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About this book

The aim of this guide is to help you prepare for the Pearson Edexcel AS and A-level Religious Studies Paper 3, New Testament studies. It includes coverage of all of the topics required as part of both the AS examination and the A-level examination. This guide should be used as a supplement for a taught course along with textbooks and other materials recommended by your teacher. The guide is split into two sections: Content Guidance and Questions & Answers.

The Content Guidance section, split across the six topic areas, summarises the specification content to develop your understanding of the various topics in New Testament studies that will be covered in both the AS examination (Topics 1–3) and A-level examination (Topics 1–6) of Paper 3, New Testament studies. Most topic areas will highlight the works and ideas of key scholars. This will prepare you to make a comparison between the works of two named scholars.

The Questions & Answers section provides guidance on how to answer both the AS and A-level examination Paper 3. It includes examples of and guidance on the question types you will encounter in the examination. It also includes sample student answers, and examiner comments on how to improve performance.
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Exam tip

In the A-level examination, it is compulsory for you to compare the work of two named scholars, including a specific extract of their work. These can be found in the A-level Religious Studies Anthology.
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Specification

Both the AS and A-level specifications for Paper 3 require a study of extended textual material from the New Testament. During the course of your AS and A-level study you will be required to:


•  explore the historical, religious and social context of the life of Jesus and the Gospel writers

•  undertake a detailed analysis of given extracts from the Gospels

•  develop an understanding of the technical language and terminology used within the texts

•  develop a detailed understanding of the scholarly and critical methods used in the study of the New Testament

•  consider how the first Christians understood the New Testament text and how they expressed and interpreted the person of Jesus



During the course of your A-level study only, you will be required to:


•  consider the views of key scholars who have made a significant contribution to New Testament studies both historically and in the present

•  assess the contribution of key scholars to the debate about the status of the Bible in Christianity

•  undertake a critical analysis of key concepts and teachings found in the New Testament for contemporary Christianity

•  explore the scientific and historical–critical challenges to faith and the responses of modern scholarship

•  explore interpretations of the ethical teachings within the Gospels and their impact on modern Christianity

•  explore the synoptic links between this paper and other areas of study, for example Paper 2, Religion and Ethics




Content Guidance

Introduction to New Testament studies

The Bible is a collection of books by different authors in different languages and includes many literary genres, spanning nearly 1,000 years of history. The New Testament consists of 27 books, including the four Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles and the letters of Paul.
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Key quotation

The Bible is the cradle wherein Christ is laid.

Martin Luther (1534)
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The books now found in the Old Testament were written by Jewish authors and brought together as the Tanakh in about 450 BCE. For Jews, it is not an ‘Old’ Testament but the only one. It is the founding document of the people of Israel, describing their origins, history and vision for a fair and just society. This was the Scripture for the Jewish people at the time of Jesus. Luke’s Gospel gives a glimpse of what were considered to be the Scriptures; Jesus himself refers to the Torah, Prophets and Psalms (Luke 24:44).
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Key quotation

… Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.

Luke 24:44
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The books found in Jewish Scriptures alongside books of the New Testament became part of the Christian canon; it was called the Bible. It was divided into two sections, the Old Testament and the New Testament. The Old Testament is accepted by Christians as an account of God’s covenant with his chosen people. It is also viewed as a backdrop as to how the New Testament can be understood.

For Christians, the Old and New Testaments are about Jesus:


•  The Old Testament points to Jesus.

•  The New Testament is an account of the life and teachings of Jesus and the impact of this upon early believers.



Within the Bible the Gospels are a unique form of literature found in the ancient world. They are neither historical documents nor biographies, yet they are not simply pieces of literature. They are at the centre of the Christian faith, yet each of the four Gospels presents the story of Jesus in a distinctive way.

There have been many different translations of the Bible throughout history. Some key ones are:


•  the Septuagint or LXX, the original Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible used by the early Church

•  the Vulgate, a Latin translation of the Bible in the fourth century. The Catholic Church affirmed it as its official Latin Bible in the sixteenth century

•  the Geneva Bible (1560), an English translation and viewed as the Bible of English Protestantism. The New Testament was translated from the Greek and the Old Testament was the first to be translated from the Hebrew

•  the King James Version (KJV) (1611), an English translation for the Church of England

•  the New International Version (NIV), first published in 1978. It is based on the earliest and best quality manuscripts available. It is favoured by scholars for a study of biblical texts as the translation is considered the closest to the original text
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Exam tip

The specification suggests that you use the New International Version of the Bible for your study of the New Testament. Throughout this book all biblical references are from the NIV.
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For Christians, no source for understanding the nature of God or the person of Jesus can be greater than the Bible because the Bible is considered the inspired word of God. However, many Christians believe that the teachings need to be interpreted to be fully understood. This has given rise to the discipline of biblical scholarship. While many scholars are from within the Christian faith, there are a number of biblical scholars who are from other religions or who have no particular faith. Coupled with this, some scholars approach the study of the New Testament from different perspectives, whether as historians or archaeologists, sociologists or anthropologists, or literary critics or rationalists.

During the course of your study you will be introduced to the works of different scholars. Most are Christian theologians or prominent New Testament scholars. You may make reference to them when discussing particular ideas and themes in the AS and A-level examinations, as follows:

AS:


•  Raymond Edward Brown

•  Morna Hooker

•  Charles Harold Dodd



A level:


•  Raymond Edward Brown

•  Morna Hooker

•  Charles Harold Dodd

•  Ian Howard Marshall

•  Albert Schweitzer

•  Ellis Rivkin

•  B. Alan Culpepper

•  Frank Matera

•  A comparison of the work of Ian Wilson and Frank Morison (for the first part of the final topic)



List of extracts for Paper 3, New Testament Studies

As this is a textual study you are expected to make an in-depth study of key extracts from the New Testament.

The list of extracts found in the Anthology is as follows:


•  Prophecy regarding the Messiah — Matthew 1:18–2:23

•  The Prologue in John — John 1:1–18

•  Selected ‘I am’ sayings in John — John 6:24–59, 8:12, 9:1–12, 10:1–21, 15:1–17

•  Miracles and signs — John 2:1–11, 4:43–54, 5:1–15, 6:1–24, 9:1–12, 11:1–44

•  The kingdom of God in Luke — Luke 8:1–15, 11:14–32, 13:22–30, 14:15–24, 17:20–37, 18:18–30, 19:11–27

•  Why did Jesus have to die? — John 2:12–25, 5:16–47, 7:25–52, 8:12–59, 9:13–34, 10:22–42, 11:45–57, 18:1–19:16

•  The crucifixion and resurrection narratives in Luke’s Gospel — Luke 23:26–24:53

•  How should we live? — Luke 6:17–26, 10:25–37, 15:1–32, 16:19–31



In addition you are required to study:


•  Morison, F. (2015) ‘Between Sunset and Dawn’, chapter 8 in Who Moved the Stone?, Magdalene Press, pp. 88–102

•  Wilson, I. (1996) ‘Did Jesus Really Rise From the Dead?’, chapter 10 in Jesus: the Evidence, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, pp. 139–153
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Exam tip

Use this link to access the Anthology: https://tinyurl.com/yargzcu6.
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The full prescribed texts are available online via the Pearson Edexcel website, https://qualifications.pearson.com.

Areas of study within the New Testament

This book covers a wide range of ideas and issues and identifies a number of areas arising from a study of the New Testament on which questions may be set in the examination.

Social, historical and religious context of the New Testament

This topic concerns the religious, social and political context of first-century Palestine for the life and teachings of Jesus. It includes:


•  prophecy regarding the Messiah with reference to the ‘suffering servant’ of Isaiah, the line of David and the idea of the messianic secret, with special consideration of the proof texts in Matthew’s birth narrative

•  the world of the first century: the religious groups in Palestine, Hellenism and the Roman occupation, including a consideration of the role and impact of these for the life and work of Jesus



Texts and interpretation of the person of Jesus

This topic requires a study of set texts concerned with the person of Jesus. It includes:


•  the meaning and theological significance of the Prologue in John for the nature and person of Jesus

•  the titles used for Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels, including Messiah, Son of God, Son of Man

•  a study of selected ‘I am’ sayings in the Fourth Gospel, including their background, symbolism and importance for understanding the Gospel

•  a study of the meaning and significance of the signs in the Fourth Gospel and the importance of these for understanding Jesus’s ministry

•  the implications of the set texts for codes for living and different understandings of the identity and message of Jesus



Interpreting the text and issues of relationship, purpose and authorship

This topic considers issues related to interpreting the text and authorship, including:


•  a study of the different types of biblical criticism, including the Synoptic problem and ways the text was transmitted and edited

•  an examination of the different views about the authorship of the Fourth Gospel and why it was written



Ways of interpreting the Scripture

This topic looks at the impact of modern scholarship on the value of Scripture. It includes:


•  a study of post-Enlightenment scholarship regarding the interpretation of the Bible, including an assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of different positions and the significance of the different models for the understanding of the Bible today



Texts and interpretation

This takes the form of an in-depth analysis of the nature of the kingdom of God, the crucifixion and resurrection narratives in Luke’s Gospel and a consideration of the question as to why Jesus had to die through a study of the conflict narratives in the Fourth Gospel. These include:


•  a study of the parables about the kingdom of God in Luke’s Gospel and eschatology

•  an examination of the religious and political conflicts in the ministry of Jesus and a consideration of the different views of who was responsible for Jesus’s death based on the text from the Fourth Gospel

•  the religious significance of the crucifixion narrative and the meaning of the resurrection narrative for early believers in Luke’s Gospel



Scientific and historical–critical challenges, ethical living and the works of scholars

The final topic considers the challenges posed by post-Enlightenment rational and scientific thinking for understanding the death and resurrection of Jesus and the interpretation of Jesus’s ethical teaching. It includes:


•  a study of the scientific challenge to the resurrection as a miracle and an analysis of two scholars’ views on the explanations for the empty tomb

•  an in-depth study of key ethical teachings of Jesus from Luke’s Gospel and their impact on Christian codes for living



Social, historical and religious context of the New Testament

Prophecy regarding the Messiah

The significance of the expectations of the Messiah for the Gospel writers

The New Testament writers sought to show that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah; in doing so they referred to Old Testament prophecies. There is much Christological debate as to whether Jesus saw himself as the Messiah or whether the early Church after his death and resurrection set out to prove that he was the Messiah. Either way, Jesus is viewed as the fulfilment of the prophecy regarding the Messiah by Christians. This is the fundamental dividing point between Judaism and Christianity.

Two of the key Old Testament prophecies were that the Messiah would be:


•  the suffering servant

•  of the line of David



The suffering servant in Isaiah

The part of Isaiah known as Deutero-Isaiah (chapters 40–55) is believed to have been written during the time of the Babylonian Exile. The message is that Israel had been chosen by God as His servant and will be restored from exile, revealing God’s glory to all nations.


•  The theme of the servant songs is that the servant is the chosen one of God, whose mission is to bring glory to Him.

•  The fourth song (Isaiah 52:13–53:12) explains the atoning sacrifice of the suffering servant, who is despised and rejected yet obeys to the point of death and is highly exalted by God.

•  Parallels can be drawn between Jesus’s life and the suffering servant:




    –  The servant was an ordinary man, not of high birth.

    –  He was despised and rejected.

    –  He was pierced, crushed, chastised and wounded.

    –  He did not protest or defend himself.

    –  He was punished for others’ wrongdoings.

    –  His death was that of a criminal but he had done no wrong.




•  The song reveals that the suffering was part of God’s plan as a ‘pay off’ for the people’s transgressions but in the end the servant will find a place with the righteous as a reward.
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Knowledge check 1

What is meant by the term ‘prophecy’?
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The significance of the suffering servant for the New Testament


•  Isaiah shows that a just man was punished and that he suffered for the wickedness of others. The New Testament writers believed that this was a messianic prophecy and Jesus was the fulfilment of it.

•  It is generally accepted that the idea of the servant found in Deutero-Isaiah plays a role in New Testament theology but there is debate around its importance and influence.

•  The question is whether it was Jesus himself who aligned himself with the suffering servant or whether it was the work of the early Church to explain why the expected Messiah suffered and was put to death.
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Key quotation

The real problem is to discover at what point the identification of Jesus with the Servant came into Christian thought: whether it was inherent in the teaching of Jesus, or whether it was introduced by the Church to explain his death.

Hooker (1959) Jesus and the Servant
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Key thinker

Morna Hooker (b.1931)

Hooker is a New Testament scholar who was a professor of divinity at the University of Cambridge from 1976 to 1998. She is also a Methodist preacher. Her main areas of interest are New Testament Christology and the use of the Old Testament in the New. Most of her work is focused on the Gospels and the letters of Paul.
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Was Jesus the suffering servant?

The traditional view

Jesus knew himself to be the servant found in the songs and set out to fulfil these predictions:


•  When Jesus told the disciples that he must be rejected and killed (Luke 9:22), he used Isaiah 53 to show that he was the servant.

•  On the eve of his death, Jesus saw his death in the light of the servant song. Compare Luke 22:37 with Isaiah 53:12 — both make reference to being ‘numbered with the transgressors’.

•  The words of Jesus suggest the idea of a suffering servant. For example, ‘For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ (Mark 10:45)



Morna Hooker’s view

In her book Jesus and the Servant, Hooker challenges the traditional approach. She finds no convincing evidence to suggest that Isaiah 53 played a role in Jesus’s understanding of his ministry and claims that it has more to do with the early Church finding meaning in the passage after the death of Jesus:


•  The Jewish interpretation of the passage at the time of Jesus does not include any reference to the atoning nature of the death of the servant.

•  The idea of the atoning suffering of Jesus can be linked to Paul’s teachings.



The importance of the line of David


•  In Old Testament times, kings, prophets and priests were anointed by oil. The anointing was a sign that God had chosen them. So, the term Messiah was used to describe the person whom the Jews expected would save and restore God’s kingdom, as it was at the time of David.

•  King David’s rule over Israel came to be seen as the golden age in Jewish history. He was promised that one of his offspring would rule for ever and establish God’s kingdom for ever.

•  Throughout the Old Testament there is an expectation that the Messiah would be a descendant of David. The Jews were expecting a ‘King Messiah’ who would deliver and restore the kingdom of Israel.

•  Matthew’s Gospel records on six different occasions people referring to Jesus as the son of David.
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Background information

King David (reigned c.1010–970 BCE)

David was born in Bethlehem in the eleventh century BCE. His father was Jesse of the tribe of Judah. The young David was a shepherd and was known as a talented musician. He later became known for slaying Goliath. He was anointed as king by Samuel and ruled over Israel for about 40 years. He established Jerusalem as the capital. He had numerous consorts and children but Solomon was his successor.
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Knowledge check 2

What is meant by the title ‘Messiah’?
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The idea of the messianic secret

The theory of the messianic secret in Mark’s Gospel was first put forward by William Wrede in 1901. He suggested that Mark had Jesus trying to keep the fact he was the Messiah a secret and observed that:


•  Jesus silences the demons who knew him (1:34).

•  Jesus tells people who are healed not to tell anyone about him (5:35–43).

•  Jesus speaks in parables so people find it hard to understand his message (4:11–12).

•  Jesus’s own disciples do not understand who he is (4:41).



This all reflects a tension between the belief held by the early Church that Jesus was the Messiah and what people saw as the ‘non-messianic’ nature of Jesus’s ministry. How could this be reconciled?

The answer lies in Mark’s development of a theological device of secrecy: Jesus is the Christ, Son of God throughout his ministry but he tries to keep it a secret. Therefore, Jesus’s words and actions cannot be taken as historical; they are a theological device.

Other scholars maintained that the messianic secret was historical. The reason for Jesus’s demand for secrecy was from fear of his messiahship being misunderstood as a political messiahship.

Hooker (1991), in her commentary The Gospel According to St Mark, observes that:


•  Wrede was right that it was after the resurrection that people came to understand who Jesus was and Mark has perhaps used the technique of the messianic secret to explain the failure of both the disciples and the religious authorities to fully understand that Jesus was the Messiah.

•  It is possible that the secrecy motif came from Jesus himself since he would not have wanted to claim the title for himself as it would detract from his message about the kingdom of God.
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Key quotation

… for Mark the theme of secrecy is a theological motif: he uses it to tell us something about Jesus — and about the way in which men and women reacted to him.

Hooker (1983) The Message of Mark

[image: ]




[image: ]

Key thinker

Raymond Edward Brown (1928–98)

Brown was an American biblical scholar and Catholic priest. He is viewed as a liberal scholar and was one of the first Catholics to employ the historical–critical methods to the Bible. He has made a significant contribution to the understanding of John’s Gospel, especially about authorship, and the birth and death narratives in the Gospels.
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Exam tip

You will be expected to study the extracts from the Anthology alongside the section you are studying. For this first section it is Matthew 1:18–2:23.
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A study of Matthew’s proof texts in the birth narratives
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Knowledge check 3

Define the term ‘messianic secret’.
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Background

Most scholars think that the Gospel was written in Syria by a Greek-speaking, Jewish Christian around 50 years after the death of Jesus. The exact identity of the author
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The five scriptural references in Matthew’s birth narrative
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How does Matthew’s birth narrative link with the expectations of the line of David?


1 The title (1:1)


•  Reference is made to three titles: Messiah, Son of David and Son of Abraham. Matthew then sets out to prove that this is who Jesus is through the genealogies.



2 Genealogy (1:2–17)


•  The genealogies are divided into three periods:




    –  Abraham to David, viewed as the first age of waiting. The promises made to Abraham came to be fulfilled through David’s kingship. Another king was promised.

    –  David to the Exile, the era of the kings. This is the age of decline, as it ends with the last king and the landmark point in Jewish history — the Exile.

    –  Exile to the Messiah, another era of waiting. This ends with the birth of Jesus. It brings the reader back to the climax of the end of the first era: to the son of Abraham, the son of David, the Messiah in the person of Jesus.




•  Jesus’s genealogy is traced through the line of Joseph and through the direct royal line of David.



3 The birth of Jesus (1:18–25)


•  Told from the point of view of Joseph, reference is made to him being a son of David, emphasising Jesus’s Davidic lineage.

•  This is the first time Matthew uses this formula for the fulfilment of an Old Testament passage (1:22).

•  The name Immanuel shows that God was with them. The last words of Jesus are ‘I am with you always’ (28:20), which match this fulfilment text.
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4 The Magi, King Herod, the escape to Egypt and return (chapter 2)


•  Bethlehem is stressed as Jesus’s place of birth. Matthew is showing the link between Jesus and King David.

•  The Jews looked back to the Exodus as the beginning of their history and look forward to a new Exodus under a new Moses at the end of time. In this section there are a number of references back to the Exodus and Moses:




    –  the killing of the first born by Pharaoh — Herod’s decree to kill the children

    –  Moses being hidden and saved — Jesus was saved by the escape to Egypt

    –  Moses being told to return on the Pharaoh’s death — Joseph is told to bring Jesus back to Israel



The impact of the expectations of the Messiah on Matthew’s birth narrative
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•  Through the three sets of 14 generations, the link between Jesus and David is highlighted. If the letters of the Hebrew alphabet are given a number, the total for the name David in Hebrew is 14.

•  Through Joseph’s line, Jesus is clearly identified as being of the line of David.




    –  Jesus is born in Bethlehem, the birthplace of David.

    –  King Herod fears he will take his throne.

    –  The Magi acknowledge his kingship.




•  Matthew reconciles possible contradictory beliefs about Jesus’s royal descent through the line of Joseph and his conception through the Holy Spirit. Verses 1:18–24 tell how Joseph came to accept Jesus as his son even though he was conceived through the Holy Spirit.



Jesus and the link to Moses
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•  Traditionally it is thought that Jesus saw himself to be the suffering servant. Parallels can be drawn between the life of Jesus and the life of the suffering servant of Isaiah. Other scholars argue that the suffering servant passages should be seen in the light of the early Church’s belief that Jesus was the Messiah and that meaning was found after Jesus’s death.

•  At the time of Jesus, there was an expectation that the Messiah would be a descendant of King David. King David’s rule over Israel was seen as a golden age and the Jews hoped that the Messiah would restore this kingdom. Matthew ‘proves’ that Jesus is of the line of David through his emphasis on the role of Joseph, so showing Jesus to be the expected son of David, the Messiah.

•  In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is shown as trying to keep secret the fact he was the Messiah. Wrede suggested that Mark introduced the theme of secrecy to reconcile that Jesus was the Messiah but Jesus never made this claim of himself.

•  In his birth narrative, Matthew includes five proof texts and sets out to show that Jesus was the Messiah by making links with the people and stories found in the Old Testament and the prophecies about the Messiah.
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The world of the first century and the significance of this context for the life and work of Jesus

The significance of the context of Jesus’s life and work


Becoming the people of Israel


•  Jews believed that God chose both the people and the land of Israel.

•  The covenant in Genesis promised the Jews the land of Israel and many descendants.

•  The later revelation of the Law to Moses showed the Jews how the covenant was to be kept.

•  Through these covenants the unique and divine nature of both the people and land were established.
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•  BC means before Christ.

•  AD means Anno Domini, a Latin phrase for ‘in the year of our Lord’.





•  BCE stands for ‘before the Common Era’.

•  CE stands for ‘Common Era’.
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The kingdom of Israel


•  In the land of Canaan (later called Israel), 12 tribes of Israel were ruled by the Judges.

•  1020–928 BCE: During this time David was king; the Davidic kingship was known as the golden era in Jewish history. David established Jerusalem as the capital and his son Solomon built the first Temple here.

•  928–586 BCE: During this time the prophets were the ones who reminded the people of their covenantal relationship with God.

•  In 586 BCE Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians and the Temple was destroyed; the Jews went into exile.



The Exile (586–539 BCE)


•  One of the most significant times in Jewish history — the religion transformed from one of a nation centred on the Temple, to a religion rooted in everyday life.

•  The origin of many of the beliefs and practices of Judaism can be attributed to this time, for example the role of the synagogue and the hope that the kingdom of David would be re-established.

•  In 539 BCE the Persians conquered Babylonia and allowed the Jews to return to Judah and rebuild the Temple.



The Greek Empire (333–160 BCE)


•  During the next 400 years the Jews were allowed to live relatively peacefully by the Persian and Greek rulers. The High Priest and his council governed but were answerable to the imperial power.

•  In 175 BCE Antiochus IV came to power and forced Hellenisation upon the Jews: a statue of Zeus was placed in the Temple, Torah scrolls were burnt, Jews were forbidden to keep the Sabbath; any who failed to follow Antiochus’ edict was put to death.

•  This led to the Maccabean Revolt in 167 BCE. Eventually the Jews succeeded and a period of self-rule followed.
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Roman occupation


How was Palestine governed?


Who were the key people and what were the turning points for the life and work of Jesus?


•  Pompey appointed Hyrcanus II as High Priest and he was seen as leader of the Jews. Antipater was appointed as a type of ‘governor’. Antipater appointed his two sons as governors; one of them, Herod, later known as Herod the Great, was appointed to Galilee.

•  Many were dissatisfied with this settlement and continued to fight for power. Herod fled to Rome and was appointed King of Judah.

•  After Herod’s death in 4 BCE Augustus appointed his sons to govern Palestine:




    –  Archelaus to Judaea, who was quickly deposed and replaced by a Roman prefect (governor). Pontius Pilate was the fifth prefect, 26–36 CE. (Archelaus is referred to in Matthew 2:22.)

    –  Herod Antipas to Galilee, who governed from 4 BCE to 30 CE. He paid tribute to Rome and cooperated with the Romans. In return Rome protected against invasion; Herod Antipas was a client king.




•  The supreme power in the Roman Empire was the emperor. The key emperors for the life of Jesus were:




    –  Augustus (27 BCE – 14 CE), a wise ruler who brought a time of peace and stability (Pax Romana). He made sure the provinces of the empire had a just administration. Jesus was born during his reign

    –  Tiberius (14–37 CE), who was unpopular and lived a life of excess; he appointed Pontius Pilate as prefect
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The impact of Roman rule on life during the time of Jesus


•  Galilee was under the rule of Herod Antipas. There is no indication that Antipas tried to impose the Greek or Roman way of life on the people. The Jews maintained their Jewish way of life. The Gospels refer to Jesus attending synagogues and keeping the pilgrim festivals.

•  Judea was governed by the Romans through a prefect. The prefect lived in Caesarea and did not interfere with daily Jewish life. On a day-to-day basis the towns and villages were run by the elders. The Roman prefect and his troops would go to Jerusalem for the major festivals, as these were known to be potentially troublesome times. Only the prefect had power to sentence anyone to death. The one exception to this was that the Jewish authorities could put any Gentile to death if they entered the Temple beyond the Court of Gentiles. Jerusalem was in effect ruled by the High Priest and the Sanhedrin.
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(a)  Who was the Herod referred to in the Gospels?

(b)  Why do you think he cooperated with the Romans?
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Religious groups in Palestine
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Pharisees


•  The name is taken from the Aramaic perisha, meaning ‘separated one’. It is not clear what they were separating from: the Greek way of life? Or the uncleanliness/corruption of the priesthood? Or the ordinary people of the land?

•  They were thought to have originated during the time of the Hellenisation of the Jews. Their aim was to preserve adherence to the Law under the threat of assimilation.

•  As they were laymen and scribes, they were influential among ordinary Jews and were dominant in the synagogues.

•  They believed that the Written Law needed to be applied to new situations; the Oral Law (Halakah) developed. This made God’s will and Temple purity applicable to everyday life; practical holiness.

•  They believed in an afterlife, angels and demons, and predestination.

•  Different schools of thought developed within the Pharisaic tradition; Hillel was viewed as more liberal than his contemporary Shammai.

•  They were influential in religious rather than political affairs.



Sadducees


•  The exact origin of the group is debatable; maybe they were named after the priestly line of Zadok or the name was derived from the Hebrew sadiq, meaning ‘righteousness’.

•  They probably emerged around the same time as the Pharisees; they too wanted to preserve the Jewish faith but for them it meant a faith centred on the Temple.

•  The Sadducees can be viewed as a ‘back to basics’ party; they believed only in the Written Law and rejected all beliefs about life after death.

•  They were a small but influential group, consisting mainly of the priests in the Temple and the aristocratic and wealthy families.

•  The High Priest and many members of the Sanhedrin were Sadducees.

•  They had more political power than the Pharisees; the High Priest was appointed by the Romans.

•  They controlled the Temple and its revenue and cooperated with the Romans; they opposed armed conflict.
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Zealots


•  Josephus referred to the Zealots as the fourth Jewish philosophy and named their founder as Judas, a Galilean who led a revolt in 6 CE against the Romans.

•  Their beliefs were closely aligned to those of the Pharisees, but they strongly believed in the kingship of God and so were not willing to accept any earthly ruler.

•  They were more of a political movement and drew support from Pharisees, Essenes and the general populace.

•  Often described as a ‘guerrilla movement’ or ‘freedom fighters’, they wanted to end Roman rule as it was an offence to God.

•  They reviled the Pharisees and Sadducees as they had accepted Roman rule.

•  Their defence of Masada, where they fought to their death, is an indication of their ‘zeal’.



Essenes


•  Often referred to as the ‘Pious Ones’, they appeared as a group in the second century BCE.

•  Josephus regarded them as an important group numbering about 4,000.

•  Even though they held some beliefs in common with the other groups, they were different as they lived in communities separated from the rest of society.

•  Knowledge of their beliefs and practices has been enhanced by the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran, believed to be an Essene community.

•  They led a monastic type of life in the Judean desert; the male community was celibate, there were initiation rites and an emphasis on ritual cleanliness.

•  They believed that the community was founded by the ‘Teacher of Righteousness’ and saw themselves as the ‘Sons of Light’ awaiting a final battle with the power of darkness.

•  Many of the writings at Qumran were apocalyptic; the Essenes hoped for a priestly Messiah who would restore the purity of the Temple.
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Samaritans


•  The Samaritans were the people who lived in the region of Samaria. They were not accepted as true Jews by other Jews as they had intermarried with the Babylonians.

•  Unlike other Jews, they did not recognise the Temple in Jerusalem; they had their own temple that was revealed to Jacob by God.

•  They only accepted the Written Law — hence Moses was regarded as the only prophet.

•  The Pharisees and Sadducees were united in their dislike of the Samaritans because of their rejection of the Temple in Jerusalem.



The ordinary people


•  For the vast majority of Jewish people at this time, religious life was centred on the synagogue and the Temple at festival times.

•  In the synagogue there would be prayers and readings from the Law and the Prophets and probably a sermon.

•  The Law required Jews to be present at the Temple at least once a year.

•  There were many laws that governed daily life, conduct and sacrificial worship in the Temple.



The impact of Hellenism on Jewish life and beliefs


•  Greek culture spread to all the countries in the empire. Some Jews realised if you wanted power and influence you had to adapt to the Greek way of life; others found some of the philosophies appealing. These Jews are known as Hellenists. However, many ordinary Jews saw it as alien to their way of life.

•  Some philosophies (see also page 27) were:




    –  Platonism — the material world, viewed through the senses, is only a shadow of the true reality of the eternal world of ‘forms’ or ideals, for example justice

    –  Stoicism — the world was made and is sustained by an all-pervading energy, reason or Logos. Wisdom and contentment came from living in harmony with the ‘reason’




•  The traditional religion of the Greeks and Romans involved many deities such as Zeus, known as Jupiter by the Romans, but the advent of philosophical theories made their existence more implausible to many.

•  Gnosticism (gnosis means ‘knowledge’) is the term given to this new movement that was active in the first and second centuries CE. It spoke of human spirits that had fallen from the upper spirit world into the material world; those who were worthy would receive the knowledge and return to the higher spirit world. The knowledge would be given by a ‘redeemer’.

•  Mystery religions sprang up throughout the empire. They were based on a personal mystical experience of the divine. A person gained access to this by way of an initiation ceremony into the sect. They were promised privileges in this life and immortality.



The impact of the different religious groups on the life and teachings of Jesus
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•  Jesus spoke about resurrection but the Sadducees rejected any idea of life after death.

•  The Zealots believed God’s kingdom would be established on Earth but Jesus spoke of a spiritual kingdom.

•  The Pharisees believed all Jews should adhere to the religious laws, whereas Jesus challenged their strict approach to such things as the Sabbath.
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The impact of the Roman occupation on the life and teachings of Jesus


•  The Jewish authorities’ power rested with the Romans. They were keen to maintain the status quo and did not want anyone to potentially upset the Romans. Did the Jewish authorities see Jesus in this way?

•  The censuses, taxes and presence of the Roman soldiers in Jerusalem at festival times heightened political tensions for some Jews. Did this contribute to people seeing Jesus as a political Messiah, who would free them from the Romans?

•  Previous leaders of rebellions had come from Galilee; as Jesus was seen as a charismatic leader from here he was perceived as a threat to political stability. Was this why Jesus was put on trial?

•  If the Romans had not been ruling over Palestine, Jesus might not have been crucified, as this was characteristically a Roman punishment.



The importance of understanding the world of the first century for understanding the New Testament
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•  The main religious groups were:




    —  Pharisees — the largest group, they controlled religious affairs. They believed in both the Written Law and Oral Law, and life after death

    —  Sadducees — the priestly, wealthy class who controlled political affairs. The High Priest was a Sadducee. They rejected anything except the Written Law

    —  Zealots — nationalists, who despised the Romans and believed in direct action to rid Palestine of the Romans

    —  Essenes — formed monastic-type communities who established their own rituals and rejected the Temple hierarchy




•  The Romans ruled over Palestine during the first century. A prefect governed Judea but the Romans appointed the High Priest who acted as the political leader for the people. Herod Antipas was the king in Galilee, a position granted to him by the Romans.

•  Being able to see the influences of first-century Judaism, Hellenism and the impact of being part of the Roman Empire in the writings of the New Testament, helps with interpreting the scriptures.
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Texts and interpretation of the person of Jesus

The Prologue in John

The Prologue: a theological introduction



•  Mark, who straight away proclaims ‘The beginning of the good news about Jesus the Messiah, Son of God’ (Mark 1:1)

•  Matthew, who gives the genealogy of Jesus back to Abraham (Matthew 1:1–17)

•  Luke, who states his purpose for writing his Gospel as being to give an ‘orderly account’ for Theophilus (Luke 1:3) and who goes on to set Jesus’s birth within a historical context






•  Brown — it was an early Christian hymn which was adapted to serve as an introduction to the Gospel narrative

•  Robinson — it is a later addition by the author to help the early Church understand more about the person of Jesus

•  Barrett — the Prologue is part of the original text and its unique style, as a Christological hymn, speaks of Jesus’s divine nature
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The nature and person of Jesus in the Prologue



•  The story of Jesus is the story of the Logos — its heavenly origin, being alongside God in the creation, its incarnation, rejection and final victory over the darkness.

•  For Jews, the Word was God’s creative power — when God ‘spoke’, the creative act took place (Genesis 1). They came to identify the Torah as the Word; God’s wisdom was embedded in the Torah.

•  In Greek thought, the Logos is used to describe the universal force of reason which governed the universe and ‘all things happen according to Logos’.

•  Philo was a first-century Jew who blended Greek and Jewish ideas. When writing about the creation, Philo attributed the orderly nature of creation to the Logos of God.

•  In Targums (paraphrases of the Torah in Aramaic for the Jews who could not speak Hebrew), the term memra, meaning ‘word’, was used to describe an appearance of God. For example, Exodus 19:17 becomes ‘to meet with the Word (memra)’ of the Lord instead of ‘to meet with God’.
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The Word made flesh



•  It would have challenged his readers to think about who Jesus is.

•  It means God becomes fully human, with flesh and blood, and able to feel all human emotions.

•  It is more than an appearance: Christ is the ‘Word incarnate’.

•  The author uses the same Greek word for ‘became flesh’ in verse 1:6 for the appearance of John the Baptist, a historical figure, so emphasising the full humanity of the Word.

•  ‘made his dwelling among us’ (1:14) is probably a reference to the Tabernacle in the Old Testament. It is where God descended to be among his people. When the Word became flesh, God had taken up residence among his people.
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Life, light and darkness


•  The Logos is the creative force behind the world; the giver of life. In Genesis, God speaks and the world comes into being and the life given by the Word was its light; the first gift of creation.

•  The Logos is the source of life and light for humanity, which the darkness cannot extinguish (John 1:5).

•  In John 1:5, the Greek verb katabaino can be translated as ‘understood’ or ‘overcome’; the author probably intended this to show that the darkness of the world has not understood the Logos, neither has it overcome it.

•  John the Baptist is described as a ‘witness to the light’ (1:8), which points the reader to Jesus being the light or Logos and gives a summary of what is to happen to the light.

•  The darkness of the world, usually linked with those that rejected Jesus, did not overcome the light; it continued to shine and reveal the glory of God through Jesus’s death and resurrection.
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Children of God and flesh and spirit



•  Becoming children of God was not by birth or blood but through God’s grace; it is a theological not a biological truth.

•  John offers a contrast between flesh and spirit. The flesh is not sinful, as in other Christian writings (e.g. Paul) but is representative of the weakness of humanity that cannot reach the life above. Humans must be born of the spirit to gain eternal life (3:16).

•  The theme of being born of the spirit is developed in the story of Nicodemus (3:1–21); Jesus speaks about the need to be born of the spirit to enter the kingdom of God.

•  To become children is a gift from God and there were to be no differences between the Jews and the Gentiles who became Christians. Even though the Jews were considered chosen by birth, all could become chosen through God’s grace. It was a spiritual birth, made possible through belief in Christ, not through the old covenant with Israel. A theme throughout the Gospel is that Jesus will ‘replace’ the institutions of the old covenant with those of the new covenant.
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Law, grace and truth



•  Law — the whole purpose of the Law finds its fulfilment in Jesus; Jesus is the true revelation of God, not just a written copy. It is not only grace that comes through Jesus but truth.

•  Grace — from the Greek word charis, meaning ‘God’s favour’, it is the kindness from God that is undeserved; it can’t be earned, it is a gift from God. It is freely given and given to all (1:16).

•  Truth — seen as meaning the reality; the reality that the Law was a gift from God and a preparation for the Gospel. The Law gave humanity God’s moral demands but it could not do what Christ now does: give life.
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The influence and importance of Judaism in the Prologue


•  The term Logos would have been understood by the Jews, as in the Jewish writings the Word was used for God’s creative power: for example, Psalm 33:6, ‘By the word of the Lord the heavens were made’.

•  Dodd comments that God’s Word would be identified with the Torah, which was believed to be God’s ‘grace and truth’.

•  Scholars have suggested that the Prologue is a Midrash on Genesis 1:1–5 and Exodus 33.

•  The author sets the Prologue within the context of the salvation history of the Jewish people, as references to the creation and Moses are made.



The influence and importance of Hellenism in the Prologue

Stoicism




•  The Logos became human and would be rejected by his own (1:11).

•  Those who believed in the Logos would become children of God by the authority of the Logos (1:12).

•  The Logos could become flesh and the glory of God would be seen through his suffering and death.





Platonic philosophy


Gnosticism



•  Christian Gnosticism did not develop until the mid-second century.

•  Gnostics believed that salvation came from ‘knowledge’ and Jesus was only the revealer of knowledge, not the ‘Word made flesh’.

•  The concepts of Logos and light and darkness are also found in Jewish writings.





•  the focus on the ‘Word made flesh’

•  the lack of emphasis on the superiority of the spirit world



Is the influence Jewish or Greek?


•  Brown commented that the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls challenged the theory that the ideas found in the Prologue had to derive from the Greek philosophies. The scrolls made use of abstract ideas such as light and darkness.

•  Dodd, when writing about the Logos in The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (1953), says that John explores the theme in great depth so it would appeal to both a Jewish and a Greek audience. But he noted that it is ‘… through which he may lead them to the historical actuality of its history, rooted as it is in the Jewish tradition.’

•  John Marsh (1968) noted that, in the Prologue, the author used every ‘tool’ at his disposal — the Old Testament, rabbinic writings, Stoic ideas — to help him express his belief that Jesus Christ, the Son of God and Logos had come in flesh as the saviour.



The different understandings of the identity of Jesus and the implications for Christians



•  The birth accounts in the Synoptics emphasise Jesus as the Messiah or of the line of David. Jesus is seen as part of history and his humanity is emphasised.

•  The Prologue, in contrast, emphasises things such as Jesus’s pre-existence and the incarnation.




The Trinity



•  It can be argued that the Prologue introduces the concept of the Trinity but the term is not used.

•  The Prologue has served as a major source for the Church’s doctrine of the triune God. In it the mystery of the Trinity is revealed. God the Father is made known through God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.

•  In the early Church there were some major heresies concerning the Trinity:




    –  the belief that Jesus was born human but became the Son of God at his baptism

    –  that the Father existed before the Son and then created the Son; so Jesus is not seen as God





•  In John it is clear that Jesus is God — God the Son and not just the Messiah. Jesus is the incarnate Word.



The Law
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Belief




•  The leader of the Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther, argued that faith, believing, was the only way to salvation; resulting in the development of Protestantism.

•  Today, Evangelical Christians focus on the personal encounter with Christ bringing people to faith rather belief in the Creeds.

•  For most Christians, ‘believing in his name’ is not a rejection of the Creeds or teachings of the Church but how one comes to a faith.
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•  The key ideas in the Prologue are:




    —  ‘Word made flesh’ — means that God, in Jesus, became fully human

    —  the Logos — the source of life and light just as in Genesis God’s words created life and light was the first gift of creation

    —  becoming children of God — this is not a birthright but is through God’s grace

    —  contrast between flesh and spirit; the flesh stresses the weakness of humanity and the need to be born of the spirit

    —  the Law given to the Jews — a gift from God in preparation for the Gospel

    —  grace and truth supersede the Law — they come through the person of Jesus




•  The influence of Judaism is seen in the Prologue by the use of Logos, Law and references to teachings found in the Torah, for example creation.

•  The Greek influences in the Prologue are:




    —  the Stoics believed that the divine Logos could be found in humans but rejected the idea that God could become human

    —  Gnosticism contains some of the same ideas; a pre-existent Logos and the light and darkness suggesting John might be a Gnostic Gospel




•  The implications of the different understandings of the person of Jesus in the Prologue:




    —  It stresses a higher Christology: Jesus is God; this is reflected in the doctrine of the Trinity.

    —  Jesus and his teachings supersede the Law and its moral code.

    —  The emphasis of becoming ‘children of God’ is through a personal encounter with Christ.
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Titles of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels and selected ‘I am’ sayings in John

The meaning and significance of different terms for Jesus used in the Synoptic Gospels



•  to convey the belief that Jesus was the Messiah the Jews were expecting

•  to help the early Christians to understand who Jesus was through using terms that were familiar to them, from both the Jewish and Greek worlds

•  so each Gospel presents the life and teachings of Jesus in a distinctive way and the use of Messiah, Son of Man and Son of God helped them to convey the nature and person of Jesus as they understood it



Reference to Jesus as ‘the Messiah’




•  a royal Messiah — a king-like person usually from the House of David

•  a priestly Messiah — someone from a priestly family who would restore priestly leadership of Israel

•  a prophet Messiah — someone who was chosen by God to be His spokesperson





Reference to Jesus as ‘Son of Man’




•  Daniel 7:13–14 refers to one like a son of man who was given authority from God.

•  I Enoch (a non-canonical Jewish writing) refers to a son of man that is pre-existent and rules with justice.
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Reference to Jesus as ‘Son of God’



•  In the Old Testament, this title was given to the king of Israel (Psalm 2:7), so Jewish readers would link together the terms Messiah and Son of God with kingship.

•  In the Greek culture, a heroic human figure was referred to as a ‘son of God’. This is probably why the term was used by the centurion of Jesus when he was on the cross (Matthew 27:54).

•  For the Romans, this title may have seemed like a challenge to their power, as they believed in the divinity of the emperor.

•  The Gospels used Son of God to express the unique idea of Jesus’s divine sonship and his special relationship with God. Jesus frequently uses father–son language to show the nature of his relationship with God (e.g. Luke 10:22).

•  The Evangelists used the title to reveal the nature and person of Jesus to their readers. In Matthew, Jesus is portrayed as a king like David, so he could be seen as a son of God, but not in a unique way as the Matthew birth narratives show.



Reference to Jesus as ‘I am’ in John



•  It occurs 29 times in the Gospel.

•  It is used 26 times by Jesus about himself.





•  Jewish — in the Old Testament, ‘I am’ is God’s covenant name with Israel; as when Moses asked God what his name is, he replied ‘I AM WHO I AM’ (Exodus 3:14).

•  Hellenistic — the ‘I am’ form of speech is used of a deity in Greek religions.





The meaning and significance of each of the ‘I am’ sayings



1  Bread of life

2  Light of the world

3  Door of the sheep

4  Good shepherd

5  Resurrection and life

6  Way, truth and life

7  The true vine
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I am the bread of life (John 6:24–59)

Context




1  wisdom theme, where the nourishing heavenly bread is seen as the teaching of Jesus (6:35–50)

2  sacramental theme, where the living bread is Jesus’s own flesh and appears to link with the Eucharist (6:51–58)



Background


•  Jews linked the Torah and bread; both were life-giving. Jewish writings say that without bread there is no Torah; without Torah there is no bread.

•  Bread was linked to the Temple; temple bread was consecrated and kept in the temple (1 Samuel 21:4).

•  There are constant references to the giving of manna in the wilderness (Exodus 16).

•  Rabbinic literature expected the Messiah to repeat the miracle of the manna.
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Interpretation and significance


•  Jesus teaches that he is the bread that supersedes the bread of Moses/the Torah.

•  Jesus reminds people that it was God, not Moses, that had fed the people in the desert and he shouldn’t be likened to Moses in the giving of manna but to God.

•  Jesus is leading the people into a new age where their spiritual hunger will be satisfied (John 6:35). The present tense is used to emphasise that the bread, the Messianic Age, is available now.

•  The Jews were proud of their ancestors and of the manna in the Exodus, yet it did not stop them dying. Jesus as the bread of life is offering eternal life to all who eat this bread. This links to the theme of the pre-existent Logos as the bringer of life and a major purpose of the Gospel, as verse 20:31 says ‘by believing you may have life in his name.’

•  Comparison can be made with the consecrated temple bread and Jesus’s body, which, besides being bread, is also a temple (2:21) and will bring salvation to all who believe in him.

•  John 6:51–57 is accepted by many as ‘Eucharistic’. The word seems to be a variant of the words of the Eucharist.

•  Some scholars suggest that this discourse is the Johannine interpretation of the Eucharist at the Last Supper found in the Synoptics, as John does not include the Eucharist at the Last Supper in his Gospel.
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I am the light of the world (John 8:12 and 9:1–12)

Context



1  when questioned by the Pharisees about his authority after the incident of the woman caught in adultery

2  at the healing of the man blind from birth
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Background


•  Light was the first thing God created, according to Genesis.

•  Isaiah 49:6 and 42:7 had prophesised that the Messiah would be a light to the Gentiles and would open the eyes of the blind.

•  The Torah was seen as the light by Jews: ‘Your word is a lamp for my feet, a light to my path’ (Psalm 119:105).

•  Exodus tradition is of God as a ‘pillar of fire’, guiding the Israelites in the wilderness (Exodus 13:21).
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•  Jews would dwell in temporary shelters or booths (tabernacles) to remind them of the time God delivered them out of the land of Egypt and to look forward to the coming of the Messiah, who would save them once again.

•  A water drawing ceremony occurred each day, symbolising the outpouring of the Spirit of God.

•  Four giant candelabras were lit in the Temple, symbolic of the pillars of light used to show the presence of God during the Exodus.
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Interpretation and significance


•  Jesus’s claims that he is the ‘light of the world’ when speaking in the Temple indicate that he is not the festival tabernacle lights but the true light.

•  Jesus claims that he is the light who can lead all to eternal life as prophesised in the Old Testament (Isaiah 9:2) and the Prologue (John 1:6–8).

•  During the questioning of the blind man by the Pharisees, it is him who sees who Jesus truly is and the Pharisees are the ones who are spiritually blind.

•  Ironically the Torah was a light but it was this that caused the Pharisees’ blindness as they condemned Jesus for breaking the Sabbath laws.
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I am the good shepherd (John 10:1–21)

Context


Background


•  In the Old Testament the imagery of a shepherd was used both for God himself and a ruler/king, for example:




    –  ‘The Lord is my shepherd’ (Psalm 23:1).

    –  King David was a shepherd who protected his flock (1 Samuel 17:34).




•  In Ezekiel 34 the selfish shepherd causes the sheep to be scattered — they become food for the wild animals; but the Lord will gather in and care for the sheep himself and provide a shepherd, David, to care for them.
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Interpretation and significance


•  A shepherd leads and protects his flock and guards the door of the sheepfold. This imagery shows that a good leader of Israel was expected to make sacrifices in their own life for the sake of the people. Jesus uses this to highlight the nature of his ministry: ‘I lay down my life for the sheep’ (John 10:15).

•  Jesus criticises the Jewish leaders as they have no concern for their flock. They were like the hired hands who did not really care for the sheep (10:13), just like in Ezekiel.

•  The universal nature of Jesus’s ministry is shown; John 10:16 makes reference to other sheep that are in the sheepfold, the Gentiles.

•  Bultmann suggests the teaching here was something new and different to Judaism, as the laying down of his life for the sake of the sheep is not found in the Old Testament. The metaphor is more of a kerygmatic statement of the early Church.
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I am the true vine (John 15:1–17)

Context


Background


•  Vines in Palestine were long and grew along the ground with many branches coming off a central trunk. God was seen as the gardener caring for the vine (Isaiah 5:2).

•  Psalm 80:8 refers to the vine being taken out of Egypt and planted in Israel, linking the vine to the people of Israel and God as the gardener caring for the vine.

•  The people failed to follow God’s commands and the vine became corrupt — wild vine (Jeremiah 2:21) that failed to produce good fruits so God would destroy this vine.

•  Reference to the true vine can be linked with Platonic philosophy. Jesus is not a likeness of a vine but he is the ‘true’ vine.
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Interpretation and significance


•  The Old Testament imagery of Israel as the vine focused on the need of the gardener God to tend the barren vine. The use of the word ‘true’ separates Jesus from the Israel of the past that was just the vine.

•  Jesus warns that being a disciple is not a guarantee of eternal life. Through belief in Jesus, his followers’ (the branches) faith will grow. They are warned that if they fail to ‘remain’ in him (John 15:5) there will judgement not salvation.

•  This is an example of replacement theology. There is no other way to God except thorough ‘remaining’ in Jesus. Those that believe in him would replace the people of Israel and continue preaching the good news.

•  The ‘fruitfulness’ is shown through ‘love’, compared to the justice and righteousness the prophets speak of. The call is to love one another. This is the same type of love that Jesus shows by giving up his life.

•  Some scholars, such as John Marsh in his commentary on John’s Gospel, suggest sacramental overtones can be seen in imagery of the vine. The discourse is set within the context of the Last Supper, so the vine is linked with the wine of Eucharist.



The implications of the titles of Jesus and the ‘I am sayings’ for different understandings of the identity and message of Jesus and religious laws and codes for living for Christians
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Which titles did Jesus use for himself and which did he avoid? Why? What does this reveal about who Jesus is?


•  Jesus does not call himself the Son of God but neither does he deny it — for example, in the healing of Legion, the impure spirits recognise him as such (Mark 5:7). He also implies a Father–Son relationship through the Father/Son language he uses.

•  Jesus does refer to himself as the Son of Man, for example in Mark 2:10, probably to prevent people seeing him as a political Messiah. Son of Man stresses both his humanity and his divine mission.

•  In the Fourth Gospel, Jesus uses the ego eimi phrase of himself, which highlights his divine nature as he shares the same name as God; Jesus is God.



Were the titles of Jesus the actual words of Jesus? Were they put on his lips by the early Church? Does it really matter for a Christian?



•  Some consider it as a literary title that was used by the authors to make links between Jesus and the Son of Man in Daniel; to show Jesus was the Messiah but one who was to suffer.

•  On the other hand, as it is used mainly by the Synoptic Gospels and not in the other New Testament writings (Paul made little or no reference to Son of Man), it is believed to have come directly from Jesus and not be an embellishment made by the early Church.

•  Even if it is unclear if it was a title Jesus used of himself, it still highlights for Christians Jesus’s humanity and that his suffering was real.



What are the implications for Christians today and for religious laws and codes for living of the different understandings of the ‘I am’ sayings?



•  Paul wrote about the Eucharist being celebrated by the early Church (1 Corinthians 11:23–24) before the Fourth Gospel was written but John makes no reference to the Last Supper. Therefore, are there Eucharistic references in this ‘I am’ saying?

•  Scholars see the discourse that contains the ‘I am the bread of life’ saying as a Midrash on the feeding of the 5,000.

•  This discourse has been used by scholars to interpret what the Eucharist means for Christians. For Catholics, the bread becomes ‘the body of Christ’ as Jesus says ‘this bread is my flesh’ (John 6:51). For others, this is just Jesus using symbolic language to convey that his teachings will serve to nourish them fully, unlike the Law of the Old Testament.





•  ‘I am the light of the world’ — if Jesus is the light to the world, should Christians spread this Gospel to all, so making evangelising an important part of Christian life?

•  The theme of love is seen in ‘I am the true vine’, including the commandment to love one another. Does this mean Christians today should follow situation ethics rather than other moral codes?
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•  Using titles that are referenced in the Old Testament shows Jesus was the Messiah.




    —  Messiah was associated with a king-like leader who will establish a new earthly kingdom.

    —  Son of Man emphasises Jesus’s humanity and divine mission.

    —  Son of God served to highlight Jesus’s unique relationship with God.

    —  ‘I am’ — the Jews would have understood ‘I am’ to refer to God himself.




•  The ‘I am’ sayings are Christological statements, both metaphorical and rich in imagery. They reveal who Jesus is:




    —  As the bread of life he nourishes and sustains spiritual life.

    —  As the light of the world he leads people to eternal life.

    —  As the good shepherd he is prepared to sacrifice his life for all.

    —  As the true vine Jesus is the fulfilment of God’s promises to the people.




•  The meaning and significance of the Son of God, Messiah, Son of Man and the ‘I am’ sayings continue to be a matter of scholarly debate. This includes:




    —  a consideration of the origin and why they were used by the writers or Jesus himself

    —  the implications of the possible interpretations of the discourses surrounding the ‘I am’ sayings for Christian beliefs and codes for living
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Miracles and signs

The signs in the Fourth Gospel



•  The term semeia is more fitting for his purpose of showing that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and bringing people to believe in him (John 20:30–31).

•  He wishes to not focus on Jesus’s power but to use the semeia as ‘signposts’ to the true identity of Jesus.

•  The miracles have a Christological focus, reflecting the person of Jesus not just his capability.
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The meaning and significance of the signs
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1 The turning of water into wine (John 2:1–12)




•  The Old Testament represents the relationship between God and the people as a marriage (Isaiah 54:5).

•  It was a symbol for the messianic banquet.





•  This points forward to Jesus’s resurrection on the third day after his death.

•  It links with the third day of creation in Genesis: waters were gathered and the trees bore fruit, with references to the water changing into wine.





•  Jesus superseded the legalism of Judaism as he turned the water used for the ritual of purification into excellent wine; the best is saved to last (2:10).





•  The symbolism of the six stone jars has been suggested in different ways:




    –  The six jars (seven was seen as perfect) suggest there is something inadequate about ritualistic Judaism.




    –  It was the sixth day of creation when God created Adam.

    –  Friday is the sixth day, the day Jesus was crucified, pointing to his death.





•  Jesus calls her ‘woman’, indicating a link with Eve and the creation story.

•  He tells her ‘My hour has not yet come’, pointing to the hour of his death.





•  In the context of the early Church, wine would be linked with the Eucharist.

•  The wedding took place before the Passover, the same time of year that Jesus changed the wine into his Eucharistic blood.

•  The emphasis on the wine can be seen as a messianic claim, as in the Messianic Age wine would be abundant (Jeremiah 31:12).





•  Not all who witnessed the miracle saw Jesus’s glory, for example the master did not know where the wine came from but the servants did.

•  The ‘sign’ acts as a pointer towards Jesus’s supreme glorification, his death and resurrection.



The message


2 The healing of the official’s son (John 4:43–54)




•  The first sign was about how Jesus had come to Judaism with a new way and now the question about the place of Gentiles is addressed.

•  The symbolism of the first sign pointed to Jesus’s death; the theme is continued in this sign.





•  The son does not die, which shows that for those that believe, death is not the outcome but eternal life.

•  It is a Gentile who trusts in the word and power of Jesus.





•  Jesus challenges the nature of the belief:




    –  The signs and wonders are the works of God in the Old Testament.

    –  Belief based on them is inadequate.




•  The official’s reply shows he is not asking for any signs or wonders; he has faith.





•  Jesus’s word is life to the boy.

•  His words were enough to overrule the power of nature.

•  The reference to son may be symbolic: Jesus is the son and his death will also be followed by life.
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•  The seventh hour is symbolic of the perfect time.

•  John records that Jesus was led from his trial to his death around midday and that the boy’s recovery at 1 p.m. acts as a signpost to Jesus’s resurrection.





•  They knew this wasn’t a coincidence as he got better at the precise moment Jesus spoke the words.

•  It showed that the message of Jesus was going beyond the Jews to the Gentiles.



The message


3 The healing at the pool (John 5:1–15)




•  The festival is thought to be the Feast of Weeks, Shavuot, which is associated with the renewing of the covenant given to Moses.

•  John may not have named it as it was not significant for this sign to know what festival it was.





•  It was the gate through which the sheep were brought to the Temple for sacrifice.

•  Symbolically, this can be compared with Jesus the good shepherd inviting his flock to enter by the ‘door’.





•  Legend had it that whoever entered the water after an angel had stirred it, would be healed.

•  The pool’s five arches have been likened to the five books of the Law; Jesus is replacing them with his life-giving words.

•  Water as a healing medium is replaced by Jesus through his words and actions.





•  This was symbolic of the time the Israelites spent in the wilderness before they entered Israel (Deuteronomy 2:14).

•  It is the same length of time the invalid waited for his hopes to be fulfilled.





•  Jesus was really asking if he was satisfied with the Law of Moses.





•  At the time it was believed that a disability was caused by sin.

•  The point is that true healing is spiritual not physical.

•  Jesus is telling the man that he must not take his new ‘life’ for granted, as he could still be ‘spiritually sick’.





•  The Law forbade the carrying of objects on the Sabbath — this provoked conflict with the Pharisees.

•  The man indicates that he thought Jesus had the authority to tell him to do so.





•  The man seems not to understand who Jesus is and freely goes to the Jewish leaders to tell them about Jesus.

•  The return to the Temple indicates that the man remained within Judaism even though it had failed him.

•  This man is sharply contrasted with the blind man (sixth sign) who proclaims Jesus as the Son of Man.



The message
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4 The feeding of the 5,000 (John 6:1–14)





•  Comparison is made with Moses going up Mount Sinai.

•  There are similarities with Matthew’s account, where Jesus is depicted as the new Moses.

•  Dodd considers it just a setting for the miracle.





•  Passover remembered the time in the desert when the Israelites were provided with manna by God.





•  This links with Elisha’s miracle of feeding 100 men with a small number of barley loaves (2 Kings 4:42–44); this miracle is more impressive.





•  The giving of thanks is part of the Passover, the Last Supper and the Eucharist.

•  Only Jesus could give out the bread as it was his body on the cross.

•  Dodd considers the sign to be Eucharistic as it would have reminded the early Church of the practice of giving bread in the Eucharist.





•  The ‘bread’ Jesus gives is more than adequate; there is plenty for all to join in the messianic banquet.

•  The number of baskets is symbolic of the 12 tribes of Israel.





•  The crowd misunderstands Jesus’s actions; it sees him as a miracle worker and prophet and wants to crown him king, forcing Jesus to leave.

•  The crowd was concerned with its physical needs, like the Israelites in the wilderness, and could not understand the spiritual significance of Jesus’s action.



The message


5 Jesus walking on water (John 6:16–24)




•  It is only recorded in John.

•  It links with the theme of light and darkness in the Gospel: at this moment Jesus ‘the light of the world’ is not present.





•  There is a possible link with God saving the Israelites by the parting of the Red Sea.

•  Jesus, like God in the Old Testament, had the power to save by controlling nature.





•  Ego eimi, ‘I am’, like the ‘I am sayings’.

•  John does not start with words of comfort offered, as in the other Gospels; all that they need can be found in Jesus.





•  Barrett suggests that there is a link with Psalm 107.

•  It can be argued that the true haven is eternal life, which is the theme of the discourse that follows.
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The message


6 The healing of the blind man (John 9:1–12)




•  At the time it was believed that such disabilities were a punishment from God for the wrongdoings of the parents.





•  Jesus focuses attention on God’s glory, not the issue of sin.





•  Jesus’s ministry is the period of light; night will come when he is betrayed and put to death.





•  Jesus is making him into a new person. This can be compared with God’s act of creating in Genesis.

•  This was classed as work, and so broke the Sabbath Law. This led to the Pharisees calling Jesus a sinner; but they were the ones who were spiritually blind.





•  Siloam means ‘sent’.

•  Brown comments that the pool stands for Jesus, as he was ‘sent’ by the Father, and that it is a baptismal reference.



The message


7 The raising of Lazarus (John 11:1–44)
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•  It is through God’s activity and glory in the world that life will be brought out of death.

•  Only if Lazarus died could a raising from the dead take place, a foreshadowing of Jesus’s own death.





•  This is a typical misunderstanding of the disciples, who take this literally.

•  This term is used elsewhere in the New Testament to mean death.





•  This can mean ‘to be saved’, as well as to ‘get well’.

•  In their confusion the disciples have spoken prophetically; Lazarus will be saved from death.





•  Jews believed that after this time, the spirit would have departed from the body.





•  Martha does not totally understand Jesus’s power.

•  She expresses her Jewish belief about resurrection at the last day; a futuristic eschatology.





•  This is one of the seven ‘predicative’ ‘I am’ sayings of Jesus.

•  The ‘last days’ are here now in the person of Jesus, a realised eschatology.





•  Martha’s confession of faith echoes John 20:31 and the purpose of signs.
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•  Jesus’s words cause Lazarus’s resurrection.

•  Jesus has given life to him, reaffirming ‘I am the resurrection and the life’.





•  Here we have a foreshadowing of Jesus’s resurrection, as a stone is mentioned in connection with his tomb.



The message


The implications of ‘the signs’ for different understandings of the identity and message of Jesus and for religious laws and codes for living
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•  The term semeia (‘sign’) is used for the seven miracles recorded in the Fourth Gospel. John uses them as ‘signposts’ to the true identity of Jesus. They are:




    —  The turning of water into wine — the symbolism suggests that water of the Old Covenant is replaced with the wine/blood of Christ.

    —  The healing of the official’s son — it is ‘the words’ of Jesus that give life.

    —  The healing at the pool — the symbolism is of a man who has been failed by the Law but is given new life through Jesus.

    —  The feeding of the 5,000 — Jesus as the bread satisfies spiritual hunger, and the multiplication of the loaves and fish is symbolic of eternal life that can fully satisfy all.

    —  The walking on water — rich in symbolism showing that salvation is possible for all who welcome Christ.

    —  The healing of the blind man — the Pharisees are seen to be spiritually blind while Jesus is the source of light that can prevent this.

    —  The raising of Lazarus — symbolic of Jesus’s own victory over death and the hope of eternal life found through believing in Jesus.
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Interpreting the text and issues of relationship, purpose and authorship

Interpreting the text

Biblical criticism



•  how they came to be written

•  their reliability as sources for the life and teachings of Jesus

•  their purpose






1  Jesus’s life and teachings

2  people telling and repeating stories about Jesus and his teachings

3  the early Christian community preserving the oral stories and teachings

4  the author using this oral tradition when writing his Gospel






•  source criticism — examines where the material within a text came from to establish the original source

•  form criticism — seeks to identify the different ‘forms’ or types of writing in the text and the historical context within which they were written

•  redaction criticism — aims to identify how the author shaped their material; the Evangelist is seen as an editor or ‘redactor’ in the creation of the text
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Source criticism



How can the Gospels have so much in common but also have differences?


•  The early Church explanation was that each writer wrote independently but used a common apostolic witness.

•  Augustine explained the interdependence by arguing for the priority of Matthew.

•  The Gospels were written in the same order as in the New Testament; the later ones used the earlier ones. So Mark abbreviated Matthew, and Luke used both Matthew and Mark.





•  where the Evangelists agreed, whether all three or two of them

•  where material was used by just one of them

•  similarities in the actual wording





•  All used a common source.

•  Either one or two of them used a different source.

•  All shared common written sources, possibly Greek translations of Jesus’s Aramaic words.
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The different hypotheses for the sources used by the Synoptic Gospel writers



•  proto-gospel hypothesis

•  two-source hypothesis

•  four-source hypothesis



Proto-gospel hypothesis
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•  This cannot be verified as the letter no longer exists, neither does the copy of Matthew in Hebrew.

•  Modern scholarship argues this is most unlikely but some scholars still argue for the priority of Matthew.






Two-source hypothesis
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•  For the narrative aspect of Matthew and Luke, they used Mark: these Gospels roughly follow the same sequence of events as in Mark.

•  Matthew and Luke used a source unknown to Mark, called Q. They share about 200 verses in common, which are mainly sayings and parables of Jesus.






Four-source hypothesis
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•  Source M (228 verses) is mainly Jewish-type material, including use of the Old Testament and the birth narratives.

•  Source L (490 verses) contains 14 parables and reference to Mary, Martha and Zacchaeus (women and outcasts).






•  As with the two-source hypothesis, there is no evidence for the source Q; similarly with M and L.

•  There are instances where Matthew and Luke are similar but Mark is different, implying they knew each other’s texts. For example, when Jesus takes the disciples to a quiet place before the feeding of the 5,000 (Mark 6:31–34), Matthew and Luke both leave out ‘they were like sheep without a shepherd’.

•  There are examples of where Mark and Luke appear to have copied Matthew — for example, when Jesus is teaching about the Greatest Commandment (Matthew 22:34–40, Mark 12:28–34 and Luke 10:25–28).

•  There are simpler solutions that do not depend on unknown sources. Farrer, in his book On Dispensing With Q (1955), proposed that Mark was used as source material by Matthew, and that Luke used both Mark and Matthew.



Why do scholars argue for the priority of Mark?



•  It is the shortest of the Gospels and omits such things as the birth narrative and the Lord’s Prayer; the other Gospels build on his material.

•  The early Church thought Mark’s Gospel was based on the preaching of the Apostle Peter, who was the primary source for the Gospel, so it is dated soon after his death in 64 CE, making it more likely the first Gospel to be written.

•  Mark has very little unique material — just 31 verses that do not appear in the other Gospels — whereas Matthew has made use of nearly all of Mark. If Mark was later, it is harder to explain why, as an Evangelist, he did not add his own material.

•  There is evidence that Matthew and Luke edited Mark’s material. For example, in the account of the calming of the storm, Mark includes details such as that Jesus was in the stern of the boat on a cushion, which the others do not.

•  Matthew and Luke appear to use a better style of Greek than Mark; when Mark uses an uncommon word they change it.

•  In comparison to the other Gospels, Mark is often harsher on Jesus and the disciples. For example, only in Mark does it say that the disciples’ hearts were hardened. A later redactor would likely smooth these details out or omit them.
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(a)  Which source according to the two-source hypothesis do all three Gospel writers have in common?

(b)  Define the Q, M and L sources referred to in the four-source hypothesis.
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•  because of the external evidence from the Church fathers; for example Irenaeus testified that Matthew’s Gospel was written first

•  where there are parallel accounts in Matthew and Mark it is easier to see that Mark edited Matthew rather than Matthew edited Mark

•  Griesbach argued that Mark was the last of the three Gospels to be written as he provided a short summary of the other two Gospels




Is there an answer to the Synoptic problem?



•  Were the sources used by the Gospel writers in Aramaic or Greek?

•  How close are the final Gospels to the original sources?
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Form criticism
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•  The interpretation of the parable of the sower (Mark 4:10–20) seems to sit more comfortably in the life of the early Church than the ministry of Jesus.

•  Matthew 18:15–18 is about the issue of sin in the Church, so probably was not spoken by Jesus himself.






•  paradigms — short pithy sayings

•  tales — good stories, for example miracle narratives

•  legends — narratives where the point was to set an example for others to follow

•  myths — in which the human and spiritual worlds interact

•  exhortations — teachings, for example parables





•  the sayings of Jesus (e.g. Mark 3:4, Matthew 12:37)

•  stories about Jesus (e.g. Luke 2:41–51, Mark 5:21–42)
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The importance of form criticism


•  It highlights the oral tradition, which is closer to the original words of Jesus.

•  It offers the context of the teachings and their meaning within the early Church. Dodd (1936) said it reconstructed the early Christian kerygma.

•  It shows the importance the author would place on the teaching or event.

•  Jeremias (1966), for example, through his study of the parables showed ways in which the Church’s kerygma affected the meaning.

•  For some scholars it shows that the needs of the early Church took priority over the need for historical accuracy; the material was adapted to support the early Christian community in their faith. The Gospels are more about the Christ of faith than the historical Jesus.

•  It paved the way for redaction criticism. Whereas form criticism sees the authors as ‘stringing together’ isolated units of tradition, redaction criticism acknowledges the theological interest of the author.



Redaction criticism



•  It builds on the work of the form critic by exploring how the author uses the units of tradition, treating them as theologians or redactors/editors in their own right.

•  It allows the critic to detect the main themes and characteristics of each Gospel.






	Mark
	Messianic secret, Jesus’s authority, the second coming of Christ was imminent



	Matthew
	Jesus as the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecies, Jesus as Son of David and new Moses, focus on the teachings of Jesus



	Luke
	Salvation history, Jesus’s message for all people, concern for outcasts, second coming of Christ further in the future
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The importance of redaction criticism


•  Redaction criticism shows the Gospels to be not just collections of fragments of tradition but as planned and sophisticated pieces of writing.

•  The author’s individual theology can be established by examining how the writer uses the sources and the unique material he contributes to his Gospel. For example, the stilling of the storm in Matthew and Mark is the same story but Matthew emphasises the theme of discipleship and Mark that of Jesus’s authority.





•  Its success relies upon Q and the four-source hypothesis, which has its flaws.

•  The reliability of the text is thrown into question as emphasis is placed on the author’s creative use of the material.

•  There is a tendency to focus on what the author has adapted rather than on what he has preserved as being significant.

•  If Mark was written first, the changes he made to his sources cannot be clearly seen — so can his purpose be detected using redaction criticism?



Case studies of redaction criticism


•  William Wrede (1901) The Messanic Secret: Wrede argued that Mark’s theme of secrecy is Christological; it prepares the reader for the unexpected outcome of a Messiah who is crucified but crucifixion is victory for those that believe Jesus is the Son of God.

•  Hans Conzelmann (1960) The Theology of Saint Luke: The author of Luke/Acts sets Jesus within a historical timeframe and uses all the material to form a story of the salvation offered to humanity through the life and teachings of Jesus.



The significance of biblical criticism for the Gospels
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•  Is one type of criticism better than another? Or are they just different?

•  Do the different types of criticism see the authors of the Gospels in different ways? For example:




    –  source — just ‘cutting and pasting’ sources

    –  form — collecting ‘units of tradition’ and ‘stringing them’ together to form their Gospel

    –  redaction — looking at the picture on the front of the jigsaw box, seeing the whole picture of their Gospel and selecting the pieces accordingly




•  If all the methods employed in biblical criticism have their weaknesses, is the best approach to use all of them to understand both the historical Jesus and the Christ of faith as seen in the Gospels?
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Narrative (or reader) criticism
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•  The different types of biblical criticism each have a different focus:




    —  source — where the text comes from

    —  form — what each ‘unit’ is like and its use by the early Church

    —  redaction — how the author uses the units/sources for his own purpose




•  There are different theories of how the Gospels came to be written.




    —  Proto-hypothesis suggests that there could have been an earlier version of either Mark or Matthew and it was used by gospel writers when compiling their Gospel.

    —  The two-source hypothesis proposes that an unknown source Q, alongside Mark, was used by Matthew and Luke.

    —  The four-source hypothesis expanded on the two-source hypothesis by adding that Matthew and Luke each had their own independent source (M and L).

    —  Most scholars argue Mark was written first, based on the source criticism approach, as Matthew and Luke used Mark. Therefore he must have written his Gospel first.
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The purpose and authorship of the Fourth Gospel

Authorship of the Fourth Gospel


Authorship of the Fourth Gospel — John the Apostle?
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Arguments for


•  The Gospel writer himself claims to be a disciple (John 21:24).

•  Irenaeus said the author was ‘John the disciple of the Lord’, who lived in Ephesus until the reign of the emperor Trajan (98–117 CE). He claims to have got this from a reliable source, the Bishop Polycarp (69–155 CE), who was a disciple of John the Apostle.

•  The author’s use of language and knowledge of the geography of Palestine suggest he was Jewish.

•  The author corrects/adds to some of the statements in the Synoptic Gospels; this would only be done by an Apostle.

•  The internal evidence of the Gospel, in particular the detail, points to the author being an eyewitness. For example, the author knows many details surrounding the trial before Pilate (19:13) and even gives the exact number of fish caught (21:11).



Arguments against


•  It is unlikely that it was John the son of Zebedee, as he would have been very old if he had lived until 98 CE as Irenaeus suggests.

•  There is a tradition that John was put to death along with his brother James, whose death is recorded in Acts long before 98 CE.

•  Some further points to consider:




    –  If John was a fisherman, would he be educated enough to write such a sophisticated Gospel?

    –  If it was an Apostle, how can the different sequence and the omission of events (e.g. cleansing of the Temple and the Last Supper) be explained?

    –  There seem to be Gnostic influences, suggesting a later date.

    –  Some scholars have suggested John 21:24 is not reliable as chapter 21 is a later addition added by a redactor.



Authorship of the Fourth Gospel — other possible authors

The beloved disciple



•  John the Apostle, as all the other disciples are named in the Gospel

•  an ‘ideal’ disciple, a description of whom was made up to help the early Christians

•  Lazarus, as in the account the words ‘the one you love is ill’ (11:3) are used

•  an unknown Palestinian Jew who was an eyewitness to Jesus’s ministry, and who was the inspiration for the author
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John the Elder



Scholarly opinion on the authorship of the Fourth Gospel

Raymond Edward Brown




•  The Gospel refers to the fact that anyone claiming Jesus is the Messiah would be put out of the synagogue (9:22). This reflects what was happening towards the end of the first century.

•  The miracles and teachings of Jesus (‘signs’ and ‘I am ‘discourses) had become long theological discourses similar to how Jewish teachings were interpreted.
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John A. T. Robinson
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The strengths and weaknesses of the view that the author of the Gospel was an Apostle


•  External evidence suggests that John the Apostle was the author, meaning the Gospel is solidly rooted in the oral tradition that came from the disciples, and giving it apostolic authority.

•  The internal evidence of the Gospel shows confusion over the sequence of events and factual inaccuracies about places and names. Coupled with the date of after 98 CE for the writing of the Gospel, this makes it more unlikely that one of the Apostles wrote it.

•  If Brown and/or Robinson are correct then the author could be the ‘beloved disciple’ or the first draft was written by John the Apostle and therefore is more likely to have come from an eyewitness to the ministry of Jesus.




The purpose of the Fourth Gospel
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Jesus as Christ (Messiah)



•  Different people proclaimed him to be the Messiah. At the start of Jesus’s ministry, the disciples proclaim ‘we have found the Messiah’ (1:41).

•  Jesus himself says he is the Messiah. When the Samaritan woman says she knows the Messiah is coming, Jesus replies he is the one (4:25–26).

•  Jesus fulfils Old Testament prophecies of the Messiah. On entry into Jerusalem, Jesus rides a donkey in fulfilment of Zechariah 9:9.

•  The signs in the Gospel are used to show that he is the Christ. One example is when he heals the blind man, fulfilling the words of both the Prologue and Isaiah 42:6–7 and 9:1–12.
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Jesus as the Son of God



•  John the Baptist testifies that Jesus is the Son of God (1:34).

•  The disciple Nathaniel declares Jesus is the Son of God (1:49).

•  It is this relationship that gives Jesus’s teaching authority; the Father and Jesus are one (14:11).

•  Ironically, the claim to be the Son of God led to the charge of blasphemy against Jesus, which led to his death (19:7).



Life in his name



•  Jesus said it was through him that eternal life was made possible (John 6:40).

•  When questioned by the Pharisees about his authority, Jesus says it is those that hear the voice of the Son of God who will live (5:21–27).

•  John the Baptist calls Jesus the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world (1:29).

•  The Son of God offers himself as a sacrifice, so making it possible for humanity to be saved and receive the gift of eternal life (3:16).



A spiritual gospel






•  The author was selective; he was not interested in recording everything he knew. At the end of the Gospel he writes that there are many more signs which are not recorded in the book (20:30).

•  The order of events is different to the other Gospels, suggesting the author has a theological reason for this.




    –  Example — the placing of the cleansing of the Temple at the start of the Gospel compared to its position in the other Gospels (2:13–25)

    –  Reason — highlights that Jesus comes to bring a new spiritual truth that is not based on the Law

    –  Development — it develops further the replacement theology of the first sign
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•  Differences in details stress the Christological significance of things.




    –  Example — changing the time when Jesus was crucified compared to the other Gospels

    –  Reason — it coincided with the slaughtering of the sacrificial lambs in the Temple the day before Passover (19:31)

    –  Development — advances the theme of Jesus as the perfect Paschal (relating to Passover/Easter) sacrifice and fulfils the words of Exodus 12:46 to not break any bones

    –  Further development — reflects back to the words of John the Baptist that Jesus is the lamb of God (1:29)




•  There is an emphasis on Jesus’s divinity.




    –  Example 1 — the use of the Prologue rather than birth narratives

    –  Reason — it establishes the unique divine nature of Jesus at the very start of the Gospel

    –  Example 2 — use of the seven predicative ‘I am’ sayings

    –  Reason — ‘I am’ is what God called himself
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A Gospel to convert Jews or Gentiles


For the Greeks


•  The abstract ideas of light and darkness, truth and the concept of the Word are seen in Greek philosophical thought. Parallels have been drawn between John and Gnosticism, suggesting the Gospel was written for a Greek audience.

•  Dodd thought the Gospel was a Hellenistic work that addressed the Greek audience of a town such as Ephesus. He saw in the Gospel the influences of Philo and those of other Greek philosophies such as Gnosticism.
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For the Jews


•  The replacement theology seen in the Gospel, for example the turning of water into wine, indicates that the writer was trying to convert Jews.

•  Robinson suggests the purpose was to prevent the Greek-speaking Jews from rejecting Jesus as the Jews in Palestine had.

•  For the author, Jesus was the Messiah and represented the true Israel, and he used Old Testament symbolism such as manna, the vine and the shepherd to prove this.



For a Christian community


•  Barrett argues that it was for the members of the Church who had converted from Judaism.




    –  Reason — the Gospel sets out to challenge readers to believe that Jesus is the Son of God not just the promised Messiah.




•  Brown proposes that the Gospel was written to support an early messianic Christian community: ‘the community of the Beloved Disciple’.




    –  Reason — the ‘we’ in verses 1:14 and 3:11 suggests a community who were rejected by the Jewish community for following Jesus and so set up their own community




•  It has been argued that it was written to counter the false teachings about the person of Jesus within the early Church. For example, it was influenced by Gnostic claims that Jesus was not fully human.



Jesus as the fulfilment of Scripture





	Event/teaching in the Gospel
	Old Testament



	Jesus clears the Temple court
‘Zeal for your house will consume me’ (2:17)
	It is written:
‘zeal for your house consumes me’ (Psalm 69:9)



	Bread of life discourse
‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat’ (6:31)
	It is written:
‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat’ (Exodus16:4)



	Jews do not believe Jesus
‘He has blinded their eyes and hardened their hearts’ (12:40)
	To fulfil the words:
‘Make the heart of this people calloused, … and close their eyes’ (Isaiah 6:10)



	The world hates the disciples
‘They hated me without reason’ (15:25)
	To fulfil what is written in the Law:
‘Those who hated me without reason’ (Psalm 69:4)






1  soldiers divide up Jesus clothes → Fulfils Psalm 22:18

2  Jesus’s legs are not broken → Fulfils Psalm 34:20

3  Jesus’s side is pierced → Fulfils Zechariah 12:10






•  The fulfilment passages offered ‘proof’ to the Jews that Jesus was the Messiah.

•  The passages John uses are not the ones usually associated with the messianic expectations of the time. Initially, the links seem to be obscure and only make sense if belief in Jesus as the Son of God is presupposed.

•  The author’s purpose is to stress Jesus’s divinity. He wanted the Christian community to understand what Jesus as Christ, Son of God really meant. He used all the tools at his disposal, including scriptural references, for this purpose.
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The significance of knowing about the purpose of the Gospel for Christians


•  All the different purposes show that it was not the author’s intention to write a historical biography. It was to express the Christological truths about Jesus to lead people to faith.

•  The tools of biblical criticism have helped scholars to examine the internal evidence of the Gospel and speculate what the author’s intention was. But this approach has not led to a consensus about the purpose.

•  Knowing ‘the purpose’ helps to uncover the issues facing the early Church and how the kerygma (preaching of the Gospel) developed. Above all, it helps to uncover how the first Christians understood the person and teachings of Jesus.

•  The evidence suggests that John’s Gospel is significantly different to the other Gospels, leading to its label as a ‘spiritual gospel’, and is more sophisticated. This can be seen as unfair on the other Gospels because their purpose was also to show Jesus as the Messiah, the Son God — for example, the messianic secret in Mark and the birth narrative in Matthew.

•  If the purpose is to tell theological truths about Jesus rather than historical ones, is it possible to ever identify the Jesus of history or uncover the actual words of Jesus?
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•  The author of the Gospel is considered to be:




    —  one of the disciples of Jesus or

    —  John the Apostle or

    —  John the Elder or

    —  the ‘beloved disciple’ (who may or may not have been John) or

    —  part of an early Christian community founded on the traditions of the ‘beloved disciple’




•  The evidence as to who the author is is inconclusive and so their identity remains a matter of scholarly debate.

•  The purpose of the Gospel is to:




    —  bring early Christians to believe that Jesus is the Messiah and Son of God; to have life in his name

    —  express Christological truths through Jesus’s life and teachings; a spiritual gospel

    —  show that Jesus was the fulfilment of Scripture; to convert Jews

    —  address the issues faced by a mixed Christian community of Jews and Gentiles




•  Modern scholarship suggests the author addressed the spiritual over the historical to meet the needs of the early Christian community.
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