecrates himself for their sake 

(w. 17,19). His sacrifice is made so that they can behave in a similarly 

sacrificial manner, in fulfilment of his command 99 

According to Likert's styles of management leadership, for example, he would perhaps fit the 
description of exploitative-authoritative leaders, who are; ̀ highly autocratic, place little trust in 

subordinates and use fear and punishment as motivators, with only occasional rewards. They 
retain all powers of decision-making and only engage in downward communication' 
(R. Dixon, Management Theory and Practice [Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1991], pp. 65- 
6). 

97 I am not suggesting that Jesus only prays to the Father because he feels his speech has not had 
the desired effect. Any one of a number of reasons could be suggested for the inclusion of the 
prayer. My interpretation, however, sees his recognition of failure (16.31ff. ) setting the 
context for the petition to the Father. 

98 Windisch, ̀ John's Narrative Style', p. 53. Edward Malatesta also seems to minimize the 
emotional distress of the passage in his discussion of the structure of this `sublime prayer' 
('The Literary Structure of John 17', Biblica 52 (1971), pp. 190-214 [190]). 

99 Beasley-Murray sees &ytäýety as having a sacrificial context, in accordance with the meaning 
of consecrate in the Hebrew Bible (John, p. 301). 
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Jesus' prayer is borne out of a knowledge that the end has now come for 

him - E7j%-oOcv 11 wpa (v. 1) - and he is about to be deserted by the 

followers with whom he has shared everything. He concludes with a final 

word to the Father on behalf of other believers, but the pericope ends with 

no response from those who have heard his petition. 

CONCLUDING COMMENT: JESUS' FAREWELL TO HIS DISCIPLES 

Jesus' last meal with his followers has added further dimensions to the 
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understanding of him as a victim. In Chapters 5 and 6 we saw how he was 

victimized by all sections of the community - from the crowd to the authorities - 

and explored how he reacted to this. Now we have seen that he exhibits victimal 

behaviour in private and in the company of those closest to him. This has been a 

crucial factor in the footwashing and betrayal. Moreover, Jesus sees his disciples, 

and expects them to see themselves, as victims. His ability to encourage them to 

be faithful to this calling has been limited, perhaps because of a preoccupation with 

his own fate. His prayer to the Father has, however, revealed his desire for them 

and for those after them - for a unity through love which is not possible before 

the hour of death has been embraced. 



Chapter Nine 

Relationship with Death II 

Embracing the Hour 

It has been seen throughout the preceding chapters that Jesus' experience during 

his ministry has been one of a man who is victimized and persecuted. In 

examining the events surrounding his death, we might anticipate that these aspects 

of his experience would be heightened. After all, it is to be expected that a man 

who is arrested, put on trial and executed should be pictured as suffering violently 

at the hands of others. It should not be a surprise if there is a narrative of his being 

beaten and abused and it would be natural for him to be referred to as a victim. 

However, such has not been a principal emphasis of Johannine scholarship in its 

treatment of the passion. The focus has been rather on the triumphant nature of the 

passion, with Jesus hailed as a victor rather than a victim, as is clearly expressed by 

these words of Raymond Brown: 

Jesus goes through the passion not as a victim, but as a sovereign 
and superhuman Being who at any moment could bring the 
process to a halt. ' 

The passion of the Johannine Jesus is portrayed primarily in terms of his 

glorification, and it' is this perspective that pervades all aspects of the interpretation 

of the final chapters of John. This appears to be particularly the case when John is 

compared to the Synoptics, whose accounts are viewed as more violent and 

harrowing for Jesus. Collins asserts that ̀ were it only the Gospel of John that had 

Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 787. Ashton comments: ̀In the case of the Fourth 
Gospel "passion" is a misnomer; Jesus controls and orchestrates the whole performance' 
(Understanding the Fourth Gospel, p. 489). Similarly, R. H. Fuller sees Jesus having a large 
degree of autonomy, as he ̀ initiates the passion and calls the shots' ('The Passion, Death and 
Resurrection of Jesus according to St John', ChS 25 [1986], pp. 51-63 [57]). For Stibbe, Jesus' 
`sovereign control' over the events of chapter's 18 and 19 simply reflect the ̀ superhuman and 
solitary heroism' of his character ('Return to Sender', p. 195). 
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been handed down to us, it is unlikely that we would speak of the "passion of 

Jesus" at all. '2 He makes this claim because he considers a passion narrative to be 

can account of suffering and of passivity, that is, suffering that occurs at the hands 

of others'3 and that this is not what he thinks is depicted in John. An alternative 

view, which I would argue, is that if the only narrative of Jesus' death available to 

us was John's, we would indeed view it as a passion (by Collins' definition or 

otherwise). This is because the chain of events, which describe Jesus' betrayal by a 

false follower, denial by a friend, torture by his own people, trial at the hands of a 

weak ruler, condemnation, abuse, degradation and crucifixion, cannot easily be 

viewed any other way. In addition, the violence inherent in John's narrative would 

not be minimized by comparison with the events depicted in the Synoptics. As this 

is a common step in elevating the Johannine Christ from victim to victor during his 

passion, it will be helpful to begin the section with a discussion on this subject. 

COMPARISON OF THE SYNOPTIC AND JOHANNINE PASSIONS 

It would not be an unfair generalization to say that scholars have held that John's 

account is less violent and less shocking than the Synoptics, portraying Jesus 

controlling his last hours and dying in a more triumphant fashion .4 There are two 

tenets of the traditional scholarly Johannine treatment of the passion which have to 

some extent become preconceptions, colouring the way the account is commonly 

viewed. These will be discussed before exegesis of the text is carried out. The 

first is that John does not portray Jesus suffering the same level of violence and 

degradation as in the Synoptics. Sobrino claims that John ̀ prettifies' Jesus' death 

R. F. Collins, These Things Have Been Written: Studies on the Fourth Gospel (Louvain: Peeters 
Press, 1990), p. 89. 
Collins, These Things Have Been Written, p. 87. 
For example, ̀Jesus' reaction to his own impending death shifts [in John] from that depicted in 
the Synoptic Gospels. Whereas there it seems to be a fearful ordeal to be endured, now it becomes a deliberate positive act' (L. R. Bailey, Biblical Perspectives on Death [Overtures to 
Biblical Theology; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1981], p. 95). 
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to soften its scandalous impact. 5 There are seen to be fewer accounts of Jesus' 

physical ordeal, minimizing the torture he suffers. 6 The second is that Jesus is 

majestically in control of the proceedings. From the time of the arrest, through the 

trial and up until the moment of his death, he displays a serene detachment from 

the chaos about him, as he calmly completes his Father's work. This view is 

widespread among writers probably primarily because it accords so readily with 

the theology of the `hour of glory', lending itself to an interpretation tinged with 

triumphalism.? The theory is that as Jesus approaches death, so the hour of glory 

becomes ever more prominent. Jesus is in control of this process and of events that 

lead up to the hour. 8 He is omniscient and composed as he completes this work, 

taking the time to ensure that he fulfils scripture and ministers to the needs of 

others, even in the midst of the terrible agony of crucifixion. So Collins can 

conclude that `as John tells the story of the passion, he does not tell us about the 

one who suffers at the hands of others; rather, he tells the story of one who takes 

the initiative and remains in full control until the consummation of his revelation. '9 

John's narration of the passion events is certainly different from that of the 

Synoptics, both in terms of the sequence of events and the style used to convey 

them. However, assumptions that the Johannine Jesus subsequently has a passion 

experience that is less brutal than his Synoptic counterpart cannot be sustained 
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S Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 185. 
6 `It is not correct to characterize the Jesus of John's Gospel as suffering ... John... does no more 

than hint that Jesus' death involves him in the suffering which the Synoptics strongly suggest' 
(Moody Smith, Presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, p. 368). 

7 `It is the hour for Jesus to be glorified, and so Jesus remains in control of events until they are 
triumphantly completed' (Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 535). 

8 Jesus is ̀ majestically, completely in charge of the situation right up to the very end' (Sobrino, 
Christology at the Crossroads, p. 185). Similar sentiments from Sloyan, John, p. 200; Stibbe, 
John, p. 181ff. and Evans, ̀The Passion of John', p. 57. Forestell is slightly less ambitious in 
his claims: ̀ In a general way the evangelist avoids portraying Jesus in a humiliating light at the 
supreme moment of his career' (Word of the Cross, pp. 82-3). Marianne Thompson, while 
claiming that Jesus' ̀sovereignty and victory over his opponents loom large', concludes that 
the passion narrative does not minimize the humanity of Jesus (The Humanity of Jesus, pp. 
105,110). 

9 Collins, These Things Have Been Written, p. 89. 
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when the texts are placed side by side. A comparison of the Synoptic and 

Johannine accounts (Figure 4) shows the course of events ordered by the 

evangelists and indicates in bold the occasions of physical violence suffered by 

Jesus. As can be seen, the Johannine version does not reduce the occasions of 

torture, although Markan style elaborates on the details of the abuse and mocking 

more than John does. If anything, it is the Lukan version that makes the least of 

the violence inflicted on Jesus and this suggestion will be explored further in the 

section on the crucifixion. 

THE ARREST OF JESUS (18.1-12) 

From the point of Jesus,, his oppression and subjection to physical threat evidently 

intensify as he becomes a political prisoner. Although his ability to move about 

the country has been restricted for some time (7.1; 11.8), he now loses his liberty 

entirely. The ̀ elusive Christ'10 has finally been ensnared and is at the mercy of 

hostile Jewish and Roman authorities. The occasion of his arrest has the potential 

to be far more violent that it actually turns out to be. Jesus is `seized and bound' 

(v. 12), but the only real casualty is Malchus, the high priest's slave, who has his 

ear amputated in a burst of enthusiasm by Peter. 

An examination of the contents of the text reveals an operation of such 

scale and drama that the scene is almost farcical. Jesus has gone with his disciples 

across the Kidron valley to a familiar meeting place in a garden. We can assume 

that the sum total of his party consists of twelve men - Jesus and the remaining 

eleven disciples. In the garden they are confronted by the betrayer's party, 

consisting of a Roman cohort (tihv arccipav), numbering six hundred armed 

soldierstI carrying torches, 12 a number of officers from the chief priests and 

10 As Stibbe sees him ('Elusive Christ', pp. 19-38). 
11 So claims Lindars, (Gospel of John, p. 539). Bauer concurs: ̀the tenth part of a legion, 

normally 600 men' (Greek-English Lexicon, p. 761). Sloyan disagrees, however, exclaiming 
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Pharisees, and Judas himself. The Synoptics do not paint such an official and 

imposing picture of Jesus' apprehenders. 13 They talk of a crowd14 which has 

among it a contingent of religious authorities, but does not yet involve the Romans. 

It could be argued that the reason for mobilizing a sizeable army to arrest one man 

was to counteract any trouble there may have been from supporters of Jesus, 

although it can hardly be said that the support of the people is something that Jesus 

can rely on in John. Despite their cries of `Hosanna' as he enters Jerusalem 

(12.12ff. ) and the worries of the Pharisees that 6 xöago; 6nißao avtiob änf %Ocv 

(12.19), we know that they are fickle in nature, as is evidenced by 7.30 and 8.59. 

The Johannine Jesus in no way commands the popular support of his Synoptic 

counterpart, whose arrest is delayed for fear of the people rioting (Mt. 26.5 and 

parallels). 

The effect that the inclusion of the Roman cohort in the narrative has is to 

emphasize the immense force ranged against Jesus in the Johannine account. On a 

practical level, it could be that, due to the failure of the authorities to capture Jesus 

in the past, notably at the Feast of Tabernacles (7.25ff. ), they are not prepared to 

risk his escaping their clutches again and so they take the precautionary measure 

of marshalling all available men. Symbolically, what Jesus is faced with here is 
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`surely not the literal six hundred men ... but a small fraction' (John, p. 201); and Fuller sees 
the size of the cohort as being ̀ grossly exaggerated' (`Passion, Death and Resurrection', p. 55). 
The text allows us to assume that it is the full cohort and it becomes less incredible if the 
authorities had in mind the possibility of civil unrest following the arrest. Ernst Haenchen goes 
further, suggesting the whole Roman-Jewish company would have amounted to around 800, 
armed and with lanterns to prevent any of Jesus' party escaping in the darkness (John, II, p. 
164). 

12 A note unique to John and possibly a reference to tits neptnaTi iv rfi vuxT', itpocmftret, ötit 
tib 0); ovx iratity kv afrr (in 11.10). 

13 For a thorough study of the differences between the Johannine and Synoptic accounts see M. 
Sabbe, ̀The Arrest of Jesus in in 18.1-11 and its Relation to the Synoptic Gospels', in M. de 
Jonge (ed. ), L'Evangile de Jean: Sources, Redaction, Theologie (BETL, 44; Leuven: Leuven 
University Press/Uitgeverij Peeters, 1977), pp. 203-34. Sabbe's article is a refutation of the 
claim by Anton Dauer that in 18.1-19,30 is a combination of the redactional work of the 
evangelist with a written pre-Johannine source. 

14 Mk 14.43 and Lk. 22.47 use ö ). o;. Mt. 26.47 uses 6X%oc 7to?,. 
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the hatred and opposition of the entire world. 15 He is confronted with the might of 

the Roman army (representing the Gentile world), and the power of the chief 

priests and Pharisees (representing his community), all of whom have overtly 

hostile intentions. Bearing this in mind, the evangelist's comment in v. 4 that Jesus 

`knew all that was to befall him' seems hardly surprising. There is no need for 

supernatural knowledge here - it would have been patently obvious to all present 

what was about to befall Jesus. 16 The time for escape is now ended, as practical 

preparations for the hour of death are set in motion with the arrest. 

Faced with this absurdly one-sided situation, it is Jesus who takes the initiative, as 

the leader of his own party, by approaching and addressing the masses with the 

question 'viva ýiyrct'vc 
, 
(v. 4). They too have a leader; a representative of the world 

that rejects Jesus, but it is obviously not Judas whom Jesus addresses, or who 

makes the reply 'I laovv tiöv Naýwpaiov (v. 5). Nor is it Judas who identifies 

Jesus to the rest of his entourage; but rather, Jesus identifies himself. The role of 

the betrayer is minimized, > simplyAgathering a sufficiently impressive band and 

leading it to the garden. There is no need for words or a kiss between the two men. 

The reason for the dramatic response of the assemblage to Jesus' admission 

eyw ciµi, has been the source of much speculation. Some hold that falling to the 

ground is the typical response to a theophany, which is what has occurred here, l7 
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whether or not the use of the divine name is implied. 18 An alternative suggestion if 

use of the divine name is accepted is that the crowd are not so much floored by the 

15 Barrett claims that the inclusion of the Romans was due to John's intention to show that ̀ the 
whole Oa go; was ranged against Jesus' (Gospel according to St John, p. 516). 

16 Although some scholars hold that there is supernatural knowledge on Jesus' part (Barrett, 
Gospel according to St John, p. 519; Haenchen, John, II, p. 165; and Sabbe, ̀The Arrest of 
Jesus', p. 217). The reader already knows that Jesus has a strong awareness of his impending 
death. 

17 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 818; Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 541, Barrett, Gospel 
according to St John, p. 520. All refer to other examples of biblical theophanies, for example, 
Dan. 10.9; Acts 9.4; 22.7; 26.14. 

18 So Haenchen, ̀the revelatory formula of the divine man' (John, II, p. 165). 
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theophany as horrified at Jesus' blasphemy. 19 Others believe that it is simply the 

`intimidating effect'20 of the ̀ divine majesty'21 of the person of Jesus. An 

interesting, if implausible, suggestion is that of Stibbe, who muses that the captors 

respond in this way primarily because they are astounded that they have finally 

succeeded in ensnaring their victim: `They fall back in amazement not so much 

because Jesus is divine as because they have at last apprehended the elusive 

Christ. '22 The irony of the scene is rich. Six hundred professional soldiers are sent 

to arrest one man, who fells them all with two words. Also ironic is the fact that 

this is the one point when Jesus exhibits any kind of power over his adversaries, 

and it is the very moment at which he loses his liberty. A tremendous sense of 

anticipation is created by the writer at the end of v. 6: Jesus is surrounded by a 

hostile multitude, but suddenly they are all incapacitated. What will happen next? 

If we didn't already know the ending we might wonder if he was going to seize his 

chance and flee, just as he did in 7.30,8.59 and 10.39. This time, however, he 

simply stands there and impatiently repeats his question and its answer. His 

second statement is cleverly phrased in a way that will enable his disciples to 

escape detention, even if he cannot: atnov v i? v ött Eycw eiµt. Ei, ovv iµ$ 

ýyticitc, «pctc tiov'tovs vnccycty (v. 8). Thus the desertion of his followers is 

legitimized in John on theological grounds. 

Missing from the Johannine account of Jesus' arrest is his accusation that the 
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authorities had no need to apprehend him under the cover of darkness as they could 

have approached him in the temple at any time (Mt. 26.55 and parallels). This 

would have been patently inappropriate in John, since they frequently had 

attempted to arrest him at other times, but without success. Nor does he lament 

19 Compare the ritualistic melodrama with which the high priest responds to Jesus' blasphemy in 
the Synoptics: 8taph ca; rovq xvtiwvac avtiob (Mk 14.63 and parallels). 20 Sloyan, John, p. 201. 

21 Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 385. 
22 Stibbe, John, p. 184. 
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that fact that they have come after him with swords and clubs, like a robber (di in! 

X ati 1v, Mk 14.48 and parallels). The Johannine Jesus already knows that the 

authorities afford him no respect and in all likelihood expects this sort of rough 

treatment. Matthew's pious platitude, icäv'rcS 76acp of %aßövtieg µäxatpav iv 

p. axaipp 6cno%obvtiat, (26.52) is also missing. The Jesus of the Fourth Gospel is 

no pacifist and scorns Peter's impetuous bravery not for the reason stated above, or 

even because he could, if he wanted, marshal his own angelic army, but because it 

is another sabotage attempt on the fulfilment of his work. Just as Jesus rebuked 

Peter during the footwashing scene for attempting to pressure . him into behaving 

in a manner Peter found more comfortable (13.6-10), so he does not trust Peter's 

motives here either. Once again Peter finds an ignominious master unpalatable. 

He cannot seriously have intended to take on the Roman forces single-handedly. 

The implication is that he would rather have Jesus a hero, dying in a blaze of glory, 

than surrendering in a cowardly fashion, shamefully shackled and destined for the 

most dishonourable death. Jesus' attitude is clear from the reason that he gives for 

rejecting Peter's actions: , r6 noti ptov o 6ESwxhv µot 6 nazi p, o6 pry rko avrö; 

(v. 11). There is no response from Peter, who presumably now flees with the other 

disciples. For them, Jesus' fate has been sealed and all is lost. However, for Jesus 

there was never an alternative to the Father's cup. He behaves with dignity and 

resignation during this scene, rather than with potency and majesty, 23 as finally the 

Oatto; closes in and he is seized and bound. 
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23 Stibbe sees the scene ending with Jesus exhibiting ̀ Socratic composure... in control of events' (John, p. 181). There is, however, a difference between being in control of oneself and being 
in control of one's environment. It is the former, rather than the latter that is the case here. 
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THE JEWISH `TRIAL' AND PETER'S DENIAL (18: 13-27)24 

The Jewish trial and the denial of Jesus by Peter are interwoven, with the 

contrasting behaviour of the two individuals being used by the evangelist to 

illuminate the themes of bearing witness and concealment. In comparison to the 

Synoptic account of the Jewish trial, John's portrayal appears purely perfunctory in 

nature. This is even more evident when this scene is compared to the subsequent 

interrogation before Pilate in the Fourth Gospel, which is highly elaborate. The 

events of 18.13-27 do not advance the plot in any significant manner, serving 

merely to re-emphasize Jesus' innocence in the face of the accusations of the Jews. 

The reason for this cursory treatment of the Jewish trial in John is simply that, by 

this time, there is little more to be added about the reason why Jesus is rejected by 

the Jews and the fate that awaits him at their hands. 25 The reader has known why 

they wish to kill him since 5.18. Caiaphas has already pronounced judgement in 

11.50 and the reader is reminded of this in 18.14. 

The events are simply structured, with the interrogation and model testimony of 

Jesus bordered by the double failure of Peter to remain faithful when challenged. 
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Peter and ̀ another disciple'26 follow Jesus to the residence of Annas, where he is to 

be interrogated by the high priest. Peter is unable to enter the court until the other 

disciple, who has connections with Annas, negotiates with the doorkeeper on his 

behalf (v. 16). While it is reasonable to assume that Peter's intentions in following 

24 The word trial appears in inverted commas because, unlike the Synoptic accounts, it would 
appear that John's account does not relate a proper trial before the Sanhedrin, but an informal 
interrogation (Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 826; Rensberger, Overcoming the 
World, p. 91). 

25 Andrew Lincoln notes that there is no account of a Jewish trial before the Sanhedrin because 
`throughout his public ministry Jesus can be viewed as on trial before Israel and its leaders' 
('Trials, Plots and the Narrative of the Fourth Gospel', JSNT 56 [1994], pp. 3-30 [6]). 
Similarly, Barrett notes that John has already given ̀ with great fullness' his account of the 
controversy between Jesus and the Jews in John 7-10 (Gospel according to St John, p. 523). 

26 Whether this is the beloved disciple is not significant for this study, but see the summary of 
opinion and support for this hypothesis in Quast (Peter and the Beloved Disciple, pp. 77ff. ). 
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Jesus were derived from a concern as to what would happen to him, once inside the 

courtyard he becomes little more than another betrayer. His response to the 

doorkeeper's question, µr) xai, at i1c r6 v µaOiyc6 va tiov &vOpwnov tioütiov;, is 

the curt declaration ovx ci. ii. His words are significant as they do not simply serve 

to refute his identification with Jesus' party, but echo the very words that Jesus 

uses to identify himself, Eyd Eiµi? 7 In addition to Peter's promise of fidelity in 

13.37, which prompted Jesus' prediction of denial, the reader is also reminded of 

his ̀ great affirmation' of 6.68 ... av ci 6 &'toq tob Ocov, to which this pericope 

contrasts as Peter's ̀ great repudiation'. There is no elaboration by Peter after his 

initial statement, or further challenge by the servants and officers at this point. 28 

He simply attempts to blend in with the crowd in order to warm himself by their 

fire. 

Meanwhile, the questioning of Jesus by the ̀ Grand Inquisitor'29 has begun. There 

is no need for false witnesses to establish a charge against Jesus, or even to 

ascertain whether he thinks he is the Christ, as is necessary in the Synoptics. 30 The 

questions are described vaguely as being ̀ about his disciples and his teaching' 

(v. 19), quite possibly an attempt to gather more intelligence about the identity of 
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Jesus' followers and their subversive activities 31 However, Jesus' answer does not 

give information about either of these things, nor does he take the opportunity to 

further rehearse his claims: 

27 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 824; Quast, Peter and the Beloved Disciple, p. 83; 
Stibbe, John, p. 181. 

28 In contrast to the Synoptic versions; Mk 14.66ff.; Mt. 26.69ff.; Lk. 22.56ff. 
29 As the high priest is referred to by Ernst Haenchen, who paints an interesting picture of the 

scene, drawing on Dostoyevsky's The Brothers Karamazov for inspiration (John, II, 
pp. 168-9). 

30 Mk 14.56ff.; Mt. 26.59ff.; Lk. 22.67ff. 
31 As suggested by Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 392. 
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E7w nappllatQt a, elccxnxa t4 icöaµcp. 
eyw t v'rotic e 'Saba Ev avvaycoyp icai Ev tiw ispw, 
onov nävtieg of 'IovSaiot avvepxovtat, 
xai. Ev xpvnticw aß, ä? as o06p-v. 
tii µE Pwi4ý5; P6 iIaov tovS äxtlxoötaS ri ýXä 11as aütioiS. � 'SE ovtiot oiSaaty ä etitov Eyw. (vv. 20-21) 

This statement is not so much an `innocuous response... a declaration of openness 

and innocence'32 as an impudent refusal to co-operate with the authorities and 

possibly to incriminate others by name. Not only does Jesus emphasize the 

accessible way in which his teaching has been disseminated, but he cleverly 

challenges Annas to call the many witnesses who have heard him speak on his 

behalf in order that a proper trial can be held. This is no doubt the reason he earns 

himself a blow (P('Xntßµa) from one of the guards (v. 22). 33 Undeterred by the 

physical violence, 34 Jesus questions the legitimacy of this action with a request that 

the Jews bear witness to what he has done to deserve the beating. In contrast to the 

witness of Jesus, which has been openly spoken, there is no such witness 

forthcoming from the high priest or officials. John does not intimate whether this 

is because they have no justification for the abuse, because they need no 

justification for it, or simply because it is deemed to be pointless to carry on 

interrogating this contumacious prisoner. The trial is over and Annas dispatches 

Jesus, still bound, to Caiaphas' house where he is to be kept until dawn. 

Back in the courtyard, Simon Peter is still warming himself by the fire (v. 25). 

Further questioning by those present, including a potential relative of Malchus, 

elicits two more definitive denials by Peter that he is a disciple and was with Jesus 

32 Sloyan, John, p. 203. 
33 Brown notes that the behaviour of Jesus was probably startling, pointing to the normal attitude 

of a prisoner before a judge as seen in Josephus (Gospel according to John, II, p. 826). 
Josephus states ̀for no matter who it was that came before this Sanhedrin for trial, he has 
shown himself humble and has assumed the manner of one who is fearful and seeks mercy' 
(Ant. 14.172). 

34 The word used by Jesus, & pw, to beat, suggests that he has sustained a more severe form of 
abuse than simply a slap round the face. The meaning is literally `to flay' or `to skin' (Bauer, 
Greek-English Lexicon, p. 175). 
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in Gethsemane (ovx Eiµi... 1tä?. ty ovv ripvi aaio Ile rpoq, vv. 25,27). The 

crowing of the cock closes the scene, although John's readers are expected to 

remember . the prediction of Jesus in 13.38 since there is no mention 

that Peter does, nor, indeed, that he shows any remorse for his actions. 

The contrast between Peter and Jesus in this scene is played out through the 

language and behaviour attributed to each character. Jesus is candid and defiant 

but also clever - he has hidden nothing, bearing witness without betraying his 

disciples. He is brave in the face of physical threat from the guards, while still 

being bound as a prisoner. Peter, on the other hand, has not been particularly 

clever. Having been suspected of being Jesus' follower once, he remains close to 

the fire, presumably for the sake of physical comfort, but of course he can easily be 

seen here and is consequently challenged twice more. 35 He is dishonest, breaking 

his vow of fidelity to Jesus and concealing his discipleship. The bravado of 

Gethsemane has dissipated. It is ironic that, as Jesus challenges Annas to bring in 

one who has heard his message to testify for him, so his chief disciple is outside 

denying all association with him. 36 The Jewish trial plays out the rejection of Jesus 

by of i&tiot (1.11), but this time even one of those who did receive him stands with 

6i öa iog against him. 

THE ROMAN INTERROGATION (18.28-19.16) 

The trial of Jesus by Pilate has received a high level of attention from scholars 

because of the unique arrangement of the events in the Fourth Gospel when 

compared to the Synoptics. The section is divided into seven scenes which occur 
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35 Staley sees negative connotations in Peter's choosing to stand with the temple police and chief 
priest's slaves, associating himself with them ('Subversive NarrativeNictimized Reader', 
p. 93). 

36 Peter's denials happen in a period of time simultaneous with Jesus' interrogation (Quast, Peter 
and the Beloved Disciple, p. 85). 
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alternately inside and outside of the praetorium, as detailed in Figure 5. This will 

function as a useful framework for examining what is a large and complex piece of 

Johannine material. 37 

The issues that will be investigated from the perspective of this study will be those 

of power and political oppression. Quite apart from being marginalized within his 

own community, Jesus is a member of a race that is subject to the domination of 

the Romans and political wrangling plays no small part in the execution of 

judgement on his case. For this reason, some time will be spent exploring the 

relationship between Pilate and the Jews and the role that he plays. 

Scene 1: In which Jesus is handed over to Pilate for judgement (18.28-32) 

The Jews bring Jesus to Pilate for judgement under Roman law. However, 

when Pilate questions them about the accusation against Jesus, they simply 

sneer, ci µiß fjv ovtio; icaicov notwv, v. 30. This does not succeed in 

arousing Pilate's interest in the case and the Jews are forced to reveal their 

true intentions - they have not brought Jesus to Pilate for the purpose of 

having him tried, but to have him condemned. They have, after all, judged 

Jesus themselves and already established the cause of his guilt. 38 All they 

need now is the rubber stamp on his death sentence. The tension is caused 

by the fact that the power to execute the sentence rests with their Roman 

oppressors, not within the Jewish community, and this is therefore a painful 

37 Based on the structure first suggested by Raymond Brown (Gospel according to John, II, 
pp. 858-9). 

38 For breaking the Sabbath and ̀making himself equal to God' (5.18). Although this is not the 
pronouncement of a formal Sanhedrin. Schnackenburg notes that ̀ The petulant answer of the 
Jews is less to illustrate the tension between the representatives of the Jewish authorities and 
the Roman procurator, than to show up their inability to bring a water-tight charge against 
Jesus. ' There can be no doubt by this stage that Jesus is guilty on several charges of breaking 
Jewish law (Gospel according to St John, III, p. 245). 
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reminder of their subjugation 39 Pilate is not someone to whom the Jews 

feel they need to justify their actions (and hence the sneer); he is an 

obstacle who must be manipulated into delivering their designs for Jesus. It 

is, of course, ironic that as the victim of the Jews, Jesus is prevented from 

being executed as a result of their own oppression by the Romans. Once 

their purpose has been made clear, the Jews have no problem in securing 

Pilate's interest -'he is at once willing to proceed with the hearing when 

he learns that a crucifixion is in the offing'. 40 

Scene 2: In which Pilate interrogates Jesus for the first time (18.33-38a) 

Establishing that Jesus is to be charged with a capital offence, Pilate 

proceeds to interrogate him. The Jews have not accused him of political 

rebellion or of claiming to be ö ßaatXcbS tiwv 'Iov6ato v, 41 but Pilate is 

interested in insurgency and so begins with this question. The ensuing 

dialogue is intensely frustrating for Pilate as Jesus obfuscates a question 

39 There is dispute over whether or not the Jews were able to inflict capital punishment during 
this period. In favour are Lindars, John, p. 557; E. Lohse, History of the Suffering and Death 
of Jesus Christ (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967), p. 74; and Sanders and Mastin, Gospel 
according to St John, p. 395. 

40 Rensberger, Overcoming the World, p. 92. Rensberger's portrayal of Pilate as a strong 
character, undeniably hostile to the Jews and unconcerned with the fate of Jesus, using him to 
ridicule their nationalistic hopes, is far more convincing than those who see him sympathetic to 
Jesus. The latter is generally the stance of the older commentaries such as Barrett, Gospel 
according to St John, p. 531 ff.; and Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 863. Sanders and 
Mastin comment: ̀Pilate has a certain sympathy with Jesus. He sees that they are both victims 
of a plot, and wants to free both Jesus and himself (Gospel according to St John, p. 397). See 
also Sloyan, John, p. 206; and Culpepper: ̀Pilate represents the futility of attempted 
compromise' (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 143). Arguments for Pilate as a sympathetic 
figure are refuted by David Flusser: ̀Pilate... is the same cruel, cynical hater of Israel we know 
from the Jewish sources' (`What Was the Original Meaning of Ecce Homo? ', Immanuel 19 
[1994/95], pp. 30-40 [40]). 

41 Compare with the Synoptics, where this is the charge brought to Pilate in Lk. 23.2. Mk and 
Mt. also record it as Pilate's first question (Mk 15.2; Mt. 27.11). The reader of John already 
knows that the Jews' charge against Jesus is religious not political, but Pilate does not discover 
this until 19.7 when the Jews claim ö'tti vibv Ocoü iravtibv enoirlacv. Ironically, political 
glory is something that Jesus has expressly avoided (6.15); however, the entire trial scene is 
packed full of such ironies. For a full description of them see Duke, Irony in the Fourth 
Gospel, pp. 126-37 and Stibbe, John, pp. 189-92. 

214 



Chapter Nine " Relationship with Death II: Embracing the Hour 

that merely requires a monosyllabic answer. 42 He has little patience with 

Jesus. He scorns him for his rejection by his own people, remarking gfl rt 

iycb 'Ioi &xtöS siµu; r6 EBvoq r6 a6v xai of äpZZEpCFq zapESavxäv ce 

Euoi (v. 35), and ending the interview abruptly, spitting out the words 'ut 

Eatity äx119Eta; (v. 38a). 43 Jesus' answers seem to have been calculated to 

allay the concerns of Pilate that he may be a political threat, 44 and on the 

face of it they indicate that he does not possess worldly power and hence 

cannot defend himself. He too recognises his rejection by the Jews and 

distances himself from his community - it is against the Jews, not the 

Romans, that his servants would fight were he an earthly king. However, 

the meaning of Jesus' words encompasses a dimension that Pilate cannot 

hope to comprehend. `His kingship is, in origin, not aic cob xöaµou and 

hence it is ix tiwv ävo (8.23)'. 45 Although it is frequently asserted that 

Jesus is implying that he has authority over the earthly province as well, 46 

this is not really the point that he is making here. He does not have secular 

power - it would not be commensurate with his mission, 47 which is iva 

gaps pfjcrw tin &XiOci 
. 

Ironically, again, it is bearing witness that has 

brought the violence and hatred of the world upon him. 
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42 As is emphasized by his second attempt to geýa, 
ýstraight 

answer in v. 37. Culpepper notes that 
in general in the Fourth Gospel Jesus seems td congenitally incapable' of giving a straight 
answer (Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 112). 

43 Pilate's question is not one of a serious seeker: ̀if it were, he would stay for an answer' 
(Rensberger, Overcoming the World, p. 93). 

44 He ̀ proceeds at once with such a definition of his kingship as removes it from the sphere of 
sedition and rebellion' (Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 536). 

45 Nicholson, Death as Departure, p. 84. 
46 '... this realm does not have its roots in this world. Thereby, however, it sets before the world a 

sovereignty that fundamentally surpasses every other' (Heinrich Schlier, quoted in Rensberger, 
Overcoming the World, p. 97). So also Brown, Gospel according to John, 11, p. 869. 

47 Although it would not be correct to claim that it is ̀ not a political movement and therefore 
makes no use of political means' (Haenchen, John, II, p. 179). 
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Scene 3: In which Jesus is declared innocent and Barabbas released (18.36b-40) 

Pilate's verdict is that Jesus is harmless 48 He taunts the Jews by offering to 

release their pathetic `king', flaunting his own power as procurator over 

them. The opposition to his offer is violent; they scream out µiß tiobTov, 

ä%%ä tiöv Bapappav49 -a forceful and effective further rejection of 

Jesus. Barabbas is described as ? a'c js (v. 40), a term used for bandits and 

guerrillas; 50 thus the Jews call for the earthly revolutionary, who is 

struggling for secular power and involved in fighting their oppressors. 51 

Scene 4: In which Jesus is mocked and beaten (19.1-3) 

The torture of Jesus follows the crowd's demand for his death. Jesus is 

flogged and subjected to a ritualistic humiliation. Claims that Pilate aimed 

to mollify the Jews with this action, in order that he could then release him, 

are not justified. 52 The Jews want Jesus dead, not just disabled. Pilate has 

himself and his men a little sport, with the overall aim of deriding the 

crowd, making Jesus a ridiculous example of Jewish nationalism. 53 The 

48 `... this is not a political matter and Jesus' claim to kingship is not a threat to Caesar' (Forestell, 
Word of the Cross, p. 84). 

49 'ExpaCr'c« av is a strong word, `suitable for a mob' (Barrett, Gospel according to St John, 
p. 539). So also Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 447. 

50 Brown (Gospel according to John, II, p. 857) and Lindars (Gospel of John, p. 563) refer to 
usage by Josephus. Josephus mentions the attempt of Felix, the procurator of Judea, to clamp 
down on the activities of the brigand chief Eleazar and other bandits (? noTr1S) in War 2.253. 

51 Pilate's tactic of taunting the Jews with their impotence can only be seen to have backfired at 
this point as he is forced to release a man who is a real threat to political stability. As Stibbe 
points out, this is surely the last thing that he wanted! (John, p. 188). Musser claims that this 
would have increased Pilate's animosity towards Jesus: 

Shortly before the time set for the execution, Pilate turned to the crowd of Jewish 
demonstrators and proposed the granting of amnesty to Jesus, the Galilean prophet, whom 
he considered the least dangerous to his rule. But the high priests had already persuaded 
the crowd to demand the release of Barabbas, a popular hero; Pilate, who depended on the 
support of the local leadership, was forced to give in and pardon Barabbas. From then on, 
his natural cruelty was directed towards Jesus. 

(`What Was the original meaning of Ecce Homo? ', p. 32). 
52 Stibbe: ̀a sort of mass catharsis' (John, p. 188). So too Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth 

Gospel, p. 142; Haenchen, John, 11, p. 181 and Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 523. 
53 Flusser contends that it is probable that Pilate himself participated in the mocking of Jesus. A 

similar incident occurred in Alexandria in 117 during which a Roman prefect took part in such 
an event. ̀ It is not impossible, then, that Pilate, blinded by his hatred of the Jews and drawn by 
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mocking is an episode particularly rich in Johannine irony. The crown of 

thorns and purple robe are symbols used in the mock coronation of the 

pathetic caricature who represents to the Romans the best the Jews have to 

offer - their king. For the evangelist, of course, he is in reality the true 

king. The jeering and feigned obeisance of the soldiers is punctuated by 

further physical abuse before Jesus is dragged back out to face the mob. 

Scene 5: In which Jesus is declared innocent, but his death is demanded (19.4-8) 

Pilate exits the praetorium to present this mock-king to the Jews, declaring 

his innocence as he does, and emphasising his frailty and humanity with the 

proclamation töoü 6 ävOpwlto; (v. 5). 54 Jesus wears the symbols of power 

and authority, but they are meaningless. To Pilate he is merely another 

man whom he is able to thrash, deride, crucify or release as he chooses. All 

attention is focused on the pitifully ridiculous figure that emerges - hardly 

recognisable as a man at all, disfigured by abuse with his `blood-smeared 

and swollen features', 55 the sight of whom incenses the priests even further. 

The new monarch is hailed by his subjects with the cry atiavpwaov 

awwpwaov, but Pilate continues to taunt them with their impotence: 

Xäpctc aütiöv vpeis xai atiavpwaatic (v. 6) - something clearly 

impossible. The Jews try a different tack, making a play for a conviction 

his predilection for pointless ceremonies, participated in this mock-acclamation of the King of 
the Jews, thereby performing an act which was both provocative and politically unwise' 
('What Was the original meaning of Ecce Homo? ', p. 39). As regards the flogging, the Greek 
suggests that Pilate does this himself: T& re oüv 9%apev 6 HtX&toq r6v 'I naobv uai 
igacvdycwa£v. This would serve to emphasize the callous nature of the procurator and his 
disinterest in the well-being of Jesus. Brown, however, claims that the subsequent verse 
implies that the flogging is carried out by the soldiers (Gospel according to John, II, p. 874). 
Schnackenburg, perceiving Pilate to be a weaker figure, claims that he `allows himself to be 
carried away so far as to have Jesus scourged'. This is not borne out by the text - Pilate is 
evidently enjoying himself (Gospel according to St John, III, p. 253). Also, Rensberger, 
Overcoming the World, p. 94. 

sa Pilate's statement simply means ̀Look at him! This is the King you want crucified! ' (Morris, 
Gospel according to John, p. 793). Schnackenburg sees it as a means of drawing attention to 
Jesus in his appearance as a mock-king (Gospel according to St John, III, p. 256). 

55 Haenchen, John, II, p. 181. 
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on the basis of religious transgression, which is, after all, the real issue. 

They have called Pilate's bluff, as he was the one who advised them to 

judge Jesus by their own law in the first place (18.31). Now they make an 

appeal to this law, claiming that according to its precepts he should die 

since viöv Ocov Eavtiöv jztoiiacV S6 This has an immediate effect on 

Pilate, who suddenly becomes alarmed57 at the accusation levied against 

Jesus and realises that he must now take him a little more seriously. 

Scene 6: In which Pilate interrogates Jesus for a second time (19.9-11) 

Pilate hurries Jesus back into the praetorium for a further round of 

questioning, concerned to establish who he really is. His question nö08v c. 

av; .s phrased using the significant vocabulary of the fourth evangelist, for 

the origin of Jesus is the question that is addressed by the entire Gospel. 58 

As the Jews have tried to ascertain where Jesus has come from (and hence 

the source of his authority), so now Pilate wishes to know. His question is 

greeted by an enigmatic silence from Jesus that is open to various different 

interpretations. 59 Is it due to `the impossibility of giving Pilate an answer 

he will understand'; 60 because ̀the divine is not a mundane object with 

specific attributes, with respect to which one can make inquiries'; 61 or 

because ̀only faith can receive an answer to this question'? 62 Perhaps he s 

56 Many claim that Pilate now becomes even more afraid. See Haenchen, John, II, p. 182; 
Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 877 and Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, p. 
143. However, this cannot be the case as his words and actions have exhibited no fear up to 
this point and it is possible to translate the Greek ̀he became afraid instead', or `he was very 
much afraid' (Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 542). 

57 The cause of Pilate's anxiety could be either pagan superstition (Lindars, Gospel of John, 
p. 568), or a concern that he may be reported to Rome for failing to respect local religious 
practices (Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 878). 

58 From John 1; 1v äpxn ilv 6 ?. öioc... ual 6 Xöyo; ßäp1; eyivcro, through 3.13ff.; 5.30ff.; 
7.27ff.; 9.29ff.; 14.1ff. and throughout the last supper. 

59 As Sloyan points out; ̀ it does not happen often in John'! (John, p. 209). 
60 Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 401. 
61 Haenchen, John, II, p. 182. 
62 Forestell, Word of the Cross, p. 85. 
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exercising a dignified right to silence, or maybe he has been so brutalised 

by Pilate's men that he is no longer able to function properly. Whatever the 

reason, it only serves to agitate Pilate further as he now attempts to bully 

Jesus into answering. Ovic ol8aq &n i ovaiav Exo äno? S aai ae icaI 

aýovaiav Cxw atiavpwaai as; (v. 10) - if you know what's good for you, 

you'll co-operate with me, he threatens. Jesus is not intimidated and 

provides Pilate with a response that convinces him it would be a good idea 

to have this man released. Lindars comments: ̀Jesus pricks the bubble of 

Pilate's conceit by reminding him of the derivative nature of all earthly 

power' 63 The reader knows that the power given to Pilate ävwOcv is 

derived from the Father, which is also from whence Jesus came, 64 but what 

Pilate makes of this statement is open to question. It is entirely possible 

that he interprets Jesus' words in a purely political sense, reflecting on the 

potentially precarious nature of his own power base. From his point of 

view, the power given to him `from above' is that of the Roman State, and 

he could well be confused into thinking that the death of Jesus would have 

serious ramifications for him if the news reached Caesar. 65 

Scene 7: In which Jesus is handed back to the Jews for crucifixion (19.12-18) 

Pilate exits the praetorium a final time in order to negotiate with the Jews. 

Here his fears are confirmed: the motive behind this crucifixion is political 

and now the Jews are holding him to ransom - Eäv covtov änoX, vaps, 

otK el cpiAos zov Kaioapog (v. 12). Faced with the prospect of a mob of 

rowdy Jews accusing him of treason, Pilate does not dither. 66 Jesus is 
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63 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 568. 
64 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 543. 
65 This would be supported by Brown's comment that local religious practices were to be 

respected by the procurator. See footnote 56. 
66 Flusser notes that ̀ this particular line of argument was the most likely to move Pilate, whose 

loyalty and obsequiousness towards Caesar were salient features of his personality' (`What ýJas 
the original meaning of Ecce Homo? ', p. 36). 
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hauled back out of the praetorium, and over to the ßf ga ready for 

judgement. 67 Pilate just cannot resist one more sarcastic taunt; Me ö 

ßaata, cvS vµwv, he says of the pitiable figure before them. This merely 

serves to heighten their contempt and hatred and they reject Jesus for the 

third and final time, betraying not only him but also their nation and their 

god with the cry ovx Cxogev (3aanXEa ci gil Kaiaapa (v. 15). Pilate has 

finally triumphed. 68 The outcome could really not have been better from 

his point of view and he dispatches Jesus immediately for execution. 

Epilogue: The Titulus (19.19-22) 

Pilate carries out one final task in the Gospel. He writes the titulus that is 

fixed to the cross, proclaiming the wretched figure whose humiliating death 

is publicly displayed to be 0 BAEIAEYE TflN IOYAAIflN. Paul Duke 

calls this his `last revenge on the Jews' and his `last twisted homage to 

Jesus'. 69 Certainly it is an immense affront to the religious authorities who 

have expended a great deal of energy asserting that Jesus is not their king. 7° 

It is also another slap at Jesus, who has attempted to distance himself from 

this title71 and a further emphasis of the subjugation of the Jews - to the 

67 The text is ambiguous as to whether it is Jesus or Pilate who sits on the judgement seat -a 
further case of Johannine irony - is Pilate judging Jesus or vice versa? See Bultmann, Gospel 
of John, p. 664 and Schnackenburg, Gospel according to St John, III, pp. 263-4 for arguments 
for the former. I. de la Potterie argues for the latter based on the transitive use of xa0i ctv. 
This accords with his theological agenda as he concludes that the real judging that takes place 
is between Jesus and the Jews: ̀ ... les vrais antagonistes en presence ne sont pas Jesus et Pilate 
mais Jesus et les Juifs. Jesus est represent6 ici comme le juge des Juifs' (`Jesus, Roi et Juge 
d'apr8s Jn 19.13', Bib 41 (1960), pp. 217-47 [247]). 

68 Haenchen claims that at this point Pilate ̀ throws in the towel' (John, II, p. 183). This simply 
cannot be supported since he has just succeeded in eliciting `an abnegation of their highest 
national hopes' (Rensberger, Overcoming the World, p. 95). 

69 Duke, Irony in the Fourth Gospel, p. 136. 
70 `To suggest that a powerless, condemned, and dying outcast was the king of their nation was a 

studied insult. To state only that the crazy fellow had claimed to be king would be harmless' 
(Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 549). Also Flusser, ̀the inscription on the cross was 
an attack against the Jewish belief in a Messianic King who would come to free Israel of the 
Roman yoke' (`WhatWas the original meaning of Ecce Homo? ', p. 32). 

71 `My kingship is not of this world... I might not be handed over to the Jews', 18.36. 
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Romans, this `king' from Nazareth72 ridicules the nationalistic aspirations 

of the Jews. 

The trial of Jesus has been discussed in this chapter primarily from the aspect of 

the oppression of the Jewish community and the victimization of one of their 

members. It is not propounded here that Jesus is portrayed as one who is in control 

of the proceedings. Indeed, far from being the central sovereign and serene 

character, he is buffeted about in the midst of this huge drama as the Jews attempt 

to coerce Pilate into condemning Jesus, whatever the cost, and Pilate ensures that 

he gets maximum political gain and not a little entertainment out of the whole 

farce. 

THE CRUCIFIXION 
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It is the Johannine account of the death of Jesus, more than any other part of the 

Fourth Gospel, which is viewed by current scholarship as presenting him as a 

victor rather than a victim. There is no place in John's theology of the cross, it is 

claimed, for a suffering and humiliated Jesus. The crucifixion is the occasion of 

enthronement of Christ and is his hour of glory and triumph. It would not be 

difficult to reproduce manifold quotations from the history of Johannine 

scholarship which have read the crucifixion story in this light, but pride of place on 

this issue should really go to Ernst Käsemann, whose view on John's passion 

narrative is that it is a ̀ mere postscript' to the Gospel. 73 For Käsemann, Jesus is 

`the one who passes through death without turmoil and with jubilation'. 74 

72 The sign recalls Jesus' ̀humble, if not despised, background in Nazareth' (D. A. Hubbard, 
`John 19.17-30', Interpretation 43 [1989], pp. 397-401 [398]). 

73 Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus, p. 7. 
74 Käsemann, The Testament of Jesus, p. 20. Gerstenberger, commenting that in John the 

passion is ̀ no longer an enigma' since it is the hour of Jesus' exaltation, claims further that 
`there emerges the impression that the suffering does not seriously affect him, but rather he is 
exalted above it'. This is due to the fact that the cross is ̀ only the place of his return to the 
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It is not simply the characterization of Jesus that is seen to have been 

customized by the evangelist. In the process of re-interpreting the tradition, John 

has cleaned up the whole scene, deleting some of the more gruesome aspects that 

appear in the Synoptic tale. 75 So C. F. Evans can claim that `what in Mark is 

mystery and realism, and in Luke is pathos and humanity, in John is majesty and 

irony. '76 Indeed, he has been so successful that, for Barnabas Lindars, he has 

managed to transform an event horrifying in its brutality and degradation into one 

that emits `a pervading calm, like an Italian primitive painting. '77 

As it would seem that the weight of traditional scholarship sees in John's 

rendition of the passion an account where ̀ elements of affliction and agony are 

alien and in which there remain only the victorious overcoming and 

consummation', 78 it might seem a precarious undertaking to attempt to make 

claims about the victimization of Jesus on the cross. The task will be approached 

Father' (E. S. Gerstenberger and W. Schrage, Suffering [trans. J. E. Steely; Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1980], p. 171, emphasis added). Further comments as follows: 
" John ̀does not wish to depict the agony of Jesus... but wants to portray the one on the cross 
who is still king' (Haenchen, John, II, p. 192). 
" `In the Fourth Gospel... the humiliation of the Cross has practically disappeared; it is no 
longer a ax&vSakov, but a shining stairway by which the Son of God ascends to his Father' 
(V. Taylor, The Atonement in New Testament Teaching [repr.; London: Epworth Press, 3rd 
edn, 1963 (1958)], p. 148) 
" `Christ's execution was his enthronement, the cross became his throne, and the passion was 
the Revealer's triumphant return to heaven' (H. R. Weber, The Cross: Tradition and 
Interpretation [trans. E. Jessett; London: SPCK, 1979], p. 132). 
" `The crucifixion of Christ is presented as an enthronement' (Forestell, Word of the Cross, 
p. 86). 
" Barrett and Lindars are less effusive: ̀ Jesus remains a majestic figure' (Lindars, Gospel of 
John, p. 573). ̀ John brings out the theme of the royalty of Jesus' (Barrett, Gospel according to 
St John, p. 547). 

7 Lindars notes that all the details which `add horror' to the scene in the Synoptics are omitted. 
By this he means the mocking of bystanders, the darkness at noon, and the cry of dereliction 
(Gospel of John, p. 573). Others simply explain the absence of these items by reference to 
source critical theories. Dodd doubts that John had access to these traditions (Historical 
Tradition, pp. 121-24). Indeed, Brown claims: ̀ All these Johannine omissions can scarcely be 
explained as deliberate excisions, for such details as the mockery by the priests, the darkness 
over the land and the rending of the temple curtain would have served as admirable vehicles 
for Johannine theology' (Gospel according to John, II, p. 914). Schnackenburg, however, 
claims that John has simply left out ̀ distracting' elements in order to concentrate on what is 
important to him (The Gospel according to St John, III, p. 268). 

76 Evans, ̀The Passion of John', p. 62. 
78 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 573. 
78 Haenchen, John, II, pp. 193-4. 
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from two angles: First, working from the text itself, the material marshalled by 

scholarship to propound the traditional view will be explored. Secondly, elements 

within the narrative that allow us to explore the crucifixion from the perspective of 

Jesus as a victim will be discussed. During this process I also hope to demonstrate 

that of all the Gospels it is Luke, and not John, who paints the least traumatic 

picture of Jesus. 
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Part 1: Jesus as Victor 

It would true to say that for some scholars, the view of Jesus as triumphant on the 

cross appears to originate principally from the high Christology that has been 

discerned in the Gospel in general. 79 Others, however, identify particular features 

of the Johannine passion narrative that they see minimizing the physical suffering 

of Jesus and enhancing his sovereignty. The most significant of these issues is the 

effect of the ̀ hour of glory' on the suffering of Jesus, and this will be discussed 

first and in some detail. Following that, other reasons which have been put 

forward by scholars will be discussed. 

Jesus can be seen as the victor who eludes suffering because... 

1 .... the crucfLxion is his `hour of glory' 

One of the primary reasons why Jesus' death is regarded as being an 

occasion of exaltation, rather than a humiliation, is because the crucifixion 

is his `hour of glory'. In the writings of many scholars, glory is juxtaposed 

with suffering and the two appear to become mutually exclusive. So 

Smalley can claim that ̀ his "hour" is an hour of glory, not agony', 80 and 

likewise Moody Smith that ̀ Jesus' death is his glorification not his 

humiliation. '8t Bultmann elaborates: as his moment of glorification, the 
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passion is ̀ the crown' of Jesus' work; ̀ fundamentally therefore he does not 

appear in the Passion story as the sufferer. '82 Nicholson relates the 

79 The obvious example here is Käsemann, but see also Moody Smith and Haenchen. 
80 Smalley, John, Evangelist and Interpreter, p. 224. Loisy makes a similar statement: ̀La mort [du] Christ n'est pas une scene de douleur; c'est le commencement du grand triomphe' (Le 

Quatrieme Evangile, p. 883). 
81 Moody Smith, ̀ Presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel', p. 370, emphasis added. This a 

very common statement which frequently surfaces in articles on various aspects of the Fourth 
Gospel as a fact which seems to be taken for granted. For example, see Droge, `Status of Peter in the Fourth Gospel', p. 310. 

82 Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 633, emphasis added. 
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portrayal of the crucifixion -? to the understanding the evangelist wants 

his community to have of the event: ̀not an ignominious death but a return 

to glory. '83 The significance of the terms 66ýa and copa has already been 

discussed in Chapter 6, where it was claimed that their use in the Fourth 

Gospel refers to the death of Jesus and, moreover, that the glorification of 

Jesus cannot be understood without reference to the crucifixion. One 

cannot occur without the other, which is why Käsemann's assertion that the 

Johannine passion is a postscript must be rejected and Fortna's suggestion 

that the Fourth Gospel is `one continuous passion narrative'84 accepted. 

This perspective uses the death of Jesus to interpret the concept of 

glorification, rather than vice versa. In reality, John sees the two as 

interdependent, but approaching the subject from this angle yields an 

interpretation that tempers more traditional views, which have obscured the 

reality of the agonising death suffered by the Johannine Jesus by the focus 

on glory. The agony of Jesus on the cross is not cancelled out by the glory, 

quite the reverse; his suffering is an integral part of the glorification 

process, without which it would not take place. 

The human experience of this barbaric death is the will of the Father 

for Jesus. This in itself is a distressing thought for Jesus, as is evidenced by 

his struggle with it in 12.27-28. But the physical suffering of Jesus on the 

cross must also be interpreted with reference to what he says about it during 

his ministry and his attitude towards it. I have already shown in Chapter 6 

that Jesus perceives his death as being violent, bloody and physically 

tortuous. The language he uses in John 6 and John 10 to speak about death 

is full of violence and indicates his fear of the experience. The text makes 

it clear that, throughout his ministry, Jesus regards his death as a terrifying 

83 Nicholson, Death as Departure, p. 163. 
84 Fortna, ̀Christology in the Fourth Gospel', pp. 502-504. 
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ordeal that draws ever nearer. The crucifixion itself cannot be viewed in 

isolation from the rest of his life, as it is in fact the very reason why the 

Logos became incarnate. Suffering and glorification are not, therefore, 

mutually exclusive, but are two sides of the same coin. 

That glory and suffering/death are not to be divorced is further 

evidenced by the comment made by the evangelist regarding Peter's death 
n 

in 21.18-19: Tob co 81 eInev arlµaivwv noiw Oavät q So4äacti 'rev Oeöv 

(v. 19). It has been demonstrated in the discussion on the use of 8o4c4ty 

(Chapter 6) that the juxtaposition of these terms with reference to Peter is a 

strong argument for their interdependence in the mind of the evangelist. 

The verse can be used further to shed light on the glorification through 

death of Jesus. Unlike Jesus, Peter will not be ̀ lifted up' and will not `draw 

all to himself. Lifting up would be particularly inappropriate terminology 

for one who was crucified upside down and Peter's role is to nurture those 

that Jesus has drawn to himself (feed my sheep). However, his death will 

glorify God. That John sees the death of one who is undeniably human 

(and not even a particularly successful disciple in John) as resulting in the 

glorification of God must have a bearing on the evangelist's understanding 

of the glorification of Jesus. Peter's death, undeniably, was the brutal, 

tortuous and humiliating death of a human being who was oppressed and 

finally executed. Peter, undoubtedly, suffered agony on his own cross, yet 

it was still a vehicle for the glorification of God. If this point is accepted, it 

cannot be legitimately claimed that John's use of the terminology when 

referring to the death of Jesus automatically implies the absence of 

suffering on his part. 

Those who claim that humiliation and suffering are not central to the 
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passion of John fail to see that they are central to the entire life of Jesus in 
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the Fourth Gospel. Death beckons Jesus from 1.29 onwards, and permeates 

the narrative throughout. All the players know this - Jesus knows, the 

Jews know and the reader knows - we know about the fear and we know 

about the agony. There is really no need for a drum roll when it finally 

arrives. Rather than viewing the Johannine passion as one that `celebrate[s] 

the victor who followed the unswerving cause of God to his last breath', 85 

we see the narrative celebrating the victim who remained faithful to the will 

of the Father through immolation. 

2 ... he endures its physical demands single-handedly 

This reason focuses on 19.17, in which it is stated that Jesus carried his own 

cross: 

IIapEXaßov ovv ¶öv 'Iiiaoüv. 
xai ßacith vvv cavrif) zöv aravpdv 
elf X6sv ei; töv Xeyöp cvov icpavtov töitov, 
o' XEyetat 'Eßpa att roxyoeä. 

That the Johannine narrative has Jesus carrying his own cross, rather than 

having Simon of Cyrene carrying it for him, is hailed by some to be another 

pointer to his sovereignty - `John wished once more to emphasize the all- 

sufficiency of Jesus; he needed no help in effecting the redemption of the 

world. '86 Others see the absence of Simon as polemical, 87 political88 or 

source critical. 89 Brown suggests that the evangelist may have in mind a 

85 E. Haenchen, ̀History and Interpretation in the Johannine Passion Narrative', Interpretation 24 
(1970), pp. 198-219 (219). 

86 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 548. Echoed by Stibbe: ̀he has no need of helpers 
because he is an all-sufficient king' (John, p. 197). Harrington sees it as evidence that Jesus is 
`master of his own destiny' (John's Thought and Theology, p. 105). 

87 It was omitted to counter the Gnostic heresy which asserted that it was Simon who was 
crucified in place of Jesus, who exchanged his form with him. See Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 
1.24.4; ANCL 5, p. 91. 

88 `... he may simply be emphasizing that Jesus died the death of an ordinary criminal' (Sanders 
and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 405). 

89 `The contradiction is probably to be explained on the assumption that a different tradition lies 
behind Jn's account, for the statement is quite unstressed' (Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 668, 
n. 3). Dodd claims that it echoes Lk. 14.27; ̀whoever does not bear his own cross and come 

227 



Chapter Nine " Relationship with Death 11: Embracing the Hour 

parallel between Jesus and Isaac, who carries the wood for his own 

sacrifice, and this concept will be further explored later in Part 2 of this 

chapter. 90 Alternatively, if the omission can be accorded any significance 

at all, it could simply serve to emphasize that Jesus must face death alone. 

He bears his own cross not because he has no need of assistance, but 

because there is no one who can assist him - no one else is able to share in 

his ordeal 91 The via dolorosa is simply the last stage in a long journey 

towards death that, for the Johannine Jesus, has been principally and 

necessarily a solitary one. 

3. ... he is able to attend to the needs of others 

Having described the crucifixion and the division of Jesus' clothes, 92 John 

narrates a scene unique to the Fourth Gospel. Four of Jesus' followers are 

watching him die and he speaks to them, declaring that his mother should 

now adopt the beloved disciple as her son and that he should care for her 

(19.25-27). Again, this is seen as evidence of the exalted and victorious 

Lord -'Jesus thinks not of his own pain but of the needs of his mother. 

This is the selfless heroism of a divine figure. '93 Du Rand, on the other 

hand, sees Jesus' action in selfish, rather than selfless, terms: ̀ His concern 

for his mother in the final moments of his life should be interpreted as that 

of the Son of God in full control of every situation, and not that he was 
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after me cannot be my disciple' (Historical Tradition, pp. 124-5). This is supported by Lindars 
(Gospel of John, p. 574). 

90 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 917. 
91 This would be supported by Hanson's claim that John wanted to represent Jesus as bearing the 

burden of human sin and therefore thought it more appropriate that he carried his own cross 
(Prophetic Gospel, p. 208). 

92 An indication that Jesus suffers the humiliation of being crucified naked (Weber, The Cross, p. 
133). Hubbard comments; ̀their removal speaks of dispossession, vulnerability, shame' ('John 
19.17-30', p. 399). 

93 Stibbe, John, p. 197, emphasis added. 
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acting from compassionate motives. '94 Nicholson does see compassion as a 

motive for Jesus, but seems to indicate that this in some way cancels out his 

torment: `Instead of suffering humiliation and pain on the cross, the 

Johannine Jesus takes care of his mother. '95 Exegetes have suggested a 

welter of theological motifs for this passage, 96 but what we are interested in 

here is whether the fact that Jesus shows concern for the fate of his mother 

while he is on the cross renders his performance more triumphant. The 

person whom Jesus beholds from the cross is another victim -a woman97 

who is experiencing grief and humiliation herself at the unjust and barbaric 

execution of her son. That he is able to react compassionately, attempting 

to minimise her misery by identifying a source of support and comfort for 

her in the beloved disciple, is an indication of humanity, rather than 

divinity. Jesus' own experience of human suffering compels him to 

respond to that of another in a manner that is sympathetic, rather than 

sovereign. 

It is interesting at this point to compare the Johannine Jesus with his Lukan 

counterpart. Luke presents us with a picture of a most considerate man. So 

attentive is he towards the needs of those around him that he appears quite 

unconcerned about his own death. Pausing on his way to Golgotha, Jesus 

94 du Rand, ̀The Characterization of Jesus', p. 29, emphasis added. Fuller also sees Jesus 
maintaining enough control to think of practicalities, noting that ̀ Jesus sovereignly disposes 
his affairs before he dies' (`Passion, Death and Resurrection', p. 58). 

95 Nicholson, Death as Departure, p. 165, emphasis added. This statement is particularly hard to 
comprehend since surely the sight of his anguished mother beneath the cross would add to the 
pain and humiliation suffered by Jesus, rather than detract from it. 

96 For example, Bultmann sees Mary as representing Jewish Christianity that has overcome the 
offence of the cross, and the beloved disciple representing Gentile Christianity (Gospel of 
John, p. 673). Brown sees the tableau evoking the themes of `Lady Zion's giving birth to a 
new people in the new messianic age, and of Eve and her offspring' (Gospel according to 
John, II, p. 926). 

97 That Jesus perceives her as an individual in her own right, rather than solely in relation to 
himself as his mother, is evidenced by his use of the word yüvat. That his request to his 
mother and the beloved disciple is expressed so briefly could also be seen to indicate that he 
was physically weakening. 
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delivers a lengthy prophetic speech to the daughters of Jerusalem (23.28- 

31). As he is being crucified, he petitions the Father for the forgiveness of 

those responsible (23.34), and once on the cross he is able to listen and 

respond to the debate on retribution between the other two prisoners, 

promising salvation to one of them (23.39-43). If any of the Gospels can be 

seen to portray Jesus as triumphant on the cross, it is surely Luke, rather 

than John. 

4. ... he is not ridiculed while he is on the cross 

Scholars contend that the fact that the Fourth Gospel does not surround the 

cross with hostile onlookers who hurl insults at him, as is the case in the 

Synoptics, has a bearing on the atmosphere of the scene: ̀The royal 

character of the crucified Jesus is further emphasized by the absence of any 

mockery during his crucifixion. '98 Haenchen adds that John's passion 

`exhibits nothing of the hatred and bitter irony of the world related by 

Mark, nothing of the enmity of the environment tormenting the crucified... 

Jesus is no longer ostracized and ridiculed by the world. '99 We cannot, 

however, assume the absence of mockery at the cross. There is 

undoubtedly a crowd present watching the crucifixion, as is indicated by v. 

20. Writing about the titulus, John notes rovtiov ovv töv ci ckov icoXXot 

äveyvcoaav tiwv 'IovSaiwv, ott iyYvg ijv 6 tiono; cf q nö? so önov 

CatiavpwOrl 6 'Ir aobq. Nor was it read solely by Jews, for John is at pains 

to state that it was also written in Greek and Latin. '00 The titulus is a 

symbol of the contempt of the world, emphasizing Jesus' failure to the 

onlookers. The reader is well aware of the contempt with which the Jews, 

98 Weber, The Cross, p. 131. 
99 Haenchen, John, II, pp. 193,200. 
too The authorities attempt to use this as a further opportunity to discredit Jesus, indicating that he 

is a fraud: µßj ? p&cps ö ßaat?. E g tiwv 'IovSaicov, &X? ' &tt tK£LvoS EG16Ev ßa6L%E1bS Etjtt 'CG)V 
'Iou6aiwv (v. 21). Pilate, however, will not play ball. 
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particularly the authorities, view Jesus. The Roman trial has been the 

principal vehicle for displaying the vehement public derision and 

humiliation of Jesus and there is little need here for further explicit 

comment - the mockery is implicit. 

5. ... he does not utter a `cry of dereliction' 

The tragic dimensions of Jesus's death, his own anguish 
and suffering in the face of its are largely absent from John. 
He dies as man is scarcely known to die. If in Mark Jesus 

utters a cry of dereliction and in Luke a pious prayer, in 
John he marks the end of his own earthly ministry and 
work with an imperious pronouncement, `It is finished'. 10 1 

Whether it is an imperious pronouncement, ̀cry of victory', 102 `majestic 

word'lo3 or `affirmation of fulfilment', '04 the last words of the Johannine 

Jesus are almost universally interpreted in a positive light. The use of the 
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word ce rck catiat is seen to indicate that Jesus has triumphantly finished his 

work on earth. It also rules out any implication of distress on the part of 

Jesus due to desertion by the Father. '°5 

TEtEXcati at cannot seriously be interpreted as a triumphant cry. 

In the first instance it is not a cry at all - the evangelist clearly states that 

Jesus said his last word (ctncv). 106 The Synoptic accounts, on the other 

hand, inform the reader that Jesus' last utterances were made with a loud 

101 Moody Smith, ̀ Presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel', p. 371. 
102 Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 410. Also Smalley, John: Evangelist and 

Interpreter, p. 224 and L. Newbigin, The Light has Come: An Exposition of the Fourth Gospel 
(Edinburgh: Handsel Press Ltd, 1982), p. 256. 

103 Lohse, Suffering and Death of Jesus Christ, p. 98. 
104 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 547. Similarly Lagrange, ̀Jesus a exprime dans un cri 

la satisfaction du Fils qui a accompli l'oeuvre que lui avait confide son Pere' (Sain Jean, 
p. 497). 

105 John ̀does not allow himself even to suggest that Jesus was deserted by God' (Barrett, Gospel 
according to St John, p. 547). 

106 Lindars, however, supplies it for him, commenting that ̀ John does not mention the loud cry, but tetelestai is presumably his idea of what the cry was' (Gospel of John, p. 582). Brown also 
sees it as a cry (Gospel according to John, II, p. 930). Others simply add an exclamation mark 
when translating the statement to make the point (Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 675). 
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voice ((pwvfi µpuy6 XI1). '°7 In addition, the interpretation of reti9? cac at is 

open to question. Its translation is generally accepted as ̀ it is finished', '08 

although the nuance of the phrase can be understood in different ways. 

R. A. Edwards, for example, claims that the words heard by John' 09 were 

actually `its all over'. l 0 This would certainly be a negative interpretation, 

as the word would appear to indicate defeat rather than victory. It would 

take a good deal of manipulation of the evangelist's theology to imagine 

him placing a word of defeat on the lips of the dying Jesus, particularly 

since it cannot be denied that John considers this to be the moment at which 

God's name is `glorified'. However, we should guard against interpreting it 

as an outright statement of triumph on the basis of comparison with the 

Synoptic accounts. l ll Brown and Thompson both warn against using a 

theology other than the Johannine one to interpret the Fourth Gospel's 

passion narrative (primarily on the grounds of the different sources used by 

John and the Synoptics). Thompson notes: ̀ it would be rash to state that 

John substitutes a pronouncement of triumph for a cry of dereliction, or to 

interpret John's words in the light of the Synoptic record. ' I 12 John's 

emphasis is on the obedience of Jesus to the Father's will to the very end, 

107 Mk 15.34,37; Mt. 27.46,49; Lk. 23.46. It is generally assumed that, in contrast with John, 
the last cry of Jesus in Mark and Matthew is a negative one, following as it does his cry of 
abandonment. It should be noted that this is purely an assumption on the part of 
commentators, for example Lohse (Suffering and Death of Jesus Christ, p. 98). 

108 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 810. Although some translate it `accomplished' which 
renders a more triumphalist meaning. See, for example, Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 675 and 
Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 410. 

109 He held that the Gospel was the eyewitness account of John, the son of Zebedee. 
110 'We can have no manner of doubt that what he heard then when he saw the head at last fall 

forward, was the dreadful close of what had been the passionate confidence and unlimited hope 
of youth, the shattering assertion that he had been mistaken. The Messiah episode, with all its 
exciting inspiration, was over' (Gospel according to St John, p. 158). Edwards suggests that 

meditati o the phrase, the evangelist later believed the real sense of the words were the 
majestic ̀it is finished'. The point here is not that Edwards believes this is an eyewitness 
account of what was really said on the cross, but that the interpretation of tct Xcati 'at can be 
seen to have such negative import. 

111 Compared with Luke's great shout and pious commendation: n&tiep, ci; xcip&; aov 
ltapatiieegati r6 nvEV ,t tov (23.46), John is surely less triumphant. 

112 Thompson, Humanity of Jesus, p. 109. 

232 



Chapter Nine " Relationship with Death II: Embracing the Hour 

signifying that what has been finished is the work that Jesus was sent to 

carry out. 113 Is this a victory? 114 It can only be seen as ̀ victorious' in the 

same sense that his brutal and ignominious death is seen as ̀ glorious'. This 

must surely mean a re-examination of our concept of victory along less 

triumphalist lines. Jesus links the terms together himself during his last 

prayer before betrayal: Eyd ac Uö aaa eni, tif; yf;, tio' cpyov ticXcicoaa; 

ö 6E&oi äS got tva notljaco (17.4). He glorifies God on earth by finishing 

the work which he was given to do. The work of Jesus has been his life of 

rejection, suffering and oppression and now his victimization reaches its 

zenith with his crucifixion -'Jesus dies not only because he had done the 

Father's. will but also because for him to die is itself the Father's will. "5 

6. ... he gives up his own spirit 

The death of Jesus is seen to be his final sovereign act, showing that he 

maintains control right up to the last breath, ' 16 before appearing to choose 

the moment to die117 He is described as follows: xai Aivaq 6'1v 

KE(pa%Mv nap&Swxcv tö nvci to (v. 30). The meaning of these actions is 

said to indicate the voluntary nature of his death; ' 18 however, neither the 

bowing of the head nor the handing over of the spirit can be interpreted so 

simplistically. In his article on xXivco Bauer informs us that: 

since the bowing of the head came before the giving up of 
his spirit, and since especially in the Fourth Gospel the 
Passion is a voluntary act of Jesus to the very last, the 

113 Thompson again, ̀Rather than suggesting the death of one untouched by human suffering, his 
words point to the death of one obedient to God's command for him' (Humanity of Jesus, 
p. 109). 

114 Brown too ponders on this question: ̀If "It is finished" is a victory cry, the victory it heralds is 
that of obediently fulfilling the Father's will' (Gospel according to John, II, p. 931). 

115 Hubbard, `John 19.17-30', p. 401. 
116 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 582. 
117 Stibbe, John, p. 197. 
118 Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St John, p. 410; Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 582. 
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bowing must not be regarded as a sign of weakness; the 
Crucified One acted of his own accord. ' 19 

Haenchen too does not see any weakness on the part of Jesus in this action, 

claiming that: ̀ he bows his head as in sleep'. 120 However, Bultmann finds 

this untenable, commenting: 

... 
it is true that in Jn the Crucified does not really appear as 

one who suffers but as one who acts, yet it would be too 
ingenious to find in ic%ivaq ti. imp. the independence of the 
action: e. g. Jesus reclined the head not because of 
weakness but in order to sleep. 121 

It is not obligatory, of course, to view Jesus' action as one of defeat just 

because it is, undoubtedly, a sign of weakness in an exhausted man who is 

about to die. 

The giving up of the spirit is more problematic. The verb used is 

not a common one and John is unique in using it in this context. The 

Synoptics all use different terms, 122 although they seem to use a similar 

metaphor for death - the ̀ handing over of Jesus' spirit'. Several 

commentators flirt with the idea that the phrase means ̀hand over the 

Spirit' (in other words the Holy Spirit) but then reject this on the basis that 

John describes the giving of the Holy Spirit in 20.22.123 In the end these 

scholars settle for a meaning along the lines of the Lukan version, ̀ into thy 

hands I commend my spirit'. 124 Nicholson sees a link with John 10, where 

Jesus states that he will lay down (tci6gµu) his life of his own accord. He 

119 Bauer, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 436. 
120 Haenchen, John, II, p. 194. 
121 Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 675. See also M. Hengel, who sees both Jesus' thirst and the 

sinking of his head as expressions of his creatureliness (`The Old Testament in the Fourth 
Gospel', in C. A. Evans and W. R. Stegner [eds. ], The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel 
[JSNTSup, 104; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994], pp. 380-95 [393]). 

122 Mk 15.37: i4enveuaev; Mt. 27.50: äcpfjiccv 'r6 7cvcVµa; Lk. 23.46 napati 0egat Tö nvcV t 
gov. 

123 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 554; Sanders and Mastin, Gospel according to St 
John, p. 410; Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 582. Hoskyns believes that it does refer to the 
handing over the Spirit to the believers, towards whom he has inclined his head, but concedes 
that it is ̀ very strange language' (Fourth Gospel, p. 532). 

124 Lindars, Gospel of John, p. 582. 
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claims `this is graphically born out by the fact that he gives up 

(napESwxcv) his spirit (19.30) before the soldiers can club him to death. ' 125 

However, if John really had this in mind surely he would have used rtOrlµu, 

or even perhaps alluded to it by using napatiierlu. The fact is that he uses 

napa&&Scwµt, and what commentators fail to mention is the context in 

which this verb is used in John. It occurs fifteen times in the Gospel; nine 

of which refer to the betrayal, or to Judas, ̀ the betrayer'. The rest refer to 

the `handing over' of Jesus to Pilate by the Jews. 126 Of the latter group, 

Duke claims that the meaning is not simply to `hand over' but to `betray', 

since this is actually the meaning of the verb in this Gospel. 127 That this 

overwhelmingly negative term is used to describe Jesus' last action cannot 

fail to influence our interpretation of the verse. Hanson sees a possible 

echo of Isa. 53.12c, the LXX of which reads: äv9' (Ov napc60erl sic 

6ävatiov 11 yrvxh avtiov, `because his soul was given up to death'. The 

Masoretic Text can be translated `because he poured out his life to (the) 

death' (: W fl1? nnvn 1t Th nnn). 128 If there was an allusion to this 
"-... r - TYf": "2. t 

text it would certainly imply a negative meaning - surrendering his spirit 

to death rather than to the Father, as in Luke. The concept of Jesus 

betraying his spirit is a very difficult one, and a betrayal could be seen to 

imply that Jesus had failed either in his work or in death. It begins to make 

some sense, however, if it is interpreted with reference to his victimal role. 
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This betrayal is his final act of collusion with darkness. It is the last act of a 

125 Nicholson, Death as Departure, p. 165. 
126 6.64,71; 12.4; 13.2,11,21; 18.2,5,30,35,36; 19.11,16; 21.20 and of course, 19.30. 
127 Duke, Irony in the Fourth Gospel, p. 128. W. K. Grossouw agrees that John uses this verb only 

for Jesus being delivered up to death, and in particular for the betrayal by Judas. He goes on: 
`the only exception to this "technical" use of itapa8'Sovati occurs in xix 30... Perhaps one 
should here see an intentional contrast with all other places where the word is used. Jesus 
voluntarily gives up his "spirit" to God - the only true 7tap6ESoatig' ('A Note on John XIII 
1-3', NovT 8 [1966], pp. 124-31 [127]). This suggestion is a weak one. There is no reason to 
suppose that Jn 19.30 is an exception to the ̀ technical' usage that the evangelist has built up 
throughout the rest of the Gospel. 

128 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p. 218. 
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man who has long anticipated this fate, and, whether consciously or not, 

has played his own part in ensuring that it comes to pass. Delivering up his 

spirit is not an indicator of his sovereignty, it is the ultimate victimal act. 

He betrays his own life, handing himself over to death. 129 

What general conclusions can be drawn from the exploration of the way in which 

the characterization of Jesus during his passion has been handled by the 

commentators? First, many of the aspects which are claimed to display the 

sovereignty of Jesus in reality do not contribute much to this argument. The glory 

of the Father is, and indeed must be, manifested through the scene that the 

evangelist creates, but it has to be said that it is a pretty sombre affair. As Hengel 

comments; ̀for ancient hearers and readers no "God walking over the earth" dies 

like this - disgraced and naked, and hanging on the cross. ' 13o Victory has been 

wrought through the victimization of the Father's son. There is suffering, there is 

compassion, grief and dignity, but surprisingly for the fourth evangelist, there is 

little by way of dramatic flourishes. There are no supernatural signs, no last 

minute repentances and no dramatic loud cries. John's only tools have been a few 

texts from the Septuagint and a basic description of events. The death of Jesus has 

been a constant theme running through his narrative. There has been no need to 

accentuate the shame and savagery of a scene with which his readers would have 

been all too familiar. 
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129 Just who or what Jesus hands his spirit over to is a matter for debate. It is significant to note 
that the text does not say he handed it over to the Father. Many of the commentators assume 
this to be the case - it is implicit if the phrase is interpreted ̀into thy hands I place my spirit', 
as mentioned above, and Schnackenburg makes it explicit (Gospel according to St John, III, 
pp. 284-5). As the text does not mention the Father, other interpretations are possible, and I 
would argue that this is Jesus' final surrender to his fate. In this sense he hands himself over to 
death. 

130 Hengel, Johannine Question, p. 71. 



Chapter Nine " Relationship with Death II: Embracing the Hour 

Part 2 : Jesus as Victim 

We have discussed ways in which commentators see Jesus presented as victorious, 

triumphant and sovereign on the cross. The next section will examine an 

alternative perspective on the death of the Johannine Jesus. I have tried to indicate 

already that he is not an imperious figure who avoids suffering while on the cross. 

To the contrary, he is a figure of great pathos. However, to see him in this light, 

what is needed is a means of approaching the story afresh, so that the aspects that 

portray Jesus as a victim are brought into sharper relief. The method employed 

will be to use Old Testament material within the text as an interpretative tool for 

the rest of the narrative. 

It was mentioned at the end of the last section that one of the main tools 

used by the evangelist in shaping his narrative was the Old Testament. Hanson 

notes that John's passion contains ̀a constellation of references to scripture, 

explicit and implicit. ' 131 The fulfilment of scripture is mentioned directly on three 

occasions during the passion narrative and scholars have seen allusions to several 

more texts through the vocabulary used. It should be stressed that it is not being 

claimed here that the evangelist was necessarily deliberately alluding to all of these 

texts (although this appears to be what Hanson claims), but just that the vocabulary 

used has encouraged scholars to see ̀intertextual echoes' 132 between John and the 

131 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p. 203. In another work on the subject, Hanson discusses attempts 
by scholars to categorize John's treatment of Scripture as midrash, targum and haggada; as 
well as the use of typology, allegory and the importance of salvation history. He concludes 
that John's use is not ̀ atomistic' - he does not simply cite Scripture out of context, but 
intends to show that the whole person and career of Jesus was the fulfilment of Scripture 
('John's Use of Scripture', in C. A. Evans and W. R. Stegner [eds. ], The Gospels and the 
Scriptures of Israel [JSNTSup, 104; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994], pp. 358-79). 
For further discussion on the Fourth Gospel's use of the Old Testament see Freed, Old 
Testament Quotations; and Martin Hengel, ̀The Old Testament in the Fourth Gospel', in C. A. 
Evans and W. R. Stegner, The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel, pp. 380-95. Hengel notes 
the lack of scholarly attention that this subject has received in the past and argues that John's 
use and ordering of citations is part of a ̀ well-considered, unified plan' (p. 395). 

132 A term used by Stibbe when referring to similarities between John and passages from the Old 
Testament. This is a far more satisfactory way of discussing links between narratives than 
attempting to claim that there are direct parallels or deliberate allusions (John, p. 58). 
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particular text. It will become immediately evident that the references are to 

figures who are victims in the Hebrew Bible. In fact, they can be seen as victim 

`prototypes' - those whose stories are automatically associated with violence and 

suffering. Exploring the characteristics of their victimization and the links between 

their experiences and Jesus' will assist in interpreting John's passion narrative. In 

this way they can be seen to function as leitmotifs for the story. As Dodd points 

out, these references must not be regarded as ̀ mere literary embroidery', as they 

give the narrative its specific religious and theological character. 133 

The texts generally considered to be relevant are detailed in the table overleaf. 

Where it is claimed by a scholar that a text is alluded to, and the evangelist does 

not specifically state that he is using scripture, the reference is mentioned. In 

addition, where a text is claimed to have different references in the Old Testament, 

both are mentioned. 
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Likewise, Dodd refers to passages ̀sometimes recalled to the reader by verbal echoes' 
(Historical Tradition, p. 31). 

133 Dodd, Historical Tradition, p. 31. 
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TABLE 7: Use of the Old Testament in the Johannine Passion 

Reference in Jn Reference in the OT Usage Character identified 

19.14 Exod. 12.46/Num. 9.12 Alluded13a Paschal Lamb 
19.17 Gen. 22.1-19 Alluded135 Isaac 

Isa. 53.11 c Alluded136 Suffering Servant 
19.24 Ps. 22.18137 Direct Psalmist 

Zech. 3.1-5 Direct Joshua 
19.28 Ps. 69.21138 Direct Psalmist 
19.29 Exod. 12.22 Alluded139 Paschal Lamb 
19.30 Job 19.26-7 Alluded140 Job 

Isa. 53.12c Alluded'4' Suffering Servant 
Ps. 31.11a142 Alluded'43 Psalmist 

19.36 Exod. 12.46/Num. 9.12 Direct Paschal Lamb 
Psa. 34.20144 Direct Psalmist 

19.37 Zech. 12.10 Direct Shepherd-King 

Three of these representative figures will be discussed in the second part of this 

chapter as a means of exploring the theme of the Johannine Jesus' death as a 

victim: Isaac, the Paschal Lamb and the Suffering Servant. 

134 Hengel, The Johannine Question, p. 189; Stibbe, John, p. 192; Barrett, Gospel according to St 

John, p. 51. 
135 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 917; Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 548; 

Westcott, Gospel according to St John, p. 273. 
136 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p. 208. 
137 Ps. 22.19 in the i xx. 
138 Ps. 69.22 in the Lxx. 
139 Stibbe, John, p. 196; Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 553. 
140 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p. 216. 
141 Bernard, Gospel according to St John, II, p. 641; Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p, 218. 
142 Ps. 30.11a in the L. xot. 
143 Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p. 215 
144 Ps. 33.21 in the Lxx. See Hanson for a full discussion on the relevance of this passage to in 

19.36 (Prophetic Gospel, p. 219). 
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That there are intertextual echoes between the story of Abraham and the offering of 

Isaac, and that of the Father and Jesus in the Fourth Gospel is no new concept. 

Both Jn 3.16 and 19.17 have been linked with Gen. 22. In the first instance, the 

mention of Jesus as God's only begotten son reminds the reader of Isaac. 145 The 

second reference, 19.17, mentions Jesus carrying his own cross. 146 The features 

that Jesus and Isaac have in common are as follows: 

1. They are both the only son of their father. 

This is emphasized in the Hebrew Bible, Isaac being referred to three times 

by God as Abraham's only son (22.2,12,16,91 ''nit l]; - 1). The Lxx 

uses different language, calling Isaac Abraham's beloved son (r6v v16v 

aou Töv & yattrjröv, öv fryäitnaac,, v. 2), but the meaning conveyed is 

similar. In John, Jesus is both the only begotten147 and the beloved son'48 

of the Father. This emphasizes the tragic aspect in each story and the value 

of the sacrificial victim - Abraham does not have another son to generate 

his descendants; Isaac is his only hope as well as his much longed for child. 

One cannot but help remembering another ̀ only begotten' child of the 

145 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 216; Stibbe, John, p. 58. P. R. Davies and B. D. 
Chilton also see a `conceivable' allusion to Gen. 22 in Jn 3.16 (`The Aqedah: A Revised 
Tradition History' CBQ 40 [1978], p. 531). 

146 This interpretation was frequent among the Church Fathers. For example, see Chrysostom, In 
Joh. Hom. 85.1; LNPNF 14, p. 317. 

Isaac was depicted as an adult who voluntarily accepted death, a combination of the 
Genesis 22 story with the theme of the Suffering Servant. An additional link was established 
with the Passover lamb and the sacrifice of Isaac as it was dated 15th Nisan (Gospel according 
to John, II, p. 917). Barrett also concedes that John may have some Isaac typology in mind, 
however, Hanson thinks this is unlikely, contending that there is `no trace' elsewhere in the 
Gospel for Aqedah theology (Prophetic Gospel, p. 207). It should, however, be noted that it is 

allusion to Genesis 22 and not to the Aqedah that is being discussed. See Davies and Chilton 
for a description of Aqedah doctrine and justification for not identifying allusions to Genesis 
22 with the Aqedah ('The Aqedah: A Revised Tradition History', p. 514). 

148 Movoytvýs, 1.14,18; 3.16,18. 
148 Jesus tells us this on several occasions. See 3.35; 5.20; 10.17; 15.9-10. 
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Hebrew Bible who is also sacrificed at the hands of her father: Jephthah's 

daughter who, with great dignity, submits to the fate of becoming a whole 

burnt offering (`olah) as a consequence of a foolish vow of her father 

(Jdg. 11.29-40). 149 Unlike Isaac, for this child there is no reprieve -'no 

solace comes from God, no ram in the thicket. ' 150 

2. Their sacrifice will bring benefits to others 

The willingness of Abraham to sacrifice Isaac brings blessings not only for 

himself but for his descendants and the nations of the earth (1cai, 

Evcv%oyi O aovttat Ev Tw anip . «xtt aov nävta Tä c'Ovil tilg yfjS, ävO' 

wv ünijxouaaS '01; E tflS ywvý;, 22.18). The sacrifice of Jesus secures 

the salvation of the world (va awOj ö xöaµog St' aütiov, 3.17). 

However, both benefits can only be mediated through faith - the faith of 

Abraham that Yahweh will somehow manage to be true to his promise of 

Gen. 17.5-8 and the faith of the believer in the name of the only Son of God 

(Jn 3.18). 

3. They both carry the materials for their death 

Abraham makes Isaac carry the wood out of which the sacrificial altar will 

011xsv 7CFE be made (EXa4ev el Aßpaaµ Tä k{ Xa'ri; 6%oxapnwßgu xai F. 

Ia(mx ¶4) oi4) c ttoü, 22.6). Jesus too must carry the crossbar of his 

crucifix, as discussed above (19.17). This is a somewhat macabre touch in 

the Genesis story as Isaac is unaware that he is the one destined to be 

placed on top of the pile to be slaughtered. Jesus is, of course, fully 

cognizant of the purpose of the wood that he carries. 

149 For the whole story, see P. Trible, Texts of Terror: Literary-Feminist Readings of Biblical 
Narratives (Overtures to Biblical Theology; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), pp. 93-116; 
and J. C. Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative: Arrows of the Almighty (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992). 

150 Exum, Tragedy and Biblical Narrative, p. 58. 
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4. Both victims are bound 

Isaac is bound by his father in preparation for his slaughter (... iced 

avµno&&aaS Iaaax Töv viöv aütob, v. 9). Likewise, it is mentioned 

several times during the arrest and trial that Jesus is bound (ßuv. Xaßov Töv 

'Iilaobv iced ESr aav aüTÖv, 18.12,19) and presumably he was also bound 

to the crossbar of his crucifix. The denial of liberty is an essential 

prerequisite to the murder of the victim. 

S. Both are innocent victims 

That Isaac is perceived as an innocent victim is indicated by the two 

references to him as a young lad (To' nat6äptov, w. 5,12). He is also, of 

course, oblivious as to what is about to happen to him, as is evidenced by 

his truly pathetic question to Abraham: `... but where is the victim? ' (v. 7). 

Jesus is also specifically stated as being innocent twice by Pilate during his 

trial (iycb 63cµiav cvpiaxco jv abtw adtIav, 18.31; 19.4). 

6. Both are betrayed 

The betrayal of Jesus is a familiar and unquestionable fact in the Gospel - 

his cognizance of the perfidy of Judas is noted from as early as Jn 6.71. 

But what about Isaac? The response Isaac gets from Abraham to his 

question about the whereabouts of the victim is: `God will provide'. There 

are several ways in which this could be interpreted. Perhaps Abraham truly 

believes that God will provide a lamb. However tempting this 

interpretation might seem, there is not much evidence for it in the text. 

This tale tells us nothing about Abraham's faith, only his fear. Perhaps, 

then, Abraham wishes to protect Isaac from the awful truth? Almost 

certainly he would want to do that; after all, he loves Isaac (22.2). But what 

if he did tell Isaac the truth and Isaac, understandably, was not so 
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committed to the plan? Abraham is alone with his son by this stage (22.5) 

and if the boy tried to escape, how would he, a very old man, ever catch 

him? Abraham cannot take this risk; after all, he has been charged with the 

responsibility of slaying Isaac by Yahweh, whom he fears deeply. He 

therefore holds back the truth from Isaac in order that the plan will not be 

jeopardized and his own life potentially at risk. He deceives him to ensure 

that he will be able to betray him, to hand him over, to Yahweh. 

All of the above similarities between the filial experiences of Isaac and Jesus are 

obvious enough; however, the factor that is most significant and will assist in 

illuminating Jesus' identity as a victim has not yet been mentioned. This is the fact 

that they both have fathers who are prepared to sacrifice them. We do not see 

Abraham so much as flinch when he receives the command from God to sacrifice 

Isaac - he rises early the next morning and sets off to carry out the task. We do 

not discover until afterwards that his impetus has been fear of God ((poß f 'rev Oco'v 

ob, 22.12). God's motive for the sacrifice of Jesus, on the other hand, is love for 

the world (oivro yäp fjyännaev 6 Oe6q tio'v 1coagov, 3.16). What both of these 

fathers have in common is an overriding priority that supersedes paternal affection. 

That they love their sons is not in doubt, but their commitment to another rules out 

the possibility of mercy for the victim. We hastily accept fear (which is often 

translated into devout fear, piety, etc., but never cowardice) as a mitigating 

circumstance for Abraham's attempt at infanticide in order to soothe feelings of 

deep discomfort about the whole scenario in Genesis 22. When it comes to the 

relationship between the Johannine Father and Son, it is difficult to view the death 
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of the Son from anything other than a theological perspective, within the context of 

the salvation of the xöaµoq. The basic fact is that Jesus is subjected to a brutal and 

bloody death by the will of his father: ̀ God himself led the victim to the slaughter 
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place, and with a fixed smile, watched the execution. ' 151 We have quickly strayed 

into taboo territory here. We have to admit that the complexities of the 

interdependence of the Father and the Son in John's Gospel are practically 

unfathomable and certainly outside of the remit of this study. Jesus is the son who, 

in the same breath, is at one with the Father (14.10,10.30) and subordinate to him 

(14.28); at the command of the Father (14.31), doing nothing on his own authority 

(8.28) and yet has all things in his hand (3.35). Though the Father loves the Son, 

(3.35), he so loves the world that Jesus must be sacrificed to save it (3.16). 

Sacrifice, however, is more akin to violence and hatred than love and is not so 

distantly related to murder. 152 ̀Violence is not to be denied, but it can be diverted 

to another object, something it can sink its teeth into', 153 and this is what happens 

to the sacrificial victim. There is no denying that somehow the love of the Father 

for Jesus is bound up with the sacrifice of Jesus (be it voluntary, propitiatory, 

expiatory or whatever), with his experience of a barbaric, humiliating death: 0tä 

tiovtiö tc ö necT p äyocn L &rt EyOb titioilgt 'crýv yruxijv tov (10.17). 154 

The sacrificial perspective of the victimization of Jesus will be further 

explored in the section on the Paschal Lamb. Brown concludes that ̀ Isaac 

symbolism is ... one factor in leading us to think that John looked upon Jesus as a 

sacrificial victim who died at the same hour that the paschal lambs were being 

slaughtered in the Temple. "55 What is being claimed here is that Jesus not merely 

a victim in the general sense of the term, but a sacrificial victim who is sacrificed 

for the world at the will of his Father. 

151 Kott, Eating of the Gods, pp. 219-20. 
152 R. Girard, Violence and the Sacred (trans. P. Gregory; Baltimore: John Hopkins University 

Press, 1977), p. 1. 
153 Girard, Violence and the Sacred, p. 4. 
154 There is an irony in the fact that it is the ̀ father of the world', the devil, who is accused of 

being a ̀ murderer from the beginning' (8.44). 
155 Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 918. Jan Kott sees the sacrifices of Isaac and the 

Passover lamb as prefigurations of Jesus' own sacrifice (Eating of the Gods, p. 210). 

244 



ýý)ý 
ý i. 

Chapter Nine " Relationship with Death IL Embracing the Hour 245 

The concept of Jesus representing the paschal lamb in the Fourth Gospel is derived 

primarily from two places in the text - the beginning of Jesus' public ministry and 

the end of his life. The first references occur in 1.29 and again in 1.36, where John 

the Baptist hails him as ö äµvä; cob OEob who takes away the sin of the world. '56 

The second set of references occur during the passion and were introduced cable 7. 

They make up what Hengel refers to as the ̀ emphatic Passover sacrifice typology 

of the day of Jesus' death'. 157 In 19.14 the evangelist provides a time marker at the 

point which Jesus is sentenced, which synchronizes his death with the slaughter of 

the Passover lambs. 158 In 19.29 the reference to vaa(Oncw has been seen to allude 

to the use of a sprig of hyssop dipped in the blood of the Passover lamb and 

sprinkled on the door posts of the Israelites (Ex. 12.22). 159 In 19.36 the evangelist 

156 Although see P. J. du Plessis for arguments against interpreting these verses as allusions to the 
Passover Lamb: ̀ the title is a Messianic one and a terminus gloriae. Like the other titles it 

expresses, from a different angle, the Divine Sonship of Jesus' ('The Lamb of God in the 
Fourth Gospel', in J. H. Petzger and P. J. Hartin [eds. ], A South African Perspective on the New 
Testament: Essays by South African New Testament Scholars Presented to Bruce Manning 
Metzger during his Visit to South Africa in 1985 [Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1986], pp. 136-48 [147]). 
Cullmann sees Jesus as the Lamb of God being both the Suffering Servant and the Paschal 
lamb (The Christology of the New Testament, p. 70). So too M. D. Hooker, Jesus and the 
Servant: The Influence of the Servant Concept of Deutero-Isaiah in the New Testament 
(London: SPCK, 1959), p. 104. 

157 Hengel, Johannine Question, p. 189, n. 68. 
158 The chronology of the crucifixion and the Passover is an area of some dispute, particularly 

since it is so obviously at odds with the Synoptics. Carson attempts to harmonise the 
Johannine and Synoptic accounts by claiming that napaai i 'toe t&axa means ̀Friday of 
the Passover week' rather than the actual day before the Passover. This would meant that both 
John and the Synoptics had the last supper on Thursday - in other words it was a Passover 
meal (Gospel according to John, pp. 603-4). For the view that Jesus was crucified at the 
moment when the Passover lambs were being slaughtered, see Hengel, Johannine Question, p. 
66; F. M. Young, Sacrifice and the Death of Christ (London: SPCK, 1975); C. K. Barrett, ̀ The 
Lamb of God', NTS 1 (1954), pp. 210-218 (specifically, p. 211); V. C. Pfitzner, ̀ The 
Coronation of the King: The Passion in the Gospel of John', Currents in Theology and Mission 
4 (1977), pp. 10-21; Smalley, John, Evangelist and Interpreter, p. 224 and Hanson, Prophetic 
Gospel, p. 219. Stibbe comments: ̀Here narrative chronology and narrative Christology are 
inseparable' (John, p. 192). 

159 Dispute over this point has been primarily due to the fact that the hyssop is a small wall 
growing plant and would not be strong enough to support a wet sponge. See Haenchen, John, 
II, 194. The suggestion is that the word vaad tw has erroneously replaced vaaw, a particular 
type of Roman javelin. See Beasley-Murray, John, p. 318. In defence of the Paschal reading, Strack-Billerbeck suggest that although a branch of hyssop could not support a wet sponge, a 
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mentions the fulfilment of scripture following the crurifragium: öatiobv ob 

aovtipipi astiat aütioi. This could be derived from Ex. 12.46, the rule that not a 

bone of the Passover lamb should be broken (icai öatiobv ob avvtpiyrstc än' 

aü'rob in the Lxx), or a similar statement in Num. 9.12.160 The piercing of Jesus' 

side itself, with the flow of blood and water, is seen by J. A. Grassi to be a reference 

to the Passover blood and a further indication that the evangelist sees Jesus' death 

in paschal terms. 161 

Viewed together, the direct references in John's Gospel to the Lamb of 

God, coupled with the ̀ intertextual echoes' of the timing of his death, the hyssop 

and the crurifragium show that there is a clear line of paschal thinking in John that 

can be used to interpret our picture of Jesus as a victim. This raises the thorny 

problem of the theological meaning of the slaughter of the lamb and the way in 

which Jesus can be seen to be a sacrifice. Is he ̀ the Passover Lamb dying for the 

sin of the world' 162 or is this concept, with its connotations of vicarious expiation, 

simply too crude? Barrett claims that although describing Jesus as the Lamb of 

God draws ̀special attention' to his sacrificial death, drawing out the analogy 
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between Jesus and the paschal sacrifice in the crucifixion scene, the evangelist does 

not explain the death of Jesus in sacrificial terms. 163 Others hold that salvation in 

the Fourth Gospel is mediated not by an atoning expiation from sin, but through 

stalk could (Str-B, II, p. 581). See also Carson, ̀the branches of hyssop at the end of a stalk 
could form a little "nest" to cradle the sponge' (Gospel according to John, p. 621). 

160 This position is supported by, among others, Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, p. 533 and Bernard, 
Gospel according to St John, II, p. 651. The alternative view is that the evangelist has the 
Psalter in mind. Although some scholars accept that both Psalm 34 and the paschal reading are 
relevant, Dodd claims that there is no link to the paschal victim, the psalm being used as it 
suggests the promise of Christ's resurrection (Historical Tradition, p. 131). 

161 Because of Exod. 12.13 -'the blood shall be a sign for you. ' Grassi comments; ̀this blood is 
extremely important for [the evangelist] because Jewish law required the actual f ow of blood 
for a valid sacrifice' ('Eating Jesus' Flesh and Drinking his Blood: The Centrality and Meaning 
of John 6.51-51', BTB 17 [1987], pp. 24-30 [28, emphasis original]). 162 Pfitzner, ̀ Coronation of the King', p. 21. 

163 Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 81. So too V. Taylor, who claims that although there is no doubt that sacrificial ideas are present in the Gospel, as seen in the allusions in 1.29; 6.54- 6; 12.24; 17.19 and 19.36, the emergence of a definite sacrificial theory in John is restrained by 
the evangelist's preoccupation with Christ's glorification. He is therefore not presented as the One Great Sacrifice (Atonement in New Testament Teaching, pp. 148-9). 
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`revealing the truth that self-sacrificial love lies at the heart of God's dealings with 

man' 164 - in other words it has an exemplarist function. 165 Carson argues that this 

view is exegetically doubtful, illogical, and reductionist. 166 

It does seem that the references to the Lamb of God and the Passover in 

John are difficult to make sense of without some concept of the atoning sacrifice of 

Jesus. 167 Hengel is adamant: `From John 1.29 to 17.19 there is a whole series of 

statements in the Gospel which refer clearly to the vicarious atoning death of 

Jesus. ' 168 That the original paschal lamb was not considered a sin offering by the 

Jews is an issue that is tackled by Brown, who claims that by the time of Jesus, a 

sacrificial aspect had begun to become associated with the Passover. 169 Frances 

Young also comments that sin offerings dominated the temple rituals in the time of 

Christ. '70 The prophetic interpretation of the exile as a punishment for a sinful 

164 Smalley, John, Evangelist and Interpreter, p. 226. 
165 So Forestell - the death of Jesus is the culmination of his revelatory work (Word of the Cross, 

pp. 101-2). See also J. Painter, John, Witness and Theologian (London: Darton, Longman & 
Todd, 1975), p. 63. 

166 As indicated by the following argument: ̀exegetically doubtful, because there are too many 
passages in John whose most obvious meaning includes the notion of sins dealt with by means 
of Jesus' sacrificial death; illogical, because, as James Denney pointed out... it is as 
meaningless to detect profound, revelatory love in a cross of Christ that achieved nothing as it 
would be to detect profound love in a man who tries to prove his devotion to his fellow human 
beings by jumping off Brighton pier and drowning, with no purpose in view and no result 
achieved; and reductionist, because we are being forced into an "either/or" argument when the 
Fourth Gospel itself demands a "both/and"' (Carson, Gospel according to John, p. 153). 

167 Du Plessis' complaint that the paschal lamb cannot be associated with the lamb who takes 
away the sin of the world because ̀a lamb, in terms of imagery, does not sacrifice itself. He is 
the victim', misses the point completely. `Taking away the sin of the world' and being a 
victim are not mutually exclusive, in fact, quite the reverse. They are both the objective and 
the modus operandi. In other words, Jesus is able to take away the world's sin through being a 
victim. This certainly means that there is an element of passivity about Jesus' saving work. 
Rather than seeing it as some glorious heroic action, there is more of an inclination to 
understand it as the inflicting of extreme suffering and violence on Jesus, to the point of 
immolation. The reason for du Plessis' assertion becomes obvious from his ensuing sentence: 

As for the Gospel of John, the passion narrative reveals just the opposite: 
Jesus is firmly in command from beginning to end. Even the so-called 
Paschal allusions in John offer no more than glimpses of lowliness, suffering 
and sacrifice... Käsemann's description of the passion... resembling 
"a triumphal procession" is not far wide of the mark. 

('The Lamb of God in the Fourth Gospel', p. 144). 
168 Hengel, The Johannine Question, p. 66. 
169 Brown, Gospel according to John, I, p. 62. 
170 F. M. Young, Sacrifice and the Death of Christ (London: SPCK, 1975). 
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nation emphasized the need for constant expiation and so sin offerings came into 

prominence, also affecting the meaning of the `holocausts'. 171 Cullmann simply 

states that `for the Jews the purpose of sacrificing the paschal lamb is to achieve 

atonement for the sins of the people. ' 172 

Having discussed briefly the background to the understanding of the concept of the 

Passover lamb in John, it is appropriate to make some suggestions about the 

relevance that this has for our understanding of the victimization of Jesus. We 

have discussed already in Chapter 6 the way in which Jesus expresses the 

relationship between his body, his death and sacrifice. It is at the time of Passover 

that Jesus tells the crowds that his flesh will be given for the life of the world 

(6.5lb). Moreover, when he speaks of laying down his life for the sheep, Jesus 

makes use of the violent physical imagery of being mauled by a wolf (10.11-12). 

The crucifixion is the occasion of that sacrifice, wherein Jesus is not simply 

victimized in the general sense of the word, but becomes more specifically a 

sacrificial victim, with all the violence that entails. It is helpful, therefore to 

explore some characteristics of sacrificial victims within this context. 

J. H. M. Beattie, in an anthropological study of sacrifice, claims that ̀ almost 

always sacrifice is seen as being, mostly, about power, or powers. '173 A 

characteristic of victims is the denial of their liberty, with the subsequent 

171 Young, Sacrifice and the Death of Christ, p. 27. 
172 Cullmann, Christology of the New Testament, p. 71. 
173 J. H. M. Beattie, ̀On Understanding Sacrifice', in M. F. C. Bourdillon and M. Fortes (eds. ), 

Sacrifice (London: Academic Press, 1980), pp. 29-44 (37). Beattie identifies a fourfold 
classification of aspects of sacrifice based on the type of and relation to power: 

1) Sacrifice to obtain/maintain closer contact with God 
2) Sacrifice to achieve separation from such spirits 
3) Sacrifice to acquire for the sacrificer an increase of non-personalized power 
4) Sacrifice to achieve separation from/removal of such diffuse power 

It is not feasible to explore in detail here the various theories of sacrifice and the way in which 
they have been applied to the biblical literature. However, see J. G. Williams for a concise 
overview, from Hubert and Mauss through the structuralists to Girard (The Bible, Violence, 
and the Sacred: Liberation from the Myth of Sanctioned Violence [New York: Harper Collins, 
1991 ], pp. 14-20). 
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domination by the power or another individual or community group (a factor that is 

emphasized by being bound before slaughtered). Sacrificial victims are not 

sovereign and in control - quite the reverse. They are powerless and are exploited 

and violated at the will of others, their bodies becoming the locus of the 

community's expression of violence. Searching for the unifying factor in the wide 

spectrum of human victims sacrificed by various societies, Rene Girard makes the 

following observation: 

We notice at first glance beings who are either outside or on the 
fringes of society: prisoners of war, slaves, pharmakos. In many 
primitive societies children who have not yet undergone the rites 
of initiation have no proper place in the community; their rights 
and duties are almost non-existent. What we are dealing with, 
therefore, are exterior or marginal individuals, incapable of 
establishing or sharing the social bonds that link the rest of the 
inhabitants. Their status as foreigners or enemies, their servile 
condition, or simply their age prevents these future victims from 
fully integrating themselves into the community. 174 

This is a fact that we instinctively know is true without Girard really needing to 

point it out. The people who are ̀ victims' in our world today (in the general rather 

than specifically cultic sense of the word) are those who are on the fringes of our 

various different definitions of society. They are the marginalized, the 

dispossessed, who can be subjected to oppression for reasons of poverty or gender 

or race, because they are people who do not matter - they are easily expendable. 

And the reason they do not matter is because they have no power. Girard claims, 

moreover, that it is not simply the marginalized status of individuals which makes 

them suitable sacrifices. There is another crucial factor: 

Between these victims and the community a crucial social link is 
missing, so that they can be exposed to violence without fear of 
reprisal. Their death does not automatically entail an act of 
vengeance. The considerable importance this freedom from 
reprisal has for the sacrificial process makes us understand that 
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174 Girard, Violence and the Sacred, p. 12, emphasis added. 
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sacrifice is primarily an act of violence without risk of 
vengeance. 175 

Again, this emphasizes the absence of any value accorded the victim's life by the 

community. And because they do not matter and do not belong there is no one to 

stand up for them, and hence no danger of reprisal. There is no one whose life is 

worth less. 

Much of this is clearly applicable to the presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel. 

Jesus is congenitally incapable of being integrated into the community. He is the 

ultimate foreigner - he is not even from this world, but is from above. His 

identity and claims marginalize him, precluding acceptance from the very 

beginning of the Gospel, and this is evidenced by his expulsion from the heart of 

the community, the synagogue. 176 Jesus articulates this experience of alienation 

and rejection in the farewell discourses, speaking of the hatred of the world and his 

separation from it. The issue of reprisal at the death of this victim is another 

occasion for deep irony. Neither the Jewish leaders nor the crowd display any 

qualms about engineering and demanding the death of Jesus. The crowd who 

clamour for Jesus' crucifixion manipulate the situation so that it is the Roman 

procurator, another foreigner, who will suffer political reprisals if Jesus is not 

executed (19.12). The Jewish authorities, on the other hand, have already 

legitimized Jesus' death on the reasoning that the whole community will suffer 

reprisals if Jesus, the outsider, is not executed and that these reprisals will be at the 

hands of the Romans (11.48-51). 177 He is conveniently expendable. 

175 Girard, Violence and the Sacred, p. 13, emphasis added. 
176 Jn 9.22. This applies not only to Jesus but his followers, who are also excluded from 

community life. This is obviously the experience of the Johannine community and fuels their 
`sectarian' attitude - it is precisely their aim not to be integrated into society. 

177 Their language is clearly couched in sacrificial terms: it is expedient that this one man dies in 
order to prevent the community perishing (11.50). `Community solidarity is based on the 
principle of all-against-one', states Thomas Weiser (`Community - its Unity, Diversity and 
Universality', Semeia 33 [1985], pp. 83-95 [83]). Weiser is writing about Girard's thesis that 
the ̀ scapegoat mechanism' - the choice of a victim to be sacrificed for the benefit of the rest 
of the community - is at the centre of the formation of human communities. 
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Jesus, then, becomes a suitable sacrificial victim. With that he becomes the 

focus for the aggression of his own community. His body is the receptacle for their 

barbarism, which is played out through his physical violation culminating in an 

immolating death. Looking at the crucifixion from the perspective of Jesus as a 

sacrifice (and bearing in mind the imagery of John 6 and 10), this raw and bloody 

scene bears little resemblance to Lindars' Italian primitive painting. 

The Suffering Servant 

The suffering servant theme of Deutero-Isaiah occurs more frequently outside of 

the passion narrative than within it in the Fourth Gospel. It is used explicitly in 

12.37-40 and implicitly elsewhere. 178 Stibbe sees Deutero-Isaiah as a'rich 

resource' for the author of the Gospel, 179 and indeed it is an important source of 

material for the understanding of Jesus as a victim. 180 It assists in the interpretation 

of the ̀ lifting up' sayings (3.14,8.28,12.32)181 and the ̀ glorification' of Jesus'82 

178 So, 1.29,36. 
179 Stibbe, John, p. 136. `The reader is meant to see the death of Jesus as the sacrifice of the 

Servant of Yahweh' (p. 137). 
180 Other scholars who have recognised the importance of Isaiah on the Fourth Gospel include 

F. W. Young who discusses the allusions and quotations in detail ('A Study of the Relation of 
Isaiah to the Fourth Gospel', ZNW 46 [1955], pp. 215-33) and Morris (Gospel according to 
John, pp. 145ff. ). C. A. Evans sees John 12.1-43 as a midrash on Isa. 52.7-53.12 ('Obduracy 
and the Lord's Servant: Some Observations on the use of the Old Testament in the Fourth 
Gospel', in C. A. Evans and W. F. Stinespring [eds. ], Early Jewish and Christian Exegesis: 
Studies in Memory of William Hugh Brownlee [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987], pp. 221-36). 

The identification of Jesus (Synoptic and Johannine) with the Suffering Servant was most 
fashionable in the 50s and 60s, being propounded by scholars such as Cullmann (Christology 
of the New Testament, pp. 51-82); and J. Jeremias (`Haig 6coV, in Kittel (ed. ), TDNT, V, pp. 
654-717, especially pp. 705-17). It was Morna Hooker's comprehensive study, Jesus and the 
Servant, that shattered many of the assumptions that had been held concerning the influence of 
the Servant Songs on New Testament Christology and it is now an area in which scholars tread 
with more care. Marinus de Jonge notes that ̀ we shall have to conclude that the influence of 
Isa. 52.13-53.12 on the earliest Christian kerygma can hardly be demonstrated' (Servant- 
Messiah, p. 50). Ruth Edwards, however, feels that the backlash against ̀the older piety' 
which equated Jesus with the Servant has gone too far. She comments, ̀while the precise 
degree of dependence on individual texts may be disputed, a general influence of the Isaianic 
passages (esp. 52.13-53.12) seems inescapable' ('Christological Basis of the Johannine 
Footwashing', p. 382). 

181 Beasley-Murray, John, p. lxxxiv; Stibbe, John, p. 137. 
182 Evans, ̀Obduracy and the Lord's Servant', p. 232. 
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and is linked to understanding of Jesus as the lamb of God. ' 83 Whether or not the 

fourth evangelist actually saw Jesus as the suffering servant is not really the issue 

for discussion here, although there are plenty who argue that this was the case. '84 

Speaking from the perspective of liberation theology, Segundo claims that: 

It is not going too far to say that the tradition of the suffering 
servant [within the early New Testament church] was the 
messianic tradition par excellence for interpreting the destiny of 
Jesus of Nazareth. We can see this in the Pauline school... and in 
the Johannine school (1.29,32-34; 3.11; 8.12,32,45). 185 

This undoubtedly overstates the case, but it is not difficult to see why an emphasis 

on understanding of Jesus as a figure such as the servant of Yahweh would be 

attractive to liberation theologians. Again, it is merely the ̀ intertextual echoes' 

between Isaiah and John that permit us to engage the hermeneutical assistance of 

the suffering servant when looking at the crucified Christ. 

The MIMT '1: 117 is a figure of great pathos in the Hebrew Bible. To view the 

Johannine Jesus from the perspective of the servant of Yahweh will necessitate 

leaving behind images of a man who is sovereign, serene and somehow eludes the 

agonies of his oppression. The servant is a pitifully tragic figure, whose fate is 

outlined in Isa. 52.12-53.13.186 The following section will discuss the common 

experiences of Jesus and the servant. 

183 Cullmann, Christology of the New Testament, pp. 71-2. 
184 See Schnackenburg, Gospel according to St John, 1,297-3 00; Smalley, John, Evangelist and 

Interpreter; p. 225; Hanson, Prophetic Gospel, p. 218. 
185 Segundo, Jesus of Nazareth Yesterday and Today, p. 51. Likewise, Sobrino claims that the 

title `servant of Yahweh' soon fell into disuse as a name for Jesus as the meaning of his death 
began to be reinterpreted and toned down by the later evangelists. The title, which was `the 

most direct pointer to Jesus' cross' and `the most basic explanation of Jesus' person' was 
replaced by others which stressed his existence as one already exalted in heaven (Christology 
at the Crossroads, p. 186). 

186 No attempt will be made here to discuss the contents of the other three servant songs, as the 
fourth is the most appropriate in terms of subject material. 
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1. They experience intense physical and mental pain 

At the risk of stating the obvious, it is worth noting that both Jesus and the 

servant suffer. The justification for this is that there are those who would 

perhaps dispute that this was something they had in common. The 

servant's suffering is extreme - so extreme that it has been the cause of his 

infamy, becoming part of his popular name. The Johannine Jesus, on the 

other hand, is not famous for his experience of extreme suffering, as has 

been noted throughout this thesis. The servant's experience of physical and 

psychological pain runs throughout the whole chapter: he is so disfigured 

he barely appears human; he was `acquainted' with pain and suffering; he 

was pierced, crushed and wounded; he was oppressed and afflicted, crushed 

and made to suffer. These things are described in the LXX version of Isa. 

53.3: 

&2, lä 'co, ctöoS aütiov ätitµov ExXsinov napä nävtia; 
äv8Pwno1)S, äv8PconoS b n%il'YTl (IV icon c15 0, )S (P Pctv 
Jt& a1ciav, önn äncatipantiat tä itpößwnov av'coü, 
ýuliccßoll 1cal oüx k2, oyia9T1. 

Jesus has endured the physical threats of the Jews throughout his ministry, 

escaping impromptu attempts to murder him several times (as can be seen 

from Tables 1-5 in Chapter 2). Following detention he is subjected to the 

torture of scourging and an agonising execution -a fate which doubtless 

left him disfigured beyond human semblance. 

2. They are spurned by society 

The servant is an outcast from his own community. People who saw him 

were appalled at his appearance. They spurned him and despised him to the 

extent that he withdrew from society (again, 53.3). We have already 

mentioned above that Jesus is alienated from and rejected by his people. 

The fact that he is `from above' and therefore not `of this world' cannot be 
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used to minimize his actual experience of rejection from his own 

community. This manifests itself practically in expulsion from the 

synagogue (9.22) but can also be seen in attempts by the Jews to associate 

him with other outcast groups - ov xaX ix. yogev ilµcis ött 

EaµapitiýS el au xai Satµövtov Exstc; (8.48). 

3. They are innocent victims 

We touched on the innocence of Jesus when discussing Isaac. Isaac's 

innocence is implied by his vulnerability as a young boy, whereas the 

innocence of the servant provides a more effective parallel with that of 

Jesus. The servant is portrayed as having endured violence and slander, 

despite the fact that he had not committed violence nor spoken dishonestly 

(ött ävoµiav ovx Enoiiiacv, ov6c 86%ov iv tiw atiOgwrt abtoü, 53.9b). 

His vindication comes in 53.11b: 6ixatG aati Siicaiov el) 6ovXcvovta 

noA, XoIS. '87 Both victims experience wrongful arrest and unjust conviction 

on account of their innocence. The servant has no one to defend him on his 

detention-' v ycvtäv avtiov ri; ötiyf ac'rat; (53.8). 188 Likewise, 

Jesus has no defenders when Pilate raises the possibility of his release on 

the grounds of his innocence. He is confronted instead with the roar of 

atiavpwaov aiavpwaov from the crowd (19.6). 

4. Their suffering is `unto death' 

Whether the servant actually dies as a result of the violence inflicted on him 

is a point of disagreement among scholars. It has generally been held that 

187 ̀ Who shall declare his generation'. The Hebrew may be: ̀ he is proved innocent before the 
multitudes' (D. J. A. Clines, I, A e, jL-, and they: A Literary Approach to Isaiah 53 [JSOTSup, 
1; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1976], p. 13). 

188 The Hebrew may be rendered ̀no one raised a protest at his fate' (Clines, 1,4e, i,. e, and they, 
p. 13). 
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he does, 189 but see R. N. Whybray for arguments to the contrary. 190 Verse 

53.12b is seen to indicate that the servant perished - äv0' d3v itape800ij 

ei; Aäva cov 11 q-t)XT'j aütiov - which provides us with the verbal link with 

Jn 19.30 at the moment of Jesus' death. Both victims give up their soul 

`unto death'. For our purposes it is not really of great significance whether 

the servant dies. The point is that his affliction is so severe that death is not 

far away, in fact the expectation is that he will die as he is assigned a grave 

(53.9). For Jesus, of course, . victimization is fatal. 

S. Their suffering brings benefits to others 

As discussed above, the sacrifice of Jesus secures salvation (3.17) and the 

process by which this is secured is through a vicarious atoning death. He is 

the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep (10.11). The 

servant of Yahweh also endures pain on behalf of the errant sheep (Kai 

xvpioS napESwxev avtiöv tialc äµap'ciatq rlt(ov, 53.6). 191 The extent to 

which this can be 
. claimed to be vicarious is another cause of dispute. All 

of the Isaian commentaries cited above192 claim that the servant's suffering 

is vicarious. Westermann even goes as far as to claim that the translation of 

53.12b can be rendered ̀because he poured out his blood to death', 
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189 So C. Westermann, Isaiah 40-66: A Commentary (trans; D. M. G. Stalker; London: SCM Press, 
1969), p. 257ff.; J. L. McKenzie, Second Isaiah (AB; New York: Doubleday, 1983), p. 135; 
J. D. W. Watts, Isaiah 34-66 (WBC, 25, Waco, TX: Word Books, 1987), p. 230; G. A. F. Knight, 
Deutero-Isaiah: A Theological Commentary on Isaiah 40-55 (New York: Abingdon, 1965), 
pp. 222ff. 

190 R. N. Whybray, Thanksgiving for a Liberated Prophet: An Interpretation of Isaiah 53 
(JSOTSup, 4; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1978), pp. 92ff. H. M. Orlinsky also argues that the 
servant did not die. He interprets Isa. 53.10 to mean the servant would live a long life (Studies 
on the Second Part of the Book of Isaiah: The So-Called 'Servant of the Lord' and 'Suffering 
Servant' in Second Isaiah [VTSup, 14; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1967], p. 61). Clines notes that the 
references to the Servant's death are all ambiguous and sees it as one of the enigmas in Isaiah 
53 (1, 

. pie, we, and They, p. 29). 
191 Hanson sees this aspect of the servant's role accounting for the omission of Simon of Cyrene in 

the Johannine passion. The evangelist has 'deliberately represented Jesus as carrying his own 
cross because in Isa. 53.11 it was prophesied that the Servant of the Lord, whom John 
identified with Jesus, should bear the sins of many' ('John's Use of Scripture', p. 369). 

192 In other words, Westermann, McKenzie, Watts and Knight. 
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suggesting a sacrifice of expiation corresponding to the sacrificial term for 

a guilt offering (137jN). 193 Whybray disagrees, claiming that the concept of 

vicarious suffering was alien to Jewish thought and has been introduced 

retrospectively to the interpretation of this passage from the Christian 

theology of the atonement. 194 What is important for our purposes is that it 

heightens the injustice borne by the servant. Not only is he innocent, but 

his torments are caused by the guilt of others and, in some way, his 

suffering is for them (xat avtiöS äµ(xptiaS no%%wv avfjvcyKE, 53.12c). 

6. Their suffering is legitimated by God 

Both Jesus and the servant are victims of the will of God. Their agony is 

caused because God requires it. McKenzie comments that the servant has 

been afflicted beyond the ordinary affliction of the poor and lowly -'he 

has been touched by the wrath of God'. 195 We know that this is true in the 

case of Jesus; his death is the will of the Father as he was ̀ given' for this 

very purpose in order that the believers might be saved (3.16). As 

mentioned above with the sacrifice of Isaac, the relationship between the 

Father and the son must be interpreted in the light of the barbaric execution 

of the son. 

There are further textual links between the servant and Jesus, but it is not necessary 

to j bour them at this point. Similar vocabulary is used, for example, of their 

exaltation (Soýäýcty) and lifting up (( covv) (52.13), 196 and the picture of the 

193 Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, p. 268. 
194 Whybray, Thanksgiving for a Liberated Prophet, p. 75. This is the position also held by 

Hooker (Jesus and the Servant, p. 158). 
195 McKenzie, Second Isaiah, p. 133. The Masoretic Text of 53.10a reads; ̀yet it was the Lord's 

will to crush him and cause him to suffer' ("5rir *M'1). The Loot has a different emphasis, 
seeing it as a cleansing or purging by God (uai uvpto; ßoUc rat xaOapiaati av thv tf S 

196 See Evans, ̀Obduracy and the Lord's Servant', pp. 232-3; Hengel, ̀ The Old Testament in the 
Fourth Gospel', p. 393. 
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servant as a lamb (53.7) evokes the lamb of God imagery used in John (1.36). 

What is interesting is that scholars who feel comfortable identifying the Johannine 

Jesus with the servant do not take the step of viewing Jesus as a victim in the way 

that the servant evidently was. 197 The whole point about the servant is that he 

suffers and experiences pain, rejection and mutilation. It is not acceptable to make 

comparisons and links between the two figures without recognising this suffering 

and dealing with the hermeneutical implications. 
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The three figures that have been discussed above have provided useful insights to 

an understanding of Jesus as a victim. They are inter-linked through their 

experiences of oppression and physical abuse and all share, in some sense, the fate 

of a sacrificial victim. They are not the only figures that could have been 

employed from a collection of literature where, as Girard comments, ̀victims, 

always and everywhere, are prominent'. 198 From Abel, through the Levite's 

concubine, to Tamar, Job and the prophets, stories of senseless violence and 

murder abound within the confines of the canon. 199 The Psalms too are fertile 

ground for descriptions of physical and emotional distress caused by the savagery 

of others, and these are used by the evangelists as appropriate laments for the dying 

Christ. 

197 An example of a failure to do this can be seen in Stibbe's commentary. While recognising the 
influence of Deutero-Isaiah and stating that ̀ the reader is meant to see the death of Jesus as the 
sacrifice of the Servant of Yahweh, the one led like a lamb to the slaughter', he maintains that 
`divine sovereignty' is the major feature of his characterization during the passion (John, pp. 
137,197). 

198 Girard, Job, the Victim of his People, p. 8. 
199 See Trible, Texts of Terror, for literary-feminist examination of four female victims. 
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CONCLUDING COMMENT: VICTOR OR VICTIM? 

I have attempted throughout the course of this chapter to explore and develop a 

perspective on the passion of the Johannine Jesus that counteracts the traditional 

view. The degradation he suffers is no less than that endured by the Synoptic 

Jesus, but the common conception of him as serene and sovereign, eluding pain by 

virtue of his divine status, has obscured this fact. Jesus' experience of 

victimization, and his behavioural response to it, should be viewed within context 

of the experience of other victims. Others suffered and yet retained their 

composure - Jephthah's daughter, for example, accepted her pointless fate with 

courage and did not beg her father to remove her cup of suffering. John Parr 

comments that liberation theologians generally see Jesus standing in the line of Old 

Testament prophets, dying for the same reasons that prophets in every age die. 

`The values he lived for were more important to him even than his own life. In this 

sense his death was unremarkable. ' 200 We do not have to look far to find examples 

of modern day prophets and liberators who have displayed great courage and 

dignity in the face of injustice, persecution and brutal death. The attitude of Steve 

Biko is a case in point: 

You are either alive and proud or you are dead, and when you are 
dead, you can't care anyway. And your method of death can 
itself be a politicizing thing... if you can overcome the personal 
fear for death, which is a highly irrational thing, you know, then 
you're on the way. 201 
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200 J. Parr, ̀ Jesus and the Liberation of the Poor: Biblical Interpretation in the Writings of Some 
Latin American Theologians of Liberation' (Unpublished thesis of the University of Sheffield, 
1989), p. 114. 

201 Steve Biko, interview published in New Republic magazine, Jan 1978 and quoted in D. Woods, 
Biko (London: Penguin, rev. edn, 1987). Likewise the comments of Nelson Mandela at his 

own trial in Rivonia, 1964: 
Our struggle is... a struggle of the African people, inspired by our own suffering and our 
own experience. It is a struggle for the right to live. During my lifetime I have dedicated 

myself to this struggle... I have cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in 
which all persons live together in harmony and with equal opportunities. It is an ideal 
which I hope to live for and to achieve. But if needs be, it is an ideal for which I am 
prepared to die. 
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When it comes to Jesus' trial, he is defiant not because he has power over the 

proceedings, but because he does not recognise the authority of the court (19.11). 

Similarly, as Nelson Mandela stated: `I challenge the right of this court to try me... 

because I fear that I will not be given a fair and proper trial'. 202 Discussing how 

Jesus is derided and tortured during his interrogation, Leonardo Boff comments 

that this is a scene ̀ quite frequent in police circles throughout the world' 203 

Likewise, William Wipfler notes that the treatment Jesus receives is `a classical 

example of the brutalization of a political prisoner'. 204 Jesus' coping tactics are 

also not unusual: his attempt to retain his dignity through silence or a few well- 

chosen words is surely the aim of many who experience such atrocities. Is he 

really in control of the chain of events throughout the passion narrative, or is he 

just in control of himself? And if it is the latter, is this not a wholly human 

response to a situation of personal adversity? Is it not the behaviour required of a 

leader whose community is suffering persecution, in order to inspire the respect 

and devotion of those who are to emulate him? Jesus' `hour of glory' is not his 

`glorious hour', with all the brassy, triumphalist overtones conveyed by that term. 

Instead it is the hour of liberation through pathos. Salvation is mediated through 

the internment, torture and immolation of the victim of God. 
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(Woods, Biko, p. 32, emphasis added). 
202 Mandela, quoted in Woods, Biko, p. 22. 
203 Boff, Jesus Christ Liberator, p. 107. 
204 W. L. Wipfler, `Identifying Jesus the Victim in the Victims of Repression', Tugon 11/2 (1991), 

pp. 259-68 (264). 



Chapter Ten 

Relationship with the Disciples II 

Reunion 

The exegesis of John from the perspective of Jesus as a victim is almost completed. 

The life and death of Jesus have been explored, showing how his experiences and 

behaviour can be interpreted in the light of his physical and emotional suffering. 

But the story does not end with the entombment of Jesus and, consequently, it 

would be wrong to finish the exegesis at this point. John's narrative tells of Jesus' 

resurrection and of several acts that he subsequently carries out before the Gospel 

draws to a close in 21.25.1 The following chapter will discuss this final section, 

John 20-21, exploring what happens to the theme of victimage after the death and 

resurrection of the victim. 

The primary focus of this chapter will be the personal encounters between Jesus 

and his followers. The structure employed will treat John 20-21 as a coherent and 

sequential unit, 2 being the section of narrative which describes the behaviour of 

Jesus following his death. 

I am not concerned here with the debate over the position of John 21 with regard to the rest of 
the Gospel, be it an appendix or an epilogue. As Frans Neirynck has aptly put it: `The 
observations pro and contra have been made many times and the evidence evaluated as 
convincing or unconvincing' ('John 21', p. 336). See Stibbe, however, for a discussion on the 
literary arguments for John 20 being the original conclusion to the Gospel (John, pp. 198-9). 
While recognising that there are difficulties inherent in this. Ashton claims that to attempt to 
make sense of just 20.1-23 as continuous narrative is `to enter an Alice-in-Wonderland world 
where one event succeeds another with the crazy logic of a dream' (Understanding the Fourth 
Gospel, p. 503). 
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Structure of John 20-21: Jesus beyond Death 

(20.1-10 Discovery of the empty tomb) 
20.11-18 Jesus encounters Mary 
20.19-23 Jesus encounters the disciples 
20.24-29 Jesus encounters Thomas 
(20.30-31 Summary of Gospel's Purpose) 
21.1-23 Jesus encounters Peter 
(21.24-25 Conclusion to Gospel) 

The most obvious question which springs to mind about the resurrected Jesus is: 

`Is he still a victim? ' If we conclude that he is, then what implications does that 

have for the meaning of his death? But if he is not, then what has he become and 

how is this transformation evidenced in the text? In the final analysis, does John's 

Jesus actually become a victor? This question can be explored by looking at his 

interaction with the characters Jesus encounters in his resurrected state, all of 

whom are followers of his. It was noted in Chapter 8 that Jesus' attitude towards 

his followers immediately before his death was a combination of concern and 

frustration - deep desire that they would endure, and fear that they would not. He 

attempted to prepare them for his death and for their own persecution, but lacked 

the ability to inspire them to the extent required to bring comfort and ensure short- 

term perseverance. He stood with them as a victim among victims. 

JESUS ENCOUNTERS MARY 

Mary is the first to discover the empty tomb and to encounter the risen Jesus. 3 

Matera notes that her reaction to the empty tomb is both rational and 

The significance of this, both for John's Gospel and for church tradition generally, is discussed 
by Sandra Schneiders ('Women in the Fourth Gospel and the Role of Women in the 
Contemporary Church', BTB 12 [1982], pp. 35-45 [43]). See also P. Perkins, "`I t aveSeen the 
Lord" (John 20.18): Women Witnesses to the Resurrection', Interpretation 46 (1992), pp. 31- 
41. 
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comprehensible: she thinks grave bandits have stolen the body4 and she reports this 

to the disciples. 5 Although Peter and the beloved disciple examine the tomb, 

which invokes belief in the resurrection in the latter, 6 they then leave Mary and 

return home. `She alone remains to continue the search while they hide for fear of 

the Jews', comments Schneiders.? The text describes the behaviour of someone in 

a state of profound grief: bS ovv ExXaicv, nape, icvytcv CIS 'CO, µvrlµciov (v. 11). 

She has lost Jesus twice - once in death and now through the removal of his 

body8 - and her stooping to look into the tomb suggests an inability to accept this 

loss. 9 She knows he has gone; the disciples have verified this, but perhaps if she 

checks again.... It is not Jesus she sees in the tomb, however, but two angels who 

ask her why she is crying. Her response to them indicates she does not yet have 

the belief of the beloved disciple but is still intent on finding the body of a dead 

man. She consequently turns around to look elsewhere, seemingly uninterested in 

the presence of the angels, when she does not find Jesus in the tomb (v. 14). 

Perhaps this is a further indication of her distress: the occupants of the tomb are 

clearly identified as angels (äyye%ovS)1)° yet she does not ask them where Jesus is, 

4 W. E. Reiser notes that the separate position of the napkin and the other grave clothes was seen 
by the church fathers to be an apologetic against the claim that the body had been stolen. No 
bandit would have bothered to place them in such a manner ('The Case of the Tidy Tomb: The 
Place of the Napkins of John 11.44 and 20.7', HeyJ 14/1 [1973], pp. 47-57). 

S F. J. Matera, ̀John 20.1-18', Interpretation 43 (1989), pp. 402-6 (402). 
6 See Stibbe's commentary for an interesting theory on why this is, based on the argument that 

the beloved disciple is Lazarus (John, p. 204). Chrysostom, among others, assumes that Peter 
too believes (In Joh. Hom. 86.1; LNPNF 14, p. 323). This is not borne out by the text. 

7 `Women in the Fourth Gospel', p. 39. She adds that her behaviour displays ̀ the blind folly, 
tough-minded devotion, desperate despair, and rapturous joy of the ardent lover' (p. 38). 

8 Brown suggests this was not the normal lamentation of a friend over the deceased. She wept 
because she thought Jesus' body had been stolen (Gospel according to John, II, p. 988). 

9 Mary's personal experience has been one of extreme trauma over the past few days. She has 

witnessed the brutal death of a deeply loved friend, the leader of her community, and is only 
beginning to experience this loss. Now she is has the further shock of the empty tomb. Her 
behaviour is indicative of a person in the first stage of grief, which may last from hours to 
weeks. This is characterized by feelings of numbness and paralysis, periods of confusion and 
mental lucidity and varying degrees of disbelief and denial. See S. R. Shuchter and S. Zisook, 
`The Course of Normal Grief, in M. S. Stroebe, W. Stroebe and R. O. Hansson (eds. ), 
Handbook of Bereavement: Theory, Research and Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), pp. 23-43 (24ff. ). 

10 As opposed to men (ävSpeg), Lk. 24.4; or a young man (vtavißuov), Mk 16.5. 

262 



Chapter Ten " Relationship with the Disciples II: Reunion 263 

nor does she query their presence in the tomb. There is no indication of fear, or in 

fact any emotional reaction, on seeing the angels, " but she simply answers their 

question and turns away. Her behaviour seems strange and suggests the 

disorientation or even panic, commensurate with a person in a state of shock. 12 

Turning away from the tomb brings her face to face with the body she has been 

seeking, yet she fails to recognise him. 13 Jesus' words to her are brief but indicate 

tender concern: I'vvai, dt xXaict;; ttva ýrltictS;, The scene that John paints is not 

one that dramatically manifests a powerful, glorious resurrection, such as we see in 

Matthew, who provides an earthquake, a formidable angel and a risen Lord whose 

greeting, Xaipc tc, results in the prostration of the hearers. The Johannine Jesus' 

first concern seems to be not to proclaim that he has risen, but rather to minister to 

the need of this grieving woman. His inquiry as to the cause of her grief elicits an 

answer from Mary which would be barely comprehensible to a gardener who had 

just approached the tomb, 14 and which further indicates her distress and her 

11 Compare Lk. 24.5, where the women are frightened and prostrate themselves; Mk 16.5 where 
they are amazed; and Mt. 28.4-5 where the guards are afraid and it could be assumed that the 
women were too, in view of the angel's words, Mh q opetaOe üµEIS. 

12 If Jesus is recognisable, then her failure to do so indicates further the depth of her grief. She is 
in a desperate state at the loss of his body. The last thing she expects to see is this body 
standing upright and talking to her and this is why she does not initially recognise him. 
Schnackenburg comments: ̀pain and ardour make her blind' (Gospel according to St John, III, 
p. 317). In the light of this, Bultmann's accusation of `foolishness' on her part seems 
inappropriate (Gospel of John, p. 686). 

13 Theories abound as to why Mary does not recognise Jesus. A full discussion of possible 
reasons is provided by Brown (Gospel according to John, II, pp. 1008-10). The appearances 
to Mary and to the disciples in 21.4ff. seem to suggest that Jesus is not easily recognisable. In 
the latter case, the disciples who have already seen him post-resurrection twice do not initially 
recognise his appearance or his voice on the beach in 21.4. Perhaps, however, the boat is too 
far out from the shore for them to see or hear him properly. In the appearances of 20.19-23 
and 20.26-29, however, there seems to be no difficulty identifying Jesus. A possible 
explanation as to why Mary does not recognise him could be found in the suggestion of Mary 
Rose D'Angelo that the 'state' of Jesus is different when he meets Mary as to when he meets 
the disciples, because his transformation is in some way incomplete. D'Angelo follows Origen 
in this matter; however, they part company in the conclusions that they draw from it. Origen 
sees it denigrating the appearance to Mary as it follows that there is an incompleteness in her 
message (see his Commentary on John 13.30); whereas D'Angelo concludes that 'the 
uniqueness of the appearance may award Mary a special status' ('A Critical Note: John 20.17 
and the Apocalypse of Moses 31', JTS 41 [19901, pp. 529-36 [535]). 

14 It assumes that the gardener understands that the body has gone missing and knows the identity 
of the body: For theories on the relevance of the gardener see N. Wyatt, "`Supposing him to 
be the Gardener" (John 20.15): A Study of the Paradise Motif in John', ZNW 81 (1990), pp. 
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determination to find the body of the one she is mourning. Jesus cuts through her 

grief and confusion with one word: her name. Mary immediately responds, 

correctly identifying him as Paßßovvt (v. 16). We can assume that she expresses 

her joy and relief in a physical manner by the content of Jesus' subsequent words 

to her: Mil gov äntiov. 15 There is no reason to see his words as a rebuke. 16 They 

function as a practical command which is given for a theological reason. 17 Mary, 

who at the beginning of the scene appeared greatly upset, somewhat confused and 

in shock, is now given an important commission by Jesus. '8 His presence, his 

word and his task have a therapeutic effect on her, enabling her to carry out the 

commission faithfully. 

21-38. Wyatt sees significance in the location of the tomb in a garden as well as Jesus being 
mistaken for a gardener, claiming that they allude to the Garden of Eden. In support of this he 

notes that the royal connection of the garden and the man who inhabits it was widespread 
among Jews who expected the messiah and that this allusion would not have been wasted on 
the evangelist's contemporaries (p. 38). 

15 Barrett notes that ̀ the present imperative with µßj in a prohibition signifies the breaking off of 
an action already in progress, or sometimes the attempt to perform an action'. It is implied, 
therefore, that Mary had already seized Jesus or was about to do so (Gospel according to St 
John, p. 565). This interpretation is disputed by D'Angelo who compares the passage with a 
similarly strange one in the Apocalypse of Moses. She argues the translation should be ̀ Do 

not touch me' and the warning ̀ enters the realms of purity and danger because the appearance 
takes place in some sort of intermediary stage' ('A Critical Note', p. 532). 

16 So the ancient commentators; Chrysostom and Augustine both see the words as a rebuke to 
Mary's inappropriate response to his altered state. ̀ She should give more reverent heed to 
Him', comments Chrysostom (In loh. Hom. 86.2; LNPNF 14, p. 324). Augustine sees her as 
still believing in Jesus carnally, not recognising that he is now `equal with the Father' (In loh. 
Hom. 121.3; LNPNF7, p. 438). Calvin also felt that Mary (along with the Synoptic female 

witnesses) was overly concerned with Jesus' physical state: ̀He saw that they were too much 
occupied with embracing his feet... they fixed their attention on his bodily presence' (Gospel 
according to St John, II, p. 198). 

Modem commentators who interpret Jesus' words as having a negative connotation 
include Ashton, Understanding the Fourth Gospel, p. 502. See also Brown for a list of some 
of the more ̀ banal' and ̀ fanciful' theories about why Jesus does not want Mary to touch him 
(Gospel according to John, lI, pp. 992-3). Brown himself seems to imply a negative 
interpretation with the following comment: ̀Admixed in Magdalene's recognition and the love 
it reflects is an all too human element or, as John would phrase it, an element of this world 
below' ('The Resurrection in John 20: A Series of Diverse Reactions', Worship 64/3 [1990], 
pp. 194-206 [200]). 

17 It is not necessary to debate the exact meaning of oüitco y&p avaßtßrlua itpb t6v nat pa. 
See the commentaries, particularly Brown, Gospel according to John, II, pp. 1011-17; and 
Schnackenburg, Gospel according to St John, III, pp. 317-20 for full discussion. 

18 Interestingly, Luise Schottroff states that although Mary has the first encounter with the risen 
Jesus and carries out the `order of proclamation', she is not commissioned at the tomb (Let the 
Oppressed Gio Free: Feminist Perspectives on the New Testament (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster/John Knox, 1991), p. 102. 
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Once the encounter is over, we are not told what happens to Jesus, but the 

effect that the meeting has had on Mary is evident: she is a changed woman, who 

has ̀ passed from confusion and grief to recognition as she announces "I have seen 

the Lord"'. 19 Schneiders sees the message that Mary is given to relay as being the 

Johannine version of the kerygma, which she announces using the technical 

credential statement of revelation, and which is received without any indication of 

disbelief by the other disciples. 20 Commenting on the role of women witnesses in 

the resurrection narratives, Pheme Perkins sees the report of Mary as having `a 

crucial role in the process of "community founding" which followed the shattering 

events of Good Friday. '21 The message brought by her served to gather together 

the disciples in readiness for Jesus' appearances at a time when it was feasible that 

the whole group could quickly disperse. 

JESUS ENCOUNTERS THE DISCIPLES 

Mary's message ensures that the disciples are prepared for their own encounter 

with Jesus, which happens later on that day. The text states that the doors were 

shut &i tiöv cpopov 'cwv 'IovSaüov (v. 19). Mary's news has done nothing to 

dispel the anxiety of the disciples, who have gone into hiding, locking the doors 

perhaps to prevent the entrance of police sent by the Jewish authorities. 22 They 

expect the victimization promised by their dead leader. Jesus comes to them in 

this state with no word of rebuke, no ̀ upbraiding', 23 but instead with words of 

19 Matera, ̀John 20.1-18', p. 402. 
20 `Women in the Fourth Gospel', p. 44. 
21 Perkins, 'I ttave Seen the Lord', p. 41. 
22 A suggestion of Brown (Gospel according to John, II, p. 1020). W. R. Clark notes that Jesus' 

ability to pass through the doors is not solely a feature of his post-resurrection state - he has 
already walked across the sea in John 6. Also, it should not be seen as a feat unique to Jesus. 
Clark claims that it is no more spectacular than Lazarus, bound hand and foot, walking out of 
the tomb ('Jesus, Lazarus, and ,o 

thers: Resuscitation or Resurrection? ', RL 49/2 [1980], 
pp. 230-41 [234]). 

23 Contrast Mk 16.14. 
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comfort: Eiptjvri v tIv. Although this was an ordinary greeting in normal 

circumstances, 24 it has a fuller meaning in this context. Brown notes that it is `a 

statement of fact, not a wish'25 Peace, here is an antidote to fear, as indeed Jesus 

indicated it was in 14.27 with his words: 

Eipijvrv äcpirµt, üµiv, 
etp1jvlly Ch vELV 8i6u pt vµiv 
ov xaewc ö x6agoc &&octy Ey b &öcop v ttv. 
µßj tapaaakoco vµwv' xap8ia µrl8i 8p-t%tätiw. 

Jesus does not just have a word for the disciples, but also provides them with 

(unrequested) evidence that he has risen by showing them the site of his wounds. 

This reminds the reader of the physical suffering of Jesus. Resurrection has not 

erased the evidence of the victimization that led to his death. The fear of the 

disciples is transformed to joy ftäpraav) when they see him, but Jesus has more 

than this for them. He has a gift and a commission. His gift is 7cvevµa äytov 

which he breathes onto them (v. 22). This, according to Dodd, is `the ultimate 

climax of the personal relations between Jesus and His disciples. '26 The last 

`intimate' act we saw Jesus undertaking for them was the footwashing, which, it 

was argued, was an act of humiliation undertaken by `Jesus as slave, -`--- 
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commensurate with his identity as a victim. Now we see him carrying out an act of 

empowerment. His gift to the disciples is the Spirit that liberates, bringing about a 

rebirth to enable them to continue Jesus' work. 27 

24 See Barrett, Gospel according to St John, p. 568. 
25 `Resurrection in John 20', p. 202. He adds that in biblical Hebrew the shalom greeting tends to 

be confined to solemn, often revelatory moments. The fact that he repeats the words also 
indicate it is more than a greeting. J. M. Ford notes that Jesus does not greet his disciples with 
this salutation prior to the resurrection and that the concept of `peace' must be seen in the 
context of Jesus' suffering: ̀ Shalom is irrefrangibly bound up with Jesus' passion, for in this 
Gospel... peace comes through the agency of the defeated one, not the defeating one (the 
vanquished, not the victor)' ('Shalom in the Johannine Corpus', HBT 6/2 [1984], pp. 67-89 
[81]). 

26 Dodd, Interpretation, p. 227. 
27 Davies notes that Jesus' action recalls the account of the creation of Adam in Gen. 2.7, where 

God breathes life into Adam's nostrils. She continues, ̀[t]he Fourth Gospel replaces the 
Septuagint avoi (breath) with "the Holy Spirit" because it depicts not creation but re-creation. 
Jesus' departure has brought about the possibility of the disciples' re-creation or rebirth' 
(Rhetoric and Reference, p. 149). G. M. Burge discusses the significance of this verse in detail, 
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There are four actions associated with their commission: sending, receiving, 

forgiving and retaining. The first two require passivity on the part of the disciples 

- they will be sent, they are to receive; the second two indicate an active role 

within the community with authority in spiritual matters. The pericope ends 

abruptly and, as with Mary's encounter, we do not know where or how Jesus has 

gone. We know, however, that the fearful disciples have experienced the 

resurrected Jesus by hearing his voice, seeing his body and feeling his breath and 

that their fear has become joy. 

JESUS ENCOUNTERS THOMAS 
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The third resurrection appearance of Jesus seems to be entirely for the benefit of a 

disciple who had missed him on his previous visit. Verse 25 describes the 

response of Thomas to the testimony of the other disciples: unless he can satisfy 

his need for physical proof of Jesus' risen body, he refuses to believe. We are not 

told why Thomas was not with the disciples on the first night, but the evangelist 

notes that he was one of the twelve, and hence was part of the inner circle of Jesus' 

followers. It is not difficult to envisage his state of mind when the other disciples 

tell him that they have seen Jesus. Sorrow and bitter disappointment at missing 

Jesus perhaps fuelled his inability to believe, hardening it into unwillingness. By 

the end of v. 25 Thomas has talked himself into a corner. He cannot participate in 

the faith shared by the other disciples, but has made the possibility of belief for him 

conditional on a repeat appearance by Jesus. And not just an appearance, but a 

exploring whether it is should be interpreted symbolically, as a pre-Pentecost anointing, or as 
the Johannine Pentecost. He concludes the latter, arguing that in John 20 the disciples were 
experiencing the eschatological Spirit predicted in Jn 1.33. He attributes a theological motive 
to the evangelist: the coming of the Spirit is a result of the sacrifice of the cross, and death, 
resurrection, ascension, and anointing are all components of this `single event of glorification'. 
He too sees the ̀ insufflation' as the climax of Jesus' relation with his disciples. It is their time 
of new birth and the advent of the Paraclete (The Anointed Community: The Holy Spirit in the 
Johannine Tradition [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987], 
pp. 148-9). 
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thorough examination: unless I see the print... and put my finger in... and put my 

hand in... 28 It is surely surprising then to learn in v. 26 that eight days have passed 

and Thomas is still keeping company with the disciples. After eight days spent as 

an outsider whose friends are all `in the know', Thomas must be feeling pretty 

alienated, yet he has not deserted the cause. This does not just tell us that he is a 

loyal follower, but it indicates that, beneath the protestation of unbelief, there is a 

man desperate to believe. 

The evangelist tells us that the disciples, including Thomas, were again 

gathered in the house with the doors shut (although not for fear this time), when 

Jesus came to them. Apart from his initial words, his attention is focused solely on 

Thomas, who appears to be the primary reason for his visit. Jesus invites Thomas 

to carry out his examination: put your finger... and see., and bring your hand... and 

place it in... He finishes with a liberating command: icai, µiß yivov &ntatog &?. X& 

coati q (v. 27). Thomas does not need to carry out his examination but is 

immediately freed to proclaim his belief in and confirm his personal allegiance to 

Jesus through his proclamation'O icvpiö; . tov uai ö 0th; µov. Jesus affirms 

Thomas' faith, but states that seeing should not be a pre-requisite for believing. It 

is clear, however, that Jesus has responded to Thomas' need and has met him on 

Thomas' terms. The impetus for this meeting is Jesus' love for Thomas and 

concern for his wholeness. It is not an opportunity for recrimination 29 His grace 

and tenderness has brought about a healing in Thomas which enables him to join 

the community of faith. 
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28 Bultmann states: ̀Thomas demanded no other proof than Jesus had freely offered the others', 
all of whom only believed when they saw (Gospel of John, p. 696). That the others did not 
demand proof at all is surely the point. 

29 Brown sees Jesus' words containing a touch of sarcasm. Thomas is to be reprimanded both for 
refusing to accept the word of the other disciples and for attempting to establish the miraculous 
aspect of Jesus' appearance (Gospel according to John, II, pp. 1045-6). Beasley-Murray sees 
it as half-rebuke, half-appeal (John, p. 384). Calvin sees Jesus blaming Thomas for being so 
slow to believe and needing to be ̀ drawn violently to faith by the experience of his senses' 
(Gospel according to St John, 11, p. 211). 
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JESUS ENCOUNTERS PETER 

The final appearance of the resurrected Jesus is focused around the character of 

Peter. There is unfinished business between Peter and Jesus and this pericope 

seeks to remedy the situation, resulting in a healing for Peter. The following 

structure will be used to discuss the text: 

vv. 1-3 The scene is set; `I am going fishing' 
vv. 4-14 Miracle takes place; `It is the Lord' 

Reaction of Peter; ̀Bring some of the fish' 
vv. 15-23 Discussion with Peter; ̀Tend my sheep' 

In the first section Peter appears restless and announces his intention to go fishing. 

The response of the other six disciples with him indicates that they too wish for 

something practical to do. Peter does not invite them - `Let's go fishing' - but 

states that this is what he is going to do, and the others join him. 30 Several scholars 

have suggested that Peter's decision indicates a denial of the commission received 

from Jesus in 20.21 ff., and an intention to return to his former occupation as a 

fisherman. 31 Although this is disputed by some commentators, who see the scene 

as neutral, 32 Timothy Wiarda argues that this is a difficult position to sustain: 

It must be observed that a contrast, an implied tension, is set 
up by describing Peter and the others as being disciples on 
the one hand and as engaging in the fishing trade on the other. 
There is something unexpected about this juxtaposition. 
It causes the reader to ask questions. How does this fishing 
activity relate to the calling of Peter and the others with him 
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30 S. Schneiders sees him as the leader of the expedition, the one who takes the initiative ('John 
21.1-14', Interpretation 43 [1989], pp. 70-75 [72]). 

31 Harrington states; ̀Peter and the other disciples have returned to their jobs as fisherman and 
show no special effect from the Jerusalem appearances' (John's Thought and Theology, 
p. 111). Likewise Brown: `Disciples who came to believe in Jesus in John 20 are now engaged 
in ordinary activity without a sign of transformation' ('The Resurrection in John 21: 
Missionary and Pastoral Directives for the Church', Worship 64/5 [1990], pp. 433-45[435]). 
See also Stibbe, John, p. 210. Hoskyns sees it as a scene of `complete apostasy' (Fourth 
Gospel, p. 552). , 32 Barrett exclaims: ̀That Peter and his brother disciples should contemplate a return to their 
former occupation after the events of ch. 20 is unthinkable' (Gospel according to St John, 
p. 579). See also Beasley-Murray for another strong denial (John, p. 399). 
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have received to be Jesus' disciples? 33 

By the end of the first three verses the scene has been set; the disciples have 

engaged in a fruitless fishing trip, about which the reader feels a little 

uncomfortable. 

.. In v. 4 Jesus arrives on the scene, although the disciples do not know that it is h' 

The exchange between them is short and functional, with the aim being the 

execution of a miracle resulting in the recognition of Jesus. It is not, however, 

without emotion. 34 Jesus' first word, flat&ia, indicates that his feeling toward 

them is one of tenderness. 35 They have been sitting miserably in the middle of a 

lake all night and have caught nothing. Jesus' method of handling the situation is 

not to reproach them for neglecting their calling as disciples, but instead to 

confront them with his generosity. Heeding his word results in a larger catch than 

they could have dreamed of. 

The recognition of Jesus by the beloved disciple results in immediate action by 

Peter: he pulls on his clothes and springs into the sea (v. 7). Peter's emotions at 

this point are generally viewed as falling into one of two categories: joy36 or 

shame. 37 Whichever emotion is accorded to Peter, the reason for his behaviour is 

33 T. Wiarda, ̀John 21.1-23: Narrative Unity and its Implications', JSNT46 (1992), pp. 53-71 
(58). 

34 Contra S. S. Smalley, who sees the exchange between them as ̀ factual, almost laconic and 
certainly unemotional' ('The Sign in John xxi', NTS 20 [1974], pp. 275-88 [282]). 

35 Stibbe: ̀a term of affectionate endearment' (John, p. 211); Bauer: ̀ fatherly intimacy' (Greek- 
English Lexicon, p. 604). 

36 Carston Thiede sees an ̀ exuberance' in his action (Simon Peter: From Galilee to Rome 
[Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1986], p. 93). Brown claims ̀ the Johannine scene portrays Peter's 
spontaneity and love of the Lord' ('The Resurrection in John 21', p. 437). Schuyler Brown's 
comment implicitly sees Peter's actions in a positive light: 

For Peter, the man of action, faith is ex auditu: When he hears from the 
Beloved Disciple that "it is the Lord, " he springs into the water (v. 7) and 
swims to shore 

(`The Beloved Disciple', p. 373). 
37 The shame being caused by guilt over the courtyard denials. 
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seen to be a desire to reach Jesus quickly, perhaps before the other disciples do 38 

The difficulty caused by the juxtaposition of Peter's actions; dressing and then 

jumping in the sealis variously explained, 39 but remains problematic. In particular, 

it seems questionable that a man swimming in his clothes would reach the shore 

before a boat which was being sailed or rowed by six others in the same direction. 

The interpretation of the episode by D. H. Gee addresses this issue 40 Gee sees 

Peter's motivation as being fear and guilt and suggests that, having jumped into the 

water, Peter remains there, hiding behind the boat while it runs into shore. His 

plan is to swim to another point on the beach and sneak off when the boat was 

nearing land, and it is for this reason that he has put on his clothes. Far from 

rushing to meet Jesus, Peter, in his panic, intends to avoid him altogether. 41 There 

are two major factors which would seem to support Gee's interpretation. First, the 

text does not mention Peter swimming to shore at all. It describes him jumping 

into the sea and it notes that the other disciples stayed in the boat, but it does not 

say how Peter got to shore. Secondly, there is no account of the meeting between 

Jesus and Peter once he reaches the beach. If Peter had arrived before the boat, or 

even if he had not, but had rushed out of the water to greet Jesus, we might have 

expected some word about this in the text. Again, there is nothing. After Peter has 

jumped in the water, he is not mentioned again until v. 11. It is the other disciples 
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38 Stibbe sees Peter throwing himself towards Jesus and swimming to the shore ahead of the other 
disciples (John, p. 211). Thiede comments: ̀to try to reach Jesus faster than with the boat by 

swimming and wading such a distance [90 meters] fully clad, demonstrates Peter's completely 
restored eagerness of discipleship' (Simon Peter, p. 93). Similarly Hawkin states: ̀Peter reacts 
quickly and jumps into the sea in his desire to reach Jesus' (`Function of the Beloved Disciple 
Motif', p. 147). 

39 Barrett notes that to offer greeting was a religious act and could not be performed without 
clothing. Peter therefore puts on a garment in readiness to greet Jesus (Gospel according to 
John, pp. 580-1). Brown claims that Peter does not put on additional clothes, but merely tucks 
in the fisherman's smock he was already wearing (Gospel according to John, 11, p. 1072). 
Thiede simply sees Peter making a `polite gesture' towards Jesus, adding, ̀ one realizes that 
even in a hurry, Peter is conscious of the reverence due to the Lord' (Simon Peter, p. 93). 

40 D. H. Gee, ̀WhyPid Peter Spring into the Sea? ', JTS 40 (1989), pp. 481-9. 
41 Gee comments ̀The action is reminiscent of the kind of panic which Peter showed earlier in 

the Gospel when he cut off the right ear of the High Priest's slave' ('Why 4 id Peter Spring into 
the Sea? ', p. 487). 
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who appear to encounter Jesus first, having landed, seen breakfast cooking and 

been asked by him to bring some of their own fish. 

If Gee is right, and Peter intends to avoid meeting with Jesus, why is it that 

we then see him responding to Jesus' request, which is addressed to the disciples in 

general; 'Ev'ymx ce ' 76 tiwv öyrapiwv wv ' nt ' awcc vvv (v. 10)? Gee suggests 

that, when his chance presents itself, Peter cannot actually bring himself to desert 

Jesus 42 I would agree that Peter is unable to leave without encountering Jesus. As 

was the case with Thomas, he is a man desperate for wholeness. Beneath his fear 

and guilt, he yearns to be reconciled with Jesus. Perhaps his willingness to carry 

out this practical request of bringing in the fish is his step towards reconciliation, 

indicating that he is now emotionally ready for Jesus to carry out his healing work. 

Breakfast, which passes without further discussion, has a decidedly 

eucharistic feel about it 43 But this is not the eucharist of violence, as was 

encountered in ch. 6, but a meal of fellowship used to facilitate wholeness. The 

sparagmos is over, the victim has been devoured and this meal is presided over by 

the transformed Jesus, whose concern is to bring transformation and wholeness to 

those he loves. 

On finishing the meal, Jesus turns to Peter and asks him an explicit and deeply 

serious question. The time for Peter to face his guilt has come and Jesus does not 

prevaricate. On reading the whole passage, it becomes obvious that Jesus has a 

healing strategy which begins by requiring Peter to clarify his priorities and ends 

with an warning of what the cost will be for Peter. 44 The repetition of his question 
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42 He responds ̀in spite of himself' ('Why Did Peter Spring into the Sea? ', p. 480). 
43 Schneiders claims: ̀ the evangelist deliberately evokes the Eucharistically freighted account of 

chapter 6.9-12 by saying that Jesus "took the bread and gave it to them and so with the fish"' 
('John 21.1-14', p. 72, emphasis original]). See also Bultmann, Gospel of John, p. 710; and 
Brown, Gospel according to John, II, p. 1099. 

44 Barrett claims that rehabilitation is not the primary focus in this passage, but rather Peter's later 
role in the church (Gospel according to John, p. 583). This seems untenable: without proper 
rehabilitation, there would be no later role for Peter. 
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`Do you love me...? '45 serves not only to mirror the threefold denial of Peter, but 

also to emphasize the solemnity of the situation, penetrating beneath Peter's initial 

knee jerk response of `Yes, Lord... ' It is only at the third time of asking that Peter 

has an emotional response to this question, and the reader feels that his words come 

from the heart. It also becomes obvious that Jesus' question is not just an inquiry 

as to how fond of him Peter is, and that the command to feed his sheep should not 

be taken at face value. These are issues about which Jesus wants Peter's carefully 

considered answer and full commitment, the reason being that Peter's life is at 

stake. 46 The commission of following Jesus and feeding his sheep will result in 

him sharing a similar fate to the good shepherd. 

Rehabilitation in a man as impulsive as Peter is not easily wrought and he 

reacts to this news in a manner which undermines the commitment he has just 

made to Jesus. Hearing his destiny, he turns away from Jesus to inquire about the 

destiny of another - arguably his rival in the Gospel. This requires firm treatment 

by Jesus. Peter must understand and be committed to his own commission and not 

concern himself with that of another. There is no further response from Peter and 

the reader can assume that the message has finally sunk in. Jesus' work with him 

is over. He has helped him to face the shame of the past, as well as preparing him 

for the challenge of the future. This has been the most lengthy and complex 

account of healing by the resurrected Jesus, although this is unsurprising when the 

role played by Peter among the disciples is considered. 
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45 On the meaning of the first question: tz yanýS ge nkiov rolk wv; see Wiarda, who argues for 
`Do you love me more than these things? ' on the basis that the immediate context is the tension 
between discipleship and fishing. The phrase could also mean ̀Do you love me more than 
these do? ', implying a comparison with the other disciples, or `Do you love me more than you 
love these others? ', which is self-explanatory ('John 21.1-23', pp. 60-64). 

46 Windisch comments: ̀the Johannine Christ... stirs and heals the conscience with a tenderness 
that is scarcely any longer human' ('John's Narrative Style', p. 58). 
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CONCLUDING COMMENT: THE OTHER SIDE OF DEATH 

Having discussed the text, we are now in a position to return to the questions raised 

at the beginning of the chapter concerning Jesus' identity. It will have become 

evident during the last few pages that the argument of this thesis is that the 

resurrected Jesus no longer perceives himself to be a victim. It should be noted 

that to claim his perception has changed does not mean he cannot be perceived by 

others as a victim - that is a matter for the reader to decide. But the Johannine 

Jesus no longer gives an indication of victimal behaviour in these chapters. His 

actions are characterized by a deep concern for others and a desire to relieve their 

pain, rather than a preoccupation with his own pain. In these resurrection 

encounters we see him bringing each disciple to a new state of wholeness as he 

responds to their particular need. These are four narratives of emotional healing, 47 

which show him assuaging grief, fear, unbelief and guilt in a manner that is 

thoughtful and compassionate. 

From the material available in the narrative itself it is possible to explore 

this change in Jesus' behaviour further and to suggest the reasons for it. It would 

seem that Jesus himself as undergone a healing of sorts. Moreover, it is death that 

has been the cause of this healing in him 48 Not because it has been conquered but 

because it has been encountered and finally escaped. Gone is the continual 

anticipation of the violence of the hour. The violence has been embraced, the 

sparagmos has taken place and the hour has now passed. This liberation can be 

seen in his character -a peace of mind which is now used to mediate peace to 

others. Gone is the fear, anger and impotence of the Jesus who failed to 
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47 Although these are obviously not healings in the strict physical sense, they are Jesus' 
therapeutic response to the emotional needs of his disciples. This type of healing is less 
frequently recognised by scholars. For example, J. T. Carroll in his recent article ̀ Sickness and 
Healing in the New Testament Gospels' sees only seven (physical) healings in John, finishing 
with the resurrection of Lazarus (Interpretation 49 [1995], pp. 130-42 [136]). 

48 I do not mean here that it was death which wrought the healing in him, but that it was the event 
of his death that was the occasion of healing. 
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communicate with his disciples on their last evening together. The resurrected 

Jesus perceives how best to speak to each follower according to their need. For 

Mary it is her name; for the disciples a word of peace; for Thomas an invitation to 

believe; and for Peter a searching question. 

Signs that a change has taken place in Jesus are discernible in the 

transformation of two images from the past which re-appear in John 21. As 

discussed in Chapter 6, both the ̀ bread of life' and ̀ good shepherd' discourses 

were significant moments in the public ministry of Jesus. These were moments of 

crisis when he struggled with the inevitability of a brutal death. Now these images 

are used by Jesus in the context of life. The bread that Jesus takes and gives to the 

disciples does not call forth the literal figure of mutilation. There is no link made 

with his flesh or any mention of it being ̀ given' for them. Jesus' only words are an 

invitation - icitc &pta n' aatc - and his offer meets their need in a practical 

manner. There are no demons here. Likewise, Jesus uses the metaphor which 

caused him anguish in John 10, revealing that laying down his life will mean 

surrendering to a savage fate, to invoke anguish in Peter. This time there is no 

mention of the death of Jesus; the context is the death of Peter. The role of 

shepherd is conjoined with the role of victim. Jesus no longer understands this as 

his role; it now belongs to Peter and the other disciples. Perhaps this is the key to 

understanding the change that has taken place in the resurrected Jesus. He has 

escaped from the victim-cognizance which characterized his life before ̀ the hour'. 

The evidence of his victimization remains - one need look no further than the 

scars on his body - but there has been a shift in his self-understanding, revealing 

his own liberation from grief and fear. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The Disconcerting Conclusions 

SUMMING UP 

The starting point for this thesis was the recognition that there was ̀ something 

disconcerting' about the Fourth Gospel, and that this could be traced to its 

protagonist. The source of unease, it is suggested, lies in the dynamics of violence 

within the narrative. The nature of the interplay between the victim and 

victimizers is complex, being related in part to the victim's self-understanding. 

This study does not seek to mitigate the more unpalatable aspects of the Johannine 

Jesus' behaviour, but to define them in terms of an overall theme. If, having 

explored that theme, the reader finds the Johannine Jesus even more unappealing, 

perhaps it is because his mission requires him not simply to endure violence, but to 

embrace it. His escape into human wholeness is mediated through this embrace. 

Suffering and humiliation in extremis is the disconcerting example we are 

confronted with. 

The theme of violence and victimization pervades the narrative and could be 

exegeted without reference to the historical origin of the text. However, it has been 

argued that it is preferable to try to anchor the text within a social context, however 

tenuous this might be. In the case of this motif it adds a further dimension to our 

understanding of Jesus' character. This character, it is argued, derived from a 

community which itself experienced victimization. The ̀ personality' of the 

Johannine Jesus could therefore be seen to reflect the nature of the group which 

created it. In Chapter 2 the importance of this relationship for modem day 

liberation theology was discussed. It was argued that suffering communities adopt 
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or create appropriate christological models which are relevant to their 

circumstances. The ancient oppressed community has created in the Johannine 

Jesus a liberator with whom they can identify - one whose experience is akin to 

their own. 

CONTRIBUTION OF THIS THESIS TO RESEARCH 

Any thesis which attempts to trace a theme through an entire Gospel has obvious 

limitations. The volume of published work on John is immense, making 

exhaustive consideration of the material for each section impossible. The thesis 

could, of course, have chosen to focus on fewer sections of the Gospel and discuss 

them in greater detail. It was felt, however, that this would have detracted from the 

overall argument. What is notable about John's Gospel is the prevalence of this 

theme of violence and victimization. It can be found in every chapter. Each 

episode of the narrative can be convincingly read from the perspective of Jesus as a 

victim, and, I believe, frequently the reading is more convincing and explains the 

events more naturally than more traditional interpretations. 

Doubtless, many scholars would concede that Jesus is a victim in the 

loosest sense of the term; after all he is an innocent man who is executed for 

religious and political reasons. This thesis goes much further, exploring the nature 

and extent of Jesus' victimization through extensive exegesis. It shows, moreover, 

that `victim' is a not just another loose label for the Johannine Jesus; it is, in fact, a 

fairly snug fit. The thesis examines his experience of violence throughout the 

narrative, arguing that Jesus behaves in a manner that indicates he perceives 

himself to be a victim, accepting this as integral to his role. This 'victim- 

cognizance' is an important aspect of his characterization and it is demonstrated 

that there are occasions where he facilitates his own victimization, colluding with 

his oppressors. 
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Martin Hengel begins The Johannine Question with the comment by David 

Friedrich Strauss that the Fourth Gospel can be compared to `Christ's seamless 

robe'. `Nowadays', adds Hengel, `even a conservative theologian would no longer 

dare to say anything like that; "Christ's seamless robe" has long become a 

"patchwork coat of many colours"'. 1 Whether seamless robe or patchwork coat, 

the predominant colours that have been seen in John's garment are the lustrous 

golds and silvers of the majestic and gloriously exalted Christ. This thesis has 

sought to show the darker colours in this garment; the colours of violence, of 

sparagmos, of death. 
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I Johannine Question, p. 1. 
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