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GENERAL EDITORS’ PREFACE 

Much scholarly work has been done on the Bible since the publication of 

the first volumes of the International Critical Commentary in the 1890s.  

New linguistic, textual, historical and archaeological evidence has become 

available, and there have been changes and developments in methods of 

study. In the twenty-first century there will be as great a need as ever, and 

perhaps a greater need, for the kind of commentary that the International 

Critical Commentary seeks to supply. The series has long had a special 

place among works in English on the Bible, because it has sought to bring 

together all the relevant aids to exegesis, linguistic and textual no less than 

archaeological, historical, literary and theological, to help the reader to 

understand the meaning of the books of the Old and New Testaments. In 

the confidence that such a series meets a need, the publishers and the 

editors are commissioning new commentaries on all the books of the 

Bible. The work of preparing a commentary on such a scale cannot but be 

slow, and developments in the past half-century have made the commenta-

tor’s task yet more difficult than before, but it is hoped that the remaining 

volumes will appear without too great intervals between them. No attempt 

has been made to secure a uniform theological or critical approach to the 

problems of the various books, and scholars have been selected for their 

scholarship and not for their adherence to any school of thought. It is 

hoped that the new volumes will attain the high standards set in the past, 

and that they will make a significant contribution to the understanding of 

the books of the Bible. 

         G. I. D. 

         G. N. S. 
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PREFACE 

John McHugh was surely one of the most learned and able New Testa-

ment scholars of the latter part of the twentieth century and the first years 

of the twenty-first. For some years a member of the Pontifical Biblical 

Commission, he had a worldwide reputation. The great wealth of his 

learning was matched by penetrating insight, originality and clarity of 

mind. He was, I think, exceptionally well prepared to undertake the 

especially formidable task of writing a full-scale commentary on St John’s 

Gospel. It is a matter of profound regret that he did not live to complete it. 

 John was a splendid colleague, who could always be relied on to give 

wise counsel. Always generous in his readiness to assist other scholars, he 

sometimes allowed his altruism to hold up the progress of his own work. 

He was greatly appreciated by the students who heard his lectures, and 

those who had tutorials with him were specially privileged. 

 In addition to his knowledge of the Bible, of Rabbinic writings and of 

the Qumran texts, he had a wonderful familiarity with classical Greek and 

Latin literature, with mediaeval Latin, and with a wide range of English 

and other literatures. He was fluent in a number of European languages. 

He had a notable feeling for language, which is reflected in the clarity and 

felicitousness of his own English style. 

 John McHugh had a keen realization of the need for theologians to be 

concerned about politics. He was always well informed about current 

affairs, and cared deeply for justice and compassion. He was, for example, 

deeply concerned about the injustices suffered by the Palestinians since 

1948, though he was never forgetful of the sufferings of the Jews in the 

1930s and 1940s or lacking in compassion for them. 

 He was a wonderful friend and a shining example of what it means to 

be a faithful Christian pastor. 

Charles Cranfield 
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INTRODUCTION 

Introductions to commentaries on biblical books have nearly always set 

out the author’s views on the authorship, sources, setting, and textual 

tradition of the writing about to be considered. Now and again, a com-

mentator will explain that while the extended Introduction precedes the 

exegesis, this was the last part of the commentary to be written. 

 At the time of his sudden death on 3 February 2006 at Alnwick, North-

umberland, Dr John McHugh left a largely complete commentary on the 

first four chapters of John’s Gospel. He had not written the Introduction to 

his planned ICC commentary on the whole of John’s Gospel. Several 

years ago in discussion with me (as General Editor of the New Testament 

ICC commentaries) he explained that it would not be possible to draft the 

Introduction until he had completed at least half the planned two volume 

commentary. I fully concurred. 

 Dr McHugh’s views on the topics usually considered in an Introduction 

would have been of considerable interest to many readers. In a few places 

in the commentary which follows it is possible to glimpse the ways he 

would have tackled disputed questions concerning the origin and structure 

of this Gospel, and its relationship to other early Christian writings. Alas, 

the notes he left did not allow me to include a summary of his views with 

any confidence. 

 The sub-divisions adopted and the titles given to the main sections and 

sub-sections of John 1–4 are striking. They presuppose particular ways of 

construing the text and will certainly stimulate many readers to further 

thought. For example, along with many commentators, Dr McHugh 

confines the Prologue to John 1.1-18. Verses 19 to 51 of ch. 1 are not read 

as ‘a second Prologue’, but as the first section of the evangelist’s presenta-

tion of ‘The First Week’ in the ‘ministry’ of Jesus which runs from 1.19 

to 2.12. 

 In notes Dr McHugh left he carefully compares his own plans for the 

topics to be discussed in his Introduction with the Introductions to the 

major modern commentaries. While it is a pity that there is no traditional 

Introduction to this commentary, there is a sense in which its absence 

may be an advantage. We have no option but to consider carefully with Dr 

McHugh the text, the text, and nothing but the text. This commentary 

focuses sharply on precisely what the evangelist wrote. The exegesis is not 

pre-determined by theories about the origin, social and religious setting of 

this Gospel. Dr McHugh would certainly have accepted the old adage that 

the evangelist is the finest commentator on this Gospel. 



xii ISAIAH

 John McHugh gave an intriguing foretaste of his views on many 

passages in the later chapters in John’s Gospel in his article, ‘“In Him was 

Life”: John’s Gospel and the Parting of the Ways’, in ed. James D. G. 

Dunn, Jews and Christians: The Parting of the Ways A.D. 70 to 135,

WUNT 66, Tübingen 1992, 123-58. There he tackled a topic which 

continues to attract comment and debate: the extent to which John’s 

Gospel is anti-Jewish. He insisted that the Fourth Gospel cannot be called 

polemically anti-Jewish. ‘There is certainly a powerful and deep stream of 

apologetic directed towards those of the Jewish faith who might wish to 

understand how the new Christians looked at Jesus, but hostility in 

principle seems too strong a word’ (p. 158). 

 Dr McHugh had been working on his ICC commentary for many years. 

From time to time he sent his drafts on sections of the text to me. So I 

have known for a long time that we could anticipate an outstanding, fresh 

reading of John’s Gospel. Dr McHugh also sought comments on his drafts 

from his friends and former colleagues in the Department of Theology at 

Durham University, Professors Kingsley Barrett and Charles Cranfield. 

They both shared my conviction that since Dr Mc Hugh’s draft on chs. 1 

to 4 was quite distinctive and almost complete, we should try to secure its 

publication. 

 My predecessor as General Editor of the series, Professor Charles 

Cranfield, first invited Dr McHugh to write the ICC commentary on 

John’s Gospel. His warm commendation of the commentary and his 

appreciation of Dr McHugh as scholar, colleague, and teacher have been 

printed as a Preface on p. ix. Professor Barrett, himself the author of one 

of the most influential commentaries on John’s Gospel published in the 

twentieth century, writes as follows: 

To be asked to add a note to what Professor Cranfield has written 

in his Preface is a great privilege. It can only be a word of whole-

hearted agreement. Nothing he has said is exaggerated. Dr 

McHugh’s sudden death was not only a deep personal sorrow but 

a grievous academic loss. He was in every way—in languages, in 

history, in theology, in philosophy—qualified to write a great 

commentary on the Gospel of St John, and had begun, in the four 

chapters we have, to write such a commentary. Completed it 

would have stood beside those of Augustine, of Hoskyns (also 

incomplete at the author’s death), and of Bultmann. It is left to 

another generation to complete the task. 

 It remains for me to add a word about the commentary which follows. 

Following his retirement from his Durham University post, for several 

years Dr McHugh undertook some parish duties while he continued to 

work on his commentary. I am certain that he conveyed in sermons and 

homilies to his parishioners some of his theological reflections on John’s 

Gospel. How fortunate his parishioners were! When ill health forced early 

retirement from his parish responsibilities, he pressed ahead as he was 

able with his scholarly work. 



 INTRODUCTION xiii 

 In his correspondence with me, Dr McHugh mentioned that once he 

had completed his exegesis of the whole Gospel, he intended to add some 

further theological comments to the drafts. He also mentioned that he 

intended to interact more fully with at least some of the secondary litera-

ture. I readily agreed, anxious that he should press ahead with his invalu-

able exegesis. 

 As far as possible I have refrained from modifying the material which 

John left. The bibliographies are the major exception. I have drawn on 

John’s own bibliographies and added references to some of the more 

recent secondary literature. I hope the bibliographies will assist readers 

who wish to consult some of the enormous secondary literature. I doubt 

whether any individual can now master it all! I am responsible for the 

present arrangement of the bibliographies and of the supplementary 

material in the fourteen excursuses. 

 I am very grateful to Mr Damian McHugh, John’s brother, for making 

available to me not only computer disks and printouts, but also John’s 

impressive collection of offprints and his bibliographical and other notes. 

The enthusiasm and support of Mr Haaris Naqvi of T&T Clark Inter-

national has been much appreciated, as has the meticulous copy editing of 

Dr Duncan Burns of Forthcoming Publications Ltd. 

Graham Stanton 

Epiphany 2009 
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General 

a Aquila 
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cf. consult the commentary (or commentaries) on that 

verse 

ed(s). editor(s), edited by 
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et al. et alii (and others) 

ETr English translation 

EV English versions 

FS Festschrift, essays published to honour a friend and / 

or colleague 

HB Hebrew Bible 
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kai ta loipa = etc. 
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MT Massoretic text 

NF Neue Folge 
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sc scilicet; that is to say, namely 

slav Slavonic version 

s.v. sub voce; under the word, look up the word 
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TR Textus Receptus 
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Journals, Series, and Works of Reference 
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Abel  F.-M. Abel, Grammaire du greq biblique, Paris, 1927 
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THE TITLE 

EUAGGELION KATA IWANNHN

Since the publication, in 1869, of Tischendorf’s editio octava critica 

maior, it has been customary to print the superscription as kata 
iwannhn, following a (and B, kata iwanhn). But euaggelion kata 
iwannhn is found in the majority of manuscripts of the Byzantine 
tradition (including C L W

supp Y, and the ‘Caesarean’ witnesses Q and

f
1); in D, where it appears in the form euaggelion kata maqqaion 

etelesqh arcetai euaggelion kata iwannhn; and in two of the most 
ancient papyri, ∏66

 and ∏75
, written, at the latest, in the early years of the 

third century. Thus euaggelion kata iwannhn is not only the most 
widely supported reading, but also the most ancient attested; and it is 

therefore to be preferred to the form kata iwannhn found in a (and B), 
which can easily be explained as a handy abbreviation. In fact, if one is 

looking for the title of the work rather than the manuscript superscription, 

a itself gives as the title euaggelion kata iwannhn, at the end of the 
Gospel, as a subscriptio, following its pattern with Mark and Luke (that 

of Matthew having been omitted, probably by an oversight).  

 A few witnesses have agion eu. k. I., and some editions of the 
Peshitta read: ‘the holy gospel of the preaching of John the Evangelist 

which he spoke and preached in Greek at Ephesus’ (for the evidence see 

Tischendorf 739). But the absence of agion (or of any other addition) in 
the overwhelming majority of early codices makes it virtually certain that 

the formula euaggelion kata iwannhn was the original title of the 
work. 

 The absence of the definite article before euaggelion is in accordance 
with normal Greek practice when giving the title of a book, as in apolo-
gia swkratou" or platwno" politeia: there is nothing indefinite about 
the anarthrous nouns here (cf. MHT I 82). It is to be noted, however, that 

(as in the two examples just mentioned) euaggelion is first and foremost 
a description of the content of the writing, probably inspired by Mk 1.1: it 

is the ‘Gospel, the Good News’ as preached in a tradition ‘according to 

John’ (compare Mk 14:9). Only later did the term acquire, by a quite 

natural extension, the secondary meaning of a written gospel-book.  

 This is evident from the fact that in the NT and in the Apostolic 

Fathers eujaggevlion is found only in the singular, and in its primary 
sense of ‘gospel-message’; and from the fact that the earliest Apologist, 

Aristides, uses the clumsy circumlocution eujaggelikh; a{gia grafhv to 
denote the book (or books) which he invites the Emperor Hadrian to 
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examine.
1

 Justin is the first witness of the plural form eujaggevlia,2 and 
it is remarkable that in his extant writings neither the oral proclamation 

of the Christian gospel by the Church nor its content is ever termed 

eujaggevlion; in Justin’s writings, the word eujaggevlion denotes, exclu-
sively, a book.

3

 In the latter half of the second century the use of the plural with the 

meaning ‘gospel-books’ became widespread, partly as a result of the 

proliferation of what we call apocryphal gospels, partly as a reaction 

against Marcion’s attempt to restrict the Gospel-message to one written 

gospel-book (Luke’s), and partly because it was such a natural develop-

ment of the language. True, apart from the text of Justin just mentioned 

(I Apol. 66.3), there is only one other known reference to gospels (in the 

plural) before Irenaeus, in the Chronicon Paschale of Apollinarius of 

Hierapolis, written under Marcus Aurelius. There we read stasiavzein 
dokei' katÆ aujtou;" ta; eujaggevlia (PG 5.1297 A). The very wording of 
this phrase implies that it was by then normal to speak of gospels in the 

plural, and as written books; and in Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria and 

Origen, this usage is well established (see PGL 555ff.). Indeed, both 

Tatian’s endeavour to harmonize our four canonical narratives into his 

Diatessaron (after A.D. 172) and Irenaeus’ stress on the unity of the 

teaching in the ‘fourfold gospel’ (Adv. haer. III 11.7-8) may be seen as 

attempts to keep a balance when speaking of the gospels, by ensuring that 

the original and primary sense of ‘Gospel’ should not be lost: the Church 

possesses only one Gospel, albeit in four different versions.
4

 It is impossible to say whether the writers (or the final editors) of our 

four canonical gospels themselves attached the title ‘gospel’ to their 

books. Mark 1:1 is not conclusive proof, for it is not certain that it refers 

to Mark’s book: it could refer to the content of the writing. But Hengel 

has argued well that, to distinguish the various codices in the library or 

1

Apologia 15: ou| to; klevo" th'" parousiva" ejk th'" parÆ aujtoì" kaloumevnh" 
eujaggelikh'" aJgiva" grafh'" e[xestiv soi gnw'nai, basileu', eja;n ejntuvch'/" (J. Rendel 
Harris and J. Armitage Robinson in Texts and Studies I,1, Cambridge, 1893, 110

21-23

).

That Aristides had in mind Luke’s gospel is highly probable, in view of his strong 

emphasis at the beginning of ch. 15 on the virginal conception of Jesus; but since he 

there writes also of the son of God ‘descending from heaven’ and ‘taking flesh’, and 

invites the Emperor ‘to look into the writings [plural] of the Christians’ (ch. 16; 111
24-25

),

one cannot exclude the possibility that he was also asking Hadrian to read the gospel 

according to John. For the text and translation of the beginning of ch.15, see the 

comment below on Jn 1.14a, p. 51 fn. 7.  

2

I Apologia 66.3 (ca. A.D. 150–155): oiJ ga;r ajpovstoloi ejn toi'" genomevnoi" uJpÆ 
aujtwn ajpomnhmoneuvmasin, a} kalei'tai eujaggevlia…

3

 He speaks of the preaching of the apostles in I Apol. 42.4; 45.5; 49.5; 50.12; 53.3; 

Dial. 114.4; 119.6, without ever calling it eujaggevlion. But in the Dial. 10.2 we read of 
the ‘wonderful divine commandments, ejn tw/` legomevnw/ eujaggelivw/’, and in 100.1, ejn
tw/` eujaggelivw/ gevgraptai.

4

 See G. N. Stanton, ‘The Fourfold Gospel’, NTS 43 (1997), 317-46, especially 

329-35.  
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book-chests of a Christian community, the obvious step was to put a short 

title at the beginning of each manuscript, by which it could be precisely 

identified at a glance. In that case, the ‘short title’ (e.g. euaggelion kata 
iwannhn) would in all probability be contemporaneous with the making 

of the first copies from the original manuscript. 

 One final point must be noted. In the Graeco-Roman world, the name 

of the author normally precedes the title of the book. Thus one finds 

platwno" politeia, but apologia swkratou" (in the reverse order, 
since Socrates was not the writer of the book). Now no NT manuscript 

contains as a short title iwannou euaggelion, though such usage would 
be perfectly legitimate in the case of an epistle (see Tischendorf on 

James, 1 Peter etc.) or of an apocalypse, and does in fact occur. A fortiori,

no Greek manuscript reads euaggelion iwannou5

 for it is always ‘the 

Gospel of Jesus Christ’ which is intended, and which is as a rule entitled 

quite simply ‘[the] Gospel’, followed by the identification of the particu-

lar version, as in ‘according to John’.
6

5

 Though some Syriac texts (including the Curetonian) do. For the evidence see 

Tischendorf 739. 

6

 For further detail, see M. Hengel, Studies in the Gospel of Mark, London and 

Philadelphia, 1985, cf. III: ‘The Titles of the Gospels’, 64-84, plus invaluable notes on 

162-83. See also G.N. Stanton, Jesus and Gospel, Cambridge, 2004, 9-62. 
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I

THE PROLOGUE 

1.1-18 

The first 18 verses of the Gospel according to John are by custom known 

as ‘The Prologue’, a title which goes back at least to Jerome.
1

In this 

commentary, the Prologue is divided into four parts:  

 A.  The Word of God in Creation and History (1.1-5). 

 B.  John as Witness to the Light (1.6-8). 

 C.  The Coming of the Light into the World (1.9-13). 

 D.  The Word Become Flesh (1.14-18).  

A. THE WORD OF GOD IN CREATION 

AND HISTORY (1.1-5) 

1a In the beginning there was the Word,  

1b  and the Word was very close to God,  

1c  and the Word too was God.  

2a  This Word was, in the beginning, with God;  

3a  Through it, all things came into being,  

3b  and without it, not one thing came into being. 

3c-4a What has come into being†  in it was life, 

4b  and this life was the light of mankind,  

5a  and the light is shining in the darkness,  

5b  and the darkness has never become master of it.  

[† 3c: or What came into being] 

1

 ‘…in illud prohemium caelo veniens eructavit In principio erat verbum’ (Prologus 

quattuor evangeliorum: Praefatio in Matthaeum: printed in Aland, Synopsis Quattuor 

Evangeliorum 546).  

 Nowadays it is widely accepted that the core of this Prologue consists of a hymn, into 

which additional or explanatory matter has been inserted. Which verses belong to the 

hymn, and whether the verses assigned to the hymn were written by the evangelist or an 

editor or were taken over from another source, Christian or not, are questions much 

debated. They are discussed immediately after v. 18, in Excursus I. 
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1a. ÆEn ajrch'/. The absence of the article is normal, even classical, in 
such prepositional phrases, especially in designations of time (BDF 255 

[3]). Thus Thucydides writes (I 35,5) w{sper ejn ajrch'/ uJpeivpomen, and 
Plato (Timaeus 28b), ejn ajrch'/ dei'n skopei'n. The phrase is therefore 
good Greek for ‘at the beginning’ and is not to be regarded as a Semitism. 

 It occurs only four times in the NT, here in Jn 1.1-2, in Acts 11.15 and 

in Phil 4.15, but the latter texts, which refer respectively to the first 

reception of the Spirit in Acts 2 and to the first preaching of the gospel in 

Macedonia, throw no light on the meaning of the phrase in Jn 1.1-2. In 

fact, the opening words of the Gospel are clearly intended to recall the 

first words of Genesis (1.1): ÆEn ajrch'/ ejpoivhsen oJ qeo;" to;n oujrano;n
kai; th;n gh'n (LXX). The first question, therefore, is to ask how the 

writer of Jn 1.1 understood these words of Genesis. 

 Gen 1.1 is a declaration that the first thing God created in our physical 

universe was just raw material, material which was to begin with in a 

state of chaos (v. 2);
2

 this shapeless and chaotic mass God then proceeded 

to organize over a period of six days in order to produce a place suitable 

for human beings to live in. That Gen 1 is concerned with the creation 

only of the physical universe, and not of the world of spirits, is evident 

both from the list of the things that are made and from v. 26: ‘Let us 

make man in our image, after our likeness’. The plural here is best taken 

(as in Isa 6.8, and very probably in Gen 3.22 and 11.7) as addressed to the 

attendant spirits in the heavenly court,
3

 who are therefore considered as 

already in existence before the making of the material world. 

h\n is then an affirmation that ejn ajrch/', even before the raw material 

of the physical world was created, the Logos was already in existence. 

 Thus far, the assertion is identical with those in Prov 8.22-23 and Sir 

24.9, which state that Wisdom existed before the world was made; but, in 

contrast to these two texts, John gives no hint that the Logos was created. 

Proverbs 8.22ff read: ‘The Lord begot (?) me (ynIn:q: [qānāni] LXX, 
e[ktisevn me) as the starting-point of his activity, the first of his acts of 
old. From eternity (!l;wO[me [me>olām]: LXX, pro; tou' aijw'no") I was 
enthroned, from the beginning (varome [mer<oš]: LXX, ejn ajrch/'), before 
the origins of the earth…’ Sirach 24.9 reads: ‘From eternity, in the 

beginning [pro; tou' aijw'no", ajpÆ ajrch'"] he created me, and to eternity 
[e{w" aijw'no"] I shall not cease to exist’. In Jn 1.1 there is no equivalent 
reference to the creation of the Logos, and this is significant, particularly 

when one compares it with the text of the Palestinian Targum on Gen 

3.24. ‘Two thousand years before the world was created, he created the 

2

 This is true whether one construes the Hebrew absolutely as ‘In the beginning God 

created…’ (thus the majority of interpreters, and all the ancient versions), or as ‘In the 

beginning, when God created…’ (Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and some moderns). For detail, see F. 

Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, Edinburgh, 1888, I, 74-76. 

3

 It is not a plural of majesty (which is never found in the Hebrew OT where God is 

speaking of himself) nor a plural of self-deliberation (the content of the whole chapter 

speaks against this). Cf. Delitzsch, Genesis, 98.  
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Law. He established the Garden of Eden for the just and Gehenna for the 

wicked.’
4

 There is also a baraitah
5

 in the Babylonian Talmud (Pesahim 

54a) stating that ‘Seven things were created before the world was created, 

and these are they: The Torah, repentance, the Garden of Eden, Gehenna, 

the Throne of Glory, the Temple, and the name of the Messiah’.
6

 The 

Law (Torah) is here listed as having been created, and is even placed first 

in the list; therefore, since the Law is the medium by which the designs of 

divine Wisdom are outwardly expressed, it is reasonable to conclude, 

with Sir 24.1-29 (note especially v. 23), that Wisdom is logically and 

‘chronologically’ antecedent to the Torah. This will be an important 

factor in assessing the relationship between the Logos, Wisdom and 

Torah.
7

For the moment, it is sufficient to note that in Jn 1.1 the verb h\n
asserts that the Logos was in existence ejn ajrch'/, that is, before the 
creation of the material world, and that there is nothing to imply that this 

Logos was itself created.
8

 oJ lovgo". Since the meaning of lovgo" in this and the following verses 
cannot be finally determined except in the light of the Prologue as a 

whole, it must suffice to set down here various possible meanings and to 

indicate which is preferred. A full discussion is given in Excursus II.  

 Five basic and clearly differentiated meanings are theoretically 

possible. (1) In the Platonist sense, the term denotes a self-subsistent 

Form or Idea.
9

 (2) In the Stoic sense, it denotes either the internal concept 

(lovgo" ejndiaqevto") or the external expression of the same (lovgo"
proforikov"). (3) For Plotinus and the Neoplatonists, the term denotes 
the first, ontologically necessary (i.e. non-contingent), emanation from 

the absolutely primary principle of all things, the One, and is more 

commonly spoken of not as Logos but as Mind (Nou'"). (4) The Hebrew 

4

Neophyti I: 1 Genesis, ETr by M. McNamara, Edinburgh, 1992, 505. Though the 

text does not of itself imply that Eden and Gehenna were also created 2000 years before 

the world, this is its most natural meaning, with which one may compare Mt 25.34, 41. 

5

 I.e. ‘teaching not included in the Mishnah, but related to and contemporary with the 

teachings of the Mishnah, and recorded in the Gemara’ (H. Danby, The Mishnah, Oxford, 

1933, 141 fn.7).  

6

The Soncino Talmud, Seder Mo’ed II: Pesahim 54a, 265.  

7

 See Excursus II.  

8

 In 1 Jn 1.1, the phrase o} h\n ajpÆ ajrch'", referring to the incarnate Logos, pre-
supposes its existence ejn ajrch'/, as does the phrase to;n ajpÆ ajrch'" in 1 Jn 2.13, 14.

9

 ‘Platonist’ is used (in preference to ‘Platonic’) because Plato himself did not use the 

term lovgo" in presenting his theory of Ideas or Forms. See especially the Theaetetus

206d-10d, where Socrates argues that the three meanings of lovgo" are the expression of 
thought, the correct enumeration of the constitutive elements of an object, and the 

determination of its distinctive characteristic w|/ aJpavntwn diafevrei to; ejrwthqevn (208c). 
Compare also the Sophist 259c-63e. In no text does Plato himself come anywhere near to 

equating lovgo" with ijdeva as denoting an ideal form or archetype (e.g. Republic VII

517b: hJ tou' ajgaqou' ijdeva). The assimilation was made by the later Platonists, notably 

by Plotinus. See LSJ s.v. III 7 c, and IV 73 A 2 (Debrunner) and especially 79-86 B 2 

(Kleinknecht).  
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OT presents the Word of God as creative of all things, revelatory of 

God’s will and sovereignly effective of his decrees concerning human 

history, so much so that this Word may be considered as the external 

expression of divine Wisdom, with which it is closely identified. (5) In 

the Targums and in rabbinic thought, the Aramaic term Memra, meaning 

literally the utterance or the Word of God, is frequently found, but its 

precise meaning is much debated. (a) Perhaps the most widespread view 

is that which regards the Memra as nothing more than a reverential 

circumlocution to avoid pronouncing the Holy Tetragram, YHWH. (b) 

Others see the Memra as a kind of divine attribute akin to Wisdom, or to 

the Holy Spirit, or to the Name, which are virtually personalized in order 

to express God’s activity in creation and in history while at the same time 

preserving untouched the immutability of the Godhead. It is thus a kind 

of literary form used to preserve the doctrine of divine transcendence. (c) 

Some Christian scholars have taken this rabbinical term to indicate a kind 

of intermediary hypostasis between God and his people. (d) But the most 

satisfactory meaning seems to be that which interprets Memra as ‘neither 

an hypostasis, nor a simple replacement for the Name YHWH, but an 

exegetical term representing a theology of the name “HYH”’
10

(see 

below). 

 The first, strictly Platonist, sense is rarely, if ever used in interpreting 

John. The second, Stoic, sense was used in the early Trinitarian con-

troversies (notably by Tertullian) in order to defend the unity of the 

Godhead; but few would maintain that this was the meaning intended 

here by the evangelist. The third, the Neoplatonist, sense exercised a 

profound influence on patristic interpretation, but, unless one regards the 

Fourth Gospel as a fore-runner of second-century Gnosticism, it is hard to 

see how anything resembling the philosophical Neoplatonist meaning 

could have been in the mind of the evangelist. His thought-world is far 

too Jewish. 

 The fourth, the OT, meaning is the meaning attached to the concept of 

the Logos in all the classical interpretations, and it may be taken as 

certain that the evangelist intended to include in his usage whatever the 

OT meant by the term Logos. This, however, need not restrain anyone 

from holding in addition that the primary sense of Logos in Jn 1 is the 

fifth one, namely, that the term Logos there stands for the Memra 

considered as the Holy, Ineffable, Name of God. That is, to speak of the 

Logos-Memra is to refer to the Deity revealed in the phrase ‘I AM 

WHAT I AM’ at Exod 3.14; and the meaning of this phrase is that the 

God of Moses does not merely exist in an ontological sense (Sein), but is 

also ever-present at the side of his creatures, ever ready to have mercy 

and to supply whatever help they may need in any situation (Dasein). The 

foundation of Israel’s faith is that its God does actively intervene in this 

10

 Thus Robert Hayward, Divine Name and Presence: The Memra, Publications of the 

Oxford Centre for Postgraduate Hebrew Studies, 1981, xii.  
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world, that is, the exact opposite of what is now termed deism. The 

Logos, the Memra, is ‘He Who is There’. The sense of Jn 1.1a is 

therefore: ‘In the beginning, before the material world was created, there 

existed the Word of God, the Compassionate, the All-merciful’.
11

 This 

paraphrase accords perfectly with the Palestinian Targum of Gen 1.2: ‘a 

spirit of love from before the Lord was blowing over the face of the 

waters’.
12

1b. kai; oJ lovgo" h\n pro;" to;n qeovn. (1) It is often said that in the 
Koine, prov" with the accusative is, after a verb such as ei\nai, equivalent 
to paravv with the dative, as in Mt 13.56; 26.16[, 55 + pro" uma" v.l.],
Mk 6.3; in that case, the meaning of the clause would be ‘The Word was 

with God, was beside God’ (auprès de Dieu), just as Wisdom is said to 

have been parÆ aujtw'/ (Prov 8.30), para; kurivou kai; metÆ autou' eij"
to;n aijw'na (Sir 1.1). Thus Bultmann, Barrett, Schnackenburg. (2) Others 
maintain that here the preposition has not lost its classical sense of 

relationship. Abbott (JG 2363-66) would render it as devoted to, and in 

converse with [God]; Westcott similarly. I. de la Potterie offers a more 

refined interpretation of this second view,
13

 and argues against the first 

interpretation on four grounds: (a) No other text of John uses prov" with 

the accusative to denote proximity. (b) The Wisdom texts use parav and
metav to express that sense, and John could easily have done the same. (c) 
John, to express the proximity of the Son to the Father, uses parav soi 
(17.5) and para; tw/' patriv (8.28), and employs the same construction to 
denote the nearness of one person to another (1.39; 4.40; 14.17, 23; cf. 

19.25). He also uses metav tino" (3.22, 25, 26 etc.) but never prov" with 

the accusative. (d) 1 John uses prov" with the accusative to denote 

orientation towards (paravklhton e[comen pro;" to;n patevra, 2.1; 
parrhsivan e[comen pro;" to;n qeovn, 3.21; cf. 5.14). De la Potterie 
concludes that pro;" to;n qeovn in 1.1 is the first member of a chiasmus 

with 1.18, and equivalent to eij" to;n kovlpon tou' patro;", with the sense 
‘Le Logos était tourné vers Dieu’.

14

 Perhaps the difference between these interpretations should not be 

pressed too hard, for if the Logos was ‘with God’, it must have been in 

some relationship to God, and it is obvious that this cannot have been a 

local or spatial relationship in a material sense. De la Potterie’s reasons 

do seem to tip the scale appreciably in favour of the second interpretation, 

in which prov" is taken to stress the close ‘metaphysical’ relationship 

between the Logos and God. Compare 1 Jn 1.2, ajpaggevllomen uJmi'n

11

 The ambiguity of attribution for the adjectives is of course deliberate. 

12

Neofiti I: 1 Genesis, ETr by M. McNamara, 497. See further, Catrin Williams, ‘I

am He’: The Interpretation of <ANI HU in Jewish and Early Christian Literature,

Tübingen, 2000. 

13

Biblica 43 (1962), 379-81.  

14

 Compare C. K. Williams, The New Testament: A New Translation in Plain English,

London, 1952: ‘The Word was face to face with God’.  



10 JOHN 1–4

th;n zwh;n th;n aijwvnion h{ti' h\n pro;" to;n patevra, and 2.1, 
paravklhton e[comen pro;" to;n patevra; see also Jn 8.42 and 16.28. 
Thus v. 1b might be represented in English as ‘The Word was very close 

to God’, with all the ambiguity those words contain.
15

1c. kai; qeo;" h\n oJ lovgo". Ever since Chrysostom, commentators have 

remarked that the first clause (1a) asserts the pre-existence of the Logos, 

the second (1b) affirms that he was in a certain relationship with God, 

and the third (1c) states that he is some sense to be identified with God. 

The threefold h\n thus leads up to a climax: the Word was God. The three 

statements taken together are the foundation upon which the teaching of 

this Gospel rests. Further, when the Logos is identified with the Memra in 

the sense defined above, the three statements become in addition a decla-

ration that mercy, love and compassion beyond all telling belong from all 

eternity to the very nature and essence of the Godhead. This doctrine is 

perhaps the most distinctive characteristic of Johannine theology. 

 The absence of the article before qeov" shows not merely that oJ lovgo" 
is the subject, and qeov" the predicate (MHT III 183); it also ‘indicates 

that the Word is God, but is not the only being of whom this is true’ 

(Barrett), thus laying the foundation for the long and arduous discussions 

in early Christian history about the sense in which the Word could be said 

to be God (qeov"), if there was only one God, and if the Word was not in 

every respect identical with oJ qeov". English, like most languages, cannot 
reproduce the distinction between qeov" and oJ qeov", and the translation 
above endeavours to achieve a semi-satisfactory version by the insertion 

of the adverb too. 

 The chiasmus in 1bc (lovgo"–qeovn, qeov"–lovgo") has often been 
remarked; sometimes also, the symmetry between 1.1 and 1.18. Less 

often noticed is the fact that if the term Logos here stands for the Holy 

Name of God, the Memra, there is an all-embracing inclusio around the 

entire gospel, whose purpose is that ‘believing, you may have life in his 

name’ (20.31). 

2. ou|to" as a resumptive pronoun is distinctly more emphatic than the 
natural choice, aujtov", and the insertion of Word in the English 

translation is intended to reflect this. The position of the verb h\n serves to 
place all the stress of the sentence on the complement: the Logos was, ejn 
ajrch'/, pro;" to;n qeovn. 

 
15

 Burney’s suggestion (AOFG 29) that prov" is here a translation of the Aramaic twl 

(lwt), denoting either connexion with (= apud, parav) or motion towards (= ad, prov"), 
has not been well received. Straight after the book’s publication, G. R. Driver pointed out 

that this text, far from being in the strict sense an Aramaism, is simply ‘an extension of 

many classical usages’: see MHT II 467 for the reference and for examples. Nigel 

Turner, somewhat surprisingly, writes that it is ‘is a Semitism and it may be due to the 

Aramaic lewÂthĭ (MHT IV 71)’.  
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 Though the sentence may seem at first reading to be an otiose repeti-

tion of facts already stated in v. 1, it does in reality add a clarification, by 

reaffirming that from the very beginning the Logos was in close relation-

ship to God (Barrett). It is more questionable whether this statement was 

inserted to prevent anyone from misunderstanding v. 1 as an assertion of 

the existence of two divine beings, a Logos–Theos and oJ qeov", the God 
(so Bultmann), for it is difficult to imagine any first-century Christian 

thinking in terms of two deities. The most satisfactory explanation is that 

v. 2 by reaffirming, at this point, and in the strongest way possible, the 

nature of the Logos in se and quoad Deum, prepares the ground for the 

next statement, about the role of the Logos with respect to all that has 

been created. 

3. pavnta diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto, kai; cwri;" aujtou' ejgevneto oujde; e{n 
o} gevgonen. This is the reading and punctuation of the Textus Receptus. 
A different punctuation will be discussed at the end of the commentary 

on this verse. Verse 3 punctuated as in the Textus Receptus may be 

interpreted in three ways. 

1. The verse is understood as referring to the creation.  

In Classical Greek and in the Koine, both pavnta and ta; pavnta are used 
to denote ‘the whole of creation, the entire universe’ as distinct from 

God. Plato, for example, writes (Epistula 6.323d): to;n tw'n pavntwn qeo;n
hJgemovna tw'n te o[ntwn kai; tw'n mellovntwn. Colossians 1.20 and Eph 
1.10 use ta; pavnta in the same way, to denote the whole of creation, the 
totality in each case being further emphasized by the addition of the 

words ‘those that are in heaven and those that are on earth’ (Ephesians; 

Colossians in the reverse order, and with one different preposition). So 

also Rev 4.11: su; e[ktisa" ta; pavnta. The presence of the article in 
these texts and elsewhere is probably intended to stress the notion that all

things, taken collectively (rather than ‘every thing’ taken distributively) 

were created (Revelation), reconciled (Colossians), given a new begin-

ning (Ephesians)
16

 etc. In that case, the absence of the article in the 

present verse (Jn 1.3) would indicate that every single thing, taken one by 

one, came into being through the Logos, a distributive sense which may 

also be intended in Rev 21.5, ÆIdou; kaina; poiw' pavnta, individually. If 
this is the sense here, it would be more accurate to translate the Greek 

pavnta not as all things, but as everything, or even better, as every thing.
17

The translation above retains the plural all things to reflect the Greek 

plural. 

16

 For this translation, see J. McHugh, ‘A Reconsideration of Ephesians 1:10b in the 

Light of Irenaeus’, Paul and Paulinism: Essays in Honour of C.K. Barrett, ed. M. D. 

Hooker and S. G. Wilson, London, 1982, 302-309. 

17

 The only other texts in John where the same difficulty might arise are 3.31 and 

10.29, but see the notes in loco.
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 diÆ aujtou': through him. Note that the text says ‘through him’, not ‘by 
him’ (uJpÆ aujtou'), a distinction which is well taken by the Latin versions’
per ipsum (not ab ipso). This may be very significant, because in the 

Synoptics, diav with the genitive is rarely used to indicate a personal 
agent, and on two of the four occasions it is used in a bad sense.

18

 In John 

the construction is more common, and is always used in a good sense: 

apart from the occurrences here and in v. 10.
19 diav with the genitive is 

always used of the contribution made by God’s personal agents in the 

work of salvation. Thus the Baptist is his agent as witness (1.7), as is 

Moses as lawgiver (1.17). Both are superseded by one who remains for 

ever the supreme and only, definitive and irreplaceable, agent of salva-

tion, Jesus Christ (1.17; 3.17; 10.1, 2, 9 and especially 14.6). Johannine 

usage tells rather against interpreting this half-verse as referring solely to 

the work of creation.  

ejgevneto: came into being, was brought into existence, the aorist 
denoting a fact completed in the past. The tense stands in (probably 

deliberate) contrast to that used of the Logos in 1.1, 2 (h\n). At this point 
the author could have underlined the universality of the work of the 

Logos by inserting a phrase such as ta; ejn toi'" oujranoi'" kai; ta; ejpi;
th'" gh'"; indeed, if he were writing a hymn, and that in proconsular Asia, 
such a line might have commended itself as almost a natural expansion of 

pavnta, as it is in the hymns of Eph 1.10 and Col 1.20. If he did first 
entertain and then reject this idea, it might have been because he was 

consciously thinking of Gen 1.1, in which ‘heaven and earth’ denote only 

the material creation (see above on 1.1), and do not include the spirits 

outside this world. This would seem to be the sense of the words in Rev 

14.7; 20.11. The reason for mentioning this hypothesis is that the author 

may have wished to stress that everything without exception was brought 

into existence by the Logos. Hence, instead of writing ‘the things that are 

in heaven and those that are on earth’, which could have been be mis-

interpreted as denoting only the material world, terrestrial and celestial, 

he placed next a clause more emphatic still.  

 As in 1.29 etc., a positive statement is reinforced by the denial of its 

opposite. cwriv" means apart from, oujde; e{n (si vera lectio20

) is even more 

emphatic than oujdevn, and o} gevgonen is in this context almost a technical 
term for that which has come into existence.

21

 Thus the sense is that ‘not a 

18

 It is found seven times, but on only four occasions, namely, in Mt 11.2, of the 

Baptist’s envoys; in Lk 18.31, of the prophets; in Mt 18.7 = Lk 17.1, of the one through 

whom scandals come; and in Mt 26.24 = Mk 14.21 = Lk 22.12, of him diÆ ou| the Son of 
man is handed over.  

19

 But see below, on 1.10.  

20

 That oujde; e{n is the true original reading can scarcely be doubted, for among the 

papyri and uncials the only witnesses to oujdevn are ∏66

, a* and D, and among the 

minuscules, only f 1 and 1071. 

21

 So also in a frequently cited text of Plato (Timaeus 28b), which is worth quoting in 

extenso. oJ dh; pa'" oujrano;" - h] kovsmo" h] kai; a[llo o{ti povte ojnomazovmeno" mavlistÆ 
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single thing that has come into existence ever came into existence 

independently of the Logos’. 

2. The verse is understood as referring to the work of salvation. 

In John, and in the Johannine Epistles, the neuter plural ta; pavnta is 
never found. By contrast, pavnta without the article is found on several 
occasions with reference to the work of Jesus on earth (notably in 3.35-

36; 5.20; 13.3; 16.15; 17.7, 10; and especially 19.28). Secondly, there is 

the phrase diÆ aujtou'. Everywhere else in John diav with the genitive, 
when used of Christ, refers to his mediatory role in the work of salvation 

(see especially 3.17; 10.9; 14.6; 1 Jn 4.9; and above, on this verse, under 

1). Thirdly, the verb givnesqai occurs three times in this verse, each time 
with an indeterminate and neuter subject (pavnta, oujde; e{n, o}). Whenever 

this construction is found elsewhere in John, givnesqai always applies to 
an historical event, which either happened, took place (1.28; 3.9; 13.19

[×2]; 14.22, 29 [×2]; 19.36) or which will come to pass (15.7). Verse 3, 

so interpreted, would then mean that every single event in the story of 

salvation which is about to unfold takes place only through the Logos,
22

and that not one thing happens independently of him. Some add, as a final 

and confirmatory argument, that on this interpretation, the Prologue 

would be framed in a double inclusio, with ejgevneto twice at the 

beginning in 1.3, and twice at the end (1.14, 17), on each occasion 

referring to historical events.
23

3. The verse is taken as referring both to the role of the pre-existent 

Logos in the creation and also to the salvific work of the Word made flesh 

which is about to be revealed.  

The verbal similarity between 1.1 and Gen 1.1, and the repetition of ‘And 

God said…’ throughout Gen 1, make it hard to think that the role of the 

Logos in creation was absent from the writer’s mind at Jn 1.3; but to 

affirm that is not to invalidate the arguments just given in favour of the 

second interpretation. There is no difficulty in accepting both, for such a 

double meaning would be entirely in keeping with the style and theology 

of the evangelist, and here in 1.3 it could well be fully intended (but 

contrast 1.9-10). 

 The foregoing interpretations of v. 3 assume the punctuation found in 

the Textus Receptus, but there is another, more ancient, manner of con-

struing the final words of v. 3 and the initial clause of v. 4 which, though 

a[n devcoito, tou'qÆ hJmi'n wjnomavsqw - skeptevon dÆ ou]n peri; aujtou' prw'ton, o{per
uJpovkeitai peri; panto;" ejn ajrch/' dei'n skopei'n, povteron h]n ajeiv, genevsew" ajrch;n
e[cwn oujdemivan, h\ gevgonen, ajpÆ ajrch'" tino" ajrxavmeno". gevgonen.  

22

 The preposition is important: not by the Logos. See above on 1.2a. It will assume 

great importance in early patristic Trinitarian debate. 

23

 I. de la Potterie, La Vérité, 162-64. The first to argue this point in print was 

apparently T. E. Pollard, ‘Cosmology and the Prologue of the Fourth Gospel’, Vigiliae 

Christianae 12 (1958), 147-53.  
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it does not affect the meaning of v. 3, makes a significant difference to 

the sense of v. 4. 

3-4. Of the two ways of punctuating vv. 3-4, the first places a full point at 

the end of v. 3, after o} gevgonen, whereas the second places a full point 
after oujde; e{n, and takes the words o} gevgonen as the initial words of the 
sentence in v. 4. The text will thus read 

either 1. ejgevneto oujde; e{n o} gevgonen. ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n.
or 2. ejgevneto oujde; e{n. o} gevgonen ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n.

The interpretation of v. 3 just given is in accordance with Reading 1.  

 Reading 2 is more difficult to explain, for the words o} gevgonen in v. 3 
and the first four words of v. 4 take on different meanings according to 

the manner in which they are construed; and they can of course be 

construed 

either as (a) o} gevgonen / ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n.
or as (b) o} gevgonen ejn aujtw'/ // zwh; h\n.

 One of these alternatives must be chosen in order to interpret and to 

translate Reading 2. The commentary will here indicate the sense which 

emerges according to the punctuation which the reader prefers to assign 

to it (and it is well to remember that the original text was not punctuated 

at all). A short history of the interpretation of the verse according to the 

punctuation adopted is given in Excursus IV, ‘Longer Notes of Textual 

Criticism’.  

 Reading 2 (a) places a comma after gevgonen, giving o} gevgonen, ejn
aujtw'/ zwh; h\n. On this reading, o} gevgonen may be construed as an 
accusative of respect, giving the sense ‘for that which has come into 

existence, there was life in him’, but the evidence for such a grammatical 

construction is flimsy in the extreme,
24

 and if that meaning had been 

intended, the text should have read rather, to make the antecedent clear, a}
gevgonen. A second possibility is to take ejn aujtw'/ as referring not to the 
Logos, but to o} gevgonen: ‘As for that which has come into existence, 
there was life in it’. This would keep close to the text of Gen 1, especially 

if life is here understood as denoting purely ‘natural’ life.
25

 It would make 

good sense here, but gives rise to problems when this life is identified 

with light in v. 4. The alternative is to take o} gevgonen as the subject of 

the clause, and to translate it as ‘that which has come into existence [or: 

come to pass]—in it was life’, which makes little sense, if any. Unless the 

words are taken as an accusative of respect, the comma must come after 

ejn aujtw'/.

24

 The only possible examples in John are at 6.10, to;n ajriqmo;n wJ" pentakiscivlioi,
where the grammar is self-evident, and at 8.25, th;n ajrch;n ktl., where the construction, 
whatever its meaning, must be idiomatic. See BDF 160.  

25

 Thus A. van Hoonacker, ‘Le Prologue du quatrième Evangile’, RHE 2 (1901), 5ff.  
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 Reading 2 (b) puts a comma after aujtw'/, giving o} gevgonen ejn aujtw'/,
zwh; h\n. The usual objection to this punctuation is that the second verb 
should be not h\n but ejstin, a reading which is in fact found in a D it syrc

cop, and several Gnostic writers (see UBS). Certainly, if one is thinking 

of the creation, it is more natural to expect ‘What has come into existence 

in him is life’; but this objection has less force when one remembers that 

the perfect may be used in the sense of the aorist, a usage which Nigel 

Turner calls a ‘resultative’ rather than a ‘present’ perfect.
26

 The verse 

could then mean ‘What came into existence in him, was life’. 

 If, however, the words are taken to refer not to the creation but to 

Christ’s work of salvation, they may be translated as ‘What came [or: has 

come] to pass in him was life’, which seems eminently reasonable.  

 Indeed, if this third interpretation of v. 3 is accepted, it suggests a most 

attractive double meaning affirming both that created life came into being 

through the pre-existent Word, and that it was through the Word made 

flesh that it was restored (cf. 3.5; 10.10; 11.25). One may then recall that 

in Gen 1, the creation proceeds from day to day, in a careful logical 

succession, establishing the conditions in which living things may grow 

until on the sixth day, when all is at last ready for the completion of the 

work, God creates the land-based beasts and finally the human race. In 

Genesis, all these things, from the first creation (light) to the last, were 

brought into existence through God’s Word. So in the Fourth Gospel, all 

proceeds towards the restoration of life for the entire human race on the 

sixth day of the final week of Jesus’ earthly life, with Paradise Restored. 

4. ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n. The absence of the article before zwhv indicates that 
the writer is alluding not to an abstract concept of life apprehensible by 

the mind, but to an objectively subsistent reality (‘a life’), and is asserting 

that there was in the Logos a principle of life, that is, a particular kind of 

life. Such a principle is, of course, found also in many kinds of creatures 

which in their different ways are ‘living’ beings which ‘have’ life, but all 

the living creatures which are observable on earth carry within 

themselves by nature the germ of death: they grow, mature, age, decline 

and die (cf. Zahn 54). In the Logos, by contrast, there is by nature, 

because of his relationship to God (ejn ajrch'/ h\n pro;" to;n qeovn), 
uncreated life—hJ kata; fuvsin zwhv (Cyril of Alexandria). Following the 
interpretations given above of v. 3, some will see this initial statement of 

v. 4 as an assertion that even before the creation there was in the pre-

existent Logos a principle of life; others will see it as referring to the 

ministry of the Incarnate Word, and others as referring to both.

 The meaning of the term zwhv, ‘life’, will therefore depend on the way 
in which the word Logos is understood. (1) If the meaning of Logos is 

here restricted to what has so far been stated about the Logos in vv. 1-3, 

26

 MHT II 68-69 and 81-85. See also BDF 343 (3). 
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that is, if the term Logos is understood to denote, at this point in the 

Gospel, God’s agent or instrument in creation (cf. Gen 1 etc.), and 

nothing more than that, then the term ‘life’ will in consequence be of 

wide and generic application (as in Gen 1.20-21, 24, 30); and though this 

would proclaim the greatness of God, so ‘deistic’ (if one may use the 

term) a view of the Logos hardly seems consonant even with the OT 

concept. (2) If, however, that same creative Logos is understood (as 

elsewhere in the OT) to have been in addition God’s agent in the 

providential guiding of events in history (e.g. Isa 40.8; 55.10-11), then 

this implies that it has, at particular moments in time, ensured life and 

survival for God’s people on this earth. (3) If the Logos is also a rule 

(torah) for the people as a whole, and a light for each individual (e.g. Ps 

119.105), to guide them during their time on earth along the paths of 

righteousness, then this Logos is in an even more specific sense a source 

of what we may call the life of the spirit, ‘enlightening the eyes’ (Ps 

19.9). (4) If ‘Logos’ is also here equivalent to the term Memra, and 

therefore connotes a whole theology of the name YHWH as defined above 

(p. 8), then it is capable of being a source of life for all humanity. The 

precise sense in which there is life in the Logos remains, however, to be 

disclosed, and its full implications will become clear only gradually, as 

the story of the Fourth Gospel unfolds. The evangelist begins by 

declaring that the first characteristic of ‘the life which is in the Logos’ is 

that it brings ‘light’ to humankind.  

 kai; hJ zwh; h\n to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn. It would be absurd to say 
that this was so before the creation; the meaning of h\n must therefore be 

that the life which came in the Logos was destined to be the light of the 

human race after the creation.  

 But what is the meaning of to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn? By qualifying to;
fw'" with the words tw'n ajnqrwvpwn, the writer makes it clear that he is 
not referring to natural light, as in Gen 1, for in that text the daylight is a 

precondition of life not only for humans, but for beasts and plants as well. 

Equally, he is not speaking of ‘the light of the world’ in the sense which 

that phrase has in Jn 8.12; see the note on oJ kovsmo" at Jn 1.10. The 
primary meaning must therefore be that the life which God has from the 

beginning given to human beings contains a special, and indeed unique, 

kind of enlightenment, namely, the faculty of reason. See Thomas 

Aquinas’s collection of patristic authorities in his Catena aurea 8-9. 

 But there is more to the meaning of to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn than that. 
It is impossible to imagine any Christian steeped in Judaism thinking of 

the coming of Jesus as having been without preparation (cf. Gal 4.4; Heb 

1.1 etc.), and here at the beginning of John’s Gospel, the full sense of the 

words to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn must be interpreted not only in terms of 
the OT concept of that unique kind of ‘life’ which God has given to the 
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human race (as the sentence demands) but also in terms of salvation 

history (which is implied). Heilsgeschichte is the key to this sentence.
27

h\n: ‘The imperfect is the tense of incomplete action, duration and 
continuity’ (MHT III 64). Therefore the life which was in the Logos has 

from the moment of creation been throughout history, polumerw'" kai;
polutrovpw" (Heb 1.1), the source of light for humankind. It was 

through the life-giving Logos that our race was first endowed with the 

primal faculty of reason; and then, as the OT so often teaches (see 

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Sirach and Wisdom), God would enhance this gift 

in all who sincerely sought to do his will, by bestowing upon them the 

gifts of wisdom and prudence. The universalist horizon is particularly 

evident in Sir 24, where the enshrinement of Wisdom in the Torah marks 

the culmination of its descent to this earth, and in those four great 

chapters of the book of Wisdom (6–9), addressed to all the rulers of the 

earth, which discourse upon the folly of preferring any material pros-

perity to the possession of wisdom. Far beyond the frontiers of Israel, as 

well as inside its culture, the Word and Wisdom of God had from the 

beginning been engaged in a praeparatio evangelica. But a still deeper 

meaning is to come. Just as human reason is enhanced by the gifts of 

wisdom and prudence, so wisdom and prudence may in turn be further 

heightened by another gift of the one who first bestowed them.  

 to; fw'": here the presence of the article is significant, for it would 
have been equally easy to write kai; hJ zwh; fw'" h\n tw'n ajnqrwvpwn. The
article indicates that the author is now referring to the most outstanding, 

indeed the unique, source of light for humankind (MHT III 183). The 

second article, too, is significant, for it too could have been omitted (e.g. 

hJ zwh; fw'" h\n ajnqrwvpwn); tw'n ajnqrwvpwn, therefore, must refer to the 
whole human race (see v. 9).  

 The underlying reasoning of vv. 3c-4ab is that the life which was in 

the Logos, being uncreated, is of its nature imperishable.
28

 Therefore, the 

life which comes to the human race through and in and from the Logos 

must contain within itself the possibility, the prospect, the expectation 

and even the sure hope, of one day sharing to the full in some deathless 

life. Hope of this nature will clearly be to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn katÆ 
ejxochvn—the light par excellence for all those who here on earth dwell in 

darkness and in the shadow of death (compare Lk 1.79; Ps 106.10, 14 in 

the LXX, and Isa 9.1; 42.7). This is one of the central ideas in Johannine 

theology.  

5. kai; to; fw'" ejn th/' skotiva/ faivnei. In early Greek, the usual term 
for darkness was oJ skovto", but the alternative to; skovto" became 

27

Pace Bultmann, ‘The history-of-salvation perspective as a whole is lacking in 

John’ (Theology of the New Testament, ETr, II 8). 

28

 The next occurrence of ‘life’ is at 3.15-16, where it is characterized as zwh;
aijwvnio".



18 JOHN 1–4

common in Hellenistic Greek, and the masculine form is nowhere found 

in the LXX or in the NT.
29
 The feminine form skotiva is Hellenistic and, 

by comparison with skovto", rare; see LSJ and TWNT VII 425.  

 skovto" occurs six times in Matthew (4.16; 6.23; 8.12; 22.13; 25.30; 

27.45), four times in Lk (1.79; 11.35; 22.53; 23.44), and once in John 

(3.19). With the possible exception of the three Synoptic references to 

darkness at the crucifixion (Mt 27.45; Mk 15.33; Lk 23.44), its reference 

is always metaphorical. skotiva is found in only two Synoptic texts, Mt 

10.27 and its parallel Lk 12.3, and as a variant reading at Mt 4.16;
30
 it too 

is in all cases used metaphorically.  

 John, by contrast, has a distinct preference for the form skotiva, which 
occurs eight times in his gospel (1.5 [×2]; 6.17; 8.12; 12.35 [×2], 46; 

20.1) and six times in 1 Jn (1.5; 2.8, 9, 11 [×3]). There does not, however, 

seem to be any difference of meaning between the three terms, masculine, 

feminine and neuter, unless we hypothesize that the termination –ia,
which so often represents an abstract noun, justifies one in translating 

skovto" as the dark and skotiva as the darkness, with the latter being 

more pronouncedly metaphorical. Against this, skotiva is in Jn 6.17 
indubitably, and in Jn 20.1 almost certainly, literal. In any case, John’s 

theology would have been no different had he written to; skovto" rather 
than hJ skotiva, in accordance with the general usage of the LXX and of 
the other NT writers.

31

 In religious literature the use of the term ‘darkness’ is almost certain to 

be metaphorical. It refers not to the absence of physical light, but rather to 

that ‘encircling gloom’ of doubt or depression, of uncertainty or despair, 

where it would be a grace to see but one step ahead (cf. Ps 119.105).
32

Similarly, LSJ records that in the Iliad, oJ skovto" always refers to the 
darkness of death, mostly in the phrase to;n de; skovto" o[sse kavluyen
(Il. 4.461 etc.), but also in lines such as stugero;" d''Æ a[ra min skovto" 
ei\len (Il. 5.47; 13.672). Again, the texts from Qumran about the struggle 
between the Prince of Light and the Angel of Darkness (1QS III 20-26), 

or between the children of light and the children of darkness (1QS I 9-10; 

II 16-17; III 24-25), serve to illustrate the currency of this metaphor in the 

religious literature of the age.  

29
 It would be rather pedantic to object that the anarthrous nominatives in Mt 27.45, 

Mk 15.33e and Lk 23.44 could in theory be masculine. 

30
 NA

26
 cites for skotia a

1
 B D W; Or

pt
; for skotei, a* C L Q f 1 13 å; Or

pt
. NA

27

prints skotei as the text, skotia as a variant. 
31
 HR lists only three instances of skotiva in the LXX (Job 28.3; Mic 3.6; Isa 16.3); 

there are more than 100 instances of skovto". All the NT occurrences of skotiva are 
listed above—two in the Synoptics and 14 in John and 1 John; there are 18 examples of 

skovto" in addition to the 12 instances in the gospels enumerated in the preceding 

paragraph.  

32
 Cf. Conzelmann in TWNT VII 425.  
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 In the OT, darkness is one of the constituent elements of the initial 

chaos (Gen 1.2) which is not annihilated, but brought under control by 

God and turned into a useful and subordinate part of his creation (Gen 1); 

indeed, the darkness serves to reveal God’s glory (Gen 15; Pss 8; 19). 

Furthermore, even though it is regularly seen as a source of danger and a 

cause of disaster, these things too may serve God’s purposes, as at the 

Exodus. The realm of darkness too is subject to God’s will, because he is 

its creator (Ps 139.11-12), as the Community Rule of Qumran stresses: ‘It 

is He [the God of Israel] who created the spirits of Light and darkness… 

And he loves the one everlastingly and delights in his works for ever; but 

the counsel of the other he loathes and for ever hates its ways’ (1QS III 

25–IV 1).
33

 skovto" and skotiva can, of course, also be used with reference to 

blindness, and in particular of the mental incapacity to see what is in fact 

before one’s eyes. This too qualifies as ‘darkness’, and the meaning of 

skotiva in Jn 1.5 is that human existence is lived out in a world of deep 
darkness, a place without hope, until the uncreated light of eternal life in 

the Logos begins to shine into and through that darkness, just as the 

creation of physical light in the beginning initiated the ordering of the 

universe and the beginning of life on earth (Gen 1.3). skotiva should 

therefore not be taken to refer directly either to those who are unbeliev-

ers, or to spiritual powers that rule in this present world (Eph 6.12), but to 

the cultural climate, the godless atmosphere, in which those who believe 

in God are so often called to live out their lives.  

 This is the first mention of the contrast between light and darkness in 

the Fourth Gospel, and two statements are made. faivnei: the close 
parallel in 1 Jn 2.8 (hJ skotiva paravgetai kai; to; fw'" to; ajlhqino;n h[dh
faivnei) is there certainly intended to refer to the age in which the writer 
is living (paravgetai, h[dh), but neither there nor here in Jn 1.5 is there 
any reason to restrict the meaning of the verb to one particular era. The 

light is perpetually shining, just as the darkness always remains. ejn th'/
skotiva/: the writer had available a wide choice of prepositions. He could, 
like Paul in 2 Cor 4.6, have written that light shone out of darkness, or 

have used ejpiv with the accusative, genitive or dative, implying that the 
light shone into or over or upon the darkness, thus clearly affirming that 

the darkness was overwhelmed and dispelled. By writing not ejpiv but ejn,
he stresses that the darkness remains, undispelled by the light. By the 

placing of faivnei at the end of the clause, and the studied choice of the 
present tense, the superior power of the light is quietly affirmed. 

 kai; hJ skotiva aujto; ouj katevlaben. Pace Turner (MHT III 73), ouj
katevlaben can only with difficulty be termed a gnomic aorist, since, 

though it expresses a repeated fact, the fact is not an axiom (compare 

BDF 333 [2]). The verb can mean either has not overpowered, over-

whelmed it (so most Greek commentators since Origen, and many 

33

 Translation by G. Vermes in DSSE, 3rd ed., 65. 
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modern writers
34

), or has not understood, has not grasped, has not 

embraced it. The Latin versions’ tenebrae eam non comprehenderunt is 

ambiguous enough to be patient of both meanings, and perhaps indicates 

that both meanings were thought to have been intended by the writer, as 

several modern scholars (notably Barrett) affirm. The darkness was not 

able to master it (Knox) and has never mastered it (NEB = REB) seek to 

catch the double meaning that the darkness ‘has neither extinguished the 

light nor understood it’. The translation given above is but a variation of 

this: and the darkness has never become master of it

 So the opening paragraph of the Gospel ends. The conflict between the 

light-bearing life-giving Logos (cf. 8.12; 11) and the powers of darkness 

will be one of the principal themes of the Fourth Gospel. 

34

 And also (if it is a quotation or a true parallel) the lines in the Odes of Solomon

18.6a: ‘Let not light be conquered by darkness…’ (translation by J. H. Charlesworth in 

OTP II 751). 



B. JOHN AS WITNESS TO THE LIGHT (1.6-8) 

Without warning, both the scene and the subject-matter change, and the 

reader is thrust into the world of time. With no connecting particle, the 

break in the train of thought is so abrupt that several modern scholars 

judge that v. 6 may have been the original opening of the Gospel, before 

the Prologue was added.
1

 The only link with v. 5 is the theme of light: a 

man was sent from God to testify about the light that was shining in the 

darkness. Schnackenburg writes that the evangelist introduces the Baptist 

here precisely because of the key-word ‘light’, ‘which is his favourite 

image for the work of the incarnate Son of God’, and suggests, because of 

v. 8, ‘that the disciples of the Baptist outside the Christian Church 

claimed this title for their master (cf. also 5.35)’.  

6
There was a man sent from God—his name was John. 

7
He came for testi-

mony, to bear witness to the light, that through him, all might believe. 
8
He

was not himself the light, but came to bear witness to the light.
2

6. The paratactical structure, common in Semitic languages, is also quite 

acceptable as Greek, and provides no positive ground for postulating that 

the sentence must be a translation from Aramaic or Hebrew.
3

 ÆEgevneto a[nqrwpo".Mark too introduces the Baptist into the gospel 

story with the word ejgevneto (1.5), which may be there translated, 
without any emphasis, as There came, There appeared, or even There 

was once…. John’s use of the same word at this point is more significant. 

His Gospel opens (Jn 1.1-2) with the imperfect tense h\n, describing what 
was before creation, and then, in v. 3, changes over to the aorist ejgevneto,
when it begins to speak of the time-conditioned work of creation, and of 

history. Similarly, here in v. 6, the use of the aorist ejgevneto in preference 
to h\n signals that the story is moving into historical time,4 and ‘clearly 
refers not to this man’s coming into existence, but to the mission itself’ 

(Chrysostom). The choice of a[nqrwpo" over ajnhvr is not significant, for 
with the possible exception of 1.30, John uses ajnhvr only when he wishes 
to refer to a husband or a male.  

 Furthermore, the combination of the two words ejgevneto a[nqrwpo" is

almost certainly intended to suggest that the story now beginning marks a 

1

 See Excursus I, ‘The Structure of the Prologue’. 

2

 The lines are here arranged to indicate that they are not part of the hymn. 

3

 Contra Burney, Torrey et al. 

4

 So, most emphatically, Cyril of Alexandria (I 7, 61bc); and also Aquinas fn. 109: 

erat was used when speaking de aeternis, fuit is now used de temporalibus.
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momentous step forward in the salvation history of the human race. It is 

probably purely by accident that this exact verbal combination occurs 

nowhere in the LXX, but the two words clearly echo the LXX renderings 

of the Hebrew vyai yhiyÒw" [wayÂhi <iš] as kai; ejgevneto ajnhvr (Judg 13.2 A, of 
Manoah; father of Samson, and 17.1 AB, of Micah), or kai; h\n ajnhvr
(Judg 13.2 B) or ÒAnqrwpo" h\n (1 Kgdms 1.1, of Elkanah, father of 
Samuel). Each of these texts introduces a new figure into the narrative, 

first by stating his tribe or homeland, and then by identifying him in the 

words kai; o[noma aujtw'/; similar constructions occur in 1 Kgdms 25.2-3; 
2 Kgdms 9.2 and Esth 2.5. So also Lk 1.5 tells of the parentage, profes-

sion and tribe of the Baptist, in order to link his birth with the Temple and 

the ancient hopes of Israel (1.5-25, 68-79). Our lemma is essentially 

different. It says nothing about ancestry, profession or homeland; in this 

Gospel, it is enough that he is sent directly ‘from God’. 

 ajpestalmevno" para; qeou'. The periphrastic construction, in 
preference to ajpestavlh, has two advantages. First, the choice of the verb 
ejgevneto is a reminder that both the existence of the Baptist and his 
mission are to be counted among ‘all those things that came into being 

and into history’ (1.3) only through the pre-existent Word (cf. 1.15, 30). 

Secondly, the perfect participle passive, ajpestalmevno", places the stress 
on the abiding quality in the envoy rather than on the once-for-all fact of 

the mission. ‘There was a man sent from God’ rather than ‘A man was 

sent from God’. In Classical Greek, the verb ajpostevllw is generally 
more emphatic than stevllw or pevmpw, and is often used to denote the 
commissioning of a representative to discharge a particular task; this 

usage is even more widespread in Hellenistic Greek (TWNT I 397), where 

in legal contexts this verb underlines the fact that the person so com-

missioned is in truth duly authorized. Indeed, in religious contexts it was 

sometimes used almost as a technical expression to denote the pleni-

potentiary delegate of a divine being. Thus Epictetus writes that ‘the one 

who is in truth a Cynic…should know that he is sent as a messenger from 

God’ (to;n tai'" ajlhqeivai" Kuniko;n…eijdevnai dei' o{ti a[ggelo" ajpo;
tou' Dio;" ajpevstaltai).5 Irenaeus states that Menander, a disciple of 

Simon Magus, ‘made himself out to be the saviour sent down from invisi-

ble (worlds?) for the salvation of humankind’,
6

 and Philo writes that 

Jacob’s son Joseph, addressing his brothers, ‘declared that he had not 

received his commission at the hands of men, but had been appointed by 

God (mh; pro;" ajnqrwvpwn ajpestavlqai uJpo; de; tou' qeou' keceiro-
tonh'sqai)’.7

5

 Dissertations III 22,23.  

6

 I 23,5 = SC I 320, where the Latin reads ‘se autem eum esse qui missus sit ab 

invisibilibus Salvatorem’. Compare Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. III 26, 1, where a rather 

different text uses ajpestalmevno".
7

Migr. Abraham 22, as translated in Loeb Philo IV 145. All the references in the 

paragraph above come from K. H. Rengstorf in I 397-99, where further detail may be 

found.  
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 In the LXX, where it occurs over 700 times, ajpostevllw is for all 

practical purposes the equivalent of the Hebrew jlv [šl!], and, like that 
verb, in the overwhelming majority of cases it means to entrust, to 

charge, or to commission someone with a message or task. All the 

emphasis is on the authority of the sender, to whom the person of the 

envoy is wholly subordinate, and consequently on the respect due to his 

delegate. This stands out starkly in the sending of Isaiah (Isa 6.8) of 

Jeremiah (Jer 1.7) and of Ezekiel (Ezek 2.3). In each case there is also in 

the recipient the consciousness of a divine mission, and an obedient 

acceptance of the prophetic role, however arduous it may prove (TWNT I 

399). ajpostevllw carries the same connotations over into the NT, stress-
ing the commissioning, the task involved and the empowering authority 

behind the mission. Here, then, in Jn 1.6, the sense of ajpestalmevno" is
that there was a man duly commissioned and charged with a particular 

task, by the authority of God. Note also that though this Gospel uses the 

noun ‘apostle’ only once (13.16), the use of the verb here may point to 

another all-embracing inclusio spanning the entire Gospel, with John 

being sent (ajpestalmevno") at the beginning to present Jesus to Israel 
(cf. 1.31), and the Eleven being sent out at the end (kaqw;" ajpevstalkevn
me oJ pathvr, kajgw; pevmpw uJma'"),8 to present the message of salvation to 
the whole world (20.21).

9

 In para; qeou', the choice of parav rather than uJpov calls for the 
translation from as distinct from by, indicating the envoy’s origin rather 

than his commissioner: in the LXX, parav renders perfectly the pre-
position taeme (de chez, cf. Abel, Grammaire §50 f, and BDB 86 4).
Further, the omission of the definite article before qeou' may well indicate 
that the commissioning of this envoy was not restricted to the one 

described in 1.1 as oJ qeov", but can be predicated also of that Logos–
Theos through whom all things came to pass (cf. 1.3). Thus we can say 

that the man was not merely sent ajpo; tou' qeou' or uJpo; tou' qeou', but 
also dia; tou' lovgou, and one may also suggest that para; qeou' was inten-
tionally chosen in order to embrace all three meanings.

10

 The authority 

8

 For the difference between ajpostevllw and pevmpw in the NT, see below on Jn 1.33 
(and TWNT I 403-405). 

9

 Origen II 29-31, nn. 180-88, prefers to explain the word ‘sent’ in Jn 1.31 by 

appealing to the doctrine of the pre-existence of souls. It would account for the Baptist’s 

pre-natal holiness (Lk 1.44); indeed, he might have been more than human—an angel 

(Mal 3.1 = Lk 7.27), similar to the angel described in the Prayer of Joseph. (For the latter, 

see OTP II 713-14, with an Introduction by J. Z. Smith on 699-712.) Cyril of Alexandria, 

without naming Origen, denounces this ‘widely circulated tale’, and asserts that it was to 

counter this misinterpretation that the evangelist wrote a[nqrwpo" (I 7, 61cd).  
10

 This interpretation may underlie the reading para kuriou in D*, which in a 
Christian MS probably refers to the Word before the Incarnation. It is not, however, a 

true variant reading, for it is nowhere else attested, and is corrected in D itself by the 

simple alteration of the initial kappa to theta (i.e. from KÑUÑ to QÑUÑ).
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behind the message is not human, but divine.
11
 See further the comment 

on 5.34a. 

 o[noma aujtw'/ ÆIwavnnh". The construction, with ellipsis of the verb, is 
typically Semitic,

12
 and as it here introduces John, so in 3.1 it introduces 

Nicodemus (contrast 18.10, with a verb). But whereas in 3.1 Nicodemus 

is there described, ‘John’ is here considered sufficient for identification. 

This name occurs 18 times in the Fourth Gospel, and, by contrast with the 

Synoptics, always stands without patronymic or epithet; on every 

occasion it denotes the Baptist. Clearly, the readers know to whom the 

name John refers, and the next step must be to state what his task is. 

7. The resumptive pronoun ou|to", more emphatic than aujtov", means 
this one, the one just mentioned (cf. BDF 290). It is difficult, probably 

impossible, to translate these nuances into English. h\lqen: he who had, 
by God’s election and free initiative, been ‘sent from God’, came

obviously ‘from God’, in the sense described in the comments on v. 6 

under para; qeou'. ‘With this sentence, the place of the Baptist in salva-

tion history is at once established’.
13
 We are not yet told when, or from 

where he came, only why, and his task (i.e. God’s purpose in sending this 

envoy) is described in three ever more precise expressions.  

 First, John came, in a general sense, eij" marturivan, that is, in order 
to testify, to bear witness. marturiva here carries its primary, legal, 

meaning of testifying, of bearing witness to the true state of affairs 

because one has fuller knowledge than others. Ordinarily, testimony is 

given ‘before a tribunal which has to give judgment on the matter, and 

this judgment must be based on the statement of the witness; on the other 

hand, the witness is in duty bound to make his statement, and in so doing 

commits himself to what he says’.
14
 The Fourth Gospel frequently uses 

the vocabulary of litigation, reminding its reader especially of bearing 

witness (marturiva, 14 times; marturei'n 33 times) and of judgment 

(krivnein, 19 times; krivsi", 11 times). John will be the first witness, both 
in the gospel-book (1.15) and in the story (1.32, 24; 3.26, 28); he is also 

the first witness invoked in what we may call the (unofficial) trial of 

11
 ‘Si quis obiiciat, nimis infirmum esse testimonium hominis, ut Christus probetur 

esse filius Dei: hic quoque in promptu est solutio, non citari Baptistam quasi privatum 

testem, sed qui divina auctoritate praeditus, angeli magis quam hominis personam 

substineat’ (Calvin).  

12
 It is not a solecism in Greek. a* D* W

supp
 syr

c

 insert hn before onoma, but it is 
deleted in a and ‘pointed out’ in D; and syrc is notoriously pleonastic. Likewise, the cui 

nomen erat of the Latin versions is nothing more than an elegant rendering, not a witness 

to a different Greek text. So also, when Origen on one occasion writes w/| o[noma 
ÆIwavnnh" (II 37 fn. 225, in SC I 362), the reconstruction is there recommended by the 

shape of his sentence; elsewhere he reads o. a. I. (e.g. XXXII 17, in Brooke II 180 line 
6; and Fragment 49 on 264).  

13
 ‘Mit diesem Satz ist zugleich der heilsgeschichtliche Ort festgestellt, den der 

Täufer einnimmt’ (Johannes Schneider in TWNT II 669
10-11

).  

14
 Bultmann ETr 50-51 fn. 5.  
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Jesus in Jerusalem, spanning chs. 5–10 (see 5.33-36a). Apart from one 

passing reference in the story of the woman of Samaria (4.39), he alone 

‘bears witness to Jesus’ during the earthly ministry,
15

 and in fact he does 

nothing else. In this Fourth Gospel, there is not a hint of the comminatory 

preaching attributed to him in the Synoptics, no reference to his attracting 

great crowds seeking baptism for the forgiveness of sins, much less to his 

baptizing Jesus (see on 1.32-34). John was indeed sent from God, but his 

sole task was to be a witness in the Great Trial in which Jesus was 

arraigned before an earthly tribunal, and humanity thereby arraigned 

before God.  

 Secondly, the Baptist’s testimony was to be directed to one specific 

topic: i{na marturhvsh/ peri; tou' fwtov". The wording here repays 
close examination. marturei'n periv is normal usage both in Classical 
and in Hellenistic Greek,

16

 and is a particular favourite in this Gospel for 

to testify concerning, with reference to. The complete list is: Jn 1.7, 8, 15; 

2.25; 5.31, 32ab, 36, 37, 39; 7.7; 8.13, 14, 18ab; 10.25; 15.26[; 18.23]; 

21.24, cf. 1 Jn 5.9, 10, and the phrase is found nowhere else in the NT. 

John probably prefers this construction to marturei'n with the dative 
(which occurs in 3.26; 5.33; 18.37) because it avoids any ambiguity: the 

Baptist did not come to bear witness to the light, but to others (including 

the readers). He was to bear witness peri; tou' fwtov", that is, about the 
light which was shining in the darkness, and which the darkness had not 

understood (1.4-5). Origen asks why John did not bear witness about 

Life, or about the Logos, or about some other title of Christ, and answers 

that what the people that dwelt in darkness most urgently needed was 

Light.
17

 It is worth mentioning also that whereas in 4b, 5a and 9a, the 

Latin versions translate to; fw'" as lux, in 7b and 8b, they read ut testi-

monium perhiberet de lumine. The Latin lumen is used primarily of the 

physical source from which light proceeds, and consequently comes to 

denote also the illumination; lux refers primarily to the ambient 

brightness which enables us to see, and only secondarily to the source. 

The Latin versions thus distinguish very precisely between Jesus as the 

bodily source from which light proceeds here on earth (lumen), to which 

the Baptist bears witness (7b, 8b), and the pre-existent Word as the 

source of that enlightenment (lux) which dispels spiritual darkness: 

compare the hymn O nata lux de lumine. Though the distinction cannot 

claim any foundation in Greek lexicography, it is an important indicator 

of the interpretation customary in the Latin Churches. For further detail 

on the witness borne by John, see below on 1.15.  

15

 All other texts about bearing witness to Jesus concern the post-Resurrection age: 

15.26 (the Holy Spirit), 27 (the disciples); 19.25 and 21.24 (the disciple whom Jesus 

loved).  

16

 BDAG s.v. marturevw 1.a, citing Josephus, Vita 259 (‘they bore testimony about 

my past conduct’) and Apion I 217. 

17

 II fn. 226 = SC II 362. 
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 Thirdly, the ultimate purpose of the Baptist’s divine mission and of his 

witnessing was i{na pavnte" pisteuvswsin. To whom does pavnte" 
refer? Obviously, to all those who physically heard the Baptist preaching; 

almost as certainly, to those who heard his message at second- or third-

hand; and therefore, to all whom his message was to reach in future time, 

for to John there applied, even before the death of Jesus, the principle 

stated in Heb 11.4: ‘he, being dead, still speaks’ (cf. Zahn 64), as Jesus 

himself averred (Jn 5.35). pisteuvswsin: that all these ‘might come to 
believe’ (an inceptive aorist), though we are not yet told in what, or in 

whom (see below on 1.13). The evangelist ‘sees all faith as a response to 

testimony… Nowhere do the concepts of marturei'n and marturiva stand 
out so strongly as in the fourth Gospel’ (Schnackenburg ETr 251), and 

the divinely willed response to such witness (i{na) is faith. 
diÆ aujtou': this apparently simple phrase is far from clear. The 

preposition itself can be used for anything from the bearer of a letter (e.g. 

Ignatius, Rom. 10.1; Philad. 11.2; Smyrn. 12.1) to a plenipotentiary agent, 

even in creation (Jn 1.3, 10; 1 Cor 8.6; Col 1.16): see BDAG. diav,
therefore, does not specify the precise role of the Baptist in bringing 

everyone to believe; it merely intimates that this role was, in God’s plan, 

that of a subordinate agent. And even so, the phrase remains ambiguous. 

Does diÆ aujtou' mean that all might come to believe through John’s 
witness, or through the Light, or through the Logos that is in 1.9 identi-

fied with the Light ? Grammatically, any one of these interpretations is 

possible. In favour of the first is the fact that there is no other instance in 

Johannine writings which speaks of believing through the Logos, or 

through the Light, and that diav can be used for a subordinate agent of 
God, as in 1.17, ‘The law was given through Moses’. In favour of the 

second (or third) is the fact that in this Prologue, with the exception of the 

unemphatic and parenthetic phrase o[noma aujtw'// ÆIwavnnh", the pronoun 
aujtov" is everywhere used only for the Logos, the Light etc., and that it 

seems unlikely that the evangelist would say that ‘all’ were, in the divine 

Providence, intended to believe through the Baptist, when he stresses so 

firmly that the role of the latter was subordinate to that of Jesus. The first 

interpretation, taking diÆ aujtou' to refer to the Baptist, is almost univer-
sally accepted, but Abbott, who discusses this text at length (JG 2301-

304), defends the alternative vigorously, with several additional argu-

ments. Haenchen also dissents.  

8. oujk h\n ejkei'no", that is, ‘the one previously mentioned’ (BDF 291 
[3]), was not the light, to; fw'". Cyril remarks that the article indicates 

that John was not the one light, though he, like all the saints, can 

assuredly be called both a light (Mt 5.14), and a lamp (Jn 5.35).  

ajllÆ i{na marturhvsh/ peri; tou' fwtov". Other occurrences of ajllÆ 
i{na used elliptically are to be found in 9.3; 13.18; 15.25 and 1 Jn 2.9 
(BDF 448 [7]); the meaning is ‘but on the contrary’, with the main verb 

mentally supplied. Though many ask whether this verse is not redundant, 
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its clear implication is that at the time the Gospel was published, some 

people did think that John was the light come into the world. The idea is 

far from absurd, for, as Chrysostom points out, ‘as a general rule, the 

witness is greater than the one for whom he testifies, and more worthy of 

trust’ (VI 69-70). The first clause (8a: oujk h\n ktl.) is therefore necessary 
to preclude this misapprehension among uninitiated readers, and the 

second (ajllÆ i{na ktl.) consequently advisable, in order to make a 

smooth transition from v. 7 to v. 9. Without 8a, 9 would read as an asser-

tion that John was the one true light. 



C. THE COMING OF THE LIGHT 

INTO THE WORLD (1.9-13) 

After vv. 6-8, marked off by the introductory ejgenveto, the reappearance 
of h\n returns the reader to the theme of 1.4-5, about the light that was in 

the Logos. Many would say that here the pre-Gospel Logos-Hymn 

resumes, though some prefer to attach v. 9 to the previous section and to 

place the recommencement of the Hymn at v. 10. The view taken here is 

that v. 9 is not part of a pre-Gospel Logos-Hymn but that it is more 

logical to place it in this section than in the preceding one, about the role 

of the Baptist.  

9ab The Word was the true light | that enlightens every one 

9c coming into the world.  

10a It was in the world,  

10b and it was through it that the world had come into being, 

10c yet the world did not recognize it.  

11a It came to what was its own, 

11b yet its own did not welcome it.  

12a But to all who did welcome it,  

12b it gave power to become children of God, 

12c to those who believe in its name.  

13a It was not through the union of blood-streams,  

13b nor through any carnal desire, 

13c nor through the desire of a husband,  

13d that they were begotten,  

13e but from God 

9a.  \Hn to; fw'" to; ajlhqinovn. The first point is that the Life which 
was, before creation, in the Word (1.4) was (h\n, not ejgevneto) even then 
to; fw'" to; ajlhqinovn. The use of the double, postpositive, article 

signifies a certain emphasis and, though the clause could be rendered as 

‘That was’ (AV = KJV) or ‘There was’ (RV) the true light,
1

 perhaps the 

best englishing is ‘It was the true light’, with a slight, and equal, vocal 

stress, when speaking aloud, both on the article and on the adjective. The 

usage is self-evidently metaphorical, but neither the nature of this light 

nor the manner of its operation are here described. The Greek states only 

that it is the light par excellence. 

1

 Or even: ‘The light was the true one’, though it is pedantry to mention the fact, 

since no one proposes this version.  
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 ajlhqinovn. The adjectives ajlhqhv" and ajlhqinov", though close, and 
sometimes even identical, in meaning, are not completely synonymous: 

see JV 1797, TWNT I 249-51 (Bultmann) and BDAG for details.  

  In Classical Greek, ajlhvqeia means truth as opposed to lies (its only 
meaning in Homer), and therefore comes to mean (later, after Homer) 

truth as opposed to mere appearances. Eventually, there is a confluence 

of the two connotations in the notion of truthfulness, sincerity, honesty,

though LSJ gives no examples of this meaning before the fifth century 

B.C. The same development occurs with the cognate ajlhqhv": in Homer it 
means true as distinct from false, and later, from the fifth century, real as 

distinct from apparent, that is, genuine. ajlhqinov" is not attested until 

around 400 B.C., when it is found in Plato and Xenophon, but from its 

earliest usage it means, when applied to persons, truthful and trustworthy

or, when used of things, real and genuine (see LSJ for the evidence).  

 Etymologically, ajlhvqeia originates from the prefixing of an a–
privativum to the verb lanqavnw/lhvqw, so that its root meaning is ‘that 
which is not hidden, that which is not veiled’. It was therefore an ideal 

term waiting to be adopted in the Golden Age of Greek philosophy to 

denote that which is discovered by natural reasoning; and it was even 

more fittingly applied to those humanly undiscoverable secrets (in Greek, 

ta; musthvria) which are disclosed only by the gracious gift of God. 
Hence it has always been a favourite term among the adherents of a 

revealed religion, not least in the Greek mystery-religions, and in 

Gnosticism.
2

 In Greek-speaking Judaism, however, ajlhvqeia and its word-group 
underwent a subtle but profound refinement. ajlhvqeia itself occurs about 
190 times in the LXX.

3

 On 107 occasions it translates a Hebrew or an 

Aramaic word; on 97 of them that word is a cognate of tma (<mt), 
meaning truth, fidelity; on only ten occasions does it represent some other 

Semitic word (see HR). ajlhqhv" occurs about 25 times, 16 of them being 
translations of Hebrew or Aramaic; of these 16 instances, seven render 

the Hebrew noun tma (<mt), and three the verb @wk (kwn) in the Niphal, 
where it means standing firm, steadfast.

4

 In the LXX, ajlhqhv" is applied 
to God only three times, once at Esth 1.20 (only in Codex A; a gloss 

perhaps?), and twice in the Wisdom of Solomon, at 12.27; 15.1. By 

contrast, its near-neighbour ajlhqinov" is freely predicated of God (Exod 

 
2

 BDAG s.v. ajlhvqeia gives many examples, biblical and extra-biblical, of the word’s 

being used for ‘the content of Christianity as the absolute truth’.  

 
3

 In citing word-counts, especially from the LXX, ‘around’ or ‘about’ are regularly 

used because of the variations in the different editions of the text. All statistics about the 

LXX are based on HR. 

 
4

 The remainder translate: (1) !kj (!km) wise, in Job 17.10; (2) qydx ("dyq) true, 
correct, in Isa 41.6; (3) fvq (qš#) true, in Prov 22.21 and truly, in Dan 2.47 LXX; (4) 
hyvwt (tušiyyāh) from √ hvy yšh) in Job 5.12. meaning abiding success; (5) br (rb) 
extensive (?) in Esth 1.20 (only in A); (6) bwf (#yb) good, in Isa 65.2 (only in Codex Sin., 
lectio prima, subsequently corrected).  
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34.6; Num 14.18; Pss 86[85].15; 103[102].8 etc.), of his words (2 Kgdms 

7.28; cf. 3 Kgdms 17.24), of his works (Deut 32.4; Dan 3.27; 4.34) and of 

his judgments (Ps 19[18].9; Dan 3.27, 31; Tob 3.2, 5). Furthermore, 

ajlhqinov" occurs twice as frequently as ajlhqhv", about 50 times, of which 
34 are translation, where it does duty for nine etymologically different 

words; but of these 34, twelve render the Hebrew tma (<mt), or its root
@ma (<mn), and a further six, all in Job, represent the root rvy (yšr)
meaning honest, virtuous, upright. The other seven Semitic roots too are 

associated more with moral integrity than with the factual accuracy of 

affirmations or judgments.
5

 Thus both ajlhqhv" and ajlhqinov" display in the LXX a strong measure 

of the Hebrew content of tma (<mt), that is, of faithfulness and reliability,
of being true to one’s promise, true to one’s word. Classical Greece 

would on the whole have expressed this concept by the word-group 

pivsti" (see LSJ), not ajlhvqeia, but the introduction of this Hebrew 
element of faithfulness into the lexicon of Greek religion was profoundly 

to alter the balance of meaning in the word-group ajlhvqeia. In Judaism, 
to say that God was ajlhqhv" or (more usually) ajlhqinov" was not so 
much an assertion that his sayings were free from error, as an affirmation 

that he is ever faithful, always true to his word. This harmonizes well 

with the proposal previously mentioned on Jn 1.1a, namely, that the 

primary sense of Logos is equivalent to the Memra, the very embodiment 

of God’s everlastingly protective Presence (sein ewiges Dasein) as 

disclosed and affirmed in Exod 3.15 (see pp. 8-9).  

 It is astonishing, therefore, to discover, when we turn to the Gospels, 

that ‘“Truth”, in the Synoptics, occurs only in the phrase “in truth” (Mk 

12.14, 32; Mt 22.16; Lk 4.25; 20.21; 22.59: ejpÆ ajlhvqeia", except in Mt 

22.16 [ejn aj.]) and in Mk 5.33 “told him all the truth”. As an attribute of 

God, or a subject of Christ’s teaching, it is non-existent in the Three 

Gospels’ (JV 1727m). Likewise, ajlhqhv" is found only in Mt 22.16 = Mk 

12.14 (‘We know that you are true’)‚ never in Luke; and ajlhqinov", never 
in Matthew or Mark, and only once in Luke (16.11). In John, by contrast, 

ajlhvqeia occurs 25 times (plus 20 times in 1, 2 and 3 John), ajlhqhv" 14

times, ajlhqinov" nine times (plus four in 1 Jn 2.8 and 3.20 [×3]), and ten 
times in Revelations). John is evidently writing out of a different world 

from that of the Synoptics, or for a different readership, or both. In the 

Gospels, the word-group ajlhvqeia is one of his most wide-ranging 

personal trade-marks. 

5

 The roots are: (1) tma (<émµt) or @ma (<mn) meaning steadfast; (2) rvy,, (yšr) upright,
in Job 1.8; 2.3; 4.7; 6.25; 8.6; 17.8; (3) yqn (nqy) guiltless, blameless, once, in Job 27.17; 
(4) !lv (šlm)   meaning correct or perfect, twice, in Deut 25.15, 25, of weights and 

measures; (5) !t (tm) meaning of utter integrity, twice, in Deut 32.4 and Job 1.1; (6) fvq
(qš!: Aramaic) true, i.e. in conformity with promises, once, in Dan 4.34 Theod. (7) bxy
(y"b: Aramaic) irrevocable, unalterable, once, in Dan 6.12 [13] Theod. (8) !tv
(štm) clearsighted, discerning, twice, in Balaam’s prophecy, Num 24.3, 15; (9) bwf (!yb)
good, once, in Isa 65.2.  
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 The various connotations of the noun ajlhvqeia will be investigated at 
each of its occurrences in the gospel text (the next one is at Jn 1.14e). For 

the present, it is enough to explain the differences, in John, between 

ajlhqhv" and ajlhqinov". With the exception of the two occurrences in Jn 

6.55 (see the notes in loco), ajlhqhv" always means truthful, veracious,
trustworthy in testimony; in this sense it occurs six times with marturiva
(5.31, 32; 8.13, 14, 17; 21.24), three times with a verb of saying in a con-

text of testimony (4.18; 10.41; 19.35), and three times with reference to 

God (3.33), or to Jesus (7.18), and in the phrase ‘He who sent me’ (8.26). 

It will be observed that eight of these twelve references occur in chs. 5–

10, in the course of ‘the trial’ in Jerusalem (see on 1.7, pp. 24-25).  

 ajlhqinov" is different. It appears side by side with marturiva only in 
19.35, but Abbott argues that not even here does ajlhqinov" mean merely 

veracious; it affirms also that the testimony is founded on fact. In 4.33 the 

word denotes authentic, as distinct from merely outwardly observant, 

worshippers; in 4.37 it refers to the true sense of a misunderstood proverb 

(see JV 1727i, and in loco). In 6.32 it points to that which is (though this 

is not at all apparent) the true bread; and in 8.16 it indicates the right

judgment (though here too this fact is not evident to those there 

addressed). In 7.28 it refers to the one who in truth sent Jesus, and in 17.3 

to the one true God. In all these texts, ajlhqinov" points to something 

which is not at first glance, and not obviously or evidently, that which is 

sought after; but it is in the Fourth Gospel a literary marker, identifying 

that which will, in the end, prove the only real and genuine object of our 

knowledge or desiring. Where the definite article is repeated, and post-

positive, as here in 1.9, the emphasis is strong, as in 6.32 and 15.1.  

 Bultmann has argued that in Hellenism, ajlhqinov", when used of 
divine things, means that which alone ‘truly is’, the Eternal (das einzige 

wirklich Seiende, das Ewige); and that, correspondingly, when the word 

is used to refer to human affairs, it ascribes to them a more than earthly 

character because they reveal, or are in contact with, the divine.
6

 This 

accords well with the ending of the preceding paragraph.  

 In brief, to; fw'" to; ajlhqinovn denotes that qualitatively unique7

 light 

which is, though not evidently so to all, real, authentic and genuine. As 

6

TWNT I 250-51. He cites in support Philo, the Corpus Hermeticum, and (naturally) 

Heb 8.2 (ajlhqinh; skhnhv) and 9.24 (ajntivtupa tw'n ajlhqinw'n). (1) Philo writes in Leg. 
All. I 32 [on Gen 2.7]: ‘This earthlike mind is in reality also corruptible, were God not to 

breathe into it a power of real life (duvnamin ajlhqinh'" zwh")’, by endowing it with 
‘divine breath’, the nature of which Philo explains at length in 33-42 (Loeb I 166-75). 

Again, in Vita Mos. I 289 [on Num 24.2-5]: ‘Thus saith the man who truly sees (oJ
ajlhqinw'" oJrw'n), who in slumber saw the clear vision of God with the unsleeping eyes of 

the soul’ (Loeb VI 427). (2) CH I 30 reads ‘The closing of my eyes became a veritable 

vision (ajlhqinh; o{rasi")’, and XIII 2 speaks of rebirth through silent contemplation as 

the ajlhqinovn ajgaqovn.
7

 Schnackenburg I 254: ajlhqinovn ‘can mean in Hellenism simply the divine being as 

qualitatively unique in its incomparable excellence’.  
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such, the phrase is the ideal expression to remind the readers that this 

light has been from the first shining in the darkness, unrecognized (1.5), 

and to prepare them for the next clause affirming its universal relevance, 

and for the verses following, which will speak of its rejection and 

recognition (1.10-13).  

9b. o} fwtivzei. The verb, not attested before Aristotle, was, to begin 
with, used only of physical light, at first intransitively (to shine), later 

also transitively, usually of a heavenly light which illuminates an object. 

The earliest examples cited for its metaphorical sense to enlighten come 

from the LXX; and thereafter it becomes common in Greek religious 

literature.
8

 This the only time this verb is used in John; it marks the last 

reference to light in the Prologue. The next mention of light is in 3.19-21, 

a hymn about the acceptance or rejection of the light, just after the 

discussion with Nicodemus. 

 pavnta a[nqrwpon. (1) T. F. Glasson has suggested that the phrase 
could perhaps be understood of a prenatal enlightenment, to which there 

are parallels in rabbinic texts, and in 4 Esd 7.21; and even in the idea of 

sin before birth (cf. Jn 9.2).
9

 (2) Origen’s commentary is unfortunately 

lost, at this very point; he might have had some interesting comments 

about the incarnation of souls.
10

 (3) Many ask how it can be that, if the 

Logos enlightens everyone, some remain unenlightened. Chrysostom 

answers: ‘If some wilfully close the eyes of their minds, and do not wish 

to receive the rays of this light, it is not because of the nature of the light 

that darkening comes over them, but because of the wickedness of those 

who voluntarily deprive themselves of the gift’. He then applies this at 

some length to the Jews, referring to Jn 9.22 (some were afraid to confess 

Jesus in his lifetime) and citing 5.44. Calvin gives a similar answer to the 

same question. Some, he writes, restrict the application of the phrase to 

those who, reborn by the Spirit, share the life-giving light, but he himself 

prefers to stand by the literal sense of ‘all’, and to say that the light which 

is given to all humanity (as distinct from brute beasts) and restricted to 

the, is the light of reason, albeit clouded by sin.
11

 It is obvious that the 

theological question raised by the affirmation of universal enlightenment 

remains, however the Greek be construed.  

8

 For the evidence, see LSJ, BDAG and TWNT IX 304 (Conzelmann). All the 

examples cited are later than the LXX. 

9

 ‘John 1.9 and Rabbinic Tradition’, in ZNW 46 (1958), 288-90.  

10

 See above, p. 23 fn. 9.  

11

 ‘Caeterum bifariam hic locus exponi solet. Quidam enim notam universalem ad eos 

restringunt, qui Spiritu Dei regeniti, lucis vivificae fiunt compotes…Sed quum omnes 

generaliter ponat Evangelista qui in hunc mundum veniunt, mihi alter sensus magis 

arridet…Scimus enim hoc homines prae aliis animantibus singulare habere, quod ratione 

et intelligentia praediti sunt, quod discrimen recti et iniusti in sua conscientia insculptum 

gerunt.’  
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9c. ejrcovmenon eij" to;n kovsmon. There is no way of deciding on 
purely grammatical grounds whether ejrcovmenon is a masculine 

accusative, qualifying a[nqrwpon, or a neuter nominative, belonging with 
to; fw'". Quite fortuitously, spoken English is able to reproduce this 
ambiguity, in the translation ‘He was the true light that enlightens every 

one coming into the world’. Commas give the game away. 

 (1) If ejrcovmenon is taken as qualifying a[nqrwpon, the meaning is
‘enlightening everyone who comes into the world’. This is the sense 

taken by all the early ancient versions (Latin venientem, Old Syriac, 

Bohairic), except the Sahidic (at least in part), by several Greek Fathers 

(Eusebius, Cyril of Alexandria and Chrysostom) and by some modern 

writers, notably Burney, Schlatter and Bultmann. In modern times, the 

main argument adduced in its favour is that the phrase !lw[h yab lk (kl 

b<y h>lm: every one coming into the world) is a common expression in 

rabbinic writings.
12

 To this one may retort that the Aramaic phrase cited 

contains no equivalent for a[nqrwpon;13 that ‘coming into the world’ is, 

after a[nqrwpon, a redundant synonym; and that the evangelist would 
have been more likely to have written pavnta to;n ejrcovmenon eij" to;n
kovsmon.14 Pa'" (sing.) followed by the article and a participle is one of 

his favourite constructions: see 3.8, 15, 16, 20; 4.13; 6.40, 45; 8.34; 

11.26; 12.46; 16.2; 17.3. 18.37; 19.12; cf. 6.37, 39; apart from 1.9, it is 

only in 2.10 that we find pa'" a[nqrwpo", without the article. Of those 
who prefer to construe the Greek in this way, most are content to see here 

a strong emphasis, and to ask why, if the Logos enlightens all who come 

into the world, so many remain unenlightened (see above on 9b).

 (2) If ejrcovmenon is taken as neuter nominative, in agreement with to;
fw'", the sentence means that the true light, which enlightens every man, 
was coming into the world. This also can be interpreted in two ways.  

 (a) The verb h\n may be linked with the participle, to constitute a 
periphrastic imperfect: thus the NEB and REB read ‘…was even then 

coming into the world’. This could be understood as drawing attention to 

the durative nature of the verb. Abbott, for example, remarks that ‘like 

the distinction between katabaivnwn and katabav" [in 6.41, 48-51], there 

appears a distinction here between ejrcovmenon and h\lqen [1.11], and the 
passage says, first, that the Light was “continually coming” to all man-

kind (more especially to the prophets and saints) and then that it defi-

nitely came in the Incarnation’.
15

 On this view, the reference is to, and the 

12

 See SB II 358-59.  

13

 Bultmann (32 fn. 6 = ETr 52 fn. 3) suggests that a[nqrwpon is inserted as an 
explanatory gloss by the translator of the underlying Aramaic hymn, and should be 

removed, but he does not explain why the word was ever put in.  

14

 Interestingly, Origen, who says that both constructions have the same meaning 

(eJkatevrw" aujto; eJrmhneutevon), clarifies the former by writing pavnta to;n ejrcovmenon
eij" to;n kovsmon a[nqrwpon. See Brooke II 216-17, Fragment 6.  

15

JG 2508, and cf. 2504-505.  
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emphasis on, the praeparatio evangelica both in the OT, and among the 

Gentiles.  

 (b) On the other hand, there are nine instances of the imperfect with a 

participle in John (1.9, 28; 2.6; 3.23; 10.40; 11.1; 13.23; 18.18, 25), and 

they seem on the whole to put a distance, rather than a close link, 

between the two words. Leaving aside 1.9, none of the other texts appears 

to stress duration, and here in 1.9 the imperfect is in addition separated 

from the participle by a clause. This makes it less probable that in 1.9 the 

intent is to say that the Light was ‘continually coming’, over a period.
16

The form is more often ascribed to Semitic influence, Aramaic in parti-

cular,
17

 though Lagrange cautions that the occurrences in John are not 

exactly the same as Aramaic imperfects.
18

 Hence it is wiser to understand 1.9 as saying, first, that the Logos was 

the true light, and secondly that it was coming, or was about to come, into 

the world. This Gospel does not in any way deny that there was a 

relationship between the light of God’s Word and humanity from the 

beginning (1.4: ejn tw'/ lovgw/ zwh; h\n, kai; hJ zwh; h\n to; fw'" tw'n
ajnqrwvpwn); but 1.9 affirms that at a particular moment in time, this light 
was, presumably in a entirely new sense, entering the world (cf. Gal 4.4; 

Heb 1.1, etc.). So in the RSV we read, ‘The true light…was coming into 

the world’, and in Barclay, ‘…was just about to come into the world’ 

(where ejrcovmenon is taken as a futurum instans). The decisive argument 
for linking ejrcovmenon with to; fw'" is that in John, Jesus is called ‘he 

who comes into the world’ (6.14; 11.27), who came into the world (3.19, 

with fw'"; 9.39; 12.46 with fw'"; 16.28; 18.37), or who was sent into the 
world (3.17; 10.36; 17.18). ‘The Light coming into the world’ is, in John, 

little short of a technical term for Jesus, the Son of God (see on 1.15). 

10. Kovsmo", the crucial word in this verse, is one of the most important  
in the entire Gospel, and deserves close attention.  

 THE MEANING OF O KOSMOS IN THE FOURTH GOSPEL 

The original meaning of kovsmo" is order, good order, adornment etc., 
from which it came to denote the orderly pattern of the moon and the 

seasons, of the planets and the stars, and hence, among the Ionian 

philosophers of the sixth century, what we call the Universe. There it first 

took on a spatial reference. This application was well established in 

Plato’s day, though both he and Xenophon remark that it was a technical 

16

 To say that this view about the construing of the participle ejrcovmenon is, on 

grammatical grounds, less probable does not mean that one cannot simultaneously hold 

that the Word was active in the world under the Old Covenant.  

17

 Thus MHT III 87-88 (with references to major grammars).  

18

 ‘Ces cas ne sont pas précisément des imparfaits périphrastiques à la manière de 

l’araméen, car le verbe substantif garde une valeur propre et un certain accent sur l’idée 

de l’être’ (12). This is the interpretation favoured above.  
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usage among academics;
19

 the more common terms were to; o{lon or to;
pa'n. Later still, oJ kovsmo" came to be used of particular parts of space, 
such as the firmament or the heavenly spheres, or (especially in the 

plural) of the constellations within them. Finally, it was used, by 

hyperbole, for the inhabited world, the oijkoumevnh of the Greeks, the 
orbis terrarum of Rome. The earliest text cited in LSJ for this sense is an 

inscription, from Priene near Miletus, ca. 9 B.C., where the birthday of 

the divine Augustus is referred to as the beginning of good news to the 

world: hrxen de twi kosmwi twn di auton eujangeli[wn hJ geneqlio"]
tou qeou, and the second (A.D. 67) hails o tou panto" kosmou kurio" 
Nerwn.20 With the consolidation of Roman rule, it was only natural that 

the word kovsmo" should have come to be virtually synonymous with the 
Roman Empire. This is the sense in Rom 1.8 (‘your faith is spoken of 

throughout the entire world’) and 1 Clem 5 (Paul ‘taught righteousness to 

the whole world and reached the farthest bounds of the West’).
21

 The outstanding merit of Greek philosophy is to have sought to 

describe the origin of our world by human reason rather than through 

mythology. The pre-Socratics all accepted that matter was there ‘from the 

beginning’, whether there was initially only one element (Thales: water) 

or four (Anaximander: earth, air, fire, water), or whether everything was 

always changing (Heraclitus). Plato, in the Timaeus 28ff., introduced into 

the discussion the idea of an intelligent maker or Demiurge; but his 

Demiurge was not a self-subsistent God, only a Divine Craftsman work-

ing to arrange, according to eternal patterns or ‘Ideas’, the unformed 

material before him. For Aristotle, ‘the order of the universe is eternal (hJ
tou' kovsmou tavxi" aji?dio")’,22 ‘…without origin and incorruptible

(ajgevnhton kai; a[fqarton e[fh tovn kovsmon ei\nai)’.23 The idea of a 
Creator-God is nowhere found in the Classical Greek philosophers.  

 It was otherwise in Alexandria, where the term kovsmo" was taken up 
by philosophers who were also deeply religious Jews. The notion of 

creation by God’s Word (Gen 1) was central to their faith: ‘he spoke, and 

they were made; he gave the command, and they were created’ (Pss 

33.10; 148.6). Their cosmogony was expressed partly in myths and 

legends which had their origins in ancient Mesopotamia. For the rest, the 

19

Gorgias 507e-508a: ‘Academics… call the whole of this Cosmos, not disorder or 

disarray’ (oij sofoi;…to; o{lon tou'to dia; tau'ta kovsmon kalou'sin, oujk ajkosmivan 
oujde; ajkolasivan). Xenophon, Mem. I.1.11 (Loeb IV 8-9): Socrates ‘avoided speculation 

on the so-called “Cosmos” of the Professors’ (o{pw" oJ kalouvmeno" uJpo; tw'n sofistw'n
kovsmo" e[fu).  

20

 For the detail see LSJ, MM and TWNT III 868-74. See also G.N. Stanton, Jesus 

and Gospel, Cambridge, 2004, 30-33. 

21

 Translation by J. B. Lightfoot in The Apostolic Fathers, ed. and completed by J. R. 

Harmer, London, 1891, 59. The Greek reads: dikaiosuvnhn didavxa" o{lon to'n kovsmon,
kai; ejpi; to; tevrma th'" duvsew" ejlqw;n… ajphllavgh tou' kovsmou, where kovsmo" is, at 
its second occurrence, taken in a different sense.  

22

De Caelo II 14 296a33. 

23

 Fragment 17, 1477a10. See also De Caelo I 10-12 279b4. 
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Israelites had been content to tell of God’s creation in poetry and in story; 

they had admired its beauty without seeking to examine philosophically 

the principles underlying its harmonious order. Consequently, Hebrew 

had no proper word to designate ‘the entire universe as an integrated 

unity’. It used instead ‘heaven and earth’ (Gen 1.1) or simply lKo (kol: 
‘all’, as in Ps 8.7b; Isa 44.24; Eccl 3.1), but neither term expresses 

formally that ‘all are but parts of one stupendous whole’.
24

 Here the 

Jewish scholars of Alexandria saw a role for the word kovsmo". 
 One of them, Aristobulus,

25

 was the first to substitute the term kovsmo" 
for ‘heaven and earth’, when commenting on Genesis; he stressed, too, 

that, once created, it needed God’s continual support for its conservation 

(diakratei'sqai and sunevcein).26 Later Alexandrian scholars took up the 
Greek notion of oJ kovsmo" with enthusiasm, and none more than Philo. 
He ‘distinguishes between the kovsmo" nohtov" on the one hand (= “the 
original principle behind all principles, after which God shaped or formed 

the universe”, Mig. Abr. 103), the spiritual blueprint of the empirical 

world, and on the other hand, this world, which he calls kovsmo" ou|to"
(Rer. Div. Her. 75), kovsmo" aijsqhtov" (Op. Mundi 25), kovsmo" oJratov"
(Op. Mundi 16)’.

27

 The creative Word of God in the religion of Israel 

became, for Philo, an intermediary agent, like Plato’s Demiurge, between 

God and the world. ‘The image of God is the Word through whom the 

whole universe was framed’ (lovgo" dÆ ejsti;n eijkw;n qeou', diÆ ou|
suvmpa" oJ kovsmo" ejdhmiourgei'to, Spec. Leg. I 83 [Loeb IV 147]). The 
Greek concept of order (and beauty) in the material world was thus 

coupled with the Jewish idea of a personal, but entirely spiritual, God, 

and it was to this personal God that the order in the material world was 

ascribed.
28

  

 In the LXX (including 3 and 4 Maccabees), kovsmo" occurs 71 times. 

In 19 texts it is a translation from the Hebrew, and on every occasion 

kovsmo" means ornaments, adornment; it is never used to translate the 

Hebrew !l;wO[ (>olām). Seven instances are found in Sirach; they all mean 

adornment, except for 50.19, where the word means liturgy. In the 

 

 
24

 Pope, Essay on Man, 266. 

 
25

 He wrote around the middle of the second century B.C. Of his works, only two 

long fragments survive, cited in Eusebius, Praep. Ev. VIII 10 and XIII 12 (GCS Eus. 

VIII 1 451-54 and 190-97 or PG 21.635-39 and 1097-103). See Schürer III 579-87. 
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 See XIII 12: ‘Orpheus is said to have written about the upholding of all things by 

divine power (peri; tou' diakratei'sqai qeiva/ dunavmei ta; pavnta)…that is, was 

brought into existence by God and is continually sustained by him (uJpo; qeou' gegonui'an 
kai; sunecomevnhn ajdialeiptw'‘)’ (PG 21.1097C). Compare Wis 1.7 (to; sunevcon ta;
pavnta) and 7.27b (mevnousa ejn auJth'/ ta; pavnta kainivzei).  
 

27

 TWNT III 8779-812. 

 
28

 Indeed, so attractive was this Greek idea of kovsmo" that by A.D. 100 its sense had 
passed over into Palestinian and Babylonian Judaism, so that both the Hebrew 

!l;wO[ (>olām) and the Aramaic !l'[; (>ālam) acquired a spatial meaning. See TWNT III 881-

82 for examples.  
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remaining 45 occurrences, which are not translation, the sense still 

remains, always, adornment or array, until one comes to the books of 

Wisdom and Maccabees. In Wisdom, oJ kovsmo" always means the world, 
in the sense of ‘the entire universe’ (18 times), a usage which is found 

also in 2 and 4 Maccabees.
29

  

 In the light of this LXX usage, it is at first surprising that in the NT the 

word kovsmo" never means order, and only once (1 Pet 3.3) adornment. 
Further, in the Synoptic Gospels it is relatively rare. In Mark it is found 

only three times, or even twice (8.36; 14.9; 16.15[?]), in Luke three times 

(9.25; 11.50; 12.30). Matthew has nine (or eight) instances (4.8; 5.14; 

13.35[?], 38; 16.26; 18.7; 24.21; 25.34; 26, 13). All mean, in a general 

sense, the world, denoting by this anything from the whole material 

universe (Mt 24.21; 25.34) to those parts of the earth where people live 

(Mt 13.38; Lk 12.30) or the people themselves who live on our planet (Mt 

5.14; 18.7). Apart from Mt 4.8, all 15 examples are sayings placed on the 

lips of Jesus and the meaning would be equally well represented by the 

Aramaic !l'[; (>ālam).  

 In the rest of the NT, oJ kovsmo" only rarely denotes the Universe. The 
most prominent example is at Acts 17.24, in Paul’s speech at Athens; the 

word is notably absent in the prayers of the believers at 4.24, and in 

Paul’s speech at Lystra (14.15). Moreover, wherever kovsmo" does mean 
the Universe, it is usually with reference to the act of creation: so ajpo;
ktivsew" kovsmou (Rom 1.20), pro; katabolh'" kovsmou (Eph 1.4; 1 Pet 
1.20), ajpo; katabolh'" kovsmou (Heb 4.3; 9.26. Rev 13.8). Two other 
texts of interest are Jn 21.25 (‘the world itself could not contain the books 

that would be written’) and 1 Cor 3.21-22 (‘all things are yours, whether 

Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or 

the future, all are yours’); but both are figurative, and do not necessarily 

refer to the Universe. It is therefore fair to say that in the NT, the word 

kovsmo" refers to the Universe only where the context demands it, for 
example, when someone is referring to cosmology or astronomy, and that 

otherwise it refers to the planet earth, or the people on it, or to the 

countries around the Mediterranean, or even to the Roman Empire. It is 

much the same in every culture.
30

  

 In contrast to the Synoptic evangelists, John uses the word kovsmo"
persistently (75 times), and a further 22 examples occur in 1 John.

31

 One 

may well ask why. The roots of the Fourth Gospel go deep, and grew to 

 

29

 2 Macc 7.9, 23; 8.18; 12.15; 13.14, four times as king, sovereign, or creator of the 

world; so also 4 Macc 5.25. Did the usage start in the liturgy? In 4 Macc 16.18, it means 

the place where people live, in 17.14 the people who live there; and in 8.23 we find the 

words, tiv ejxavgomen eJautou;" tou' hJdivstou bivou kai; ajposterou'men eJautou;" tou'
glukevo" kovsmouÉ  

30

 Cf. Apuleius, Metamorphoses XI 17: ‘quae sub imperio mundi nostratis reguntur’. 

31

 There are 35 instances in Romans, Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and another 

eleven in the Corpus Paulinum. 



38 JOHN 1–4

maturity in Palestinian Judaism; but before or after A.D. 70 that tree had 

to be transplanted, to flourish afresh in a different climate, among the 

Greeks. Philo in Alexandria had been only too happy to accept the 

optimistic view of a world divinely ordered; but at the same time, other 

Jews elsewhere were reading and writing books about impending 

apocalyptic doom, and after A.D. 70 they seemed to have been proved 

right. The Fourth Gospel was written to present Jesus’ teaching to the 

Greeks as well as the Jews (cf. Jn 12.20-23), and to interpret for all the 

significance of Jesus’ life and death (12.24). For that purpose, the use of 

oJ kovsmo" to denote the inhabited earth, and in particular the Roman 

Empire, was a new linguistic tool ready to hand, for the word designated 

everyone who lived in that world (including the Emperor and his 

officials), and designated it as the spatial, the historical and the existential 

setting for their lives.  

 For Christians, this world was essentially impermanent: oJ kovsmo" 
paravgetai (1 Jn 2.17), paravgei to; sch'ma tou' kovsmou touvtou (1 Cor 
7.31). Yet nowhere in the NT is the word kovsmo" used for a future world: 
we find oJ aijw;n oJ mevllwn (Mt 12.32; Eph 1.21; Heb 6.5) and oJ aijw;n oJ
ejrcomevno" (Mk 10.30; Lk 18.30), but never oJ kovsmo" oJ mevllwn or oJ
kovsmo" oJ ejrcomevno". Christian writers, when speaking of the future, 
stayed with the OT usage of ‘heaven and earth’, a usage which still 

survives in the Christian creeds. Thus we read kainou;" de; oujranou;" kai;
gh'n kainh;n prosdokw'men (2 Pet 3.13) and ei\don oujrano;n kaino;n kai;
gh'n kainhvn. oJ ga;r prw'to" oujrano;" kai; hJ prwvth gh' ajph'lqan (Rev 
21.1). In the NT, the word kovsmo" refers always to the material world 
that we know, and is never once used to denote the life of the world to 

come. Furthermore, with the exception of Jn 1.10b and Acts 17.24, 

nowhere in the NT is the kovsmo" said to have been brought into being by 
God. The only conceivable explanation for these two facts is that in the 

NT, as in the early Christian writers, the term kovsmo" is taken ‘existen-
tially’ and refers to a world full of sinfulness and hostile to God. This is 

nowhere more true than in John.  

 Yet for Jewish or Christians believers, ‘this world’ is also the place of 

Heilsgeschichte, where God intervenes to save. The Christian hope of a 

‘new age’, an age yet to come, has just been mentioned. The word aijwvn
occurs 13 times in John, once in the phrase ejk tou' aijw'no" (9.32) and 

everywhere else in the conventional eij" to;n aijw'na (4.14; 6.51, 58; 8.35

[×2], 51, 52; 10.28; 11.26; 12.34; 13.8; 14.16). John, who never promises 

a new kovsmo", does not promise a ‘new age’ (aijw;n kainov") either. His 
new heaven and new earth come into being when a new Jerusalem comes 

down out of heaven from God, to quote Rev 21.1-2.
32

 These two facts are 

significant for the hypothesis of ‘realized eschatology’.
33

32

 Note the prefix and prepositions: katabaivnousan ejk tou' oujranou' ajpo; tou' qeou'.
33

 The article aijwvn in TWNT I 197-209 is also by H. Sasse.  
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 ‘All the meanings that kovsmo" can have blend with one another in the 

usage of the Fourth Gospel’,
34

 and therefore each occurrence must be 

closely examined to discern how many connotations are there implied. 

Among the Greeks, oJ kovsmo" denoted the theatre in which was played 

out, in full view of the gods, the drama of every human life. John had the 

script for the greatest drama of all time. In his church, intellectual belief 

in the godhead of Jesus was firmly established (Jn 20.28-29), a fact which 

placed Jesus in the relationship of creator to the entire universe (1.3 etc). 

When the central human figure in the story is a God crucified by those 

whom he created, the kovsmo" (in the threefold sense of the Empire, the 

Earth and the Universe) is the only theatre large enough to accommodate 

the tragedy, and the audience must be men and women of all races, of 

every place and of every time. The kovsmo" did not know him, and the 

kovsmo" did not welcome him.
 The Synoptic evangelists wrote of Jesus’ earthly life in Palestine, and 

drew from it lessons for the present and the future. John takes the record 

of those historic years, and then, like a Palestrina or a Victoria, employs 

the plainsong of the Synoptics to inspire his own polyphony. He sees the 

events of Jesus’ life as paradigmatic for all future time, and in manifold 

ways reinterprets the meaning of Jesus for the Graeco-Roman world of 

his own day. By so doing he seeks to offer to ages yet to come a deeper 

understanding of the reality, the ajlhvqeia, lying hidden beneath the 

external facts recorded in the annals. It is not too much to say that his 

starting-point is the concept kovsmo". With it, his gospel opens, here in 

1.10, and with it, Part I of the Gospel closes: ‘I came as light into the 

world…I came not to judge the world but to save it’ (12.46-47). Part II 

opens with the words, ‘Jesus knew that his hour had come that he should 

pass over from this world to the Father’ (13.1). His parting words to the 

disciples before his arrest are ‘Be of good heart! I have conquered the 

world’ (16.33). His final words to Pilate are: ‘For this have I been born, 

and for this am I come into the world, that I may bear witness to truth; 

everyone who is on the side of truth listens to my voice’. Pilate’s answer 

is, ‘What is truth?’ (18.37-38). These are the last occurrences of the five 

thematical words kovsmo", ajlhvqeia, marturevw, ajkouvw and fwnhv in the 
Fourth Gospel.

35

 This richly allusive pattern of meaning obtains wherever the word 

kovsmo" occurs in John. The multiple allusions are clearly essential when 
we ask, for example, who is oJ a[rcwn tou' kovsmou touvtou (12.31). 

Before we proceed to comment further on the text of Jn 1.10, two 

remarks are necessary. (i) In all three clauses, the word kovsmo" refers to 

the Universe only if the context clearly demands it, as was argued on 

p. 37. (ii) It is debated whether vv. 10-12 refers to the presence of the 

34

 Sasse, in TWNT III 894. 

35

 This is so if one agrees that 19.35 and 21.24-25 are editorial additions. 
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Logos in the world and in Israel before the coming of Jesus, or to the 

presence of Jesus on earth during his ministry. This is discussed after 

v. 11.  

 ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ h\n. The unexpressed subject of the clause must be 
lovgo", not fw'", because of the masculine accusative aujtovn in the third 
clause. Because of the proximity of eij" to;n kovsmon at the end of v. 9,
ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ must here mean ‘in the world, where people live’, referring 
equally to the place and the population. h\n has so far been used to refer 

only to what was permanently, and even eternally, a fact; and the text 

here does not say that the Logos came into (eijsh'lqen eij") or came down 
to (katevbh eij") the world. A comment above (p. 33) stated that it was 

less probable that 1.9c intended to affirm that the Light ‘was continually

coming into’ the world over a period of time (interpretation [1]), and 

argued (mainly for grammatical reasons) that 9c meant that at a particular 

moment in time, this Light was, presumably in a entirely new sense, 

entering, or about to enter, the world (interpretation [2]). Here the state-

ment in 9c is extended: the imperfect h\n affirms that the Logos, as Life 

and as Light, was, after that first entry, always present in the world.  

 kai; oJ kovsmo". Though a reference to the whole Universe, as in 1.3a, 
is logically entailed, this is not the primary meaning here. The natural 

sense is that ‘the world, where people live’, had come into being only diÆ
aujtou'. The sense of ejgevneto differs slightly from that in 3a; here it is 

more correctly rendered into English by a pluperfect. Through the Logos 

‘the world had come into existence’.
36

 It makes a poignant transition to 

10c.

kai; oJ kovsmo" aujto;n oujk e[gnw. The same meaning of oJ kovsmo" 
must apply, with the stress here on the people living on this earth. They 

failed to recognize the Logos. The verb is almost certainly intended to be 

taken also in a Semitic sense, that is, as meaning ‘to know and to respond 

with moral commitment’, because of the parallel in 11b. For examples of 

this Semitic sense, see Isa 1.3; Jer 9.3; 22.15-16 and Hos 4.1-6. 

 After the first appearance of oJ kovsmo" in 1.9c, its triple occurrence in 
v. 10 is certainly a description, almost a definition, of the sense in which 

John is going to use the term. The three clauses make three statements 

about the world. (1) It came into existence only through the Logos, and 

presumably, therefore, was, in its original state, wholly good. In Gen 1 

the refrain ‘God saw that it was good’ in vv. 4, 10, 12, 18, 21, leads up to 

God’s judgment concerning the entire creation: ‘God saw that it was very 

good’ (v. 31). (2) The Logos was in the world from the moment of its 

creation. It is legitimate therefore to infer that the Logos beckoned the 

whole human race to enjoy perfect happiness in the beginning (Gen 2). 

(3) Even this first invitation was rejected (Gen 3). That the Logos was 

present in the Garden is an ancient interpretation, as can be seen from two 

texts in the Targum Neofiti. At Gen 3.8 we read ‘they heard the voice of 

36

 See the excellent remarks by IBNTG 16. 
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the Word of the Lord God’, and at 3.10, ‘the voice of your Word I heard 

in the garden’; and there are, in addition, several marginal glosses in 

these chapters which insert Memra, or the Memra of the Lord.
37

 Thus in 

the Fourth Gospel oJ kovsmo" denotes the divinely created world which 
has, as Genesis teaches, rejected God, but which is at the same time not 

beyond salvation, rather the opposite: it is certain to be saved.
38

 This is 

clear already in Gen 3.15, and it is most significant that the next 

occurrence of kovsmo" in Jn is at 1.29, where the first words of the Baptist 
concerning Jesus are that ‘he takes away the sin of the world’. 

11. eij" ta; i[dia. BDAG 4b gives as alternatives home or property, 
possessions, with examples for each, but mostly for the former; yet the 

two meanings are very often indistinguishable. Most of the occurrences in 

the LXX mean ‘home’ (Esth 5.10; 6.12; 1 Esd 5.46 [47]; 6.31 [32]; 3 

Macc 6.27, 37; 7.8, 18, 20), though some refer to ‘[their] own affairs’ (2 

Macc 11.23, 26, 29). In the present context, a good interpretation would 

be his homeland, his own country, for h\lqen implies that this is a 
location more precise than the preceding one ‘in the world’, and Barrett 

observes that ‘the aorist points to a unique coming’. (This would of 

course affect, even if it did not prejudge, the meaning assigned to oiJ
i[dioi: see below.) It may also be noted that this coming is apparently 
subsequent both to the one mentioned in v. 9 (ejrcovmenon eij" to;n
kovsmon), and to the permanent presence (ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ h\n) noted in 
v. 10.  

 kai; oiJ i[dioi. These are people in some way personally connected 

with the Logos. The identification is discussed below. This term too, like 

ta; i[dia, is rare in the LXX (Sir 11.34; 2 Macc 10.14 v.l. in A†; 12.22). 

aujto;n ouj parevlabon. Receive has been the classic English rendering 
for centuries, no doubt because of the Latin receperunt; but JB, NRSV, 

NAB and REB choose accept, which conveys better the idea of an open-

hearted welcome. The rendering preferred here, with Knox and Kleist, is 

welcome. paralambavnw is in Classical Greek a regular term for learning 
from a teacher,

39

 and is especially frequent for the receiving of religious 

truth or heritage by living tradition (e.g. 1 Cor 15.13; Gal 1.9; 1 Th 2.13; 

2 Th 3.6).
40

 In Aramaic, lbq represents the same idea of teaching accepted 

37

Neofiti I 500-505, or 56-64. Compare also the comment above on the Memra under 

Jn 1.1a, at h\n (on pp. 8-9). 

38

 A passage in Augustine, too long for full quotation, links this text with Eph 5.8 and 

6.12, to speak of the Christian’s high hope of salvation from the diabolically evil powers 

that preside over this present world in all its darkness. ‘…mundi dixit, tenebrarum 

harum; mundi dixit, amatorum mundi; mundi dixit, impiorum et iniquorum; mundi dixit, 

de quo dicit Evangelium: Et mundus eum non cognovit’ (Enarr. in Ps. 54, 4).  

39

 E.g. Plato, Theaetetus 198b: kalou'mevn ge paradidovnta me;n didavskein, 
paralambavnonta de' manqavnein: see also Laches 197d and Euthydemus 304c. 

40

 See G. Delling in TWNT IV 11-13, and, for extra-biblical references, BDAG.  
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by tradition (e.g. Pirke Aboth 1.1).
41

 Thus the negatived ouj parevlabon is 
somewhat stronger than oujk e[gnw in 10c. In itself, the phrase signifies 
only a failure positively to accept, the absence of a true welcome; it does 

not necessarily imply a fully deliberate rejection.
42

 Nevertheless, in the 

present context, if these words are taken to refer to Israel under the Old 

Covenant, there are many OT texts which stress that God’s people has 

from time to time knowingly rejected him (e.g. Jer 3.25; 7.28; 9.12; 

32.23; 40.3; 42.21; 44.23; Bar 1.18–2.10).  

 The juxtaposition of ta; i[dia and oiJ i[dioi makes it plain that the 
terms are connected. A minority (but including Maldonatus, Loisy, 

Bauer, Schlatter and Bultmann) takes ta; i[dia to denote ‘the world that 
came into existence through him’ and oiJ i[dioi to denote all humankind.43
Others, however, understand the words as referring specifically to the 

land and to the people of Israel, where divine Wisdom had made itself a 

special dwelling. Proverbs 8.22-31 tell how Wisdom was with Yahweh 

before the creation, and how it shared in the work. Sirach 24 speaks the 

same language (‘I came forth from the mouth of the Most High, and 

covered the earth like a mist’, v. 3; cf. Gen 1; 2.6), adding that Wisdom 

finally found a dwelling-place in Israel: 

Among all these I sought a resting place;  

I sought in whose territory I might lodge.  

Then the Creator of all things gave me a commandment,  

and the one who created me assigned a place for my tent.  

And he said, ‘Make your dwelling in Jacob,  

and take possession of your inheritance in Israel’.
44

…So I took root in an honoured people,  

in the portion of the Lord, who is their inheritance (Sir 24.8, 12). 

Similar ideas are found in Sir 14.20–15.20 (note the wording in 15.1b, 

‘he who holds to the law will obtain wisdom’) and 1.1-10, where the 

universality of God’s gracious gift is unequivocally affirmed:  

The Lord himself created wisdom;  

he saw her and apportioned her,  

and poured her out over all his works,  

to be with all flesh according to his bounty,  

and he has lavished her upon those who love him (1.9-10).  

The question therefore arises, whether Jn 1.10-13 refers to the presence of 

the Logos in the world and in Israel before the Incarnation, or to the 

presence of Jesus on earth during his ministry.  

 Schnackenburg draws attention to a commentary by Paul Schanz 

(1841–1905),
45

 who states that Maldonatus (1534–1583) was the first to 

41

 See Jastrow.  

42

 ‘Sometimes the emphasis lies…on the fact that the word implies agreement or 

approval’ (BDAG s.v. 3).  

43

 Aquinas, however (pace Lagrange, 13) prefers to take sui of the Jews (fn. 145).  

44 ejn Israhl kataklhronomhvqhti.
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explain vv. 10-12 of the Incarnate Logos, with only Gaudentius to appeal 

to among the Fathers.
46

 Maldonatus writes: ‘I do not see how, before the 

Incarnation, the world either should or could have recognized the 

Word’.
47

 Schnackenburg adds that the older view, which takes these 

verses to refer to the activity of the Word of God in the Old Covenant, 

prevailed until quite recent times.  

 Distinguished names can be cited on either side, but one fact, which is 

often overlooked, is antecedent to all supporting arguments. One group 

argues that since vv. 10-13 come after vv. 6-9, i.e. after the mention of 

the Baptist, they must refer to the public ministry of Jesus, whereas 

another group asserts that since vv. 1-13 come before v. 14, they must 

refer to what precedes the Incarnation.
48

 R. E. Brown cites for the former 

interpretation Büchsel, Bauer, Harnack and Käsemann, and for the latter 

Westcott, Bernard and Boismard; both lists can be extended year by year. 

With so much honest scholarship on either side, common sense decrees 

that the two positions are perhaps not mutually exclusive alternatives, but 

complementary, for the arguments brought forward on one side may be 

justified in what they affirm, without thereby disproving the rival inter-

pretation. In other words, the reception of the Word of God under the Old 

Covenant was repeated at the coming of the Word made Flesh. The 

Fourth Gospel would not be the first work of literature to carry two 

meanings, one evident at first reading, the other becoming clear only at 

the end of the story.  

 One further fact should not be overlooked. In all the Latin versions, 

the noun verbum, which was quite correctly assigned a neuter pronoun as 

far as v. 9b, abruptly receives a masculine one in 10c (‘et mundus eum

non cognovit’), a gender it retains at 11b and 12a (‘sui eum non 

receperunt’, ‘quotquot autem receperunt eum’). This is the more 

45

Commentar über das Evangelium des hl. Johannes, Tübingen, 1885. 

46

 CSEL 68 Tr. XII 8f. 112 = ML 22.827-1002. 

47

 ‘Ante… incarnationem non video quomodo aut debuerit aut potuerit Verbum 

mundus agnoscere…Nec enim de eo titulo Joannes agebat, quo populus Iudaeorum 

proprius et peculiaris dicebatur, quod ab eo electus esset…sed de eo potius quo universus 

omnino mundus erat, quia per ipsum erat factus’. Juan de Maldonado’s two-volume 

Commentaria in Quattuor Evangelia, first published at Pont-à-Mousson in 1596–97, are 

still worth consulting. The two citations are from an edition by J. M. Raich, Mainz 1874, 

II 406 and 408. 
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 Obviously, it becomes more complex when commentators introduce their 

hypotheses about extraneous verses interpolated into a pre-Gospel hymn, but the 

principle at issue remains the same. Schnackenburg, for example, thinks that the original 

pre-Gospel hymn was thinking of the time before the Incarnation, and that the evangelist, 

after inserting v. 9, applied the text to the work of the Incarnate Logos. Brown argues 

that most of the phrases in vv. 10-12 are used in the Gospel to describe the ministry of 

Jesus: e.g. he came into the world as light (3.19; 9.5; 12.46) and was by his own rejected 

(4.44; 12.37). But this is exactly what the evangelist so clearly states in 12.38, 40, citing 

Isa 53.1 and 6.10, about the blindness of God’s people. Wisely, Barrett comments ‘It was 

the world which rejected Jesus’.  
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astonishing since the translator could have continued to use, in vv. 10-12, 

the ambivalent ipsum, which had done duty in vv. 3-4 (‘omnia per 

ipsum…et sine ipso… nihil’). Could it be that the Latins were (subcon-

sciously?) relating these verses to the Incarnate Word long before 

Maldonatus? The same question arises with the German versions from 

Luther onwards, which follow das Wort with Er in vv. 10-12. Such 

translations condition the reader to think of the Logos in 10-12 in terms 

of the Incarnation, and it is essential to remember that what is in question 

is whether ‘the non-acceptance by his own’ in this verse refers to the 

Logos before or after the Incarnation. 

12a. o{soi dev. A nominative absolute (nominativus pendens) such as this 
is common in the Koine, is also a common Semitic construction, and is 

more common in John (28 times) than in the Synoptics: this is its first 

occurrence (BDF 466 [2]). o{soi dev denotes therefore everyone who 
received God’s enlightening Word. Aquinas comments, ‘to show that 

God’s grace is distributed impartially to all who receive Christ’, whether 

free or enslaved, male or female, Jew or Gentile, with quotations of Acts 

10.45 and Gal 3.28.
49 e[labon aujtovn. There is no difference in meaning 

between e[labon here and parevlabon in v. 11. J. H. Moulton calls 

attention to ‘the survival in NT of a classical idiom by which the 

preposition in a compound is omitted, without weakening the sense, when 

the verb is repeated’ (MHT I 115).
50

 The simplex lambavnw can mean 

both to receive what is offered, not to refuse or reject it (Thayer) and to 

accept or recognize someone’s authority, as in Jn 5.43; 13.20, where the 

verb is equated with ‘to believe’ (cf. 5.44 and 13.19). Where it is, as here, 

equated with the compound paralambavnw, it includes also the idea of 
accepting the Word (either in the OT or in the person of Jesus) as 

presenting authoritative teaching handed down from God (see the 

comment on paralambavnw, on pp. 41-42). 

12b. e[dwken aujtoi'" ejxousivan. The grammatical subject is still the 

Logos, as Bengel perspicaciously observes: ‘e[dwken. dedit: Gloria 

Christi, Unigeniti’. aujtoi'", resumptive of the first clause in 12a, 
embraces all who received the Word. In the NT, ejxousiva is found far 
more often without than with the article; and with an abstract noun, there 

is sometimes no significance in its presence or omission.
51 ejxousiva here 

denotes the possibility, the ability, a capability, and therefore the potential, 

49

 ‘Dicit Quotquot ut ostendat quod gratia Dei indifferenter datur omnibus 

recipientibus Christum’.  

50

 He cites Euripides, Bacchae 1065, where kath'gon, h\gon, h\gon answers to the 
English ‘pulled down, down, down’, and offers as further examples Rev 10.10 

(katevfagon ⁄ e[fagon), Rom 15.4 (proegravfh ⁄ ejgrafh), 1 Pet 1.10-11 
(ejxhrauvnhsan ⁄ ejraunw'nte"), and Eph 6.13 (ajntisth'nai ⁄ sth'nai).  

51

 MHT III 177 cites Plato, Meno 99a hJ ajrethv - 99e hJ ajrethv - 100b hJ ajrethv - 
ajrethv; Rom 3.30 etc. 
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the power
52

 ‘to become children of God’. The clause affirms that this is a 

gift from the Logos.  

tevkna qeou' genevsqai. The phrase tevkna qeou' is nowhere found in 
the Synoptics,

53

 and only twice in John (here and at 11.52; plus 1 Jn 3.1, 

2, 10; 5.2). Elsewhere in the NT it occurs only in Rom 8.16, 17, 21; 9.8; 

Eph 5.1 (? wJ" tevkna ajgaphtav) and Phil 2.15. Ephesians 5.1 is of Jewish 
inspiration,

54

 and Phil 2.15 is in part a citation of Deut 32.5 in the LXX,
55

so that neither is of distinctively Christian origin. 

 The phrase uiJoi; qeou' is equally rare. It occurs in Mt 5.9 (and 45, u. t. 
patrov" ktl. = uiJoi; uJyivstou in Lk 6.35) in an OT sense, in Lk 20.36, in 
a similar sense (‘they are equal to angels and are sons of God, being sons 

of the resurrection’), in Rom 9.26, citing Hos 2.1, and in 2 Cor 6.18, 

echoing 2 Sam 7.14; Isa 43.6, and Jer 31.9. The only NT examples of 

uiJoi; qeou' used in a specifically Christian sense are Rom 8.14.19 and Gal 
3.26. 

 For good measure, one may add that the only texts with uiJoqesiva in

that sense are Rom 8.15, 23; Gal 4.5 and Eph 1.5 (but not Rom 9.4). It 

will not have escaped notice that, whether one is considering the words 

tevkna qeou', uiJoi; qeou' or uiJoqesiva, all the non-Johannine texts which 
bear a distinctively Christian connotation are found either in Rom 8.14, 

15, 16, 17, 19, 21, 23, or in Gal 3.26; 4.5, the two classic passages 

dealing with the topics of emancipation from slavery through faith, and of 

adoptive sonship.  

 uiJo;" qeou' in the singular always refers to Jesus Christ (Matthew 9 

times; Mark 6 times; Luke 7 times; add Mk 14.61, u. eujloghtou' and Lk 
1.32, u. uyivstou). John uses uiJo;" qeou', or its equivalent, 11 times; uiJo;"
ajnqrwvpou 13 times; uiJov" on its own 20 times; and uiJo;" monogevnh" 4 
times, almost 50 times in total. The sole NT author to use monogevnh" of 
Jesus

56

 (1.14, 18; 3.16, 18; 1 Jn 4.9), he declines to extend the title uiJov"

52

 For detail on other senses see W. Foerster in TWNT II 559-71. 

53

 Although the noun tevknon is quite common there (Matthew 15 times; Mark 9 

times; Luke 14 times). 

54

 Compare SB III 605. One quotation reads: ‘We are called “sons”, as it is written, 

Sons are ye to the Lord your God [Deut 14.1]. He [R. Akiba] said to him: You are called 

both sons and servants. When you carry out the desires of the Omnipresent, you are 

called “sons”, and when you do not carry out the desires of the Omnipresent, you are 

called “servants”’ (The Soncino Talmud, Seder Nezikin II: Baba Bathra 10a, 45.) J. 

Gnilka comments: ‘Bereits diese Analogie erhellt, das Eph 5.1 mentalitätsmässig 

jüdisch…konzipiert ist, obwohl die griechische imitatio-Idee vorgetragen wird. Die 

christliche Begründung folgt nach’ (Der Epheserbrief, 1971, 244).  

55

 This is not acknowledged by bold type in the UBS or by italics in NA
27

. The text 

reads (with the LXX allusions underlined: i{na gevnhsqe a[memptoi kai; ajkevraioi, 
tevkna qeou' a[mwma mevson genea'" skolia'" kai; diestrammevnh", ejn oi|" faivnesqe 
wJ" fwsth're" ejn kovsmw/.

56

 Elsewhere in the NT, only of the three sick children in Lk 7.12; 8.42; 9.38 and in 

Heb 11.17 (of Isaac).  
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qeou' to any other person, while affirming that they have the power to 
become tevkna qeou'.
 Is there a difference, then, between being uiJoi; qeou' and becoming 
tevkna qeou'? It is notoriously difficult to define in English the difference 
between a couple’s ‘children’, and their ‘sons and daughters’. So also in 

Greek. tevknon (√ tivktw) describes the offspring from the viewpoint of 
the relationship to their progenitors, and is therefore on the whole used of 

small children, with an accompanying awareness of their weakness, their 

utter dependence on adults, their often total trust and guileless affection. 

uiJoiv, and qugatevre", are more adaptable, and more comfortably used for 
maturing or adult offspring; they are also, for obvious reasons, more 

frequent in a legal context. Naturally, tevknon will be the more intimate 

and affectionate term.  

 The Christian notion of divine filiation is clearly a development of the 

Israelite concept of God as Father, and, like its Israelite antecedent, it 

occurs in a context of emancipation from slavery. In particular, it spells 

emancipation from moral slavery (Rom 7), and also an interior liberation 

(as Paul so powerfully portrays in Rom 8.12-24) from any fear of God 

based on terror (timor servilis).57 Paul there invokes the use in prayer of 

the word Abba as proof of entitlement to be tevknon qeou', as if this added 
something, somehow, to being uiJo;" qeou', perhaps because of the degree 
of familiarity the word Abba presupposes (see Rom 8.15-16), perhaps 

because a child can plead lack of full adult discretion (Gal 4.3-7). John 

1.12 asserts that the Logos has made it possible to become a child of God, 

with all its privileges such as total and trustful dependence, and with 

freedom from any vestige of timor servilis.  

12c. toi'" pisteuvousin eij" to; o[noma aujtou'. The phrase, in 
apposition to aujtoi'", is not a restrictive qualifier, but a defining one: to 
accept the Logos is to believe and to trust in its name. Though there was 

Life and Light in the Logos (1.3-4), the Logos itself has not as yet been 

given any other, additional, name, much less a specific or personal name 

(aujtou'). The almost identical phrase, fractionally but adroitly altered, 
recurs, as all-embracing inclusio at 20.31, to form the solemn conclusion 

of the Gospel. 

  

13. The text as it stands affirms that those who believe in the name of the 

Logos were born or were begotten of God. Note, ‘…were born’ or ‘were 

begotten’, not are. The aorist ejgennhvqhsan implies a once-for-all event 

57

 The term timor servilis is here used in the strict technical sense which it has in 

Thomas Aquinas. ‘If someone is converted to God and clings to him through fear of 

punishment, this will be servile fear; but if it is through fear of offending God, it will be 

filial, since it is only natural that sons should be afraid of offending their father’ (Summa 

Theologiae 2-2, q.19, a.2c).  
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in the past,
58

 and stands in striking contrast with the perfect tenses in 1 Jn 

2.29; 3.9 [×2]; 4.7; 5.1 [×2], 4, 18 (where contrast oJ gennhqeiv"). The 
spelling ejgenhvqhsan found in ∏75

 A B* D Q 28 pc (as if from the root 
givnomai) is a natural mistake for a copyist, especially since both words 
are used for to be born (e.g. BAG s.v. givnomai I.1.a, citing Jn 8.58). For 
emphasis, a threefold denial precedes one affirmation.

59

 All are agreed that oi} oujk ejx aiJmavtwn60

is intended to exclude birth 

as a result of (ejk) sexual congress, through the joining of two blood-lines, 
but no-one seems able to bring forward another example of the usage.

61

Augustine’s remarks are still unbettered: the plural is not good Latin, but 

the writer preferred to retain it, because it expresses so clearly that human 

beings result from the union of two parents, one male and one female.
62

For ‘Latin’, read ‘Greek’. oujde; ejk qelhvmato" sarkov". Nor of urging 
of the flesh. qelhvma, rare in Classical Greek, but frequent in Christian 
literature, means will or desire, and here specifically the sexual desire or 

urge, a sense found (according to many) in 1 Cor 7.37, and perhaps in 

Eph 2.3 as well. Note, however, that savrx here carries no hint of sinful-

ness, or of opposition to God, as it does in Rom 7 (see Rom 8.3). savrx is 
in itself neutral, and for John it will be the earthly dwelling-place of the 

Logos (1.14), the instrument of everlasting life (6.51-63).
63 oujde; ejk 

qelhvmato" ajndrov" is clear: nor of the will of a husband [or: a male], 
with the former sense much more likely. The three negative phrases thus 

affirm that the birth of believers comes not through sexual congress, nor 

from those natural urges which lead to sexual congress, nor from the 

desire of a husband, here considered as the one who initiates the move 

towards physical union. They were begotten (ejgennhvqhsan) solely ejk 
qeou', from God.

58

 Though it could, grammatically, be translated as a pluperfect, it would be absurd to 

write ‘he gave to those who had been born of God the power to become children of God’.  

59

 Lagrange, without suggesting any direct dependence, calls attention to 1 En 15.4 

(‘même genre d’esprit sémitique’): ejn tw/' ai{mati tw'n gunaikw'n ejmiavnqhte, kai; ejn
ai{mati sarko;" ejgennhvsate, kai; ejn ai{mati ajnqrwvpwn e'pequmhvsateÉ

60

 The plural is a hapax legomenon in the NT, unless one includes the variant 

readings in Rev 16.6 (accepted only by Tischendorf) and 18.24 (accepted, among modern 

editors, only by Tischendorf, Souter, Vogels and Bover).  

61

 Euripides’ Ion 693 is the closest parallel suggested (a[llwn trafei;" ejx aiJmavtwn),
but is not quite exact, for it refers to the child born of the demi-god Apollo and the 

wholly human Creusa.  

62

 ‘Sanguina non est latinum: sed quia graece positum est pluraliter, maluit ille qui 

interpretabatur minus latine loqui secundum grammaticos et tamen explicare veritatem 

secundum auditum infirmorum.’ In Hebrew, the plural form !ymiD: always denotes blood 

that stems from bleeding (e.g. blood shed by violence, but also blood-stains, the blood of 

menstruation, of birth etc.); see BDB 2 f and HALOT 5. There is no record that it was 

ever used in the sense ascribed to ejx aiJmavtwn above. 

63

 The only other references are in 8.15 and 17.2. The only depreciatory uses are at 

8.15 and 1 Jn 2.16; but contrast with them 1 Jn 4.2 and 2 Jn 7. 
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 But why should anyone think it was necessary to exclude such 

notions, and so unequivocally? Many authors suggest that the text should 

read not oi{ oujk…ejgennhvqhsan but (in accordance with some ancient 

writers) o{" oujk…ejgennhvqh (see UBS). The sense of vv. 12-13 would 
then be: ‘But to all who did welcome him, he gave power to become 

children of God, to those who believe in the name of him who was born 

not through the fusion of blood-streams, nor through any carnal desire, 

nor through the desire of a husband, but of God’. If this were the original 

text, the most probable interpretation would be that it is a reference to the 

virginal conception of Jesus Christ, though it could also be interpreted of 

the eternal generation of the Word. Against this opinion is the fact that 

not a single Greek MS has the singular reading ejgennhvqh. Another 
argument advanced in favour of the singular is that it is rather odd to say 

that the Word gave to those who were born (or begotten) of God power to 

become children of God. On this, Barrett’s is the most helpful suggestion, 

namely, that here there may be an allusion to the spiritual [re]birth of 

believers as adopted children, which is utterly unlike natural birth, and 

takes place through God’s will alone. A detailed note on this matter is 

obviously desirable, and is printed in Excursus IV, ‘Longer Notes on 

Textual Criticism’. 



D. THE WORD BECOME FLESH (1.14-18) 

14a   And the Word became flesh 

14b   and came to dwell among us,  

14c   and we beheld his glory,  

14d   glory as of someone unique, from a father, 

14e   full of grace and truth.  

15a John bears witness to him, and cries aloud,  

15bc This was he of whom I said, | There is one of my followers  

  who has always taken precedence, by rank, before me, 

  because he existed before me.’
1

16a   For of his fullness have we all received,  

16b  and grace for grace.  

17a   For the law was given through Moses; 

17b  grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  

18a   No one has ever seen God;  

18b  it is that utterly unique One,† 

  who is now returned into the bosom of the Father, 

18c  that has been our guide,  

  and shown and led the way. 

[† 18b or: that one and only Son] 

14a. So far, each new sentence of the Prologue except 12 (o{soi dev) has 
begun with an asyndeton;

2

 the kaiv here is therefore significant. Though 
fair play demands that the translation be left as and, to encompass all 

possible divergent meanings, this kaiv is certainly not merely copulative 
(BDF 442 lists 16 possible senses). (1) For those (e.g. Schnackenburg) 

who think that vv. 10-13 refer to the activity of the Word after the 

Incarnation, the best translation is and indeed, taking kaiv as a resumptive 
and confirmatory conjunction. (2) For those who interpret vv. 10-11 as 

referring to the activity of the Word before the Incarnation, the kaiv might 
be taken as a strong contrastive, meaning and yet, and nevertheless, i.e. in 

spite of the rejection referred to in vv. 10c and 11b, the Word became 

flesh. (The obvious objection to this is that v. 11 is far away, and that vv. 

12-13 speak of those who accept the Word, so that the rendering and 

nevertheless is, as the text stands at present, quite inappropriate. The 

interpretation does, of course, make sense if vv. 12-13 are regarded as a 

later interpolation, and disregarded.
3

) (3) The conjunction, however, need 

not be solely adversative: kaiv is also used for ‘emphasizing a fact as 

1

 The lines are here arranged to indicate that they are not part of the hymn. 

2

 I take v. 5 to be a continuation of the sentence in v. 4 (see above). 

3

 Cf. Bernard cxliv and Haenchen, though both in fact take the kaiv in sense (3).  
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surprising or unexpected or noteworthy; and yet, and in spite of that, 

nevertheless’ (BDAG 1 b eta, with references to Jn 1.5, 10; 3.11, 32; 

5.40; 6.70; 7.28). Hence ‘by an easy transition, the sense of addition 

sometimes recedes into the background, while the sense of climax 

predominates, a ladder of which only the top rung is clearly seen’.
4

 On 

this interpretation, particularly when we recall the continuous asyndeton 

from v. 1 to v. 11, the most appropriate rendering is and then, to crown 

all—the Word became flesh. The kaiv is then a conjunction expressing 
astonishment, as the next words are intended to evoke adoration.  

 oJ lovgo". The opening verse of the Gospel, pronouncing the name 
Logos three times, once in each of its three clauses, made each of those 

three statements programmatic for the entire Gospel: the Logos existed in 

the beginning, the Logos was very close to God, and the Logos was God. 

 Thereafter, the Prologue refrains from any mention of the term Logos 

until v. 14. In vv. 2-13, it is represented once by ou|to" (v. 2), and by the 
oblique cases aujtovn, aujtou', aujtw'/, but the term itself is never mentioned. 
Then in v. 14, oJ lovgo" reappears, just once, and for the last time in the 

Gospel, as a proper name. To be sure, a restatement of the subject was 

required after vv. 12-13, for the sake of clarity. Nevertheless, the fact that 

this is the last mention of the Logos makes it of supreme importance; and 

the final declaration about the Logos in the Fourth Gospel is that it 

‘became flesh’.  

 Before passing on, therefore, some notes on oJ lovgo" in v. 14 will not 
be out of place. It was suggested above, under Logos in 1.1a, that the 

author was thinking of the Word of God as revealed in the OT, and above 

all of the Memra.
5

 This would explain why John in his Prologue writes 

only oJ lovgo" and not oJ lovgo" tou' qeou', namely, because he wishes not 
so much to make a distinction or separation between the Logos and God, 

as to speak of the Logos for the moment in what is an indeterminate, but 

exceedingly close, relationship with God. qeo;" h\n oJ lovgo", as was the 
Memra, the Holy, Ineffable, Name of God—the ‘I AM WHAT I AM’ of 

Exod 3.15. To repeat what was stated on pp. 8-9, if oJ lovgo", without 
addition, is taken as equivalent to the term Memra, then it denotes the 

Compassionate, the All-Merciful, God not just as existent in an onto-

logical sense (Sein) but rather as One who is ever-present at the side of 

his creatures, ever ready to have mercy and to supply whatever help they 

may need in any situation (Dasein). This is surely the first and main 

reason that John chooses to write oJ lovgo" without adding ‘of God’.
6

4

 The words of J. D. Denniston, writing about kaiv in Attic Greek, in The Greek 
Particles, Oxford, 1934, 316-17.  

5

 The comment on 1.1a (pp. 7-9) stated that of the five possible senses of Logos, 

three—the ‘Platonist’, the Stoic, and the Neo-Platonic (plus its cousin, the Gnostic)—

were definitely not intended by the evangelist, and they are not considered here. See 

Excursus II.  

6

 See also on v. 14b, ejskhvnwsen, and on v. 14c ejqeasavmeqa th;n dovxan aujtou'.
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 A second reason may have been that oJ lovgo" on its own is tanta-
lisingly vague. A person unfamiliar with Judaism, but well-versed in 

contemporary ideologies, might perhaps have been intrigued enough to 

inquire further, to see in what sense a pre-existent Logos could, as the 

Christians taught, be said to have once been ‘embodied’ in a particular 

historical human being. One thinks of Aristides’ writing to Hadrian.
7

 Thirdly, the fact that oJ lovgo" as a proper name is, after v. 14, never 
again found in the Gospel, must mean that it was there intended as a 

technical term for the pre-existent Word up to the moment of its Incarna-

tion (1.14). Christian theologians have interpreted it correctly by speaking 

consistently thereafter of the Incarnate Word, in accordance with the 

patristic adage: verbum quod semel assumpsit nunquam dimisit.
8

 Fourthly, since most readers approach the Gospel with a firm belief in 

the Nicene dogma of the Holy Trinity, a plea for caution is here impera-

tive. Those who listened to Jesus during his life-time did not come 

already endowed with faith in a Trinitarian Godhead, nor did those who 

heard the preaching of the Apostles: it was not a matter of teaching 

people who already believed in a Holy Trinity that one of those divine 

persons had become a human being. Neither in Judaism nor elsewhere is 

there any trace of such a belief. Rather, as the following verses show, the 

early Christians first saw the historical Jesus of Nazareth and then sought 

to express in words what they beheld in him; and when the Fourth Gospel 

was written, its author could find no other vocabulary to express his faith 

than to say that Jesus was the very Logos who existed in the beginning, 

face to face with God.
9

 The word savrx is not too frequent in John (six times in 1.13, 14; 3.6; 
6.63; 8.15; 17.2; plus one occurrence in each verse of the six verses from 

6.61 to 6.56, a section the provenance of which is much disputed), and 

each text needs to be examined on its own. Here it stands, by synecdoche, 

for a[nqrwpo", that is, for the whole human being, not merely for the 

7

 See above p. 2 fn. 1 on The Title, and note that one reference there suggested is 

precisely Jn 1.14. ‘Christians trace their origin from the Lord Jesus Christ, whom they 

confess to be the son of the Most High God, by a holy Spirit come down from heaven, 

for the salvation of humanity; and having been begotten of a holy virgin without seed or 

any damage, he took up flesh and made himself visible to the human race, so that he 

might call them back from their aberration into polytheism’. The text reads: oiJ de;
Cristianoi; genealogou'ntai ajpo; tou' kurivou ÆIhsou' Cristou': ou|to" de; oJ ui|o" tou'
qeou' tou' uJyivstou oJmologei'tai ejn pneuvmati aJgivw/ ajpÆ oujranou' kataba;" dia; th;n
swthrivan tw'n ajnqrwvpwn: kai; ejk parqevnou aJgiva" gennhqei;" ajspovrw" te kai;
ajfqovrw" savrka ajnevlabe, kai; ajnefavnh ajnqrwvpoi", o{pw" eJk th'" poluvqeou plavnh"
aujtou;" ajnakalevshtai. Aristides, Apology 15.1.  

8

 Chrysostom in loco: diapanto;" katoikei' th;n skhnhvn: th;n ga;r savrka th;n
hJmetevran periebavleto, oujc wJ" pavlin aujth;n ajfhvswn. ajllÆ wJ" diapanto;" e{xwn 
meqÆ eJautou' (Hom. 11.2 = Ben 65B). For the sense, see also John of Damascus De fide I. 

III 27.  

9

 The point is excellently made by G. Kittel in TWNT IV 134. For further detail on the 

term Logos, see Excursus II.  
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flesh, but for the bones and blood and soul as well. It is worth adding, in 

view of the later Apollinarian controversy, that the evangelist would 

hardly have considered a body without any human intellect as matching 

his concept of the Word made flesh: he meant to affirm that the Logos 

became fully human, not that it did duty for the rational soul in a 

hominoid body that was devoid of a human mind or will.
10

 If one asks 

why the evangelist did not use a[nqrwpo", it might have been because the 
idea of a divine Heavenly Man, existing before creation, was at the time 

widely current in contemporary Judaism, as is fully evidenced by 1 En

45–57. Briefly, this heavenly being, known as the Messiah, the Righteous 

One, and the Son of Man, reigned enthroned in glory, with dominion over 

all creatures, heavenly and earthly, and as judge of them all. It has been 

suggested that the evangelist, believing that the Logos was, even before 

the creation, not merely identified with, but identical with, this Heavenly 

Man, felt therefore unable to write ‘he became man’, and put instead ‘he 

became flesh’.
11

 Again, to say that oJ lovgo" a[nqrwpo" ejgevneto could 

have been misinterpreted, by readers more familiar with Greek mythol-

ogy than with Judaism, as meaning that the Logos was changed into a 

human being. It is perhaps worth mentioning also that in John, savrx does 
not stand for ‘flesh’ as corrupted by sin (frequent in Paul) but for flesh as 

mortal and physically weak.
12

 The risk of these misunderstandings might 

have counselled the use of a circumlocution, as in Phil 2.7: eJauto;n
ejkevnwsen morfh;n douvlou labwvn, ejn oJmoiwvmati ajnqrwvpwn genov-
meno", kai; schvmati euJreqei;" wJ" a[nqrwpo". But all these reasons 
taken together still do not explain why John expresses himself so 

differently, choosing savrx simpliciter, with no explanation, or why he 

writes ejgevneto.

10

 An Easter sermon of Augustine, Sermo 238, in fine, ends with a comment on this 

text. ‘Suscepit totum quasi plenum hominem, animam et corpus hominis. Et si aliquid 

scrupulosius vis audire; quia animam et carnem habet et pecus: cum dico animam 

humanam et carnem humanam, totam animam humanam accepit. Fuerunt enim qui hinc 

haeresim facerent, et dicerent quia anima Christi non habuit mentem, non habuit 

intellectum, non habuit rationem; sed Verbum Dei fuit illi pro mente, pro intellectu, pro 

ratione. Nolo sic credas. Totum redemit, qui totum creavit: totum suscepit, totum 

liberavit Verbum. Ibi mens hominis et intellectus, ibi anima vivificans carnem; ibi caro 

vera et integra: peccatum solum non ibi.’ (Vol. V 1450 AB = Ben 994). The words are 

just as relevant nowadays, when a practical monophysitism is widespread among many 

Christians, because it is so often inadvertently preached. Compare also Bernard’s 

comment in loco.

11

 A suggestion of J. Héring, ‘Kyrios Anthropos’, RHPR 16 (1936), 207-209: cf. 

TWNT VII 140 fn. 304. Cullmann, Christology, ETr 187, is not unsympathetic to the idea 

(‘perhaps not incorrectly’…particularly if a pre-Christian hymn to the Original Man 

really lay behind the prologue). For further detail on this figure, see Excursus VI, ‘The 

Son of Man in John’. 

12

 ‘Caro minime hic pro corrupta natura accipitur (ut saepe apud Paulum), sed pro 

homine mortali’ (Calvin).  
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 In the end, the only satisfactory answer is that savrx, more than 
anything else in the material creation, is diametrically opposed to the 

Logos. Flesh is the most vulnerable, the most corruptible, the most easily 

destructible, part of the human being—in a word the most impermanent. 

The Logos is the Eternal. Flesh is to; fqarto;n to; katÆ ejxochvn. They are 
literally poles apart; but like a positive and a negative, they attract each 

other, and the attraction is creative. This is what John’s Gospel is about.  

ejgevneto. To write oJ lovgo" sa;rx ejgevneto is to exclude any 

possibility that the human flesh of Jesus was something similar to 

clothing which he had put on, something quite external to him, which he 

could discard at will. Had that been the evangelist’s thought, he could 

easily have expressed it without ambiguity.
13

 This does not mean that the 

Logos was changed into a human being. It has just been suggested that 

one reason why John used savrx, not a[nqrwpo", might have been to 
preclude any such misinterpretation: no one would think that the Logos 

could be changed into material flesh, or even changed into a human 

being. Nor does the use of ejgevneto imply that the Logos ceased to be 
God. The sense is that the Logos became a human being without ceasing 

to be God.
14

Thus the purpose of ejgevneto is to emphasize that the Logos 
did not just ‘dwell in’ human flesh, did not just ‘have’ a human body in 

order to speak his part for one or more performances, like a Greek actor 

walking on stage with a particular mask.
15

 He, the divine Logos, was in 

reality the principal character in the drama; the lines that he was to speak 

were lines written for him in eternity (cf. 3.34; 7.17; 8.28, 38; 12.48-50; 

14.10); and the words he was to utter were the words of God.
16

 Precisely 

because of this, a still deeper message is necessarily embodied in the 

ejgevneto of v. 14. Eduard Schweizer comments: ‘The underlying theo-

logical reason for the Incarnation lies therefore in this, that in the cosmic 

lawsuit between God and the world which accuses him, only an act of 

13

 See the quotation from Chrysostom on p. 51 fn. 8.
13

 But can one really imagine the 

author of the Fourth Gospel writing kai; sw'ma ejpivgeion ejneduvsato oJ lovgo" (cf.1 Cor 
15.40) or kai; oJ lovgo" sw'ma eJautw/' e[laben fqartovn (or rather, qnhtovn: cf. 15.53-54)? 
Or kai; oJ lovgo" savrka ejpeneduvsato (cf. 2 Cor 5.2)? Is it not significant that in 
speaking of Christ’s advent upon earth, Paul, like John, consistently avoids the metaphor 

of dress?  

14

 Two sentences of Athanasius deserve quotation for their perfect clarity. (a) ajei; w]n
Qeo;"…u{steron kai; diæ hJma'" gevgonen a[nqrwpo", kai; swmatikw'", w{" fhsin oJ
ajpovstolo", katwv/khsen hJ qeiovth" ejn th/' sarkiv. (b) oujde; ga;r ejpeidh; gevgonen 
a[nqrwpo", pevpautai tou' ei\nai Qeov" (c. Arianos III 31 and 38: PG 26.389A and 
404C).  

  Barrett rejects the translation ‘became’, and writes ‘perhaps ejgevneto is used in the 
same sense as in v. 6: the Word came on the (human) scene as flesh, man’, but this seems 

too feeble for John, and for this context.  

15

 Augustine again: ‘Aliud est enim Verbum in carne, aliud Verbum caro; id est, aliud 

est Verbum in homine, aliud Verbum homo’ (De Trin. II 11, 6: VII 1 = Ben 777). 

16

 See Augustine, Sermo 187 In natali Domini, fn. 3 (V/1 1286 CD = Ben 886). 
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witness—marturei'n—which includes the commitment of the whole 

person—can evoke faith, not a mere communication of divine gnosis’.
17

See 18.37.  

 Schweizer’s profoundly perceptive judgment can be taken one step 

further. If one asks why did John write the word sa;rx, it may be because 
savrx is also intimately bound up with the notion of sacrifice: see the 
comments on 6.51-56.  

14b. On kaiv here and in the rest of the verse, see on 14a (pp. 49-50): its 
successive occurrences are not merely copulative, but represent steps 

always rising from one climax to another (klivmax meaning, literally, ‘a 
ladder’). 

 ejskhvnwsen. The verb skhnou'n occurs four times in the NT, here, 

and in Rev 7.15; 18.6; 21.3. Only Rev 21.3 is akin to our v. 14: ÆIdou; hJ
skhnh; tou' qeou' meta; tw'n ajnqrwvpwn, kai; skhnwvsei metÆ aujtw'n.18
Nor, on the face of it, is kataskhnou'n of much help. Three of its four 

NT occurrences (Mt 13.32 = Mk 4.32 = Lk 13.19) refer to birds nesting, 

as do both instances of the cognate kataskhvnwsi" Mt 8.20 = Lk 9.58). 

The one other text (Acts 2.26) is a quotation from Ps 16.9 LXX (hJ savrx 
mou kataskhnwvsei ejpÆ ejlpivdi).
 The LXX contains only five instances of skhnou'n: Gen 13.12; Judg 
5.17 (in B [×2]): 8.11; 3 Kgdms 8.12; all except the last refer to those 

who lived, physically, in material tents. This is certainly not the sense 

(even metaphorically) of ejskhvnwsen in 1.14. By contrast, kataskhnovw
(rare in Classical Greek: see LSJ) is found in the LXX (including variant 

readings) more than 60 times, in 55 of which it translates the Hebrew root 

@kv (shakan).19 If one asks why, as a translation of this Hebrew verb, the 
Greek compound form is so much more frequent than the simplex, it is 

probably because the prefix kata– brings out the idea of a long, and even 
permanent, residence: it is regularly used of Israel’s dwelling in the 

Promised Land: e.g. Num 14.30; Deut 33.12, 28; Josh 22.29; 2 Kgdms 

7.10 (cf. katoikei'n, katapauvein etc.).20 kataskhnou'n is also used for 

God’s first coming down to dwell in the Land (Num 35.34), or to dwell in 

 
17

 ‘Die theologische Begründung der Fleischwerdung liegt also darin, daß in dem 

kosmischen Rechtsstreit Gottes mit der ihn anklagenden Welt nur ein marturei'n, daß 
den vollen Einsatz der ganzen Person in sich schließt, Glauben schaffen kann, nicht eine 

bloße Mitteilung göttlicher Gnosis’ (TWNT VII 1406-10).  

 
18

 The cognate nouns offer little help in settling on a precise definition, for their 

meanings in different contexts are too varied, as this list (complete for the NT) shows: 

skh'no" in 2 Cor 5.1, 4, skhvnwma in Acts 7.46; 2 Pet 1.13, 14, and skhnhv itself in Mt 

17.4 = Mk 9.5 = Lk 9.33; Lk 16.9; Acts 7.43 [= Amos 5.6], 44; 15.16 [= Amos 9.11]; 

Heb 8.2, 5; 9.2, 3, 6, 8, 11, 21; 11.9; 13.10; Rev 13.6; 15.5; 21.3.  

 
19

 In the MT, √ @kv (škn) occurs about 140 times, and is variously translated; but 

kataskhnou'n dominates among the verbs used.  

 
20

 Further detail in TWNT VII 369-96 (Michaelis). Note 386-88 (skhnovw) and 389-91 
(kataskhnou'n; its sole OT cognate is kataskhvnwsi", at 1 Chr 28.2; Tob 1.4; Wis 9.8 

[and possibly kataskhvnesi", a variant there]).  
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the Temple (3 Kgdms 6.13; 1 Chr 23.25; 2 Chr 6.1); and after the 

destruction of the Temple, there is the promise that ‘his name’ would 

again dwell there (Ezek 43.7 and Neh 1.9; cf. Jer 7.12, of Shiloh). Thus 

kateskhvnwsen would have suited the theme admirably, but John does 

not use that form, and it is hard to think it was because he wished to 

stress that Jesus’ life on earth was so transitory. 

 In fact, to understand the true thrust of John’s ejskhvnwsen, we must 
turn from the LXX to the Hebrew, and some introductory remarks are 

required. A few altars were built here and there on special occasions by 

the patriarchs,
21

 but they were not places of continuing worship; the 

Israelites had no permanent sanctuary until after the Covenant at Sinai 

(Exod 24). When Yahweh had revealed his proper name at Exod 3.15,
22

 

his first command, immediately after the sealing of the Covenant, was to 

gather materials to make a great tent, to be the visible sign of his presence 

in the camp (Exod 25–31). Two verses at the beginning of this passage 

are then of the utmost importance. (a) Exod 25.8. This is the first 

occasion in the Bible that Yahweh says, in a phrase that was to be central 

to his covenant-promises, !k;/tB] yTinÒk'v;wÒ (wĕšākanti bĕtokām), ‘and I shall 
dwell among you’.

23

 The same, or an almost identical, Hebrew phrase 

recurs, a second time, at Exod 29.45 (a promise, to be fulfilled after the 

consecration of the Tent); thirdly, at 1 Kgs 6.13, at the Dedication of the 

Temple; fourthly, at Ezek 43.7, and Zech 2.10, 11 RSV [Heb 2.14, 15], 

with reference to the divine presence returning to the Temple after the 

Babylonian Exile. These are the only six instances of the word yTinÒk'v;;wÒ 
(wĕšākanti = ‘and I shall dwell’) in the Hebrew Bible, and it is note-

worthy that it is uttered only by Yahweh, the all-merciful, i.e. the speaker 

is always called ‘Yahweh’, never ‘God’.
24

 (b) In Exod 25.9 we encounter 

the noun @K;v]Mih' (hammiškan: LXX skhnhv), this too at its first time in the 
Hebrew Bible. It is commonly translated into English as the tabernacle or

the Tent, but means literally the dwelling, the abode. A cognate of 

 
21

 See R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 289-94. Only in Gen 35.1 is God said to have taken 

the initiative. 

 
22

 In this context, it is worth mentioning ‘the general Rabbinic rule that the name 

YHWH represents God’s Attribute of Mercy, while <elohim stands for the Attribute of 

Justice’ (Hayward, Divine Name, 39).  

 
23

 The LXX translates this as kai; ojfqhvsomai ejn uJmi'n. See the comment on ejn uJmi'n 
at the end of v. 14b. 

 
24

 yTinÒk'v;; (šākanti) is found without the initial waw consecutive in Ps 120.6 [RSV 5] 
and in Prov 8.12, neither of which is remotely relevant. Otherwise, not at all. Note that 

when Solomon asks, at the Dedication of the Temple, ‘But will God indeed dwell upon 

the earth?’ (1 Kgs 8.27 = 2 Chr 6.18), the Hebrew verb is not @kv (škn) but bvy (yšb). The 
nuance of difference seems to be that the former means to settle down, to take up an 

abode for a long while, or permanently, whereas the latter means primarily to sit down, 

and therefore simply to take up residence. See LHVT 334b, for bvy (yšb), and 843a, for 
@kv (škn). Yahweh has already promised that he will make his permanent home there, and 

Solomon wonders, ‘Will he really take up residence here?’  
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shakan, it occurs 139 times in the MT, and with two or three exceptions,
25
 

wherever it is found in the singular, it denotes always (= 136 times) the 

‘physical abode’ of Yahweh (BDB). This verb and this noun, each 

occurring, with reference to God’s indwelling in the midst of Israel, for 

the first time in Exod 25, explain why John chose to write ejskhvnwsen; 
and they, by recalling Exod 25, and the dedication of Solomon’s Temple, 

and the return after the Exile, disclose the full meaning of ejskhvnwsen. A 
medieval Latinist caught the OT allusions perfectly: et tabernaculavit in 

nobis.
26

 Further, at 25.8, Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion all render the 

verb yTinÒk'v;wÒ (wĕšākanti) normally, and quite correctly, as skhnwvsw.
Aquila was much given to translating a Hebrew root by a similar Greek 

word, and the correspondence between shakan and skhnou'n must have 

seemed too good to miss. Perhaps it was noticed by Theodotion and 

Symmachus too; this would explain why three such disparate versions 

could, in Exod 25.8, arrive at the rarely used simplex skhnou'n instead of 

the commonly used compound kataskhnou'n. May not John have done 

the same?  

 Thus the kaiv before ejskhvnwsen marks yet another climax. When the 

Logos, the Memra, became flesh, there was the final dwelling-place of 

God among men, as Rev 21.3 declares: ÆIdou; hJ skhnh; tou' qeou' meta;
tw'n ajnqrwvpwn, kai; skhnwvsei metÆ aujtw'n, where skhnwvsei must refer 
to God, especially as the verse continues with ‘and God himself shall be 

with them’. Revelation 21.22 completes this picture of new Jerusalem 

with ‘and I saw no temple in her, for the Lord God the Almighty is her 

temple, and the Lamb’. As in Rev 21–22, so throughout John’s Gospel, 

there runs the theme of ‘the Temple of his body’: see 2.21; 19.34, 37; 

20.25, 27.  

 ejn hJmi'n refers primarily to those who personally ‘heard, saw and 
touched’ Jesus (1 Jn 1.1), secondly to that particular generation, whether 

Jewish or Gentile; thirdly and by extension to all who hear the Gospel 

story to the end of time; and to all the human race.  

 Before moving to 14c, it is worth asking why the LXX did not always 

translate the verb yTinÒk'v;wÒ (wĕšākanti) by kai; kataskhnwvsw, but used 
instead, in Exod 25.8, kai; ojfqhvsomai ejn uJmi'n, and in Exod 29.45, kai;
ejpiklhqhvsomai ejn toi'" uiJoi'" Israhl. (In the other four texts, it gives 
kai; kataskhnwvsw, 3 Kgdms 6.13; Ezek 43.9; Zech 2.14, and 
kataskhnou'sin, Zech 2.15). The reason for its choice of ojfqhvsomai in 

25
 Num 16.24, 27, where it is generally agreed that the original must have been not 

the dwelling ‘of Korah etc.’, but ‘of Yahweh’; and Isa 22.16, poetically, of a tomb 

(‘graving an habitation for himself in the rock’ (RV).  

26
Concilium Armenorum (A.D. 1342) art. 2 in E. Martène, Veterum scriptorum et 

monumentorum amplissima collectio t. VII, Paris, 1733, col. 316 = Sacrorum 

Conciliorum nova collectio ed. J. D. Mansi, Florence, 1759–, 25, 1190 C; cited in C. F. 

Du Cange, Glossarium ad scriptores mediae et infimae latinitatis, new ed. by L. Favre, t. 

VIII, Paris, 1887, sub voce. See also RV
mg
, ‘tabernacled’.  
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Exod 25.8 is presumably to gloss the literal sense by hinting at the future 

visible presence of the Cloud over the Tent (Exod 33.7-11; 40.34-38; cf. 

Barrett), and the parallel gloss in 29.45 is intended to stress what the 

people’s liturgical response to that visible divine presence will be.  

 All the Targums of these six texts mention the Shekinah: e.g. Neofiti at 

Exod 25.8 (McNamara), ‘I will make the Glory of my Shekinah dwell 

among them’, or 1 Kgs 6.13 ‘I will make dwell my Shekinah among the 

sons of Israel’ (Harrington-Saldarini). The two (post-biblical) terms 

Shekinah (Hebrew) and Shekintah (Aramaic) both designate the ‘Divine 

Presence’ among the people of God. One translation including this idea 

would be, ‘And the Word became flesh, and made his dwelling among 

us’ (NAB: or, less literally, ‘came to dwell among us’, Knox, NEB). 

14c. The third kaiv in v. 14 marks the final step on the ladder of climax.
ejqeasavmeqa has a strong and distinctive resonance: both the Latin 
vidimus and the English see are unduly feeble renderings. LSJ gives as 

the basic meaning gaze at, behold, ‘mostly with a sense of wonder’, 

followed by a fascinating list of examples. The same sense obtains in the 

LXX, where the word occurs only once in a translation from the Hebrew 

(at 2 Chr 22.6), but seven times in the ‘Greek’ books (Tob 2.2; 13.6, 14; 

Jdth 15.8; 2 Macc 2.4; 3.36; 3 Macc 5.47). In John, it often means to see 

one thing with the physical eyes, and to perceive therein, by the gift of 

God, something else, not self-evident, but profoundly true (cf. BDAG 2). 

Thus the Baptist sees a physical dove, and ‘beholds’ in it a sign of the 

Holy Spirit (Jn 1.32; cf. 1.38; 4.35; 6.5; 11.45). Note that ejqeasavmeqa is 
aorist middle, and deponent. It may therefore be translated as ‘we beheld, 

for a time, for ourselves (his glory, dwelling among us)’. Cf. 1 Jn 1.1-4.  

 th;n dovxan. The Hebrew word underlying dovxa, d/bK; (kābod), is 
found three times in Genesis, where it is in no way connected with God.

27

 

As a religious term, it makes its first appearance in the very texts we have 

just encountered under ejskhvnwsen. ‘The glory of Yahweh’ is first men-
tioned by Moses and Aaron en route to Sinai, to calm the people’s fears 

(Exod 16.7, 10); secondly, when Moses goes up the mountain to speak 

with God after the Covenant (24.16-17); and thirdly, when Moses asks to 

see Yahweh’s glory (33.18), only to be told that he cannot see that face 

and live (33.20, 22). Naturally, the phrase recurs at 1 Kgs 8.11 and in 

Ezek 43.2, 5; 44.4. The ejskhvnwsen of 14b calls forth the ejqeasavmeqa 
th;n dovxan of 14c. 

aujtou'. Of the Logos, clearly, but of the Word made flesh. Both the 

Shekinah and the Glory of Yahweh are regarded as being present in his 

humanity, in his flesh; but how that glory is there contained, and how it 

will be only slowly unveiled, and in what circumstances it will finally be 

completely revealed—these are among the major themes that are subtly 

developed throughout the Fourth Gospel. The first manifestation of Jesus’ 

27

 In Gen 31.1 it refers to the wealth accumulated by Jacob, and in 45.13, to that of 

Joseph. In 49.6 it is parallel to ‘O my soul’.  
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glory at Cana (2.11) is matched by a reference, at the end of his public 

ministry, to the fact that Isaiah ‘saw his glory’ (12.41); and the discourse 

at the Supper begins (13.31-32) and concludes with references to his 

glory (17.1, 4, 5, 24).  

14d. dovxan wJ". This is the first clue as to the nature of that glory of the 
Word made flesh, and Chrysostom rightly comments: ‘The wJ~ here is not 

one of comparison or illustration, but of confirmation and unambiguous 

definition’.28 That is, it means not ‘glory similar to that of…’, or ‘glory as 

though it were’, but ‘glory which truly is that of…’: see BDAG 3 (a) ,

and compare 1 Pet 1.19; 2.2. Michaelis observes that wherever wJ"
introduces a fact, it is never followed by an article.

29

 monogenou'" para; patrov". J. H. Moulton comments, on this text: 

‘For exegesis, there are few of the finer points of Greek which need more 

constant attention than this omission of the article when the writer would 

lay stress on the quality or character of the object’ (MHT I 83). There is 

no article either before monogenou'" or before para; patrov".  
 In the older English versions, monogenhv" was translated as ‘only 

begotten’, but twentieth-century versions nearly all prefer ‘only Son’. The 

danger with this new rendering is that it makes no distinction between the 

use of monogenhv" without the accompanying uiJov" (as here, and perhaps 
in v. 18), and its recurrence with uiJov" in 3.16, 18. Bultmann, for example, 
writes that in v. 14, monogenhv", because it stands alone, must come from 
the evangelist’s source, and must therefore be taken in a different sense 

from its other occurrences (47 fn. 2; ETr 72 fn. 2). It is not necessary to 

accept these two principles (which are far from being self-evident) in 

order to agree that monogenhv" with and without uiJov" may well carry two 

different meanings. In Excursus III, ‘The Meaning of monogenh in John 
1.14, 18’, it is argued at some length that in 1.14 the meaning to be 

preferred is ‘of someone quite unique, coming [or: sent from] a father’. It 

is a commonplace to remark that in the Johannine writings, by contrast 

with the Synoptics and with Paul, Jesus alone is called uiJo;" qeou', and all 
others are designated tevkna (e.g. 1.13). This usage itself implies that in 
John the title ‘Son of God’ is considered to belong to Jesus alone, and to 

apply to him in a quite unique mode.
30

 The view taken here is that at this 

point in the Prologue, the reader is told only that the Word become flesh 

28 to; de;;, wJ", ejntau'qa, oujc oJmoiwvsewv" ejstin, oujde; parabolh'": ajlla;
bebaiwvsew", kai; ajnamfisbhthvtou diorismou'.

29

TWNT IV 749 fn. 15.  

30

 Boismard writes succinctly: ‘…s’il est “l’Unique-Engendré”, c’est en tant que 

Logos incarné’ (Moïse ou Jésus, 116). The adjective ‘incarné’ is here of crucial impor-

tance, affirming as it does that monogenhv" is not here (in v. 14, where it stands alone, 

without uiJov~) to be taken as referring, in a Nicene sense, to the eternal generation of the 
Son apud Patrem, ante omnia saecula, but to the appearance on earth of that Word in the 

flesh. At a second reading, when one knows the whole content of the Gospel, the term 

monogenhv" here can of course take on a deeper significance.  
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was at first seen as someone quite unique, coming from another most 

appropriately designated as a father (see the quotation from Moulton in 

the preceding paragraph).  

 para; patrov": ‘The idea conveyed is not that of sonship only, but of a 
mission also’ (Westcott), and of a mission for a special work (cf. 6.46; 

7.29; 16.27; 17.8). For further detail see Excursus III, ‘The Meaning of 

monogenh in John 1.14, 18’, and the comment on monogenhv" at 1.18. 

14e. plhvrh" cavrito" kai; ajlhqeiva". The Latin plenum gratiae et 
veritatis attaches this phrase to verbum in 14a; so also (by bracketing the 

intervening words) the RV of 1881, and (by repositioning the phrase: 

‘dwelt among us, full of grace and truth’), the RSV (but not the NRSV). 

J. H. Moulton, writing in 1905, questioned whether an educated writer 

would have used the form plhvrh" for an oblique case, and suggested that 
‘an original plhvrh was corrupted to the vulgar plhvrh" in an early copy’ 

(‘a reading which D has either preserved or restored’), and that it would 

be more appropriate to take this plhvrh as qualifying dovxan (MHT I 50). 

Since then, the evidence of the papyri has made it clear that, from the first 

century of our era onwards, plhvrh" was regularly indeclinable when 
followed by a genitive (MHT II 162; III 315 [nb.]; MM 519; BDF 137 

[1]). Thus the construction in the Latin, the RV and the RSV may safely 

be abandoned; and though Moulton’s application to dovxan can stand, it 
too is better relinquished.  

 If plhvrh" is genitive, then it may qualify aujtou' or monogenou'" or 

patrov" (or both the latter). Grammatically, there is no way to decide. 

Nor does this Greek phrase occur in the LXX. It is, however a perfect 

rendering of words in the Hebrew text of Exod 34.6, and if taken as an 

evocation of this text, it suits the context to perfection.  

 In 14b, ejskhvnwsen ejn hJmi'n contains an implicit allusion to the 

Shekinah in the desert (cf. Exod 25.8-9; 29.45). In 14c, ejqeasavmeqa th;n
dovxan aujtou' alludes to Moses’ request to see the Glory of Yahweh at 

Sinai (cf. Exod 33.18-22). 14d may then be taken as a refinement of the 

description of that glory (it is dovxan wJ" monogenou'" para; patrov"). 
14e can then be taken to match Exod 34.5-6, where Yahweh fulfils his 

promise, made in 33.19, to ‘proclaim before [Moses] his name, 

Yahweh’.
31

 Exodus 34.5-6 is a solemn disclosure of the meaning of the 

Ineffable Name revealed at Exod 3.15, and may be translated thus: 

‘Yahweh descended in the cloud and stood with him [Moses] there, and 

he proclaimed the name “Yahweh”’.
32

 Yahweh passed before him, and 

proclaimed, “Yahweh, Yahweh, is a God merciful and gracious, slow to 

31

 The meaning of this phrase hwhy !vb arq (qr< bšm yhwh), when used of creatures, is 

‘solemnly to call upon the name of Yahweh’; when used of God himself, it means 

‘solemnly to reveal himself by name’ (as the context of Exodus makes clear). 

32

 It is grammatically possible to construe this sentence either with Moses or with 

Yahweh as the subject of ‘proclaimed’. Most prefer the latter interpretation.  
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anger, and abounding in merciful love and faithfulness (tm,a>w< ds,j,Abr": rab-

˙ĕsĕd wĕ<ĕmεt)…”’ This is the first, and the most basic, OT reference 

underlying Jn 1.14e. It is by the Incarnation of the Logos that Yahweh, 

the most merciful God of Sinai, ‘has made his dwelling among us’. 

  Chapters 33–34 of Exodus follow immediately after the painful 

apostasy of Israel in the episode of the golden calf (Exod 32), a fact 

which serves to underline the unmerited and uncovenanted mercy of God. 

Exodus 34.6 is aptly termed by Luther ‘this sermon on the name of the 

Lord’. 

 It is therefore most significant that the almost identical formula recurs 

next in Num 14.18 (indeed, v. 17 makes an explicit reference back to the 

promise in Exod 34): ‘Yahweh is slow to anger, and abounding in 

merciful love…’. This too is a prayer used immediately after a national 

apostasy, when the people tried to stone Moses and Aaron, Joshua and 

Caleb (Num 14.10). After this second apostasy, however, the MT omits 

from the prayer the final word (tm,a>w<: wĕ<ĕmεt), though the full version, 
with the two nouns, is found in a handful of MSS, in the Samaritan text of 

Exodus and in the LXX (BHS). It seems more likely, though, that the MT 

represents the better tradition, and that the formula of Exod 34.6-7 has in 

the later texts been deliberately truncated, because Moses, in pleading for 

mercy for the people, does not wish to remind Yahweh of the retribution 

he had threatened to inflict upon them. This interpretation would seem to 

be supported by the text of Deut 7.9-10, which places equal emphasis on 

Yahweh’s loyalty to those who love him and on his sternness to those 

who hate him. 

 The other citations of the phrase from Exod 34.6 occur in the two 

great penitential services of the post-exilic period, at Joel 2.13 and at Neh 

9.17 (here again, in both cases, in the truncated form, without the final 

tm,a>w< [wĕ<ĕmεt]: cf. also Jonah 4.2). Thus this ‘definition’ of the name of 
the Lord as all-merciful is attested at four major moments in the history 

of Israel, in the Law, in the Prophets and in the Writings. It is interesting 

that the phrase ‘slow to anger, and abounding in merciful love [and 

faithfulness]’ does not occur in the story of the dedication of Solomon’s 

Temple, either in 1 Kgs 8 or in 2 Chr 6. On the other hand, the faith of 

Israel during the period of the Second Temple is assuredly most accu-

rately expressed in the psalms; and they repeat over and over again that 

the people of Israel trust in the Lord, and take refuge in him, because of 

his merciful love and faithfulness (Pss 25.10; 40.11-12; 57.11; 61.8; 

85.11; 89.15; 115.1; 138.2 [nb]; cf. 26.3; 117.2).  

 The evangelist concludes this foundational statement about the Word 

become flesh, by declaring that everything that is true of the Memra (see 

above pp. 8-9) is now true of the Logos, and of the Logos made flesh. 

Though plhvrh" in 14d can, grammatically, be taken as an attribute of the 

monogenhv" (whether this be translated as ‘only son’ or ‘someone utterly 

unique’), or of the one with the quality of a father, it is practically certain 

that in the mind of the evangelist it applied to the former (the 
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monogenhv") as revealing that selfsame attribute of the latter (a father—

see v. 18; and 14.9-11). The Word made flesh is, like Yahweh in Exod 

34.6, tm,a>w< ds,j,Abr" (rab-˙ĕsĕd wĕ<ĕmεt), ‘abounding in merciful love and 

in faithfulness’. The phrase cavri" kai; ajlhqeiva recurs in 1.17, after 

which it is never again found in the Gospel.  

 

15. The climax past, asyndeton returns, and the apparent lack of a close 

logical connection with v. 14 led WH, RSV and NRSV to place the verse 

in parentheses; all others, wisely, do not (see UBS, and the remarks at the 

end of the comment on this verse).  

ÆIwavnnh" marturei' peri; aujtou' kai; kevkragen levgwn. The 
present tense marturei' and the perfect kevkragen affirm the perduring 
nature of John’s witness up to the time of the writing of the Gospel. John 

is still witnessing; this interpretation seems preferable, in the present 

context, to treating marturei' as a ‘vivid’ historical present, pace JG 
2479 and BDF 321. Likewise, the perfect kevkragen implies that his 
public proclamation is still echoing around the churches (compare MHT I 

147
33

, and, for examples of kevkraga referring to the present, BAG 2 a). It 
is regrettable that so many English versions translate both verbs by a past 

tense (KJV RSV NRSV NEB[ex parte] REB NAB), even though the RV 

of 1881 had opted for the present in both cases (‘beareth witness and 

crieth’): JB and NIV render by two present tenses, as does NJB (‘John 

witnesses to him. He proclaims’).  

 Ou|to" h\n o}n ei\pon. Thinking the accusative awkward, ‘a* rewrote 
the passage…and several other witnesses (aavid B* C* Origen)…changed 

o}n ei\pon to oJ eijpwvn’ (TCGNT), but the lemma above is undoubtedly the 

original reading (see the evidence in UBS and the comment in TCGNT). 

When it is translated as ‘This was the one I mentioned (or: meant)’, the 

usage is both Classical
34

 and Johannine (8.27: for further examples see 

BDAG s.v. levgw 1b and ei\pon 1). h\n: the imperfect is the correct tense 
to refer back to a chronologically anterior witness by the Baptist (namely, 

that yet to be related, in 1.27, 30). ‘The insertion of uJmi'n after ei\pon (D 
W

supp 
X al) is a natural addition which copyists were prone to make’ 

(TCGNT).  

 ïO ojpivsw mou ejrcovmeno". Almost all English versions render this 
phrase as ‘He who comes after me’, or the equivalent; indeed, the two 

most noteworthy exceptions, Moffatt (‘my successor’) and Barclay (‘He 

33

 Moulton there quotes Monro’s Homeric Grammar, 31, ‘Verbs expressing sustained 

sounds…are usually in the perfect’ (in Homer), and adds ‘This last remark explains 

kevkraga, which has survived in Hellenistic, as the LXX seems to show decisively’. The 

conjunction of a present tense with the perfect of kevkraga is found also in Attic Greek: 
kekragw;" kai; bow'n in Aristophanes, Plutus 722, bow'n…kai; kekragw;" in 

Demosthenes XVIII De Corona, 132. 

34

 So common indeed, that LSJ, under ei\pon II 2 ‘name, mention’, notes only one 

example (Iliad 1.90), followed by ‘etc.’ (The sole reference is to Achilles’ oath, ‘not even 

if you mean Agamemnon’: oujdÆ h]n ÆA. ei[ph/'.)
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follows me in time’), express even more forcefully that the words refer to 

one who comes, chronologically, later than John. So it was in the first 

edition (1953 = 1956) of the French Bible de Jérusalem (‘lui qui vient 

après moi’); but in the second edition (1973 = 1992), we find ‘Celui qui 

vient derrière moi’, in which ojpivsw is taken to denote not time, but 

place.
35

 That this is the correct understanding can be argued on several 

grounds. (i) The use of ojpivsw with the genitive to denote place (= 

behind) is quite foreign to Classical Greek, and even to Josephus (who in 

Ant. VIII 354 replaces the ajkolouqhvsw ojpivsw sou of 3 Kgdms 19.20 
with the normal Greek dative: hjkolouvqhsen ÆHliva/).36 (ii) This 
employment of ojpivsw with the genitive to indicate a relationship of place 
(not time) suggests that the phrase comes from a writer with a Hebrew 

rather than a Greek mind, and that the meaning is therefore to be a 

follower of. This is confirmed by the fact that the Hebrew yrEh?a' &l'h; (!ālak 
<a˙ăre) is in the LXX regularly translated by poreuvesqai ojpivsw tino", 
less often by ajkolouqei'n ojpivsw tino". See HR under ojpisvw (1) a, and 

BDB under ^lh (hlk) II 3 d (235) or (more conveniently) DCH I under 
yrEh}a' (<a!ĕre), 2 a (197). (iii) In these words here at Jn 1.15, one can 
perceive an echo of Jesus’ call deu'te ojpivsw mou (Mt 4.19 = Mk 1.17), 

and of the programmatic statement about discipleship, ei[ ti" qevlei
ojpivsw mou ejlqei'n… (Mt 16.24 = Mk 8.34; cf. Lk 9.23, with e[rcesqai), 
where the words ojpivsw mou ejlqei'n | e[rcesqai in the protasis are 
answered by ajkolouqeivtw moi in the apodosis. Matthew 10.38 = Lk 

14.27 (and cf. Lk 21.8) witness to the same usage. (iv) Thus ‘as a general 

rule, wherever it is found in the NT together with the genitive of a person 

and a verb of motion, ojpivsw has a theological meaning’.37 Regrettably 
(for his is a fine article), the author of these words, Heinrich Seesemann, 

then writes that the three references in Jn 1.15, 27, 30, along with Mt 3.11 

and Mk 1.7, are (judged on the basis of ojpivsw) exceptions to this rule, 
and have no theological significance, but give only a time-reference. 

Seesemann is certainly correct in claiming that at Mt 3.11 and Mk 1.7, 

the words of the Baptist are intended to carry only a temporal meaning 

(‘he who comes after, i.e. later than, me’); but it is hard to see no more 

than this in Jn 1.15, 27, 30, and to treat these Johannine texts also as 

exceptions to the OT usage mentioned above under (ii), and to the 

Synoptic texts mentioned under (iii). (v) Origen calls attention to the 

precision of this wording with ejrcovmeno": insofar as Jesus went forward 
to be baptized by John, he may be said to have been a follower of John.

38

 

The preferable translation of oJ ojpivsw mou ejrcovmeno" is therefore not 

‘There is one who comes after me’ but There is one of my followers…  

35

 BDAG 2 b prefers to take this text (and also its parallels in Mt 3.11; Mk 1.7; Jn 

1.27, 30) as meaning that the Baptist came after Jesus in time; but the OT passages there 

cited (3 Kgdms 1.6, 24; Eccl 10.14) are scarcely sufficient to determine the case. 

36

 According to G. Kittel in TWNT I 2118-16.  

37

 H. Seesemann in TWNT V 29020-22.  

38

 Brooke II, Fragment 10, on 2211-10.  
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 e[mprosqen mou gevgonen. Though Jesus came ‘after John’ in time 
(compare the birth stories in Luke 1–2) and in his ministry, the sense of 

e[mprosqen mou gevgonen is that he has always been (gevgonen is
perfect) one who takes precedence, by rank, before me. For examples of

e[mprosqen with this sense, see BDAG 1 b ( ), which rightly comments 

that if e[mprosqen here referred to precedence in time, the following 

words (o{ti prw'tov" mou h\n) would be a tautology.39 Consequently, There 
is one of my followers who has always taken precedence, by rank, before 

me.

 o{ti prw'tov" mou h\n. This is because Jesus existed before John, as 
1.1-4 clearly affirm. For the superlative ousting the comparative, see 

MHT I 79; II 32, 216 fn. 2 (noting that prw'tov" mou is not classical), and 
BDF 62: ‘Hellenistic has retained the superlative prw'to"; provtero" has 
surrendered the meaning “the first of two” to prw'to", and now means 
only “earlier”’.

 Thus the meaning is ‘John is still testifying and his cry still rings out 

loud: This is the one I meant with “There is a follower of mine who takes 

precedence before me, because he existed before me”’. This, the first 

occurrence of ojpivsw mou e[rcesqai in John, has the Baptist designating 
Jesus as one of his followers. The relevance of this fact will become clear 

as the commentary begins to discuss this Gospel’s presentation of the 

Baptist and his disciples.  

 The phrase recurs in Jn 1.27, 30, and then, for the last time, at 12.19, 

in i[de oJ kovsmo" ojpivsw aujtou' ajph'lqen,40 words which immediately 

precede the great announcement, ‘There were some Greeks among those 

who had come up to worship at the feast’ (12.20). In that final chapter of 

Part I, when Jesus’ public ministry has reached its close, the last words 

uttered by the Pharisees are ‘Behold, the world has gone after him’ 

(12.19). In that context, the words are surely intended to remind the 

reader that the purpose of the Baptist’s mission announced at the begin-

ning (‘so that all might come to believe’, 1.6-7) has in fact been achieved, 

and that the rhetorically phrased (but, ironically, so accurate) judgment of 

the Pharisees unwittingly proclaims that it is no longer true, as was said 

in 1.10, that ‘the world did not know him’. (Compare the comment on 

1.10.) 

16. The majority of codices insert kaiv before o{ti,41 but the agreement of 
∏66.75 aB C* D L 33 it co tells against its inclusion, and no modern editor 

places kaiv in the text. Yet its presence in so many MSS is testimony that 

39

 Cullmann’s view, that the clause refers to the absolute time of the Prologue 

(Coniect. Neot. 11 [1947], 31), need not, however, be positively rejected, for e[mprosqen
need not be so restricted to precedence in rank as to exclude the priority of the Word’s 

existence (cf. Jn 8.58, and BDF 214 [1]). 

40

 The only other occurrences of ojpivsw in John are at 6.66; 18.6 and 20.14, on each 
occasion in the phrase eij" ta; ojpivsw.

41
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a large part of the tradition found the initial o{ti awkward, and therefore 
preferred the reading with kaiv, which made it easy to interpret this clause 
as a continuation of the words of the Baptist (thus Origen, Theodore of 

Mopsuestia and many of the Fathers). Chrysostom and Cyril of 

Alexandria, however, do not read kaiv, and interpret the clause as words 
of the evangelist, here adding his own testimony to that of the Baptist. 

o{ti may then be considered a very loose connective, which scarcely 
subordinates its clause at all (cf. BDF 456 [1]; MHT III 318); it may be 

translated as For the fact is, that…

‘Of his fullness we have all received’, referring to that fullness of 

grace and truth mentioned in 1.14e. ejk tou'. After verbs meaning to take 
from, to eat of, the partitive genitive (used for the divided whole) is in NT 

Greek regularly replaced by ejk or ajpov followed by the genitive (BDF 
169 [2]). (ejk tou)' plhrwvmato" is therefore the direct object of 

ejlavbomen. The word plhvrwma is not here employed with the sense it has 
in Col 1.19; 2.9; Eph 1.23; 3.19; 4.13, much less in a sense akin to that 

which it has in Gnosticism; the OT allusions in 1.14e (pp. 59-61) are 

more than sufficient to indicate a more convincingly authentic meaning. 

We have received of the fullness of that grace and truth whose light first 

dawned at Sinai.
42

 It is difficult, if not impossible, to conceive of the words hJmei'" 
pavnte" ejlavbomen (in the past tense) on the lips of the Baptist, even 

before the preaching of Jesus has begun, particularly when the evangelist 

elsewhere distinguishes both the Baptist and his followers from the 

disciples of Jesus. The simplest and most meaningful interpretation is to 

accept these words (hJmei'" pavnte" ejlavbomen) as an affective expression 
of profound gratitude on the part of the evangelist for the fullness of 

grace and truth received by himself, his own generation, and all future 

ages. ‘All of us—the Twelve, the three hundred, the five hundred, the 

three thousand, the five thousand, the many tens of thousands of Jews, the 

whole totality of believers, of those that were then, and are now, and that 

shall be—have received of his fullness’ (Chrysostom). 

 Next, defining further the object of ejlavbomen, is an epexegetical kaiv
(= that is to say, BDF 442 [9]) followed by cavrin ajnti; cavrito", in the 
accusative (not the genitive) as denoting the undivided whole (cf. BDF 

169 [2]), so that it too is the direct object of ejlavbomen.
 ajntiv occurs 22 times in the NT, but in the Johannine writings, only 
here. 

 (i) According to BDF 208 and MHT III 258, its basic meaning is 

instead of, in return for, so that it is often akin to a genitive of price (e.g. 

Mk 10.45, luvtron ajnti; pollw'n. Some authors, therefore, staying close 

42

 Bultmann explains the words in terms of ‘sharing in the fullness of the divine 

Being’, which he then illustrates at length from Gnostic, Neo-Platonic and similar texts 

(ETr 77 fn. 1). Contrast Schnackenburg (in John, the word pleroma has nothing to do 

with Gnostic or cosmological speculations). 
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to this meaning instead of, suggest that cavrin ajnti; cavrito" denotes the 
substitution of one grace for another. cavrin ajnti; cavrito" is then most 
often taken to refer to the replacing of the grace of the Old Covenant by 

the grace of the New.
43

 Chrysostom expounds this interpretation with 

enthusiasm, pointing to Paul’s references to the arrival of a new kind of 

righteousness (Phil 3.6), of faith (Rom 1.17: ejk pivstew" eji" pivstin), 
and of sonship (Rom 9.4; 2 Cor 3.11), all realized in a New Covenant 

‘not like the covenant I made with your fathers’, and promised long ago 

in Jer 31.31. Not surprisingly, this elucidation of John by Paul has for 

centuries found favour in the Church, and has declined only as exegetes 

have become more aware of the crucial distinctions to be observed 

between the theological systems of different NT writers. The strongest 

arguments in favour of this interpretation are that Jn 1.17, especially with 

its initial o{ti, seems to point directly to it, and that it is the explanation 
favoured by the Greek Fathers.

44

 Nigel Turner (MHT III 258) asks whether it may not refer to the Spirit 

who comes in place of Jesus, but this too seems quite alien to the 

immediate context, when Jesus himself has not yet begun his ministry.  

 (ii) A. T. Robertson, however, argued impressively that the original 

etymological meaning of ajntiv is face to face (‘suppose two men at each 
end of a log, facing each other’), and that this root sense is never lost. 

Thus when a fish and a snake are placed opposite each other, what father 

would choose ajnti; ijcquvo" o[fin (Lk 11.11; cf. Mt 5.38, ojfqalmo;n ajnti;
ojfqalmou). There is thus a fundamental idea of correspondence, and 
therefore of making a comparison between the value of two objects, from 

which the use of ajntiv meaning instead of, or for a genitive of price, is 
derived: see GGNT 572-74. On the basis of this understanding of ajntiv, J. 
M. Bover subsequently argued that the grace received (cavrin) must 
therefore correspond to (ajntiv) the grace mentioned earlier (in v. 14), and 
that it is consequently not a matter of one grace simply replacing another, 

but of a creature’s receiving grace which corresponds to, and is 

analogous to, that fullness of grace and truth which is possessed by Jesus 

Christ.
45

 Bernard too liked this idea, referring sympathetically (‘a better 

suggestion’) to an essay much earlier than Bover’s, by J. A. Robinson.
46

43

 M. Black, in JTS (First Series) 42 (1941), 69-70, asked whether an Aramaic play 

on words, which the translator missed, might not underlie the Greek. Its meaning, based 

upon two different Aramaic words, each written aD:s]ji (!isda<), would have been ‘and 

grace instead of shame’. The idea did not find favour, and Black himself did not include 

it in his second or third edition of An Aramaic Approach. Even if one grants the 

hypothesis of an underlying Aramaic text, it is impossible to imagine any Jew ever 

referring to any aspect of the Old Covenant as ‘shame’.  

44

 De la Potterie (142 fn. 59) lists Origen, Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia, 

Cyril of Alexandria, Theophylactus and Euthymius. 

45

 ‘Cavrin ajnti; cavrito" (Ioh. 1,16)’, Biblica 6 (1925), 454-60.  
46

 ‘On the meanings of cavri" and caritou'n’, in St Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians,
2nd ed., 1909, p. 223. 
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The weak point of this second interpretation is that ajntiv is nowhere 
found with the meaning corresponding to in the LXX, in Hellenistic 

Greek or in the NT.
47

 (iii) The majority of modern commentators, however, interpret cavrin 
ajnti; cavrito" as denoting not substitution, but accumulation by suc-

cession, “the ceaseless stream of graces which succeed one another” 

(Schnackenburg), i.e. grace upon grace or grace after grace.
48

 The 

parallel always cited is in Philo, De post. Cain 145: …eJtevra" [sc.
cavrita"] ajntÆ ejkeivnwn [sc. tw'n prwvtwn carivtwn] kai; trivta" ajnti
tw'n deutevrwn kai; ajei; neva" ajnti; palaiotevrwn… ejpidivdwsin. One 
may point also to a line of Theognis (344), ajntÆ ajniw'n ajnivai (‘grief 
upon grief’), to Aeschylus (Agamemnon 1560), o[neido~ h{kei tovdÆ ajntÆ 
ojneivdou", and to Chrysostom (De Sacerdotio VI 13: Ben. ed.535D): su;
dev me ejkpevmpei" eJtevran ajnqÆ eJtevra" frontivda ejnqeiv" (‘you are 

sending me away after giving me one head-ache on top of another’). On 

this view, cavrin ajnti; cavrito" records the continuity of the divine gift 
under the Old and the New Covenant.

49

 (iv) De la Potterie has strongly challenged the modern majority, 

beginning with a criticism of its appeal to the text from Philo. That text, 

he points out, does not refer to an accumulation of graces, but to a 

continuous series of graces, each replacing the preceding ones. Further, if 

the third interpretation were correct, one would have expected not ajntiv,
but ejpiv. Again, John does not write of graces (in the plural), as does 
Philo, but of cavri" (in the singular) both in 1.16 and in 1.17, thus 
indicating that he is referring to the replacement of one specific and 

definite grace by another, equally specific and definite.  

 De la Potterie’s major contribution is to have stressed that it is not 

sufficient to examine the meaning of ajntiv on its own, and that the 
formula ti ajntiv tino" must be investigated. Four cases are possible. 

47

 A similar interpretation found favour at the Renaissance (among writers as diverse 

as Luther (WA 46, 654, with a polemical note against the doctrine of merit), Toletus and 

Cornelius a Lapide. It may be noted that the doctrine which this second interpretation 

expresses, even though it is not exegetically well-founded (being based on the supposed 

meaning of ajntiv), need not be rejected by those who prefer the next interpretation, the 

third. 

48

 De la Potterie lists more than twenty authors up to 1975, including Schlatter, 

Lagrange, Bultmann, Barrett, Schnackenburg (143 fn. 64).  

49

 Augustine’s words on the text ought to be mentioned here, for though not exegesis 

in the modern sense, they have become a locus classicus in the history of interpretation 

(In Ioannem III 8-10: Ben 306C-308). ‘(8) Accepimus enim de plenitudine eius, primo 

gratiam; et rursus accepimus gratiam, gratiam pro gratia. Quam gratiam primo accep-

imus? Fidem… (9) Quid est ergo, gratiam pro gratia? …Consecutus autem istam gratiam 

fidei, eris iustus ex fide…et promereberis Deum vivendo ex fide: cum promerueris Deum 

vivendo ex fide, accipies praemium immortalitatis, et vitam aeternam. Et illa gratia est. 

Nam pro quo merito accipies vitam aeternam? Pro gratia…(10) Quod ergo praemium 

immortalitatis postea tribuit, dona sua coronat, non merita tua.’ This was the dominant 

view in the West during the Middle Ages (e.g. Aquinas, In Ioannem Lect. X 3, fn. 206).  
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(i) Where the two terms are different, and two parties are involved, the 

meaning of ajntiv is in return for, in exchange for: e.g. Prov 17.13, o}"
ajpodivdwsin kaka; ajnti; ajgaqw'n (‘if someone returns evil for good…’). 

See also 1 Macc 16.17. (ii) Where the two terms are different, but only 

one party is involved, ajntiv is best translated in preference to: e.g. Wis 

7.10, proeilovmhn aujth;n ajnti; fwto;" e[cein (‘I chose to have her 
[Wisdom] in preference to light’). (iii) Where the two terms are the same, 

and two parties are involved, ajntivv means in exchange for. There is a 
clear parallel in Euripides’ Helen, at line 1234: cavri" ga;r ajnti; cavrito" 
ejlqevtw. The colloquial English rendering ‘one good turn deserves 
another’ may serve to indicate that cavri" ajnti; cavrito" could itself be a 
cliché in Greek. (iv) Where the two terms are the same, and only one 

party is involved, as in Jn 1.16, the meaning of ajntiv must be, literally, 
instead of, as the Greek Fathers maintained, but it is not inappropriate to 

add that in this case the context often implies a preference for one rather 

than the other, as in Wis 7.10, because a comparison is inescapably 

entailed. Thus the first interpretation of ajntiv in v. 16b may, and should 
be, upheld, though with the firm proviso that the Old Law is seen not as a 

burden, but as a grace, which is superseded by a grace that is more 

attractive still.
50

 The principles to be stressed are that the grace of the Old Covenant 

was not inadequate, but that it was preparatory; and that the grace of the 

New Covenant is definitive (ejxousiva tevkna qeou' genevsqai), for this 
life and the next. 

17. o{ti may once again (cf. 16) be translated as For the fact is, that…; 

here it is explanatory of v. 16. 

 oJ novmo". This first occurrence of oJ novmo" in the Gospel is par-
ticularly significant, since it stands in (contrasting) parallelism with ‘the 

grace and truth that came through Jesus Christ’. Here the word novmo"
does not denote the Pentateuch as distinct from the Prophetical Books or 

the Writings, or the Pentateuch insofar as it contains legislation; but 

rather the whole body of the teaching contained in the Law, the Prophets 

and the Writings, considered as deriving from, and remaining faithful to, 

the inspiration of Moses, and as such, constituting the divinely authori-

tative basis of the faith and the socio-religious life of Israel.
51

 The literal 

meaning of the Hebrew word ‘Torah’ is instruction, direction, guidance, 

and like it, the LXX translation novmo" represents a concept which is 
deeply rooted in the will of the gods.

52

 The words Torah and novmo" are 

50

 On the whole section see de la Potterie, La Vérité, 142-50. 

51

 The wording is my own, but compare Dodd, Interpretation, 77, and especially S. 

Pancaro, The Law in the Fourth Gospel, 515, 534-46.  

52

 See Kleinknecht in TWNT IV 1016-29. The words of Antigone may stand for the 

universal belief of ancient Greece: 

  Nor did I dream that thou, a mortal man, 

  Could’st by a breath annul and override 
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therefore far removed from the modern idea of statute law, alterable at 

will by a human legislature.
53

 Neither Torah nor novmo" designates the 
arbitrary or authoritarian commands of an all-powerful Deity who is 

answerable to no-one, as Marcion, and many to this day, would have it. 

Even Augustine, when commenting on this text, is not entirely free from 

a negative assessment of the Law, because he, like Paul (indeed, more 

than Paul), considers Law mainly in one aspect of its existential reality, 

as exposing sin, but without enabling fallen humanity to resist it.
54

 John 

by contrast looks upon the Law (Torah, Nomos) as it was intended to be 

by God, neither arbitrary nor oppressive, but rather the source of light and 

life (Ps 119.105, 107) to all God’s people (cf. Jn 1.4-5); for the most 

basic fact about the Law is that it is the Word of God (see the whole of 

Ps 119).  

 dia; Mwu>sevw" ejdovqh. ‘The Law is regularly regarded in Jewish 
sources as a gift of God to Israel’ (Barrett). He cites Josephus, Ant. VII 

338 (ta;" ejntola;" aujtou' kai; tou;" novmou" ou}" dia; Mwu>sevo" e[dwken 
hJmi'n), Pirke Aboth 1.1 and Siphre Deut 31.4 § 305 (‘Blessed be God who 
gave the Law to Israel through Moses our teacher’). It is a gift given 

through (not by) Moses (compare Acts 7.53). In this clause John writes 

ejdovqh, because the Law was a gift received by a servant to pass on to 
those for whom it was intended; but in the parallel, 17b, he writes 

ejgevneto, which implies the sovereign authority (basilevw" meta;
ejxousiva") of Jesus Christ (Chrysostom). ‘Mosis non sua est lex: Christi 

sua est gratia et veritas’ (Bengel). 

 hJ cavri" kai; hJ ajlhvqeia. In ∏66
 it sy

h**
, dev is inserted before, and in 

W after, cavri". This reading implies a certain tension between Church 

and synagogue; more significant is the negligible attestation in favour of 

it. The lack of support for dev only confirms the interpretation of v. 16 as 
indicating not the replacement of one grace by another, but the continuity 

in God’s bestowal of grace; it also justifies the cautionary remarks about 

hostility to the Old Law which are set out in the comment on oJ novmo" at 

  The immutable unwritten laws of Heaven. 

  They were not born today nor yesterday; 

  They die not; and none knoweth whence they sprang.  

(Sophocles, Antigone 453-57. Translation by F. Storr in the Loeb edition.)  

53

 It is unfortunate that so many European languages translate the term as law, loi, 

Gesetz, legge, ley, thus giving the impression that the Torah is akin to what Europeans 

call ‘statute law’. English cannot avoid this, but other languages are more fortunate, and 

have less excuse. ‘Torah’ would be more adequately rendered into Latin etc. by ius, 

droit, Recht, diritto, derecho, words which denote a corpus of legislation that includes, 

and is based upon, carefully defined fundamental principles of jurisprudence. Statute law 

is variable to an extent that ius, droit, Recht etc. are not.  

54

 ‘Non erat ista [gratia] in Veteri Testamento, quia lex minabatur, non opitulabatur; 

iubebat, non sanabat; langorem ostendebat, non auferebat: sed ille [Dominus] praeparabat 

medico venturo cum gratia et veritate’ (In Ioannem III 14). Contrast Chrysostom (on 

16b): Kai; ga;r ta; tou' novmou kai; aujta; cavrito" h\n.
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1.16. For hJ cavri" kai; hJ ajlhvqeia, see on v. 14e. This is the last occur-
rence of the word cavri" in the Fourth Gospel.  

dia; ÆIhsou' Cristou'. The only other occurrence of the proper name 
‘Jesus Christ’ is at 17.3, where the words are almost certainly a late 

addition to the text. If we discount this instance in 17.3, the formula in 

20.31 (‘that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ’), taken in con-

junction with the wording here in 1.17b, may well represent an inclusio

embracing the entire Gospel, in which the reader is at the end invited to 

profess faith in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, through whom (diav)
the grace and truth promised in the Old Covenant were brought into 

being (ejgevneto). See the comments above on ejdovqh in this verse, on 
ejgevneto in 1.3 (p. 12), and on the variant reading o} gevgonen ejn aujtw'/
zwh; h\n (pp. 14-15). 

18a. qeo;n oujdei;" eJwvraken pwvpote. Four words, which could stand in 
any sequence, are here skilfully ordered, closing the Prologue with 

supreme economy. As in 18b, any conjunction would have weakened, 

probably destroyed, the strength of this verse. The absence of the article 

before qeovn implies that no one had ever (previously) seen God qua

God,
55

 though they might have ‘seen’ him under shadows and figures at 

Mamre, at the burning bush, or in a vision (Gen 18; Exod 3; Isa 6). That 

is, no one had ever seen and known God in the way one knows oneself or 

another human being (cf. Exod 33.18-20). Contrast the past tense in 1 Jn 

4.12 (qeo;n oujdei;" pwvpote teqevatai) with the future tense in 1 Jn 3.2 
(o{moioi aujtw'/ ejsovmeqa, o{ti ojyovmeqa aujto;n kaqwv" ejstin) and with 
1 Cor 13.12. J. H. Moulton calls the perfect with pwvpote (1.18; 5.37; 
8.33) ‘an aoristic perfect of unbroken continuity’ (MHT I 144; see also III 

68f. 84). The sense is therefore that no one has ever, here on earth, seen 

God directly, face to face, in his divinity, though Christians see God’s 

glory indirectly, in the humanity of the Word made flesh. See above on 

14cd and compare 2 Cor 4.6 on the knowledge of the glory of God in the 

face of Christ.  

18b. The evidence for the text of 18b is very finely balanced between 

monogenh;" qeov" (UBS
3
and NA

27
), and oJ monogenh;" uiJov" (Tischen-

dorf and von Soden). The former is preferred by the editors of the UBS
3

and NA
27
 on the ground that it has earlier and better support among the 

Greek MSS of the Gospel, although o m. q., with the article, is much 
better attested among the early Fathers. The latter, oJ monogenh;" uiJov", is 
the reading most widely attested among the totality of the MSS, the 

versions and the Fathers. Schnackenburg and Barrett rightly comment 

that the sense is substantially unaltered whether one reads oJ monogenh;"
qeov" or oJ monogenh;" uiJov" (both prefer the former, not least because of

∏66.75
). The shortest reading (oJ monogenhv"), though not accepted by any 

55

 See the comment of J. H. Moulton at 14d.  
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of the major modern editions of the Greek NT, has much to commend it 

(see UBS). For the detail, see Excursus IV, ‘Longer Notes on Textual 

Criticism 3’, and the comment on monogenou'" para; patrov" under 

1.14d. 

 If monogenh;" qeov" (without the article) is accepted as the reading, 

the most accurate translation would be someone quite unique, and divine 

(so The Translator’s NT, 1973, 452); if the article is included, one might 

say the one and only God (unicus deus). If oJ monogenhv" uiJov" is 

preferred, the translation would be the one and only Son (cf. RSV, the 

only Son). If oJ monogenhv" is accepted, then the entire clause may be 

translated, with due respect for English idiom, by transposing ejkei'no" to 
the beginning of the clause, and using an adverb, utterly, to ensure that 

the force of the article be not lost. Accordingly, that utterly unique One is 

the version used above on p. 49; the present writer’s second choice would 

be that one and only Son. 

 oJ w]n eij" to;n kovlpon tou' patrov". Though it is often said that ‘in 
the Koine eij" and ejn are freely interchanged’, this does not apply to all 
NT books: in Matthew, in the Pauline and Johannine epistles, and in 

Revelation, the old classical distinction between eij" and ejn is still very 
much alive (MHT III 254-57; BDF 205-206). Also, we may add, in John, 

and the distinction is particularly significant in this text.  

 In the major modern English versions the lemma is rendered: (i) 

‘which/who is in the bosom of the Father’ (AV = KJV RV RSV); (ii) 

‘who is at the Father’s side’ (NIV NAB); (iii) ‘who is nearest to the 

Father’s heart’ (NEB REB JB); (iv) ‘who is close to the Father’s heart’ 

(NJB NRSV). Option (i) is clearly based on the assumption that in this 

verse eij" is equivalent to ejn, which is how the Latin versions understood 
it (in sinu patris). The other renderings, made after 1950, when NT 

scholarship had become more sensitive to the distinction between the two 

prepositions, avoid ‘in’. Indeed, (iii) and (iv) gently hint that eij" here 

connotes more than close physical presence together, which is the sense 

of ejn tw'/ kovlpw/ in 13.23.56
 The metaphor is frequent in the OT to describe the most intimate of 

human relationships: it is used of marriage (Deut 13.7 [6]; 28.54, 56 etc.), 

of mother and child (1 Kgs 3.20; 17.19), and of God’s care for Israel 

(Num 11.12: for further detail see Schnackenburg). Here in Jn 1.18 the 

phrase is probably intended to answer to the words ejn ajrch'/ h\n oJ lovgo" 
pro;" to;n qeovn: just as the pre-Incarnate Logos was, in the beginning, 
very close to God (see on 1b), so the utterly unique human individual, 

Jesus Christ, is at the end described as being permanently (oJ w[n) eij" to;n
kovlpon tou' patrov". What exactly does this phrase mean? 

56

 Compare the distinction between eij" to;n kovlpon ÆAbraavm and ejn toi'" kovlpoi" 
aujtou', Lk 16.22-23. One may note also that it would be a mistake to read into the 

replacement of the word bosom by side or heart anything more than the updating of an 

obsolescent metaphor.  
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 The Greek Fathers (Chrysostom, Theophylactus, Theodore of Mop-

suestia) and several Latin writers (Marius Victorinus, Thomas Aquinas, 

Maldonatus) interpret the phrase as referring to the consubstantiality of 

the Father and the Son. Augustine gives a psychologizing interpretation, 

which was to become common in the Middle Ages: the Son knows the 

secrets of the Father, and can therefore reveal them.
57

 Both types of inter-

pretation assume that the verse refers to intra-trinitarian relationships, and 

that the preposition eij" means in. De la Potterie, with a number of 

(mostly French) writers, has argued for the translation, qui est tourné vers 

le sein du Père, meaning that Jesus during his earthly life was ever 

attentive to, and responsive to, the love of the Father.
58

 In the second 

edition of the French Bible de Jérusalem (1973) this translation replaces 

dans le sein du Père of the 1956 edition.  

 The most satisfactory interpretation, however, is to take oJ w]n eij" to;n
kovlpon tou' patrov" as referring to the return of Jesus Christ into the 

bosom of the Father. This interpretation, formerly upheld by B. Weiss, H. 

J. Holtzmann, Zahn, Tillmann, Thüsing etc., has been newly presented by 

René Robert.
59

 Robert reasons that Greek provides many examples of a 

verb followed by eij" which express situation in a place and thereby 

imply a preceding movement to that place. The construction is both 

classical, and common.
60

 There is a fine example in Xenophon (Anabasis

I ii 2), parh'san eij" Savrdei", which is neatly rendered they presented 

themselves at Sardis.
61

 Compare Jn 21.4 (‘Jesus stood on [eij"] the 

shore’).
62

 No one denies that one of the central themes of John is that 

Jesus, when his earthly mission is accomplished, will return to heaven, 

whence he came (3.13; 6.62; 8.21), to the Father who sent him (7.33; 

13.1, 3; 16.5; 17.11, 13), there to be glorified with the glory which he had 

before the world was, with the Father (17.5). Indeed, in John, this is the 

only message which the risen Jesus gives to Mary Magdalen (20.7). It 

makes excellent sense therefore to translate oJ w]n eij" to;n kovlpon tou'
patrov" as who is now returned into the bosom of the Father, thus not 

57

 Quid est, in sinu Patris? In secreto Patris…secretum Patris sinus Patris vocatur (in

loco). This was the interpretation accepted by J. H. Bernard. 

58

 This is the sense which de la Potterie gives also to pro;" to;n qeovn in 1.1b. See 
‘L’emploi de eij" dans S. Jean et ses incidences théologiques’, Biblica 43 (1962), 366-87, 

and also in La Vérité, 228-39.  

59

 ‘Celui qui est de retour dans le sein du Père (Jean 1,18)’, Revue Thomiste 85 

(1985), 457-63. 

60

 W. W. Goodwin, A Greek Grammar, 1205.1, cites Thucydides I 96, aiJ xuvnodoi ej"
to; iJero;n ejgivgnonto (i.e. involving the idea of going into the temple to hold the 

synods), and other examples. See also LSJ s.v. parei'nai I 5 = to arrive at. Abel, 
Grammaire §48 c Rem. II, instances Mk 13.3, kaqhmevnou aujtou' eij" to; ÒOro" tw'n
ÆElaiw'n, Heb 11.9, pivstei parwv/khsen eij" gh'n th'" ejpaggeliva", tc.  

61

 The translation given by Carlton L. Brownson in the Loeb edition (1921). 

62

 And what we may call a reverse example in Jn 20.7, cwri;" ejntetuligmevnon eij"
e{na tovpon, ‘rolled up [and put] into a separate place’. See JG 2305-309.  
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only giving an inclusio with pro;" to;n qeovn in 1.1b, but also, perhaps, 

recalling to the reader the prophetic word of Isa 55.10-11. 

 One serious objection to this interpretation is that it is nowhere found 

in the Greek Fathers. At this point Origen is not extant, but Chrysostom 

in his commentary and elsewhere, while citing the lemma as eij" to;n
kovlpon, always interprets it as equivalent to ejn tw'/ kovlpw'/; and Cyril
does likewise. Both Chrysostom and Cyril, and their contemporaries 

(Gregory of Nyssa, Epiphanius) appear to have understood the two Greek 

phrases as synonymous, as indeed they had by their time become. So did 

the Latin versions, which, without exception, render qui est in sinu 

patris.
63

 But if the evangelist in his day used eij" and ejn with different 

meanings, then subsequent writers, by not adverting to this, would have 

misinterpreted this text; and there is much evidence to support the view 

that John did distinguish between eij" and ejn.64
 Another important proposal concerning this lemma must be men-

tioned.
65

 If in the Prologue the term Logos is equivalent to the Memra, 

may not the words oJ w[n in v. 18 be a conscious allusion to Exod 3.15, 

‘He Who Is’? The same participle occurs with this sense in the book of 

Revelation (1.4, 8; 4.8; 11.17; 16.5), though with reference to the Lord 

God, not to Jesus Christ. There are, however, in John’s Gospel four 

verses where ejgwv eijmi is used absolutely, of Jesus Christ, and without 
any grammatical complement, namely Jn 8.24, 28, 58 and 13.19. In three 

of these (8.24, 28; 13.19) the words o{ti ejgwv eijmi clamour to be 
interpreted against the background of Isa 43.10 (LXX) which in turn 

points back unmistakably to the revelation in Exod 3.15.
66

 This is why, in 

each of these cases, the AV = KJV RV and RSV translate o{ti ejgwv eijmi 
as ‘that I am he’, the NEB and REB, ‘that I am what I am’. The awesome 

implication of these words becomes fully transparent only when the 

rendering of o{ti ejgwv eijmi makes the cross-reference to Exodus abun-
dantly clear, e.g. that I am He Who Is.

67

 Consequently, if the term Logos 

in the Prologue does represent the concept of Memra, the possibility that 

the words oJ w]n at 1.18 are an allusion to ‘He Who Is’ should not be too 

63

 The patristic references, both Greek and Latin, are most readily accessible in 

Tischendorf 8a. 

64

 Compare JG 2305-308 and 2706-13 passim. On the equivalence of eij" and ejn, see 
MHT I 62-63 and 234-35, and Robertson, Grammar, 591-92.  

65

 L. Devillers, ‘Exégèse et théologie de Jean 1.18’, Revue Thomiste 89 (1989), 181-

217. 

66

 Isa 43.10-11 reads in the LXX: gevnesqev moi mavrture", kajgw; mavrtu", levgei 
kuvrio" oJ qeov", kai; oJ pai'", o}n ejxelexavmhn, i{na gnw'te kai; pisteuvshte kai; sunh'te 
o{ti ejgwv eijmi, e[mprosqevn mou oujk ejgevneto a[llo" qeo;" kai; metÆ ejme; oujk e[stai: 
ejgw; oJ qeov", kai; oujk e[stin pavrex ejmou' swv/zwn. pisteuvein o{ti ejgwv eijmi occurs in Jn 
8.24 and 13.19, gnw'nai o{ti in 8.28.  

67

 Jesus’ statement is then so apparently blasphemous that on each occasion he 

immediately affirms that the Father is on his side (‘I do nothing on my own authority, 

and he who sent me is with me’, 8.28-29; ‘he who receives me receives him who sent 

me’, 13.20). Cf. Dodd, Interpretation, 95-96. 
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hastily discounted, for there is much patristic evidence which identifies 

the Word, the revealer on earth of the invisible Father, with the one who 

spoke from the burning bush.
68

 Though, in the present writer’s opinion, 

the primary sense of the phrase oJ w]n ktl. refers to the return of the
monogenhv" into the glory of the Father, this does not exclude the possi-

bility that the same words may hold a secondary meaning also, which, 

though not evident at first reading, will disclose itself to the reader who 

comes to understand the deepest truth of the Gospel (cf. Jn 20.28, 31). 

John 1.18b could then be turned into English as ‘that utterly unique One 

[or: that one and only Son], He Who Is now returned into the bosom of 

the Father…’ 

ejkei'no" ejxhghvsato. The English versions cited above under 18b 

render these words as (i) ‘hath declared him’ (AV = KJV RV); (ii) ‘has 

made him known’ (RSV NRSV NEB REB NIV JB NJB); (iii) ‘has 

revealed him’ (NAB). The second version has a clear over-all majority, 

and the third is apparently a rank outsider. 

 The original, and etymologically self-evident, meaning of ejxhgei'sqai
is to lead, but this sense, though frequent in Classical Greek (LSJ), is, 

according to the lexicons, found nowhere in the LXX, the NT or cognate 

literature (BDAG). This last statement has recently been challenged.  

 In the NT, the verb occurs six times, five in the Lukan writings (at 

Lk 24.35; Acts 10.8; 15.11, 14; 21.19), and once here, in Jn 1.18. It is 

generally agreed that in the Greek of NT times, the verb ejxhgei'sqai is 
used in three senses. It can mean to recount, relate, report, describe, 

explain, and this is the sense usually assigned to it in the five Lukan texts 

68

 Justin may be a witness to a tradition of Palestinian, perhaps even of Samaritan, 

origin, when in terms reminiscent of Jn 1.14, 18, he links the invisible nature of the 

Father and the Incarnation of the Son with the episode in Exod 3.14-15. ‘Neither 

Abraham nor Isaac nor Jacob, nor any other of humankind has seen the Father who is 

both the ineffable Lord of all things without exception (aJplw'") and of Christ him-
self…whom the Father decreed should be begotten of the Virgin, and who once, long ago 

(povte) became fire in order to speak to Moses out of the bush’ (Dial. 127, 4; also in 128, 
1). Similarly, in 1 Apol. 62, 3 we read that ‘our Christ conversed with Moses in the form 

of fire from a bush’ (ejn ijdeva/ puro;" ejk batou' proswmivlhsen aujtw'/ oJ hJmevtero" 
Cristov"), and in 63, 7, that ‘an angel of the Lord spoke to Moses in flames of fire from 

the bush, and said, I am He Who Is, God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob…’, an 

idea repeated in 63.17. Irenaeus too makes the connection between the Word and the text 

of Exod 3.14, in his Proof of the Apostolic Preaching, chs. 2 and 46; this connection is 

all the more significant since elsewhere he ascribes and applies the phrase ‘He Who Is’ 

both to the Father and to the Son, and equally to each (Adv. Haer. III 6 2). Devillers 

refers (Revue Thomiste 89 [1989], 195-99) to two surveys of patristic usage, one by M. 

Harl, ‘Citations et commentaires d’Exode 3.14 chez les Pères grecs des quatre premiers 

siècles’, in Dieu et l’Etre, Exégèse d’Exode 3.14 et de Coran 20.11-24, Paris, 1978, 87-

108, the other by G. Madec, ‘“Ego sum qui sum’ de Tertullien à Jérôme”’, in the same 

work, 121-39. One example, from Ambrose, must suffice: ‘non Pater in rubo, non Pater 

in eremo, sed Filius Moysi locutus est’.  
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just mentioned. It is frequently used, as in Classical Greek, as a technical 

term meaning to reveal, to impart to initiates officially the secrets of the 

mystery-religions.
69

 In Josephus, it is used with the sense to interpret the 

Law (War I 649; 2.162; Ant. XVIII 81). See LSJ and BDAG. All three 

usages would sit well with the preaching activity of the historical Jesus as 

described in our extant sources. 

 In 1977 de la Potterie challenged the accuracy of these common 

interpretations of the verb when they are applied to Jn 1.18.
70

 The first 

sense, correct for Luke, he judges inadequate for John. The second and 

the third he finds oversimplified, alleging that they are uncritically reliant 

on a number of classical texts which have been regularly repeated since 

Wettstein (1751).
71

 His criticism is that neither the noun ejxhghthv", nor 
the verb ejxhgei'sqai is ever found in Classical Greek with the meaning 
to reveal. In the classical texts quoted, wherever ejxhgei'sqai is used of 
the gods, it means to issue laws, to make edicts; wherever it is used of 

‘exegetes’ or diviners at sanctuaries like Delphi, it means that they

interpret oracles or explain the meaning of laws.
72

 There is no example of 

its ever being used to denote revealing new truths.
73

 The translation to

reveal cannot therefore be justified in terms of, or by references to, Greek 

or Hellenistic religion.

 But, de la Potterie continued, that does not imply that ejxhgei'sqai 
may not in fact, bear, at Jn 1.18, the sense to reveal, provided that this is 

interpreted against a Hebrew background. That would be a quite 

acceptable rendering of Job 28.27, at the end of the passage in which the 

writer asks, ‘Where shall wisdom be found?’ (vv. 12-28).
74

 In tovte ei\den

69 ejxhghtai; dÆ ejkalou'nto oiJ ta; peri; tw'n dioshmiwn' kai; ta; tw'n a[llwn iJerw'n
didaskonte" (‘Those who teach about celestial omens and other sacred matters were 

called “exegetes”’): Pollux 8, 124, cited in BDAG. 

70

La Vérité, 213-28. 

71

Novum Testamentum Graece I 841-42. The texts are easily accessible in F. 

Büchsel’s article in TWNT II 910. De la Potterie lists a number of commentators, 

including Westcott, H. J. Holtzmann, Barrett and Brown, as upholding that the verb 

cannot be satisfactorily explained except by references to Greek or Hellenistic religion, 

while noting that others, e.g. Godet, Lagrange, Tillmann and Schnackenburg are ‘either 

more circumspect or even reject the connection’ (La Vérité, 215 fn. 291).  

72

 There are two very clear examples of this meaning in Plato, in the Republic IV 

427c, and in the Laws VI 759cd. 

73

 On 218-19 fn. 308, he writes that the sense reveal is nowhere attested in the TLG,

LSJ or any other standard Greek Lexicon, and caps this with a quotation from A.-J. 

Festugière: ‘Je ne connais en vérité aucun texte où ejxhgei'sqai = “donner une révéla-
tion”’, in the latter’s Observations stylistiques sur l’Evangile de S. Jean, Paris, 1974, 

132.  

74

 Lev 14.57 is clearly irrelevant. Four other texts bear the meaning to recount, relate

(Judg 7.13; 4 Kgdms 8.5; 1 Macc 3.26; 2 Macc 2.13); 1 Chr 16.24 and Job 12.8 speak of 

declaring God’s power or glory, which might include the secondary idea of revealing it 

by recounting it. So in Prov 28.13b the word confess could be construed as including 

revelation of one’s sins to others. But all this is scarcely ‘revelation’ in the usual 

theological sense of the term.  



 1.14-18 75 

aujth;n kai; ejxhghvsato aujthvn, ejxhghvsato could well be translated as 
revealed or—with a weaker sense—made known. One may compare also 

the cognate verb ejkdihgei'sqai in Sir 18.5 (tiv~ prosqhvsei ejkdih-
ghvsasqai ta; ejlevh aujtou'); Barrett calls attention also, and particularly, 
to Sir 43.31, tiv~ eJovraken aujto;n kai; ejkdihghvsetai, ‘Who has seen him 

and can describe him?’, to which Jn 1.18 might seem a direct answer. 

ejkei'no"—‘that one’, the utterly unique One (ejkei'no", particularly the 
resumptive ejkei'no", being frequent in John). 
 One problem remains. The verb ejxhghvsato has no direct object. 
Nearly all translations supply one, usually ‘him’, that is, the Father, and it 

can rightly be argued that this must imply and include the Son (cf. Jn 

14.5-11). Indeed, de la Potterie, in La Vérité (228) went so far as to 

translate 1.18b as ‘Le Fils unique, tourné vers le sein du Père, il fut, lui, la 

révélation’. Later, however, in response to an article by R. Robert,
75

 he 

abandoned this interpretation, pleading instead for the meaning to walk in 

front, and therefore for the translation he is the one who has opened the 

way.
76

 Robert countered with a vigorous defence of what he had 

originally proposed: ejxhghvsato in 1.18 is intended to carry a double 
meaning, and to imply both to guide and to explain, just as both senses 

are implicit in Jn 14.6 (‘I am the way…no one comes to the Father except 

through me’), particularly when this verse is taken in conjunction with 

14.2 (‘I am going, to prepare a place for you’). As a translation, Robert 

suggested it is he who was the guide—it is he who was the way, and even 

declared a preference (if a language cannot sustain the double meaning) 

for the latter.
77

 The double meaning would, of course, dovetail with his 

version of 18b (‘now returned into the bosom of the Father’). Indeed, his 

interpretation of the whole sentence from oJ w[n to ejxhghvsato has 
everything to commend it.

78

 In an endeavour to capture all these nuances, 

the translation given above renders ejxhghvsato by three verbs: … has 

been our guide, and shown and led the way.  

 If further evidence be needed to discern the evangelist’s mind, there 

remain the Targums. In Neofiti I, at Exod 3.14, we read: ‘And the Lord 

said to Moses: I am who I am. And he said: Thus shall you say to the 

75

 Robert argued that it is not necessary to choose between the two meanings of 

ejxhgei'sqai, to guide and to recount. ‘La double intention du mot final du prologue 

johannique’, Revue Thomiste 87 (1987), 435-41.  

76

 ‘“C’est lui qui a ouvert la voie”, La finale du prologue johannique’, Biblica 69 

(1988), 340-70.  

77

 ‘Le mot final du prologue johannique. A propos d’un article récent’, Revue 

Thomiste 89 (1989), 279-88.  

78

 One may mention also that Robert has also drawn attention to a very close parallel 

in Plato’s Republic V, where, because of the presence of the verb to follow, the double 

meaning of guiding and explaining underlying ejxhgei'sqai is but thinly veiled. ÆIqi dhv,
ajkolouvqhsovn moi th'/de, eja;n aujto; aJmh'/ gev ph/ iJkanw'" ejxhghswvmeqa. ‘Come, then,

follow me on this line, to see if we can somehow or other explain it adequately’ (474c). 

See also Book IV 427c. ‘Un précedent platonicien à l’équivoque de Jean 1.18’, Revue 

Thomiste 90 (1990), 634-39.  
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children of Israel: He who said and the world was from the beginning, 

and is to say again to it: Be!, and it will be, has sent me to you.’
79

 The 

echoes of Jn 1.1-3 are unmistakable, and the thought certainly matches 

Boismard’s vision of the return of humanity to be once more in the 

bosom of the Father (see Excursus I). These ideas are even more promi-

nently marked in the same Targum at Exod 33.14: ‘The Glory of my 

Shekinah will accompany amongst you and will prepare a resting place 

for you’ (cf. Jn 14.2-3).
80

 The idea of the Lord’s going before Israel to 

prepare a resting-place for the people recurs in this Targum at Num 

10.33 and Deut 1.33, where the Hebrew infinitive rWtl; (lātur), eaning 
literally to seek out by exploring, to scout out, is rendered in the Aramaic 

by the verb hnqtml (lĕmitqānāh), the literal meaning of which is to 
acquire, to take possession of, and therefore to prepare a place. The 

phrasing is particularly poignant at Deut 1.32-33, which read: ‘You did 

not believe in the name of the Word of the Lord your God, who led before 

you on the way to prepare for you a place for your encampment’.
81

  

 John 1.14, we beheld his glory, is replete with references to the 

memory of Israel’s experiences at Sinai, which in turn remind the reader 

that even after the theophany on the high mountain, there was a life-

time’s journey (‘forty years’) still to travel before the entry into the 

Promised Land. John 1.18 is then a declaration that, though no one has 

ever seen God, Jesus Christ during his earthly life has made known a God 

the like of whom the world had never seen, never imagined, never 

thought of. Like a new Moses, he leads God’s people all the way to the 

Promised Land; and being a far greater leader than Moses, he has himself 

entered into it (Jn 14.2: compare Heb 3.3–4.16; 10.11-25; 12.2, 

ajforw'nte" eij" to;n th'" pivstew" ajrchgo;n kai; teleiwth;n ÆIhsou'n).  
 The evangelist, as he was writing these last lines of the Prologue, must 

have been fully aware that his Gospel was quite different from any other 

gospel book then circulating. Towards the end, in the discourse after the 

supper, he justifies the inclusion of the many novel teachings in his book 

by declaring that Jesus had promised to send, after his departure from the 

earth, another Paraclete, the Spirit of truth, to lead the disciples into all 

truth (Jn 14.16-20, 25-26; 15.26-27; 16.7, 12-15). If therefore oJ w]n eij"
to;n kovlpon tou' patrov" be translated as who is now returned to the 

bosom of the Father, the word ejxhghvsato must imply that all the 
teaching given in the Fourth Gospel, long after Jesus’ departure, by the 

Holy Spirit of truth, is also guaranteed by Jesus’ authority (14.25-26; 

15.26-27). Only then would the disciples begin to perceive that there was 

a divinely willed purpose even in the apparent failure of Jesus’ life on 

earth.  

79

 ETr by McNamara, 412.  

80

 ETr by McNamara, 510. 

81

 ETr by McNamara, 444. Compare the wording in Jn 1.12c and 14.2.  
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 For the Synoptics, and for Paul, the crucifixion represents, in worldly 

terms, the execution of the wholly innocent Jesus, and justice therefore 

demands that God reverse this crime by the bodily resurrection (cf. Acts 

2.22-36). But that leaves unanswered the question, ‘If God is just, why 

does he not restore to life all who are unjustly executed, and why does he 

permit them to be executed in the first place?’ The Fourth Gospel faces 

up to this question by boldly affirming that God so loved the world that 

he sent his only Son into the world, to display before the world the extent 

of his love (3.16). The message of John’s Gospel is that Jesus, by 

voluntarily embracing the Cross,
82

 has offered one perfect sacrifice 

(17.19a: kai; uJpe;r aujtw'n ejgw; aJgiavzw ejmautovn) which has achieved the 
salvation of the world (see on Jn 19.30, tetevlestai). i{{na w\sin kai;
aujtoi; hJgiasmevnoi ejn ajlhqeiva/ (17.19b). Christians too are divinely 
called, generation after generation, to lead the world to advance out of 

barbarism by ‘redeeming the time’
83

 until human history reaches its close.

Only someone utterly unique, He Who Is now returned into the bosom of 

the Father, could have shown and led the way. 

82 kai; bastavzwn eJautw'/ to;n staurovn at 19.17.  

83 ejn sofiva/ peripatei'te pro;" tou;" e[xw to;n kairo;n ejxagorazovmenoi (Col 4.5; 
cf. Eph 5.16).  



EXCURSUS I 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE PROLOGUE

The extent of agreement or disagreement about the plan or structure of 

the Prologue may be readily discerned from the way in which the major 

editions of the Greek NT divide it. 

Tischendorf 8
a
 (one        

paragraph, divided 1–5 6–8 9–18 

by capital letters)     [or: 9–14 and 15–18?]
1

        

WH (one paragraph,        

divided by major and 1 2–5 6–8 9–10 11–12 14(15)–18 

minor spaces, and capitals)      

        

Von Soden (one        

paragraph, divided 1–5 6–8 9–13 14 15 16–18 

by spaces and capitals)        

        

Nestle
1-22

 (one paragraph,        

divided by spaces and 

capitals: 

1–5 6–8 9–13 
25
§ 14–17 18 

Nestle
25
, paragraph at 14)        

        

Vogels (one paragraph,        

divided by capitals) 1–5 6–8 9–13 14–18  

        

Merk (by paragraphs) 1–5 § 6–8 § 9–13 § 14–18  

        

Bover (divided by        

paragraphs, and by 1–5 § 6–8 9–13 § 14–18  

capital at 9)        

        

NA
27
 (by paragraphs        

and capitals: by space and 1–5 § 6–8 § 9–13 § 14–17 18 

capital at 18)        

        

UBS
3
 (by paragraphs        

and by capital at 9, but 1–5 § 6–8 9–13 § 14–18  

not at 18)        

1

 It is unclear whether in 1.15 the initial iota of  ÆIwavnnh" has an upper case solely 
because it is a proper name, or because it also represents the beginning of a new section 

(probably, one feels, the latter).  
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It is helpful to compare also the variations between some of the major 

English language editions of modern times. The RV of 1881 has an 

undifferentiated paragraph, so that, setting aside versions by private 

individuals, editorial division into paragraphs began in practice with the 

RSV of 1946. All the divisions noted below are into paragraphs, and the 

versions are grouped not by date but by family. 

RSV (
1
1946,

 2
1952)  1–5 6–8 9–13  14–18 (= TNT) 

NRSV (1989) 1–5 6–9 10–13 14–18 

NIV (1978) 1–2  3–5  6–9   10–13  14 15–18  

NEB (
1
1961, 

2
1970) 1–5 6–9 10–14  15  16–18 (= REB)

REB (1989) 1–5 6–9 10–14  15  16–18 (= NEB) 

JB (1966) and NJB (1985) 1–5 6–8 9–14 15 16–18 

NAB (1986) 1–5 6–9 10–11 12–13 14 15–18 

TNT = BFBS (1973) 1–5 6–8 9–13  14–18 (= RSV) 

TEV = GNB (1966) 1–5 6–9 10–13 14 15 16–18 

The disagreements here mostly concern the placing of vv. 9, 14 and 15, 

and are of little significance. Verse 9 is essentially a connective between 

vv. 8 and 10, necessary to avoid confusion about the subject of the verb 

in v. 10 (see the commentary), but whether it is attached to v. 8 or to v. 10 

is, as far as its meaning goes, irrelevant; either placing is equally satis-

factory. The NEB = REB and the JB = NJB are exceptional in attaching 

v. 14 to the foregoing verses, for no editor of the Greek text has this 

arrangement; it would be interesting to know how many non-English 

translations arrange it so (the German Einheitsübersetzung of 1980 does). 

Their reason for doing so is probably to keep v. 14 with other verses of a 

hymn (see below), which v. 15 is certainly not. Verse 15 is clearly an 

interpolation, to be separated and detached (e.g. by brackets, as in the 

RSV and NRSV) both from what precedes and what follows. It is clear 

from the pattern of paragraphing that editors are in general in agreement 

about the broad structure of the Prologue. 

 Given this very high measure of agreement about the structure of the 

Prologue as it now stands, it is somewhat surprising to discover what a 

wide variation exists when writers come to describe the contents of the 

different sections. By far the most popular description (and in the present 

writer’s view, rightly so) is that which sees vv. 1-5 as speaking of the 

primordial existence of the Logos, and of its role in creation and history, 

of vv. 6-13 as outlining the historical advent of the Logos into the world, 

and of vv. 14-18 as celebrating the Incarnation of the Logos. Others who 

accept this same division have seen it not as an historical progression but 

as three concentric circles: that is, these writers understand the Prologue 

as spelling out first the revelation of the Logos in general (vv. 1-5), 

secondly, as telling of it in greater detail by reference to John the Baptist, 

and to the rejection of Jesus by his contemporaries (vv. 6-13), and finally, 

as celebrating the blessings of faith which through the Incarnation come 

to believers (vv. 14-18). This is practically the opinion of Godet, except 

that he, with clearer logic, ends the second section at v. 11 and attaches 
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vv. 12-13 to the third section, labelling the three sections ‘The Word–

Unbelief–Faith’.
2

 Westcott’s quite personal analysis bespeaks a profoundly reflective 

theological mind, pastorally engaged. Part I consists simply of v. 1, ‘The 

Word in his Absolute, Eternal Being’; Part II (vv. 2-18) is entitled ‘The 

Word in Relation to Creation’, subdivided into the essential facts (vv. 2-

5), the historic manifestation of the Word generally (vv. 6-13), and the 

Incarnation as apprehended by personal experience (vv. 14-18). Though 

the angle is personal, and slightly unusual, the understanding of the text is 

much the same as in Godet and other scholars of the age. But with 

Westcott’s death in 1901 (his commentary, edited posthumously by his 

son, did not appear until 1908), an era came to an end. 

 The first edition of Loisy’s commentary (1903) set a new standard of 

acute critical observation for work on the Fourth Gospel. Its opening 

words affirm that the first five verses are in themselves a kind of general 

preface which summarizes in an abstract manner the theme of the Gospel, 

with the sole aim of linking it, from the start, and definitively, to the 

notion of the Logos, which will be mentioned only once more, later in the 

prologue, and never again in the body of the work. This general preface 

consists of ten propositions which fall into three groups, and each one of 

them is linked to the preceding proposition by repeating either the last 

word, or the most important word, of that earlier proposition (a process 

called, sometimes, concatenatio). In each group, the first proposition is 

presented as an assertion, the second as a development, and the third as a 

conclusion. The underlining corresponds to that of Loisy, 152. 

1 ÆEn ajrch'/ h\n oJ lovgo",
     kai; oJ lovgo" h\n pro;" to;n qeovn,
     kai; qeo;" h\n oJ lovgo".   

2 ou|to" h\n ejn ajrch'/ pro;" to;n qeovn.   
3 pavnta diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto,
    kai; cwri;" aujtou' ejgevneto oujde; e{n.  

4 o} gevgonen | ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n,  
     kai; hJ zwh; h\n to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn:   
5 kai; to; fw'" ejn th'/ skotiva/ faivnei, 
     kai; hJ skotiva aujto; ouj katevlaben.  

(It will be observed that the connecting words of v. 2 sit rather 

awkwardly next to v. 1 and to v. 3: see the commentary, and see below in 

this excursus.) Loisy then proposes that, after this general abstract 

statement, vv. 6-18 represent an historical preface; the use of ejgevneto in 
v. 6 marks the transition to history, as in Mk 1.4 and Lk 1.5. This second 

section starts by setting the Baptist’s mission in the context of that of 

2

 French 3rd ed., 1885; ETr I (1899), 326-28, and 381-86. He supplies names, but not 

references, for nineteenth-century scholars advocating the views referred to in this 

paragraph. 
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Jesus, first in a general way, dwelling on the unbelief of so many (vv. 6-

13), then in a more precise way, pointing to the public manifestation of 

the Word made flesh (vv. 14-18). Lagrange (1925) summarizes the 

message of vv. 1-18 in practically the same terms, though in different 

words, and divides it into four parts (vv. 1-5, 6-8, 9-13, 14-18). 

 J. H. Bernard’s work, published in 1928, one year after his death, is 

perhaps the first commentary (as distinct from an article) seriously to 

propose for examination a hypothetical reconstruction of a Logos hymn 

similar to those found in the Wisdom literature of the OT. Bernard 

suggested (pp. cxliv-cxlvii) that there was an original, pre-Gospel, hymn 

composed of vv. 1-5, 10-11, 14, 18. In vv. 3 and 5, the second line of a 

couplet repeats what has already been stated in the first line, and in vv. 4, 

5, 11, and 14, an emphatic word is repeated in the following line, to give 

what is called in Hebrew poetry ‘climactic parallelism’ (cf. Pss 29.5; 

93.3), so that the whole passage truly reads like an OT hymn in honour of 

the pre-existent Divine Logos. Bernard further suggested that this hymn 

ante-dated the Gospel, and it will be observed that the verses listed above 

as belonging to the original, pre-Gospel, hymn contain no mention of the 

historical names in the Prologue - John, Moses, Jesus Christ (in vv. 6, 15, 

17), which must therefore be considered insertions by the evangelist; and 

that the verses omitted above contain only two parenthetical notes about 

the relationship between the Baptist and Jesus (vv. 6-9, 15), plus two 

exegetical comments, one in vv. 12-13 to correct a possible misunder-

standing of v. 11, the other in vv. 16-17 to elucidate the meaning of 

‘grace and truth’ in v. 14. Bernard notes that his suggested hymn does not 

embody argument (note the exclusion of vv. 12, 13, 16, 17) or contain the 

personal name of Jesus Christ. ‘It is a Logos hymn of a triumphant 

philosophy, directly Hebrew in origin, but reflecting the phrases which 

had become familiar in Greek-speaking society’ (p. cxlvi).
3

 Bernard’s 

cautious analysis yields a hymn of great beauty and lucidity, which in no 

way depends on opinions derived from presuppositions of the 

religionsgeschichtliche school about the origins of Christianity (and 

indeed, of religion).  

 In the ten years before Bernard’s commentary was published, a new 

era had dawned. It had long been the custom for the books of the OT, and 

the Synoptics, to be dissected into their purported constituent parts, and 

the Johannine text was now to be subjected to the same process. For the 

Prologue, the first impulse came, in Britain, from J. Rendel Harris (1916), 

whose initiative was followed by C. Cryer (1921) and C. F. Burney 

(1922). Rendel Harris had published in 1909 the editio princeps of the

Odes of Solomon from the Syriac, and followed it with a classic edition in 

1915; at that time both he, and some other scholars, were inclined to 

regard this work as of Jewish-Christian origin, originating perhaps as 

early as the first century. By 1913, Bernard had rejected this dating as too 

early, and argued that the Odes were in fact Christian hymns from around 

3

 Compare C. F. Burney’s suggestion of an Aramaic hymn, and (for that age) J. 

Rendel Harris’s The Origin of the Prologue to St John’s Gospel, Cambridge 1917. 
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160–170. (It is now generally accepted that the Odes are certainly from 

the second century, probably from the earlier part, and of Syrian origin, 

with some slightly Gnostic overtones.) This background led Harris to 

suggest, in essays published between 1916 and 1922,
4

 that the Johannine 

Prologue was based on a hymn to Sophia, akin to the compositions in the

Odes. Though they contain ‘no avowed verbal quotations either from the 

OT or the NT, …the doctrine of the Logos is repeatedly dwelt on, in a 

way which recalls Johannine teaching’ (Bernard, cxlvi).  

 Meantime, one group of German scholars was approaching the Bible 

with an understanding of the term ‘revelation’ that was very different 

from the meaning attached to it in traditional Christianity. The appellation 

of the group has never been properly anglicized, and it is still generally 

known either as the religionsgeschichtliche school, or as ‘the history-of-

religions school’. Its adherents hold that the entire Bible should be 

approached without any dogmatic principles, and should be interpreted 

simply by being scrutinized in its context, at that point in world history 

where it finds its place as an integrating part of humanity’s cultural 

evolution. It is in this way that God gives ‘revelation’. Rudolf Bultmann, 

in a Festschrift for one of the founding fathers of this school, Hermann 

Gunkel (1862–1932), set out to clarify the background to the Prologue of 

John in the light of these principles.
5

 A second article (itself originally a 

lecture in October 1923) drew attention to a fresh source of information, 

the then recently published Mandaean texts.
6

 Thereafter, Bultmann sought 

to interpret the Prologue of John not merely by examining it in the light 

of the books of Alexandrian Judaism, but by arguing that it was based 

upon a pre-Christian text (Vorlage) celebrating the mythological figure of 

a Logos-Redeemer. His theory is most conveniently outlined as it is 

presented in his commentary on John.  

 Bultmann classifies the Prologue as ‘a piece of cultic-liturgical poetry, 

oscillating between the language of revelation and confession’. As a 

parallel to the revelation, he adduces a Naasene psalm quoted in Hippo-

lytus, which starts with the beginning of all things, and then recounts how 

[Jesus] begs the Father to send him down to bring Gnosis to the suffering 

soul in the world.
7

 As a parallel to the confession, he points to texts in the 

7th and 12th Odes of Solomon, which call upon the community to extol 

4

The Origin of the Prologue, and ‘Athena Sophia and the Logos’ in the BJRL 1922. 

5

 ‘Der religionsgeschichtliche Hintergrund des Prologs zum Johannesevangelium’, 

in Eucharisterion. Festschrift für H. Gunkel, II, Göttingen, 1923 (= FRLANT NF 19), 1-

26. Reprinted in Bultmann, Exegetica, Tübingen, 1967, 9-35.  

6

 ‘Der Bedeutung der neuerschlossenen mandäischen und manichäischen Quellen für 

das Verständnis des Johannesevangeliums’, originally published in ZNW 24 (1925), 100-

46. Reprinted in Bultmann, Exegetica, Tübingen, 1967, 55-104. 

7

 Hippolytus, Elenchus V 10 2, ed. by Wendland in the GCS 26:102
23

-104
3

. An 

English version by R. McL. Wilson may be found in NTA II 807-808. W. Bauer’s 

judgment is there cited, that ‘The psalm is really entirely pagan. Only at one point has it 

been clearly Christianized by the insertion of the name Jesus instead of the deity 

originally there named’ (807).  
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the praises of the Word.
8

 The ideas behind the Prologue were thus 

circulating at the end of the first century, and it is not too difficult to 

discern which verses in the Prologue may have formed a pre-Christian 

hymn about the Logos. Bultmann’s opinion is that vv. 6-8 and 15 cannot 

belong to the original cultic-liturgical hymn, because they are prose, 

because they interrupt the flow of the argument, because they are 

concerned with historical events, and because they have a polemical 

thrust, concerned with the Baptist. Further, vv. 12c-13 also disturb the 

rhythm of the hymn, and are to be explained as exegetical comments of 

the author. In addition, v. 17, the only verse in the Gospel to mention the 

proper name Jesus Christ, and also to use the Pauline antithesis between 

law and grace is certainly alien in spirit to the original pre-Gospel hymn. 

Verse 18 is probably to be regarded, on stylistic grounds, as an addition 

made to the original by the evangelist. The pre-Gospel hymn would there-

fore have consisted of vv. 1-5, 9-12b, 14 + 16, verses which he regards as 

stemming ultimately from a Gnostic hymn (akin to the Naasene psalm 

just mentioned). He conjectures (the term is his) that this hymn may have 

stemmed from a group of followers of the Baptist, among whom was the 

evangelist, who after his transition to the Christian community made 

various insertions in the hymn to urge his former co-religionists to turn, 

like him, to Christianity. The first edition of Bultmann’s commentary 

appeared in 1941. It was not widely available for several years, and it is 

significant that the three influential works of Hoskyns (1940), Dodd 

(1953: Preface 1950) and R. H. Lightfoot (1956) have nothing to say 

about a pre-Gospel hymn in the Prologue.
9

 Since shortly after 1950, it has become almost routine for commen-

tators to dissect the Prologue, though there are some notable exceptions 

(e.g. Barrett). Unfortunately there is no consensus on the literary criteria 

which should be employed to discern the different strata of authorship. 

Everyone agrees that the verses about the Baptist (6-8 and 15) are prose, 

and do not belong to a pre-Gospel hymn (if there was one), but there the 

agreement ceases. On the one hand, it is clear that certain verses tread to 

a regular rhythm of two or three stresses, often for two or three lines; on 

the other hand, some other lines which can also be read with that same 

rhythm hardly seem to qualify as poetry, and can with difficulty be classi-

fied as the kind of language one finds in a hymn (e.g. v. 12). Furthermore, 

even if it were possible to designate which lines are poetry and which are 

prose, it would not settle the dispute: Barrett has pointed out that 

‘antiquity in general found no difficulty in singing prose, and this is what 

early Christian hymns, from “O gladsome light” to the Te Deum for the 

8

 Examples are given on page 2, fn. 2 of the German original, and on page 14, fn. 3 of 

the ETr of the commentary,.  

9

 It may be mentioned that the commentaries of Hoskyns (d. 1937) and Lightfoot (d. 

1953) are posthumous, and that Dodd did not see Bultmann’s commentary as a whole 

until his book was completed (Interpretation, p. 121, fn. 2).  
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most part were’.
10

 At the moment, too little is known about the hymnol-

ogy of the epoch for anyone to make a firm judgment about what was the 

usual liturgical practice at the time.
11

 Except where there is a general consensus (as over vv. 6-8, 15), 

commentators who advance an opinion about the extent of the pre-Gospel 

hymn have stressed that their judgments is personal, and hedged by 

qualifications and hesitancy. Schnackenburg (1965) judged that the 

original hymn fell into four parts: vv. 1 + 3 - the work of the Logos in 

creation; 4 + 9 - its significance for the world of mankind; 10 + 11 the 

rejection of this work before the Incarnation; 14 +16, the Incarnation and 

salvation. This he regards as coming from a Christian community of 

converts from Hellenistic Judaism, probably in Asia Minor (cf. 1 Tim 

3.16; 1 Pet 3.18). The present text, however, he would divide into three: 

vv. 1-5, 6-13, and 14-16 (or 14-18). R. E. Brown (1966) ‘with great 

hesitancy’ proposed as the pre-Gospel text: 1-2 - the Word with God; 3-5 

- the Word and Creation; 10-12b the Word in the World; 14 + 16 the 

Community’s Share in the Word. Verses 6-9 and 15 are excluded as 

dealing with the Baptist; 12c-13 are an explanation of how people 

become God’s children, 17-18 an explanation of ‘love in place of love’. 

Ernst Haenchen
12

 chose for the original hymn vv. 1-5, 9-11, 14, 16-17, 

with the remainder as the additions of the evangelist; it represents the 

increasingly popular choice. Johannes Schneider (before 1970) takes vv. 

1-5, 9-12b and 14-18 as the original hymn, stressing his conviction that it 

is the work of the evangelist himself.
13

10

 In ‘The Prologue of St John’s Gospel’, NT Essays, 37. He adds that ‘the only way 

in which the poetic structure - in any serious sense of the adjective - of the Prologue can 

be saved is to maintain that it represents not Greek but Semitic verse, based not on 

quantity but on stress’. He then advances five reasons which make it difficult to believe 

this, notably that neither Josephus nor Philo nor the LXX translators seem to have 

recognized this factor of stress as a trait of Semitic poetry. Finally, he cites the hymn at 

the end of the Poimandres (CH I 31) which is certainly not Semitic, and certainly not 

verse. One may add also the Gloria in excelsis, the oldest Greek text of which is found in 

the Codex Alexandrinus among the Odes (in Swete, The OT in Greek III 810-12; in 

Rahlfs, Septuaginta II 181-83). 

11

 In 1956, Serafin de Ausejo analyzed the form and content of the hymns in Phil 2.6-

1; Col 1.15-20; 1 Tim 3.16 and Heb 1.2-4 in the light of the contemporary liturgical 

poetry in the synagogue, and also of the hymns used in Emperor-worship, or in the 

worship of Artemis, in Asia Minor. He concluded that (partly as a reaction against 

emperor-worship) the Christian hymns always had three parts, speaking of Christ’s pre-

existence, earthly life, and exaltation. Unfortunately, the author’s attempt to discover the 

same tripartite structure in John 1 was less convincing: his three divisions were (i) vv. 1-

5, 9-11, (ii) 13-14ab, and (iii) 14c-e.16.18. See ‘¿Es un Himno a Cristo el Prologo de San 

Juan?’, Estudios Biblicos 15 (1956), 223-77, 381-427. 

12

 In ‘Probleme des johanneischen “Prologs”’, ZTK 60 (1963), 305-34, and in the 

(posthumous) edition of his commentary (1980, ETr 1984).  

13

 ‘Die anonyme Größe “Gemeinde” besagt sehr weing, Eine “Gemeinde” bringt nich 

ein solches Lied hervor. Dahinter muß eine bestimmte, tief religiöse, theologisch 

schöpferische Persönichkeit stehen. Das kann nur der Verfasser des Evangeliums sein. Er 
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 One other theory must be mentioned, that the Prologue has a detailed 

chiastic structure. The idea was first advanced, according to R. A. 

Culpepper, by N. W. Lund in 1931, but little noticed then, if at all.
14

 

Lund’s attempt to discern chiastic structures in Jn 1.1-18 was over-

ambitious: it is too elaborate to be convincing, and requires the omission 

of vv. 6-8 and 15 to succeed. An outline of it is given by Culpepper. 

Lund, however, rightly called attention to the modern usage whereby the 

terms  ‘chiasm’ and ‘chiastic’ are extended from their original meaning in 

Greek rhetoric and applied to any regular repetition of words, phrases or 

even ideas when they recur in the inverse order in a sentence or 

paragraph. It is customary to mark the correspondent words or ideas A B 

C D E - E′ D′ C′ B′ A′, or in some similar way.  

 In 1953, M.-E. Boismard, apparently without any knowledge of 

Lund’s work, suggested that underlying the Prologue there was a very 

clear and definite pattern ‘in the form of a parabola’. His analogy of a 

parabola is a more accurate description of the pattern, but the term chiasm 

has by now long since won the day. The fullest presentation of Bois-

mard’s theory is given in L’Evangile de Jean (1977). He proposes that 

there was a pre-Gospel hymn, in honour of the Logos, coming from a 

Jewish-Hellenistic background, but that it consisted of nothing more than 

vv. 1ab + 3-5, being also a short midrash on Gen 1.
15

 The remainder of 

the Prologue was written by the one whom we may for convenience call 

the evangelist.
16

 This means, of course, that this evangelist had sovereign 

liberty over all the material included in the Prologue, since practically all 

of it was his own creation. Boismard suggests, for example, that vv. 6-7a 

+ c had in an earlier draft stood immediately before v. 19, introducing the 

appearance of the Baptist, as in Mark. In John, vv. 7b + 8 were added by 

the evangelist when he transferred those introductory verses to their 

present position (73: B 1). The reason that the evangelist made these 

changes, bringing in the Baptist at two specific points (6-8 and 15), was 

to create a great and solemn Prologue which would describe how the 

Word of God came down from heaven to bring life to the earth, and then, 

 

wird den Hymnus zu irgendeiner Zeit geschaffen haben’ (52). This commentary too is 

posthumous (1976).  

14

 First in ‘The Influence of Chiasmus upon the Structure of the Gospels’ in the 

Anglican Theological Review [then from Evanston, Illinois] 13 (1931), 42-46; later in 

Chiasmus in the New Testament, Chapel Hill, N.C., University of North Carolina Press, 

1942. The references are taken from R. A. Culpepper, ‘The Pivot of John’s Prologue’, 

NTS 27 (1980), 1-31. The outline is on 2-3. 

15

 His reason for omitting 1c and 2 is that these lines have a binary rhythm, while all 

the rest have a ternary one. It means, of course, that the original pre-Gospel hymn did not 

carry the statement that the Logos was God (1c), or stress by repetition that the Logos 

was, in the beginning, with God. These insertions would have been the work of the 

evangelist. Boismard does not mention any pre-Gospel hymn in his (semi-popular) book 

of 1953.  

16

 So phrased to avoid introducing here the details of Boismard’s general theory. In 

fact, he speaks of ‘John II B’.  
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when its mission had been accomplished, returned to the God who sent it.  

 The guiding ideas in the evangelist’s mind came from the hymns about 

Wisdom, as exemplified for instance in Prov 8.22–9.6; Sir 24.1-29, and 

Wis 9.9-12. Each of these speaks of the existence of Wisdom beside God 

before the creation, of Wisdom’s part in creation, of its coming down to 

earth, eventually to God’s Chosen People, and of the benefits it brings 

(see the commentary on 1.1a.11b and 18b). The evangelist was surely 

inspired also by the great lines of Isa 55.10-11: ‘as the rain and the snow 

come down from heaven…so shall my word be, that proceeds from my 

mouth; it shall not return to me unproductive, - nay, it shall accomplish 

whatever I have desired’ (LXX: e{w" a]n suntelesqh'/ o{sa hjqevlhsa).
These words find their echo in the second part of the Gospel, particularly 

at those points where John wishes to emphasize the perfect accom-

plishment of all that Jesus had come to do. See Jn 13.3; 16.28; 17; and 

especially 19.28,30: eijdw;" oJ ÆIhsou'" o{ti h[dh pavnta tetevlestai …
ei\pen, tetevlestai.
 To express this vision of Verbum supernum prodiens, a Patre lumen 

exiens,
17

 the evangelist chose to deploy one of his favourite literary 

devices, and this time on the grand scale, to depict the descent and ascent 

of the life-giving Logos (p. 76). In the scheme below the verses concern-

ing the descent are on the left, and are to be read downwards, while the 

matching verses on the right are to be read upwards. Catch-words are 

used to recall the contents of the verses on either side. 

  THE DESCENT  THE ASCENT 

A 1-2 (beforehand) The Logos with God  (afterwards) 18 A′   

B  3 (in creation) The Work of the Logos  (in recreating)  17 B′  

C  4-5 Life & Light  The Gifts of the Logos  Grace for grace  16 C′  

D  6-8 Then  The Role of the Baptist Now  15 D′  

E  9-11 Unrecognized  The Logos in the World  His Glory Seen  14 E′  

 F  12-13  The Logos came so that those who received him  F  

   might become children of God 

   

 It is an impressive construction, which cannot be fairly appreciated 

except by checking the details in the Greek text of the Prologue.
18

 In an article published in 1980, R. A. Culpepper has done this, and 

also added a refinement to Boismard’s plan: he divides section F into two 

(F + G), thus finding a ‘pivot’ for the structure at 12b (which he labels 

H).
19

 His own configuration therefore ends: 

 
17

 An Advent hymn, dating at the latest from the tenth century. ‘Heaven’s high Word 

proceeding forth, As light from our dear Father’s side…’  

 
18

 A. Feuillet, Le Prologue (1968), 160, offers but a slight variation on Boismard’s 

plan. Verse 9 = 14 (E–E′), and vv. 10-11 = 12-13 (F–F′). 

 
19

 R. A. Culpepper, ‘The Pivot of John’s Prologue’, NTS 27 (1980), 1-31. This article 

also supplies a bibliography of the topic from 1960 to 1980, listing several articles which 

contributed to the discussion at that time. 
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E 9-10 Unrecognized  The Logos in the World  His Glory Seen  14 E′

F 11 Israel  The Logos and His Own Believers  13′ F  

G 12a o{soi de;    toi'"  pisteuvousin   12c G  

 e[labon aujtovn     eij" to; o[noma aujtou'
H 12b  e[dwken aujtoi'" ejxousivan tevkna qeou' genevsqai   12b  H  

 In a second part of his article, Culpepper argues that this theme of 

becoming ‘children of God’ is central to John’s Gospel. Even though the 

phrase tevkna qeou' is not found in the LXX, the equivalent is. He 
examines the use of the word @Be (ben) = son in the Hebrew OT, and of 
pai'" in the book of Wisdom. He looks at parallels from Qumran (‘sons 

of light’, 1QS i.9; and ‘sons of truth’, 1QS iv.5), from Philo (especially 

De Confessione Linguarum 145-47), and from Rabbinic literature, and 

concludes with a survey of the Synoptics, Paul and 1 John. Through nine 

pages, Culpepper cites copiously to demonstrate that in the religion of 

Israel, it is not ethnic origin that is primary, but rather the moral and 

religious observance of the Covenants of Noah, of Abraham and of 

Moses. Affiliation with Israel either by descent or by conversion is 

usually presupposed, but it is only by obedience to the Word of God that 

one becomes a son, or child, of God. Finally, Culpepper observes that the 

phrase (ta;) tevkna (tou') qeou' appears only twice in John’s Gospel, here 
and at 11.52.

20

 11.52, coming as it does relatively near to the conclusion 

of Part I of the Gospel, may well mark, by matching 12b here, a Johan-

nine inclusio. ‘By claiming the designation tevkna qeou', the Johannine 
community was identifying itself (or perhaps more broadly all Christian-

ity) as the heir to a role and standing which Israel had abdicated’ (31) . 

 Shortly afterwards, de la Potterie argued for a different mode of view-

ing the Prologue.
21

 He prefers to compare it with three ‘waves’ rolling 

onshore one after the other, or with three successive movements interpret-

ing afresh a musical theme. With the verses arranged as follows, he 

argues that the reader can discern the internal dynamism which carries the 

theme forward. The theme is ‘revelation’. 

  The Language of  The Language of  The Language of  

  Wisdom Literature  History Faith 

 1-2 In the beginning…  6-8 There appeared  15 John witnesses: 

   …sent from God ‘He was before me’ 

 3-4.5a Light amid the  9 The Word was 

 darkness  the true light 

      

 5b Light versus  10-12 Mixed Response  16 ‘Of his fullness we 

 darkness  have all received’ 

  13-14 The Word become 17 the grace of truth 

  flesh …full of the 18 in the bosom of  

  grace of truth the Father = the 

   Revelation 

20

 In John, the word tevkna occurs only once elsewhere, at 8.39.  
21

 ‘Structure du Prologue de saint Jean’, NTS 30 (1984), 354-81. 
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His presentation is of course accompanied by detailed argument. 

 A little later (1987), Otfried Hofius proposed an impressively elegant 

division into four strophes, each subdivided into A and B, the entire 

hymn being dominated by parallelism of thought from line to line.
22

 His 

divisions are: 

I A 1a ÆEn ajrch'/ h\n oJ lovgo", ! a

   b kai; oJ lovgo" h\n pro;" to;n qeovn,  b 

   c kai; qeo;" h\n oJ lovgo".  a

2 ou|to" h\n ejn ajrch'/ pro;" to;n qeovn. b

B 3a pavnta diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto, ! a

   b kai; cwri;" aujtou' ejgevneto  b
1

   c   oujde; e{n o} gevgonen  b
 2

          

II A 4a ÆEn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n, ! a

   b  kai; hJ zwh; h\n to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn:  b 

  5a  kai; to; fw'" ejn th'/ skotiva/ faivnei, a

   b  kai; hJ skotiva aujto; ouj katevlaben. b

B 9a h\n to; fw'" to; ajlhqinovn,  a

   b o} fwtivzei pavnta a[nqrwpon  b
1

   c   ejrcovmenon eij" to;n kovsmon. b
 2

III A 10a ÆEn tw'/ kovsmw/ h\n, !! a
1

   b   kai; oJ kovsmo" diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto,  a
2

   c kai; oJ kovsmo" aujto;n oujk e[gnw.  b

11a  eij" ta; i[dia h\lqen, a

   b kai; oiJ i[dioi aujto;n ouj parevlabon.  b

   

 B 12a o{soi de; e[labon aujtovn, a

   b e[dwken aujtoi'" ejxousivan  b
1

   c   tevkna qeou' genevsqai. b
 2

IV A 14a Kai; oJ lovgo" sa;rx ejgevneto a
1

   b   kai; ejskhvnwsen ejn hJmi'n,  a
2

   c kai; ejqeasavmeqa th;n dovxan aujtou', b

   d  dovxan wJ" monogenou'" para; patrov", a

e plhvrh" cavrito" kai; ajlhqeiva".  b

   

 B 16a o{ti ejk tou' plhrwvmato" aujtou' a

   b hJmei'" pavnte" ejlavbomen  b
1

   c   kai; cavrin ajnti; cavrito".  b
 2

22

 ‘Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1.1-18’, ZNW 78 (1987), 

1-25. See also H. Gese, ‘Der Johannesprolog’, in Zur biblischen Theologie. Alt-

testamentliche Vorträge, Tübingen, 1983 (2 Aufl.), 152-201. 
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The literary structure may easily be grasped by referring to the letters on 

the right of the text. Strophes I and II each have four lines (two parallel 

distichs) in A, and three lines in B (of which the second and third are 

parallel). Strophes III and IV each have five lines in A (of which the first 

two are parallel), and three lines in B (of which the last two belong 

together, as in I and II). Hofius maintains that this Logos-Hymn is of 

Christian origin. It will be noted that he includes Jn 1.2 and 9 as essential 

parts of the hymn. The analysis is ingenious, and finely drawn, and merits 

close attention.  

It is now almost universally accepted that there was a pre-Gospel 

hymn containing at least vv. 1, 3-5 and 10-11. There is an equally firm 

consensus that the verses about the Baptist (6-8 and 15) should be 

excluded, and also 12b-13. There is a growing tendency to exclude from 

the pre-Gospel hymn vv. 2 and 9, and a tendency in the opposite direction 

to include 12a. Verses 14 and 16 are nowadays generally seen as part of 

the hymn (but with notable exceptions), while v. 18 is usually excluded 

(again, with many exceptions). So Boismard summarized the situation in 

1977, and it has not fundamentally changed. 

 Some principles may be laid down. If the evangelist made use of a 

pre-Christian hymn, even one of Jewish-Hellenistic origin, it is safe to 

say that this hymn would not have contained either the line ‘and the 

Logos was God’ (1c) or v. 2, and one can say with certainty that it would 

not have contained the phrase ‘and the Logos became flesh’ (14a). 

Equally we may exclude from a pre-Christian hymn the four verses about 

the Baptist (6-8 and 15). Verse 9 also must then be excluded, because it is 

only a (necessary) connective after v. 8. Verses 10 + 11 may quite 

properly remain, as being good examples of Jewish thinking about 

Wisdom, but the most reasonable conjecture to make is that, at this point, 

the evangelist broke off from the pre-Christian text and continued with 

his own words (so J. Gnilka). The pre-Christian hymn would in this case 

have been 1ab + 3 + 4 + 5, then 10 + 11, as follows.  

1a  ÆEn ajrch'/ h\n oJ lovgo",  
b  kai; oJ lovgo" h\n pro;" to;n qeovn,
3a  pavnta diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto,  
b  kai; cwri;" aujtou' ejgevneto oujde; e{n. 
4a  o} gevgonen | ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n,
b  kai; hJ zwh; h\n to; fw'" tw'n ajnqrwvpwn:  
5a  kai; to; fw'" ejn th'/ skotiva/ faivnei,  
b  kai; hJ skotiva aujto; ouj katevlaben.  

10a   ejn tw'/ kovsmw/ h\n,  
b  kai; oJ kovsmo" diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto,  
c  kai; oJ kovsmo" aujto;n oujk e[gnw.  
11a  eij" ta; i[dia h\lqen,
b  kai; oiJ i[dioi aujto;n ouj parevlabon.  
[12a  o{soi de; e[labon aujtovn,  
 sb  e[dwken aujtoi'"…]  
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 It is easy to see that 11b does not mark the ending of a hymn, and that 

12a, or 12ab, might be the continuation of it, but that the text of the 

Gospel has at this point begun to depart into strictly Christian realms.  

 If, however, the evangelist incorporated into his Prologue an already 

existent Christian hymn, then there are no grounds for excluding vv. 1c, 2 

or 14a, or indeed any verses at all. Even if he did incorporate such a 

hymn, he might himself have been its author. Indeed, he himself might 

well have written the whole Prologue (Barrett, and, practically speaking, 

Boismard), for no clear literary criteria are available to prove for certain 

whether he did or did not. More about this hypothetical hymn it is impos-

sible to say, except that if through the discovery of hitherto unknown 

texts, it became clear that either a Jewish or a pre-Gospel Christian hymn 

lies beneath the text of John’s Prologue, this might lead to a deeper 

comprehension of the Gospel text. Likewise, some may find that one of 

the plans proposed above is of real help in understanding better the thrust 

of the argument. The fact that the plans differ from one another is not 

significant. It is always so with great literature, and the variety of inter-

pretation which is legitimately possible with Virgil, Dante or Shakespeare 

only bears witness to the richness of the thought.  

 If, however, the gospel-writer put to use a hymn from a non-Jewish 

and non-Christian source, then the implications for the interpretation of 

the Gospel-text might be quite different, and even significant. One 

suggestion is that an originally Gnostic hymn was used (Bultmann 1923). 

That the Gospel itself is even tolerant of the basic tenets of second-

century Gnosticism is, of course, disproved from the start by Jn 1.3, 

asserting that all things were made through the Logos; no Gnostic could 

have agreed that the entire material world was either good (Gen 1), or 

created by God through the Logos. Indeed, for a Gnostic, the one more 

objectionable affirmation conceivable is that ‘the Word became flesh’; to 

a Gnostic, that declaration is the ultimate blasphemy. Nevertheless, there 

are those who still contend that there is a real affinity between the 

Johannine Prologue and Gnosticism, a relationship which does not rest 

merely on whether a Gnostic hymn was used by the evangelist. A deeper 

problem is involved, which is more conveniently addressed in a separate 

Excursus dealing with the Logos in the Prologue. 



EXCURSUS II 

THE LOGOS IN THE PROLOGUE 

The sole purpose of this Excursus is to examine the background for the 

interpretation of the term Logos in the Prologue. More comprehensive 

articles on Logos may be found in the larger dictionaries.
1

 Note too that 

Schnackenburg, in an Excursus entitled ‘The Origin and Nature of the 

Johannine Concept of the Logos’ (I 264-69 = ETr I 488-93) presents (in 

translation) a valuable collection of original texts about the Logos from 

the Corpus Hermeticum, the Odes of Solomon and from Nag Hammadi. 

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, Richard Reitzenstein sought 

to explain much of the Fourth Gospel in terms of Egyptian Gnosis, but 

subsequently, after the publication by Lidzbarski of the major books of 

the Mandaean religion (1915, 1920, 1925), he became convinced that the 

main influence on John was to be found not in Egyptian but in Iranian 

religion.
2

 A synthesis of his theory may be found in the third edition of 

what is almost his final work, where he reaffirms that behind all the relig-

ions of the Near and Middle East there lies an old myth about a saviour 

sent from heaven to deliver all souls from darkness, and to lead them 

back to the kingdom of light. This saviour has many names—the Son of 

God, the Heavenly Man, the Logos, etc. For our present purpose, it is 

enough to cite the declaration that sometimes in the NT, ‘mostly in non-

Pauline passages, lovgo" appears for the concept nou'", and it appears to 
contain within itself the two elements or essential attributes of deity, light 

and life’,
3

 a statement which Reitzenstein interprets in terms of Iranian 

mystery-religions (such as that of Mani). He had become convinced that 

within the Mandaean literature
4

 it is possible to discern passages which 

1

 E.g. TWNT IV (1942) s.v. legvw, lovgo" ktl. 71-76, Philology (A. Debrunner); 
76-89, Classical Greece and Hellenism, including Philo (H. Kleinknecht); 89-100, OT 

(O. Procksch); 100-140, NT (G. Kittel). DBS V (1957) s.v. Logos. 442-65, OT (A. Rob- 

ert); 465-79 NT era (C. Mondésert, except 473-75, Alexandrian Judaism and Philo, by 

J. Starcky); 479-96, NT (J. Starcky).  

2

 See R. Reitzenstein, Poimandres, Leipzig, 1904, and Das iranische Erlösungs-

mysterium, Bonn, 1921. 

3

 Reitzenstein, Die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen, Leipzig, 3rd ed., 1927, ETr 

by John E. Steely, Hellenistic Mystery Religions: Their Basic Ideas and Significance,

Pittsburgh, 1978. The quotation above, and its interpretation, occur on 413-14 = ETr 

526-27.  

4

 None of the extant manuscripts is older than the sixteenth century, and the compila-

tion is certainly post-Islamic, i.e. not much before A.D. 700. 
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can with confidence be dated back to the disciples of John the Bap- 

tist mentioned in Acts 18.14–19.7, of whom the Mandaeans of the eighth 

and following centuries are in his judgment the legitimate successors. 

Christianity too, in his opinion, arose out of this same Baptist sect. The 

Johannine Logos is therefore to be interpreted against the background of 

the Iranian redeemer-myth, by means of what we learn about it from the 

extant Mandaean writings. For further detail on Mandaism, see the 

excellent essay by C. H. Dodd in his Interpretation, 115-30. The texts 

published by Lady E. S. Drower (1953, 1959) have not materially altered 

the balance of the debate.  

 The theory as put forward by Reitzenstein won little favour, but as 

reworked by Bultmann, it had considerable influence in Germany and 

among the next generation of the ‘history-of-religions school’.
5

 Bultmann 

recognized that the points of comparison between the Mandaean and 

Johannine texts are not specifically Mandaean, but common to the many 

varieties of Gnosis current in the first two centuries of the Christian era. 

The contrasts between light and darkness, between life and death, between

truth and lies, are frequent in all varieties of Gnosticism, and in other 

religions and philosophies too. What is distinctive in, and characteristic 

of, Gnosis ‘hinges on the descent and return of a redeemer and revealer 

from on high’, a figure who is often called Logos or Nous or Anthropos 

(Schnackenburg I 120 = ETr I 138). In Gnosticism, this redeemer comes 

to set free souls, which had once existed as purely spiritual beings in a 

heavenly world, from their bondage to matter, and to return them to their 

heavenly homeland; thus the coming of this redeemer presages ‘a cosmic 

event which sets in motion an eschatological occurrence…as a process of 

nature by which the union of the essentially opposite natures, light and 

darkness, is dissolved’.
6

 Clearly, John’s idea of human life is far removed 

from this perception. In Bultmann’s presentation, therefore, the Johannine 

redeemer is an entirely human person, Jesus of Nazareth, in whom the 

Logos (in the Gnostic sense of the first emanation from the one God) is 

(John does not tell us how) embodied. Jesus comes to set all humankind 

free by challenging them with the word of truth, so that each person must 

face up to, and make a moral judgment on, his or her own conduct. It is 

only by saying Yes to this word of God that each one discovers inner 

freedom, personal salvation and true life here on this earth. It is in this 

sense that Bultmann would speak of realized eschatology.
7

 Bultmann is 

certainly not an ancient Gnostic. He is a modern existentialist. 

 The attempt to interpret the Fourth Gospel by means of the Mandaean 

literature is altogether too far-fetched to be convincing. A more obvious 

source of relevant background might be sought in the Corpus Hermeticum,

5

 In the two articles mentioned above on p. 82 nn. 5 and 6, and in his commentary on 

John. See also his Theologie (in the ETr II), especially §46. 

6

Theologie, 387 = ETr II 40.  

7

Theologie = ETr II §50 (‘Faith as Eschatological Existence’). 
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a collection of Egyptian origin, dating from the second or third centuries; 

parts of it may well be from the early second century. In its first treatise, 

the Poimandres, we read that ‘out of light a holy Word came to hover 

over nature, and out of the humid nature pure fire leapt up on high…and 

the air, being light, followed the draught, rising up to the fire from the 

land and the water…’ (I.5). If the opening of this quotation recalls Gen 1, 

the following words make it abundantly clear that the author is thinking 

in terms of the Stoic cosmogony, with its four elements of earth and air, 

fire and water.
8

Later we read that there is deposited within the soul an 

enlightening Logos by which the soul is united to itself, and to God (I.6-

7), another distinctive characteristic of Gnosticism. A reading of the 

entire treatise makes it evident that the world of the Poimandres is not 

that of the evangelist, and is much closer to that of Egyptian non-

Christian Gnosis. 

 By contrast, the Odes of Solomon are in fact very closely related to the 

Fourth Gospel, and it is even possible that their author was acquainted 

with it. References to the Word, however, are few, and can always be 

explained by reference to the OT alone. For example, the texts of Ode 

16.19 (‘the worlds are by his word’; cf. Jn 1.3) and of Odes 15.2; 18.6, 

where the Logos is light to the mind (cf. Jn 1.4-5) provide no further help 

for interpreting the term Logos than is already available in the OT. 

 Three texts from the library discovered in 1945 at Nag Hammadi, all 

dating from the middle of the second century, may be cited here, simply 

by way of example. The opening of the Gospel of Truth reads: ‘The 

gospel of truth is joy for those who have received from the Father of truth 

the grace of knowing him, through the power of the Word that came forth 

from the pleroma, the one who is in the thought and the mind of the 

Father, that is, the one who is addressed as the Savior, (that) being the 

name of the work he is to perform for the redemption of those who were 

ignorant of the Father…’ (16.31–17.4). Later we find: ‘While [the 

Father’s] wisdom contemplates the Word, and his teaching utters it, his 

knowledge has revealed it’ (23.18-22), and ‘In this way the Word of the 

Father goes forth in the totality’ (23.33-35). Finally, we read that ‘When 

the Word appeared, …it is not a sound alone, but it became a body’ 

(26.4-8), bringing confusion among the ‘jars’ or ‘vessels’, that is, among 

human souls (26.10-29). In the first two texts quoted, the Word is 

entrusted by the Father with a function in revelation and salvation, but as 

the last text makes clear, this role is much closer to the role of the Saviour 

in Gnosticism than to early Christianity. The same can be said of two 

other treatises, the Apocryphon of John (‘I am the Pronoia of the pure 

light’: 31.11) and the Trimorphic Protennoia (with its frequent ‘I am’ 

8

 The most convenient of texts on this point is in J. von Arnim, Stoicorum Veterum 

Fragmenta, Leipzig, 1905, 19-20 fn. 102, quoting Stobaeus, Eclogae I 17 3, and 

Diogenes Laertius VII 135-36 and 142. 
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sayings). All three works are Gnostic treatises which have been given, 

here and there, a thin varnish of Christian language.
9

 These Gnostic texts, like those of second-century Christian Gnostics 

such as the Valentinians, simply serve to show that in the Eastern Medi-

terranean there was a widely circulating myth which sought to explain the 

origin of the world and the problem of evil by a theory in which a being 

called the Logos played a significant but intermediary role. This provides 

a parallel with the work of the Logos in John’s Prologue, but no justi-

fication for interpreting the Johannine Logos in terms of the Saviour 

envisaged by the Gnostics, whose task was to liberate pre-existent human 

souls from enslavement in matter. 

 Anyone searching for light on the Johannine Logos naturally turns to 

Philo, who sincerely and loyally strove to re-express the ancestral faith of 

Judaism in terms of Greek philosophy, and specifically as interpreted by 

the Middle Platonist school and the Stoics. Once again, Dodd provides an 

excellent survey in his Interpretation 54-74, of which 65-74 present 

Philo’s understanding of the divine Logos. From the Platonists, Philo 

took the idea that this world (kovsmo" aijsqhtov") is the copy of a higher 
world (kovsmo" nohtov"), and from the Stoics (who recognized no such 
supermundane existence) the idea that a rational principle within the 

material world (oJ tou' kovsmou lovgo") held it all together. Then, taking 

from Judaism the doctrine that God created the world by his Word (Gen 

1; Ps 32.6) and by his Wisdom (Wis 7.27), Philo suggested that just as a 

human word is the outward expression of a human thought, so God’s 

Logos is the expression of divine Wisdom. According to Philo, therefore, 

there is a blueprint of creation (kovsmo" nohtov"), analogous to the world 
of Platonic Forms, in the mind or Wisdom of God; and when this is 

projected over formless matter by the Word (the lovgo" proforikov"), the
material world is brought into being. See De Opificio Mundi 16-20. This 

Logos is sometimes called the eijkwvn of God and even his prwtovgono" 
uiJov" (though the personalization is not to be taken literally). It acts as 

God’s intermediary in history (as in the OT), and relays the truth of God 

to individual souls. Here there is obviously an affinity of ideas with the 

world of the Fourth Gospel, but in Philo, the Logos is never fully per-

sonal, certainly never incarnate, and never the object of faith or love.
10

 Neither Philo nor the Gnostics is able to supply a convincing back-

ground which will account for all the attributes with which, according to 

John, the Logos of the Prologue is endowed: eternal, creator, sovereign 

Lord of all history, light of humanity, and Word made flesh. The OT, by 

contrast, can express all these attributes with the term ‘the Word of our 

9

 The texts cited are to be found in The Nag Hammadi Library, 3rd completely 

revised edition, Leiden, 1988, on 40, 43, 44, 122. The Trimorphic Protennoia is printed 

on 511-22.  

10

 Thus Dodd, Interpretation, 73. For further details on the Logos in Philo, see the 

writers listed in Schnackenburg I 261-63 = ETr 485-87. 
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God’. To understand the term Logos in the Prologue, it is necessary only 

to study the meaning of the term in the OT, both Greek and Hebrew, 

and—we may now add—in the Aramaic translations too. Even if these 

Targums do not predate the Fourth Gospel, they are the best guide we 

possess to the Aramaic tradition in which John’s Gospel was first formed. 

It is therefore on the basis of this background that the meaning of the 

term Logos has been expounded in the body of the commentary, particu-

larly under vv. 1 and 14.  

 At the beginning of the Prologue, the central figure in the Fourth 

Gospel is introduced as the Logos. After the statement of the fact of the 

incarnation (Jn 1.14), the title is never used again. Instead, the evangelist 

writes only of Jesus, who ‘embodies’ the Logos in his flesh, to such an 

extent that death itself does not separate the Logos from his earthly body. 

John’s narrative of the burial refers four times to ‘the body of Jesus’ (to;
sw'ma tou' ÆIhsou', 19.38 [×2], 40; 20.12), which in the end is identified 
with ‘Jesus’ (19.42, ejkei' ou\n…e[qhkan to;n ÆIhsou'n). The climax of the 
Gospel then turns into a triumphant affirmation that the once torn and 

bleeding body which was crucified now lives again, its wounds not closed 

but glorified (Jn 20.20, and 24-29). Ut in perpetuum victoriae suae 

circumferat triumphum.
11

Nothing could be further from the Gnostic idea 

of a heaven-sent redeemer come to release human souls from imprison-

ment in the flesh and to lead them to a non-material, purely spiritual 

home. 

 And nothing could be closer to the traditions of Israel as embodied in 

the OT. There the Word of God is from the beginning creative (Gen 1 

etc.) and the provident Saviour of God’s people for the future good of all 

the human race (Isa 40–55). The sense of Jn 1.14 is that all that had previ-

ously been true of the Word and Wisdom of God in the OT is from a 

particular moment in time, the moment of the incarnation, embodied in 

Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus the Christ. Compare Heb 1.1. 

 The Fourth Gospel (like Matthew’s) contains no narrative record of 

Christ’s ascension. There are allusions to an ascension in the sense of an 

exaltation (e.g. Jn 3.13; 6.62; 20.17), but not in the sense of a departure 

and separation from his own (not even in 20.17). As in Mt 28.20, the 

narrative ends with Jesus still on stage, still facing and addressing all 

future ages. John 20.29 closes the book with Jesus proclaiming, ‘Blessed 

are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe’, Jn 21.23 with 

him declaring ‘If I wish him to remain until I come, what is that to you?’ 

Both endings express the same truth, that ‘the Word of our God abides 

for ever’ (Isa 40.8), publishing its message thereafter through the Church 

to the world in every age.  

 In calling Jesus the Word made flesh, the evangelist was equating him 

with the Memra, and thus with everything that term implies.
12

 In so doing, 

11

 Bede, In Lucam VI, on Lk 24.40.  

12

 See pp. 8-9, and the comment under 1.14b, on pp. 54-57.  
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he had chosen from Israel’s tradition the perfect formulation for pre-

senting the distinctively Christian teaching to Judaism, in a context which 

Judaism could well understand. At the same time, by employing the 

Greek term Logos, he was presenting Jesus as the Saviour to all ‘the 

Greeks’ (cf. Jn 12.21) who sincerely sought the truth about God amid the 

perplexing world of Hellenistic religions. 



EXCURSUS III 

THE MEANING OF MONOGENHS IN JOHN 1.14, 18 

English Versions of monogenou'" para; patrov"

AV = KJV (1611) as of the only begotten of the Father 

Douay-Ch. (1749) as it were of the only begotten of the Father 

RV (1881) as of the only begotten from the Father 

RV
mg
  as of an only begotten from a father 

RSV (1952) as of the only Son from the Father 

NRSV (1989) as of a father’s only son  

NEB (1st ed., 1961; 

 2nd ed., 1970)  as befits the Father’s only Son  

REB (1989) as befits the Father’s only Son 

NIV (1978) of the one and only [Son] who came from the Father 

NIV
mg
  of the Only Begotten who came from the Father 

NAB (1986) as of the Father’s only Son  

TEV = GNB (1966)  which he received as the Father’s only Son  

TNT = BFBS (1973)  such as belongs to the Father’s only Son  

JB (1966) that is his as the only Son of the Father 

NJB (1985) that he has from the Father as only Son of the Father 

Weymouth (1902)  as of the Father’s only Son, sent from His presence  

Moffatt (1913) such as an only son enjoys from his father 

Torrey (1933)  as of an only son, bestowed by a father 

Knox (1945)  such as belongs to the Father’s only-begotten Son  

Williams (1952)  of the only Son from the Father 

Kleist (1954)  such as befits to the Father’s only-begotten Son  

Phillips (1960)  as of a father’s only son 

Barclay (1968)  which an only son receives from his father 

These versions have been widely used or influential.  

The Problem 

(1) The three pre-1901 versions (AV, RV and Douai-Challoner) have 

only begotten, which the twentieth-century ones (with the exception of 

Knox, Kleist, and NIV [and NIV
mg
]) have replaced with only Son.

(2) What a minority of the Revisers were striving for in 1881, namely, the 

reading in RV
mg
,
1
 has found approval only from Torrey, Philips, Barclay 

1
 ‘The marginal reading stood in the text in the First Revision. It is one among very many 

places where a conservative minority damaged the work by the operation of the two-

thirds rule’ (J. H. Moulton, in MHT I 83 fn. 1).    
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and NRSV: otherwise patrov" is always translated as if it had the article, 

and in addition referred, by capitalization, to [God] the Father.  

(3) Apart from the agreements between NEB and REB, and between 

Phillips and NRSV, no two versions are identical. The translators, con-

cerned to catch the nuances of wJ" and parav, seem to have been less 

anxious about the anarthrous patrov", and agreed on the interpretation of 
monogenhv".  

(4) The purpose of this Excursus is to question whether it is certain that 

monogenhv" means, in Jn 1.14, ‘an only [or: only-begotten] son’. All the 

above versions (even NIV) consider that the idea of sonship is implied in 

the adjective. This was until around 1980 the common opinion of exposi-

tors, vigorously presented by F. Büchsel in TWNT IV (1942), 745-50, 

particularly on 745, fn. 6 and 749
7-11

; so also de la Potterie (Vérité, 181-

91), Barrett, 2nd ed., 166, Dahms, 222-32, and Theobald. The meaning 

unique, however, preferred by Winter, D. Moody Smith, Fitzmyer and 

Pendrick, appears to be gaining more support.  

The Lexical Data 

(1) monogenhv" occurs nine times in the NT.  

(a) In Lk 7.12; 8.42; 9.38, it refers to an only child, and is always 

translated in the Latin versions as unicus (–a), not unigenitus (–a): that is, 

it could refer to an only surviving child.  

(b) In Heb 11.17 the Vg gives ‘et unigenitum offerebat qui susceperat 

repromissiones’, the VL, ‘et unicum’. Strictly speaking, both unicum and 

unigenitum are equally incorrect, since Isaac was not the only-begotten of 

Abraham: Ishmael was alive (note Gen 17.18; and the lovely midrash in 

Sanhedrin 89b). The usual (and surely correct) explanation is that Isaac 

was the only-born of Sarah, through whom the promise was to be fulfilled 

(Gen 17.19), and therefore the only son as far as the promises went. So 

Theophylactus, cited in Westcott, Hebrews, 366: pw'" de; monogenh;" h\n
ÆIsaa;k o{pouge kai; to;n ÆIsmah;l ei\ceÉ ajllÆ o{son kata; to;n ejpag-
geliva" lovgon monogenhv". The sense of monogenhv" in Heb 11.17 is 
therefore ‘this particular child, who was in a class by himself’ (because of 

the divine promise; see Heb 11.18, citing Gen 21.12). 

(c) In the other five NT references, Jn 1.14.18; 3.16.18, and 1 Jn 4.9, the 

Vg always renders unigenitus, but whether only-begotten or only son is a 

correct rendering of all five Johannine texts is the point under discussion. 

The VL reads unicus in more than one of these texts (see below), and it 

will not be forgotten that nowhere else in the NT is Jesus called 

monogenhv".
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(2) The meaning of monogenhv" in the OT.  

(a) In the MT, the word dyijy: (ya!id) occurs eight times with the meaning 

an only child (Gen 22.2, 12, 16; Judg 11.34 [explicit]; Amos 8.11; Jer 

6.26; Zech 12.10; Prov 4.3). In seven of these texts, the LXX translates it 

as ajgaphtov". The only exception is Judg 11.34, where A has kai; au{th 
monogenh;" aujtw'/ ajgaphthv, kai; oujk e[stin aujtw'/ plh;n aujth'" uiJo;" h]
qugavthr, and B, kai; h\n au{th monogenhv", oujk h\n aujtw'/ e{tero" uiJo;"
h] qugavthr. This is the only instance in the LXX where dyijy: (ya!id) is 
translated by monogenhv", and it is notoriously difficult to discern what 
was the original LXX of Judges. 

 The Targums render all the above eight texts with the same root 

dyijy: (ya!id), meaning only, single, individual (cf. Jastrow). The Vg too, 
translating from the Hebrew, renders all eight texts by unigenitus [-a]. 

The VL, however, following the LXX, gives dilectum, dilectissimo, 

amantissimum in Genesis, dilectus in Amos and Jeremiah; in Jdg 11.34 it 

has unica, in Zech 12.10 charissimum, and Prov 4.3 is lacking.
2

(b) The word monogenhv" appears in Tob 3.15; 6.10, [11,] 14 [15 S: not 
BA]; 8.17 [duvo monogenei'"]; Wis 7.22 and Bar 4.16 [Codd. A&V: BS 

read monhn]. In every case, both Vg and VL translate by unicus [-a].  

(c) The texts just given under (a) and (b) list all the occurrences of 

monogenhv" in the LXX. It is clear therefore (i) that the early Latin trans-
lators understood monogenhv", wherever it is found in the LXX, as 
meaning unicus; and (ii) that the real problem is to find out why the LXX 

translators did not render dyijy: (ya!id) by a word meaning only-begotten 
or only-born, but by a word meaning dearly beloved.

3

(d) Delitzsch suggests
4

 that in Gen 22.2 the LXX must have read ^dydy
(yedid

e

ka), but this suggestion, though it might account for a similar 

misreading at 22.12 and 16, can hardly extend to all the other texts as 

well. Hence, given that the fundamental meaning of the Hebrew root djy
is not so much to be alone as to be united, the LXX translators may well 

have understood dyIjy: (ya!id) as meaning uniquely cherished. This would 
have been all the more likely if they did not know of an exact Greek word 

(other than movno") to denote an only child.  

(3) The meaning of monogenhv" in non-biblical Greek.  

(a) LSJ gives ‘the only member of a kin or kind: hence, generally, only, 

single, pai'" Hes. Op. 376, Hdt. 7.221, cf. Ev. Jo. 1.14…’ etc. The word 

2

 According to B. Fischer (for Genesis) and P. Sabatier, Bibliorum Sacrorum,  Cyprian 

once has unicum  for Gen 22.2 (Test. III 15: CSEL III 127).  

3

  The translations  in the Targums and the Vg  are of course much later, and may for our 

purposes be disregarded. 

4

New Commentary on Genesis,  Edinburgh, 1889,  II 86.  



100 JOHN 1–4

may be either a qualifying adjective with a noun (e.g. pai'") as above, or 
may stand alone, signifying an only child: so Hesiod, Theogony 426, 

oujdÆ, o{ti mounogenhv", h|sson qea; e[mmore timh'". But its first and 
fundamental meaning is unique, the clearest example of which occurs in 

Plato, Timaeus 31b: ou[te duvo ou[tÆ ajpeivrou" ejpoihsen oJ poiw'n
kovsmou", ajllÆ ei|" o{de monogenh;" oujrano;" gegonw;" e[stin kai; e[tÆ 
e[stai. 

(b) Indeed, so certain is this primary sense that Dodd in 1952 felt con-
strained to argue that ‘one who is monogenhv" relatively to a pathvr can 
be no other than the only son, although monogenhv" (from movno" and 
gevno") does not mean (at this period [i.e. NT times] at any rate) “only-
begotten” (monogevnnhto"), but “alone of his kind”, “unique”’ (Inter-
pretation, 305 fn. 1).  

 However, the etymologically flawless formation monogevnnhto", and 
equally monogevnhto", figure nowhere in LSJ or the PGL, and (what 
Dodd could not have known) are nowhere to be found in the early Greek 

Christian writers of the first four centuries. A computer survey of TLG

gave a nil return for Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Didymus, 

Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of Nazianus, Gregory of Nyssa, Cyril of 

Jerusalem, Chrysostom, and also John of Damascus. It is safe to say that 

monogevnnhto" and monogevnhto" did not exist, and that monogenhv", the 
primary meaning of which is unique, alone of its kind, would therefore 

have been used to denote an only child.

(c) The word monogenhv" does not, however, occur in Philo (cf. TWNT IV 

747 fn. 9). In Josephus, it is found only in Ant. I 222 and V 264, the 

former being a retelling of Gen 22.2, where it qualifies ‘Isaac’, and the 

latter of Jdg 11.34, where it qualifies ‘daughter’.  

(d) The only instance in the Apostolic Fathers (cf. Kraft, CPA) is in 

1 Clem 25.21, with reference to the phoenix: tou'to monogene;"
uJpavrcon zh'/ e[th pentakovsia. J. B. Lightfoot comments (Clement II

87): ‘ “alone of its kind”. This epithet is applied to the phoenix also in 

Origen, Cyril and Apost. Const. v.7’, the last reference being ‘evidently 

founded on this passage of Clement’, so that it must have been 

understood in this same sense.  

(e) Two texts in the Greek Apologists are relevant (cf. D. Ruiz Bueno, 

PAG, with its splendid index).  

 (i) Aristides, Apology 15.3 (ca. 135?): gignwvskousi ga;r to;n qeo;n
ktivsthn kai; dhmiourgo;n tw'n aJpavntwn ejn uiJw/' monogenei' kai;
pneuvmati aJgivw/ kai; a[llon qeo;n plh;n touvtou ouj sevbontai. Since 
Aristides is here addressing the Emperor Hadrian, the most appropriate 

rendering would be ‘in a son who is quite unique, and in a holy spirit’.  
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 (ii) Justin, Dialogue 98.5; 105.1, 2 (ca. 155–165). Three times in 98.5 

and 105.1.2 we find Ps 21[22].21 quoted, where monogenhv" means 
‘soul’. But another part of 105.1 reads: Monogenh;" ga;r oJti h\n tw'/
patri; tw'n o{lwn ou|to", ijdivw" ejx aujtou' lovgo" kai; duvnami" gegen-
nhmevno", kai; u{steron a[nqrwpo" dia; th'" parqevnou genovmeno"… It 

is certain that monogenhv" is here used by Justin of the pre-Incarnate 
Word.  

(f) To these one may add the Martyrdom of Polycarp 20.2 (ca. 156): dia;
tou' monogenou'" paido;" aujtou' ÆIhsou' Cristou', and the Epistle to 
Diognetus 10 (at the latest, 150–200): ajpevsteile to'n uiJo;n aujtou' to'n
monogenh') which is probably a quotation from 1 Jn 4.9 (cf. Lightfoot, 
AF 498).  

(g) Around A.D. 150, the Valentinians were beginning to use the term 

Monogenes as a designation for their aeon Nous, and drawing a sharp 

distinction between the Monogenes and the historical Jesus. It was 

possibly for this reason that the term monogenhv" was introduced, ca. 

160–180, into the credal questions that lie at the origin of the Old Roman 

Creed, for its use in Christian writings before Irenaeus is (see above) rare 

(so J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 142). It is certain that after 

Irenaeus the term is used both of the pre-Incarnate and of the Incarnate 

Word with the meaning ‘only-begotten’. The problem is to discern how 

far back this meaning ‘only-begotten’ goes. The three texts cited above in 

(e)(ii) and in (f) seem to clamour for the meaning ‘only-begotten’, and for 

this meaning only; but all three appear to belong to the second half of the 

second century.  

Towards a Resolution of the Problem 

(a) The Western Creeds 

It was probably ca. 200–250 that the Roman Creed came to be used in 

Latin. The words to;n uiJo;n to;n monogenh' were translated as filium eius 
unicum (i.e. not unigenitum), a rendering which has prevailed up to the 

present day. So too virtually all other Western Creeds (Milan, Ravenna, 

Aquileia, Carthage, Spain, Ireland) have unicum [-o]; only in southern 

Gaul and Alemannia, from ca. 500 to ca. 800, do we encounter uni-

genitum (see DS 10-36; 25-27 for the variant).  

 Almost all these Western Creeds read textually ‘Et in Iesum Christum 

Filium eius unicum Dominum nostrum’, and immediately afterwards 

(with slight textual variations) ‘qui conceptus est de Spiritu Sancto et 

natus ex Maria virgine’. Thus filium eius unicum, meaning his only son, is 

used to refer not to the pre-Incarnate Word within the Holy Trinity, but to 

the historical figure, Jesus Christ, the one and only Son of God, who was 

conceived of the Holy Spirit and born of Mary the virgin. If this 
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represents the understanding of monogenh' in the baptismal liturgy of 
Rome ca. 220, may this not have been the interpretation accepted earlier? 

That is to say, monogenhv" was not used to denote the Word as co-

eternal, but to describe the Word as made flesh by stressing how unique 

he is among all members of the human race.

 Some measure of support for this view may be found in the early Latin 

writers. (a) Tertullian, in adv. Prax. XV.6, has ‘tanquam unigeniti’ and 

(for 1.18) ‘unigenitus filius’ (CCSG 2.1179
33.40-41

), but shortly afterwards, 

in XXI.3, writes: ‘Huius gloria visa est tanquam unici a Patre, non 

tanquam Patris, praecedit enim: Deum nemo vidit unquam. Hic unicus 

sinum Patris disservit…’ (CCSG 2.1194
16-19

). As these are the only three 

relevant references in his writings, it is legitimate to wonder whether 

some scribe has not harmonized the biblical text to make it match the Vg: 

there are only four MSS of the adv. Praxean, two of the eleventh century, 

one of the fifteenth, and one now lost (see CCSG introduction). (b) 

Cyprian also, in Test. I.7 and III.31, reads unici, not unigeniti, at Jn 3.18; 

and the De rebaptismate 13 similarly has unicum not unigenitum at Jn 

3.16 (CSEL III 45
3
; 144

6
; Appendix 86

7
). (c) Lucifer of Cagliari, that 

treasure-trove of quotations from the VL, offers unicum for Jn 3.16,18 

and for 1 Jn 4.9 (De s. Athan. II 23
25.30

 and 16
46
, in CCSL 8. 116; 105).  

(b) The Eastern Creeds 

The earliest Eastern Creed, that of Eusebius of Caesarea, reads: kai; eij"
e{na kuvrion ÆIhsou'n Cristovn, to;n tou' Qeou' lovgon, Qeo;n ejk Qeou',
fw'" ejk fwtov", zwh;n ejk zwh'", uiJo;n monogenh', prwtovtokon pavsh" 
ktivsew", pro; pavntwn tw'n aijwvnwn ejk tou' patro'" gegennhmevnon, diÆ 
ou| kai; ejgevneto ta; pavnta ktl. (DS 40). So also the Nicene Creed: kai;
eij" e{na kuvrion ÆIhsou'n Cristovn, to;n uiJo;n tou' Qeou', ejk tou'
Patro;" monogenh gennhqevnta', toutevstin ejk th'" oujsiva" tou'
Patro", Qeo;n ejk Qeou', fw'" ejk fwtov", Qeo;n ajlhqino;n ejk Qeou'
ajlhqinou', pro; pavntwn tw'n aijwvnwn ejk tou' patro'", gennhqevnta ouj
poihqevnta, oJmoouvsion tw'/ patriv, diÆ ou| kai; ta; pavnta ejgevneto, tav
te ejn oujranw'/ kai; ta; ejn th'/ gh'/ ktl. (DS 125). Similarly, the traditional 
reformulation at Constantinople: kai; eij" e{na kuvrion ÆIhsou'n Cristovn, 
to;n uiJo;n tou' Qeou' to;n monogenh', to;n ejk tou' Patro;" gennhqenta 
pro; pavntwn tw'n aijwvnwn, fw'" ejk fwtov", Qeo;n ajlhqino;n ejk Qeou'
ajlhqinou', gennhqevnta ouj poihqevnta, ejk tou' patro'", oJmoouvsion tw'/
patriv, diÆ ou| ta; pavnta ejgevneto (DS 150). All the Greek Creeds dwell 

upon the eternal generation of the Son before creation (DS 40-61), so that 

in them monogenhv" is quite naturally and correctly interpreted as refer-
ring to this unique generation from eternity from the Father. Thus, for 

example, Cyril of Jerusalem: e{na de; levgomen Kuvrion ÆIhsou'n Cristo;n,
i{na monogenh;" h\/ hJ uiJovth" (Cat. X 3), and UiJo;n monogenh', ajdelfo;n
evJteron oujc e[conta, dia; tou'to gar kalei'tai monogenh;" o{ti eij" to;
th'" qeovthto" ajxivwma kai; th;n ejk Patro;" gevnnhsin ajdelfo;n oujc
e[[cei (XI 2). 
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Conclusion 

It is thus not absurd to suggest that the meaning of monogenhv" in Jn 1.14 
is not only-begotten, or even only son, but rather quite unique, in a class 

of his own. This is the starting-point of the revelation in the Fourth 

Gospel, from which the nature of the Father and of Jesus’ Sonship is 

gradually disclosed. The revelation begins with an assertion of the 

uniqueness of the historical Jesus, and then proceeds to affirm the truth of 

what he disclosed about the nature of God (vv. 16-18).
5

 So too the earliest 

professions of faith, whether in Greek or Latin, require the candidate for 

baptism to affirm the unique excellence of Jesus as man. It was only 

when the need arose to formulate an unambiguous affirmation of his full 

divinity that the term monogenhv" was applied to his eternal generation 

from the Father, long after the Fourth Gospel was written. 

5

 See also G. Pendrick ‘MONOGENHS’, NTS 41 (1995), 587-600. With a wealth of 

classical examples he reaches the same conclusion, in favour of the meaning unique, by 

a somewhat different route. The argument was also presented, with an application to 

German renderings, in Von der Suche nach Gott (FS Helmut Riedlinger), Stuttgart-Bad 

Canstatt, 1998, ‘Vom Sinn  des monogenhv"  in Joh 1.14,18’, 339-49.



EXCURSUS IV 

LONGER NOTES OF TEXTUAL CRITICISM 

The Punctuation of John 1.3-4
1

Of the two ways of punctuating vv. 3-4, the first places a full point at the 

end of v. 3, after o} gevgonen, whereas the second places a full point after 
oujde; e{n, and takes the words o} gevgonen as the initial words of the 
sentence in v. 4.  

ejgevneto oujde; e{n o} gevgonen. ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n.
Thus the Textus Receptus. This was the division presented in the first 

printed editions of the Greek NT, namely, Erasmus’ NT (1516), and 

Ximenes’ Complutensian Polyglot (printed 1514, published 1522). 

Stephanus, in his first three editions (1546, 1549, 1550) followed them, 

and when, in his fourth edition (1551), he introduced the division of 

chapters into verses, he naturally placed the verse ending, in accordance 

with the punctuation, after gevgonen. So the division between 3 and 4 

was consolidated, and this punctuation became generally accepted, espe-

cially through the editions of the brothers Elzevier (1624 [1st ed.], 1633 

[2nd ed.]—the latter being the first to claim the sobriquet Textus Recep-

tus). Even after the dethronement of the Textus Receptus in the mid-

nineteenth century, this punctuation was retained by Tischendorf in his 

first seven editions (1841–1859), by B. Weiss (1894–1900), Souter (1910 

[1st ed.], 1947 [2nd ed.]),
2

 Vogels (1920 [1st ed.], 1922 [2nd ed.]), Merk 

(1933), and Bover (1943) plus Nestle, editions 1–25 (1898–1963). For 

centuries translators followed this reading, in the AV = KJV, RV, ASV, 

RSV (1946), NIV (1973), and—somewhat surprisingly—in the REB 

(1989). 

ejgevneto oujde; e{n (or: oujdevn). o} gevgonen ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n.
The second part here may of course be construed in two ways,  

either as  (a) o} gevgonen / ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n.
or as  (b) o} gevgonen ejn aujtw'/ //  zwh; h\n.

1

 The basic article assembling all the detail is by K. Aland, ‘Eine Untersuchung zu 

Joh 1.3-4’, ZNW 59 (1968), 174-209. See also the comprehensive study by Ed. L. Miller, 

Salvation History in the Prologue of John: The Significance of John 1.3-4, NovTSup 60, 

Leiden, 1989. 

2

 But it should not be forgotten that Souter was supplying the Greek text underlying 

the RV of 1881. 
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One or other of these alternatives must be chosen in order to interpret and 

to translate reading 2 at all.  

 According to K. Aland, the first editor to propose this reading in 

modern times was E. Barton (Oxford, 1831). He was followed by Lach-

mann (1837), Tischendorf (ed. 8a, 1869), Tregelles (1870), Westcott-Hort 

(1881), von Soden (1913), Vogels (
3
1949), Kilpatrick in 

2
BFBS (1958), 

the Greek NT for Translators (1960), Tasker (1964), the UBS (1966) and 

NA
26
 (1979) and NA

27
 (1993). The growing preference for this reading 

during the second half of the twentieth century is reflected in the number 

of translations which adopt it: Bible de Jérusalem (1958), NEB (1961 [1st 

ed.], 1970 [2nd ed.]), NAB (1970), Translator’s NT (1973). NRSV 

(1989).
3

 This is also the punctuation of the Sixtine Vulgate (‘sine ipso 

factum est nihil: quod factum est in ipso vita erat’) and of Wordsworth–

White; the Clementine, however, reads, with studied ambiguity, ‘factum 

est nihil, quod factum est, in ipso vita erat’, an ambiguity which, unfortu-

nately, later printers of the Latin Bible (the so-called Sixto-Clementine 

Vulgate) did not always preserve.
4

(a) The external witness of the Fathers, of the earlier uncials, and of ¸75
,

is proof that though most later Greek MSS. of the Gospel favour reading 

1, reading 2 is the more ancient interpretation of the text. The fullest 

account of the Greek manuscript tradition is in Aland’s article, on pp. 

187-90. Of 148 minuscules examined by him, 121 have reading 1, though 

two of these (885 and 1814) are fifteenth-century commentaries which 

on this point diverge from the lemma of their text, which is 2. Of the 

remaining 27 minuscules, only five read 2, one from the twelfth century 

(850) and four from the fifteenth (149 880 1820 2129—2129 reading [ii] 

[a]). Of the 22 others, 17 place a punctuation mark both after oujdevn, and 
after o} gevgonen, so that it is possible to construe the text either as 1 or as 
2. The remaining five are very confused, but all have a full point after 

gevgonen. Thus the later Greek manuscript tradition is overwhelmingly in 
favour of reading 1.

 The witness of the uncials, however, points in a different direction. 

Aland prints out a complete list, with the punctuation of the lemma in 

each of 33 manuscripts clearly indicated (pp. 189-90). The early uncials 

¸66
 B a* A have no division between the words at this point, only scrip-

tio continua, and must therefore be left out of consideration. However, 

3

 It is also true to say that before 1950, nearly all commentators followed Reading 1 

(exceptions are Westcott, Loisy, Bernard, Gächter, Bultmann, Hoskyns–Davey), and that 

since 1950 an ever-increasing number of commentators has argued in favour of 2 

(notably Roman Catholic scholars, such as Boismard, Lacan, Lamarche, de la Potterie, 

R. E. Brown, van den Bussche, and Zimmermann).  

4

 The simplest and surest way of checking the various readings of the ‘official’ 

printed texts of the Vulgate is to consult Biblia Sacra Vulgatae editionis Sixti V …et 

Clementis VIII auctoritate edita… edidit Michael Hetzenauer, 3a ed., Regensburg, 1929. 

On Jn 1.3-4, see Hetzenauer’s long note on 1264.  
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the first uncials to contain punctuation, ¸75c
 (early third century), C (fifth 

century), and D (fifth to sixth centuries) testify unambiguously to reading 

2 (with the corrector of C making it more precise as 2 [b]). Thereafter, 

however, from the turn of the sixth and seventh centuries, the uncials, 

now regularly punctuated, nearly all join with the minuscules to support 

reading 1. Thus E F G H S V W Y Q etc., with reading 2 attested only in 
W

supp
 L 050* 0141. Taking this evidence in conjunction with that of the 

minuscules, it would appear that the construction ‘That which was made 

in him was life’ represents the early interpretation of the text, and that the 

alternative, reading 1 (‘…was made nothing that was made’) began to 

replace it in the Greek manuscripts at some time in the sixth century. The 

fact that 2 represents the more ancient understanding of the words is 

further supported by the evidence of Tatian’s Diatessaron, of the Old 

Syriac (sy
c
; sy

s
 is here missing), of the Coptic Sahidic, and of the Old 

Latin tradition; indeed, according to F. C. Burkitt,
5

 this is also the correct 

reading of the Peshitta.

 The strongest argument, however, in favour of reading 2 is that until 

around A.D. 300 all the Christian writers and all the heretics without 

exception understood the text in this way. Thus all the second-century 

Gnostics (who punctuate as in 2 [b], ‘quod factum est in ipso, vita erat’),
6

and Irenaeus in his polemic against them; thus Tertullian and Hippolytus, 

Clement of Alexandria and Origen.
7

 Indeed, the two most powerful 

arguments in favour of reading 2 are that Irenaeus, who cites the text ten 

times (I 8:5; 9; 21:1; II 2:5; III 8:3; 11:8; 21:10; IV 32:1; V 18:2; Dem. 

43) seems quite unaware of any other understanding of the words, for the 

first interpretation, had he known of it, would have been a crushing retort 

to his adversaries. Origen also, who customarily lists all conceivable 

interpretations, and who (In Ioannem. II 13-14: SC 120, pp. 214-17) 

castigates Heracleon for not observing the significance of the presence 

and absence of the definite article before qeov" in Jn 1.1, is equally 

unaware of any construction other than 2. A full list of writers supporting 

2 is given in UBS.
8

 One may add that reading 2 was the usual inter-

pretation accepted by all the Latin writers of the Middle Ages, following 

Augustine.
9

5

JTS 4 (1903), 436-38.  

6

 On the Gnostic interpretation of this verse, see the masterly study by A. Orbe, En 

los albores de la exegesis iohannea = Estudios Valentinianos II.  

7

 The references to Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement and Origen may be found in K. 

Aland, ZNW 59 (1968), 190-94, and those to Hippolytus on 195-96. 

8

 For a detailed defence of Reading 2, see Miller, Salvation History, 17-44.  

9

 This can be very clearly seen in Thomas Aquinas’s handbook of patristic quota-

tions, completed in 1267, entitled Catena Aurea in Quattuor Evangelia: In Ioannem I, 7 

(vol. 2: Turin, 1953, 332-33). 



 EXCURSUS IV 107 

The internal evidence does not prove that reading 1 is certainly that 

intended by the evangelist. The fact that reading 2 is the more ancient 

interpretation of the text does not, of course, prove that this was the 

meaning intended by the original writer, or the evangelist. Barrett, while 

disclaiming any certainty, presents succinctly the internal arguments in 

favour of reading 1. He writes that this reading ‘gives a better parallel 

structure to the clause because oujde; e{n is a frequent sentence ending 
when greater emphasis than a simple oujdevn is required (e.g. Josephus, 
Ant. VI 266), and because after oujde; e{n, w|n (rather than o}) gevgonen
would be expected. [Neither] of these reasons is convincing, and against 

them may be set (1) John’s very frequent use of ejn at the beginning of a 
sentence; (2) his frequent repetitiousness (nothing was made that has 

been made; cf. e.g. vv. 1ff.); (3) such passages as 5.26, 39; 6.53, which 

give a similar sense; (4) the fact that it makes much better, and more 

Johannine sense to say that in the Word was life, than to say that the 

created universe was life in him, and that this life was the light of men. 

The alternative ways of rendering (That which came into being—in it the 

Word was life; That which came into being—in the Word was its life) are 

almost impossibly clumsy. After a detailed discussion, Schnackenburg 

comes to the same conclusion.’
10

 If, however, o} gevgonen refers to something other than the making of 
the material creation, these objections may not hold.  

Was the Original Reading of the Verb in 1.12 

Singular or Plural? 

The controversy on whether the verb in Jn 1.12 should be read in the 

singular, ejgennhvqh, dates back to Tertullian.11 The UBS edition lists the 
manuscript evidence, and its editors rate the plural as virtually certain 

{A}. ‘It appeared to the Committee that, on the basis of the overwhelm-

ing consensus of all Greek manuscripts, the plural must be adopted, a 

reading which, moreover, is in accord with the characteristic teaching of 

John. The singular number may have arisen either from a desire to make 

the Fourth Gospel allude explicitly to the virgin birth or from the 

influence of the singular number of the immediately preceding aujtou'.’ 
The majority of scholars agree, and the first translation bold enough to 

10

 For a fuller discussion, see Miller, Salvation History, 18-27. 

11

 The most comprehensive study of this reading is J. Galot, Etre né de Dieu (Jean 

1.13), Analecta Biblica 37, Rome, 1969, which has an excellent bibliography to that date. 

Also worth consulting are: F.-M. Braun, ‘ “Qui ex Deo natus est” (Jean 1.13)’, in Aux

Sources de la Tradition chrétienne (Mélanges offerts à M. Maurice Goguel), Paris, 1950, 

11-31, and A. Houssiau, ‘Le milieu théologique de la leçon ejgennhvqh’, in Sacra Pagina 
II, BETL 13, Paris-Gembloux, 1959, 169-88. The main arguments are summarized in 

J. McHugh, The Mother of Jesus in the New Testament, London, 1975, 255-68. 
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emend was that by D. Mollat in the Bible de Jérusalem (1953).
12

 Yet an 

imposing group of twentieth-century writers (including more Protestants 

than Roman Catholics) have pronounced themselves in favour of the 

singular as the original reading of the text.
13

 (a) All the Greek manuscripts without exception read the plural, as do 

all the ancient versions. The singular is found only in one Old Latin MS. 

(Codex Veronensis b, fifth century), in an eleventh-century Lectionary 

from Toledo whose authorship is attributed to Hildefonsus (657–667) 

(both of which have natus est), and in the Curetonian Syriac. (The last-

named, however, has the antecedent relative pronoun in the plural, so that 

the literal translation would be ‘those who…was born of God’. The 

confusion reappears in six MSS of the Peshitta, dating from the fifth to 

the tenth century)  

 (b) Direct patristic evidence for the singular, explicitly rejecting the 

plural, is limited to Tertullian,
14

 who may have adopted this reading from 

Irenaeus.
15

 Other evidence is indirect, and sparse. The Epistle of the 

Apostles 3 (ca. 140–180) appears to allude to this text.
16

 Irenaeus on four 

or five occasions appears to presuppose the singular, or at least to show 

signs of acquaintance with it.
17

 Ambrose and Augustine, who sometimes 

12

 And in the one-volume edition of 1956. The plural replaced it in the (English) NJB 

(1985), but the French version still retains the singular.  

13

 Among those who favour the singular are A. Resch, F. Blass, A. von Harnack 

(with qualifications), Th. Zahn, R. Seeberg, C. F. Burney, F. Büchsel, M.-E. Boismard, 

F. M. Braun, D. Mollat (references to these in Galot, 5-6). 

14

 ‘Quid est ergo non ex sanguine nec carnis voluntate nec ex viri, sed ex deo natus 

est ? Hoc quidem capitulo ego potius utar, cum adulteratores eius obduxero. Sic enim 

scriptum esse contendunt: “Non ex sanguine nec carnis voluntate nec ex viri, sed ex deo 

nati sunt”, quasi supra dictos credentes in nomine eius designet.’ These lines from De

carne Christi 19.1, are Tertullian’s only reference to Jn 1.13, apart from a passing 

mention in 24.2 of the same work (‘Et non ex sanguine nec carnis voluntate nec ex viri, 

sed ex deo natus est Hebion respondit’, i.e. he replies to Ebion that…). The two texts are 

in CCSG 2.907; 915-16 = PL 2.784B and 791A.  

15

De carne Christi was written around 212. In his Adv. Valentinianos 5,1, written 

between 208 and 211, Tertullian names Irenaeus as one of his sources ‘quos optaverim 

sequi’ (CCSG 2.756 = PL 2.548-49).  

16

 The exact date and place of its composition are uncertain, but all are agreed that it 

was written at the outside between A.D. 140 and 210, probably between 140 and 180. 

Egypt, Palestine, Syria and Asia Minor have all been proposed as the place of origin. 

Chapter 3 is extant only in Ethiopic, and translates as: ‘we believe that the word which 

became flesh through the holy virgin Mary…was born not by the lust of the flesh but by 

the will of God’ (see Elliott ANT 559; James ANT 486; NTA I 193). 

17

 The texts are: (1) ‘non enim ex voluntate carnis, neque ex voluntate viri, sed ex 

voluntate Dei, Verbum caro factum est’ (Adv. Haer. III 17 1 = Harvey II 83 = PG [16.2] 

7.921-22 = SC 294); (2) ‘cognoscit autem illum, is cui Pater qui est in caelis revelavit ut 

intelligat, quoniam is qui non ex voluntate carnis, neque ex voluntate viri natus est, filius 

hominis, hic est Christus Filius Dei vivi’ (III 20 2 = Harvey II 103 = PG [19.2] 7.940A = 

SC 294); (3) perhaps also ‘circumscripsit igitur genitalia viri in promissione Scriptura: 

imo vero nec commemoratur, quoniam non ex voluntate viri erat, qui nascebatur’ (III 26 

1 = Harvey II 117 = PG [21.5] 7.952A = SC 416); (4) ‘et propter hoc in fine non ex 
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use the singular may well have been influenced, directly or indirectly, by 

Tertullian.
18

 (c) Yet the internal evidence in favour of the singular is strong. Galot 

has argued the case at length, and it will be sufficient to summarize only 

his most important arguments. (1) Why should such stress be placed on 

the negative aspects of spiritual regeneration? It throws no light on the 

nature of spiritual rebirth, and in no way prepares the reader for the 

statement immediately following, that ‘The Word became flesh’. (2) How 

can those who have already been begotten of God (v.13) be given the 

power to become children of God? ‘We are so accustomed to reading the 

plural that we no longer notice how bewildering it is, how difficult to 

accept’ (Galot, 96). (3) On the other hand, if the singular be read, and 

taken to refer to the earthly birth of Jesus, it is easy to explain the three-

fold negation as a triple affirmation of the virginal conception of Jesus 

against its first opponents, probably Ebionites. Irenaeus in particular 

never seems to have suspected that the text could bear any other meaning. 

(4) The Fourth Gospel sometimes asserts that the Word made flesh gives 

to those who believe in him the power to become or to share in what 

Jesus himself already is par excellence (e.g. 11:25; 12.36; 14.12). Would 

not this make excellent sense in 1.13?  

 There is thus a head-on collision between the arguments from external 

and internal evidence. Braun argues that the witness of Irenaeus (and 

perhaps Justin) should be preferred above all other external authorities, 

inasmuch as they were closely linked with Ephesus.
19

 Galot suggests
20

(less convincingly) that an original singular was altered, some time 

between 160 and 190, to a plural, when the text was applied to the spiri-

tual regeneration of believers; but are we to believe that not a single 

Greek text remained untouched by the correction? Barrett suggests that 

the reverse process may have been at work, namely, that John was 

‘declaring that the birth of Christians, being bloodless and rooted in 

God’s will alone, followed the pattern of Christ himself’.  

 Burney and Torrey have argued that the Fourth Gospel was originally 

written in Aramaic, and even if their arguments are far from conclusive, a 

case can be made that some parts of it were. If Jn 1.13-14 had been 

written in Aramaic the copulative waw at the beginning of 14 could, by 

dittography, have been repeated at the end of v.13, thereby turning an 

voluntate carnis, neque ex voluntate viri, sed ex placito Patris manus eius vivum 

perfecerunt hominem, uti fiat Adam secundum imaginem et similitudinem Dei’ (V 1 3 = 

Harvey II 3173 = PG [16.2] 7.1123B = SC 28); (5) possibly also the short remark ‘quod 

enim ex Deo natum est, Deus est’ (I 8 5 = Harvey I 77 = PG 7.534B = SC 130).  

18

 Augustine’s best-known text with the singular (Confessions VII 9, 13 = PL 32.740-

41) understands the verse as referring to the eternal generation of the Word apud Patrem. 

So also Loisy, 180-82. But in that case, would the threefold negation be necessary? 

19

 See F.-M. Braun, ‘“Qui ex Deo natus est” (Jean 1.13)’, in Aux Sources de la 

Tradition chrétienne, 26-30. 

20

 Galot, 87-89.  
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Aramaic singular (dlyta, <tyld) into a plural (wdlyta, <tyldw).21 This would 

explain how the internal evidence can be all in favour of the singular, 

while all the Greek MSS without exception (but not the Curetonian 

Syriac!) have the plural. Furthermore, this might also explain why 

Irenaeus took the reading to be singular. He could have been in contact 

with a living tradition at Ephesus, or could have known an Aramaic or 

Syriac version differing from that in our Greek manuscripts.
22

 This would 

seem to be a reasonable explanation of all the data, but it is unlikely to 

commend itself to many.  

 If the singular be read, then of course the relative oiJ at the beginning 
of the verse has to be corrected to oJ", for which there is no evidence at all 
(though D* and it

a

 omit the relative altogether, leaving the sentence 

unconnected with the preceding one). This objection would not hold 

against the theory of an Aramaic original, where the singular and the 

plural of the relative pronoun are the same. If the singular be read, then 

the sense is that the Word gave the power to become children of God to 

those who believe in the name of ‘the one who was born as a result not of 

the union of blood-streams, nor through any carnal desire, nor through the 

desire of a husband, but of God.’ 

A Note on the Text of 1.18b 

The text of 18b is much debated. UBS gives the preference to monogenh;"
qeov", on the ground that it has earlier and better support among the Greek 
MSS of the Gospel (although o m. q. is far better attested among the early 
Fathers); it places second monogenh;" uiJov", which is the most widely 
attested among the MSS, versions and Fathers; and last, oJ monogenhv".
The UBS Committee gave their choice a {B} rating, with A. Wikgren 

emphatically dissenting, ‘At least a D decision would be preferable’. The 

fullest information is still that in Tischendorf 8a (he strongly prefers o m. 
u.), the longest dissertation that in F. J. A. Hort, Two Dissertations, 1876, 
1-72. Zahn, 2nd ed., 703-708 = 5th ed., 714-19 and also Lagrange 26-28 

discuss the matter at length. Schnackenburg and Barrett comment that 

the sense is substantially unaltered whether one reads oJ monogenh;" qeov"
or oJ monogenh;" uiJov" (both prefer the former, not least because of 

¸66.75). This may well account for the paucity of periodical literature on 
the topic.

23

The main arguments that come under consideration are as 

follows: 

21

 I.e. reading armmwdlyta and writing armmwwdlyta.
22

 ‘A point of some interest [lies in]…the repeated instances that Scriptural quotations 

afford, of having been made by one who was as familiar with some Syriac version of the 

New Testament, as with the Greek originals. Strange variae lectiones occur, which can 

only be explained by referring to the Syriac version’ (W. W. Harvey, the editor of S.

Irenaei…Libri Quinque adversus Haereses, Cambridge, 1857, I, Preface, 5.) 

23

 Malatesta (1920–65) lists none, Van Belle (1966–85) only one, D. A. Fennema 

(‘John 1.18: “God, the Only Son”’, NTS 31 [1985], 124-35).  
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(1) If one accepts o m. q. as the original text, it is easy to see why it was 
altered to o m. u., to distinguish the Son from the Father, to correspond 
with patrov" in the same verse, and by assimilation to Jn 3.16, 18; 1 Jn 

4.9. It is more difficult to say why uiJov" should have been changed to 

qeov" (or rather UÑSÑ to QÑSÑ).  
 

(2) ‘The anarthrous use of qeov~’ (cf. 1.1) appears to be more primitive. 
There is no reason why the article should have been deleted, and when 

uiJov" supplanted qeov" it would certainly have been added’ (TCGNT). But 

if the original reading was monogenh;" qeov", without the article, why was 
one inserted in MSS with this reading? If m. q. is taken as two separate 
nouns (see TCGNT fn.), it translates well as ‘three distinct designations of 

him who makes God known’: ‘an only-begotten [or: an only] Son, God, 

who is in the bosom of the Father’. 

 

(3) The most serious weakness in the case for [o] m. q. is that its sup-
porting witnesses are overwhelmingly Alexandrian, and that one cannot 

exclude the idea that doctrinal considerations may have led either to the 

insertion of qeov" or to its substitution for uiJov".  
 

(4) ‘The shortest reading, oJ monogenhv", while attractive because of 
internal considerations, is too poorly attested for acceptance as the text’ 

(TCGNT). There are indeed formidable internal arguments for the opinion 

that oJ monogenhv" was the original text. (a) It would explain the intrusion 

either of qeov" or of uiJov", as clarifying nouns, at a quite early date, and of 
their persistence afterwards. (b) It alone supplies a satisfactory explana-

tion of the two divergent readings. (c) In Excursus III, it is suggested that 

around A.D. 150, the Valentinians were beginning to use the term 

Monogenes as a designation for their aeon Nous, and drawing a sharp 

distinction between this Monogenes and the historical Jesus. It is there-

fore possible that in 1.18 an original monogenhv" was more closely 

defined as qeov" or uiJov" in the second half of that century. (d) If the 

meaning ‘someone unique’ is accepted for monogenhv" in 1.14, it would 
have made excellent sense to repeat it here in 1.18, with the article. 

(e) Even so, oJ monogenhv" might have become an embarrassment in 

public or liturgical use by (say) the year 200, and have stood in need of 

clarification. On these grounds, the present writer prefers to regard oJ
monogenhv" as the original reading, and to understand it as ‘the unique 

One, that unique individual’, referring to one visibly present on earth, 

Jesus Christ.  

 

(5) Burney offers a different explanation of the origin of the two diver-

gent readings (AOFG 40). He suggests that an original Aramaic ah;l;a>/dyjiyÒ 
(yĕ˙id <εlaha<), in the construct, meaning ‘the only-begotten of God’ has 
been misread as ah;l;a> dyjiy: (ya˙id <elaha<), as an absolute, and so rendered 
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‘the only-begotten God’. It is odd that he should have expressed his idea 

in this manner, for his argument would have been more cogent had he 

suggested that ahla dyjy (unvocalized) had been misread as an absolute, 

when it was originally a construct. 

 

(6) Perhaps the simplest explanation of all is to take Burney’s idea one 

step further. Suppose that at least this verse (with or without some others 

in the Prologue) was originally written in Aramaic, and that the (unvocal-

ized) word written down was adyjy (= y˙yd<), with the final aleph 
denoting the absolute state, that is, equivalent to oJ monogenhv". Suppose 
that someone then misread the word as though the final aleph was an 

abbreviation for ahla (<εlah<a), meaning God, and translated it as mono-
genh;" qeov". This would account for the fact that monogenh;" qeov"
(without the article) is on balance the most anciently attested (¸66 a* B 

C* L) but that all the other Greek MSS (from ¸75 
onwards) and Fathers 

use the article, whether they read qeov" or uiJov".  
 Those who prefer to read monogenh;" qeov" may like the accuracy of 

‘the unique one, who is divine’ (The Translator’s NT, 1973, 452, attempt-

ing to represent as clearly as possible UBS); only the NAB is bold 

enough to print a literal version, ‘the only Son, God’. Other translations 

are ‘God’s only Son’ (NEB, REB), ‘the only Son’ (RSV) and ‘God the 

only Son’ (NRSV), but the RSV alone makes clear what Greek text is 

being translated. In the other three, the marginal notes are very confusing. 



II

THE FIRST WEEK 

1.19–2.12 

That this section constitutes a literary unit is evident from the repetition 

of th'/ ejpauvrion, on the next day, in Jn 1.29.35.43, indicating four con-
secutive days, to which the phrase in 2.1, th'/ hJmevra/ th'/ trivth/, on the 
third day, adds two more. The narrative is thereby set in the framework of 

a first ‘week’ in Jesus’ ministry.
1

 The six days are marked out as follows:  

Day 1 1.19-28  John’s witness about himself 

Day 2 2.29-34 John’s witness about Jesus 

Day 3 1.35-42  Three of John’s followers join Jesus 

Day 4 1.43-51 Philip and Nathanael join Jesus  

Day 6 2.1-12 The Wedding at Cana 

A different arrangement is adopted here. The section is divided into three 

parts, by putting the first two days together, and the third day with the 

fourth. This results in two diptychs of approximately equal length, one 

about the witness of John (1.19-34), the other about the calling of Jesus’ 

disciples (1.35-51), and a conclusion about the Wedding at Cana (2.1-12).  

A. THE WITNESS OF JOHN THE BAPTIST (1.19-34) 

The three Synoptics begin by describing the activity of John the Baptist: 

he is presented first as administering a baptism for the forgiveness of sins 

(Mt 3.1-10 || Mk 1.1-6 || Lk 3.1-14), and secondly, as introducing and 

baptizing Jesus (Mt 3.11-17 || Mk 1.7-11 || Lk 3.15-22). The Fourth 

Gospel nowhere states that John’s baptism was ‘for the forgiveness of 

sins’, thus leaving open the possibility that, in the mind of this evangelist, 

John’s baptism was to be regarded as a rite of merely external purifi-

cation, to make its recipients fit for Jewish worship (compare Jn 2.6 and 

1

 Some writers, reading prwi instead of prwton in 1.41, have suggested that an extra 

day should be added for the events in vv. 41-42. They are perhaps attracted to this by the 

mention of the third day in 2.1, and hopeful of finding there an allusion to the Resur-

rection of Jesus (  2.1).  
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3.25), an interpretation which would seem to be confirmed by the absence 

in this Gospel of any reference to a call to repentance by the Baptist. 

Further, even though the fact of his baptizing is mentioned (1.25, 26, 33), 

the sole purpose of referring to it is, apparently, to elicit John’s testimony 

to Jesus. From the first half of the Synoptic account there remains only 

the citation of Isa 40.3; from the second half, the descent of the spirit and 

the revelation of Jesus’ sonship are retained, but the record of John’s 

baptizing Jesus is suppressed, totally. For what purpose could a baptism 

by John serve, or what significance could it have, in the case of the Word 

made flesh?  

1. The Baptist’s Witness about Himself (1.19-28)

1.19
 And this is the testimony of John, when the Jews from Jerusalem sent 

priests and Levites [to him,] to ask him, ‘Who are you?’ 
20
 He admitted and 

did not deny, but admitted, ‘I am not the Christ’. 
21
 And they asked him, 

‘What then? Are you Elijah?’ He said, ‘I am not’. ‘Are you the prophet?’ And 

he answered, ‘No’. 
22
 So they said to him, ‘Who are you? We need to give an 

answer to those who sent us. What do you say about yourself?’ 
23
 He said, ‘I 

am the voice of one crying in the wilderness, “Make straight the way of the 

Lord”, as the prophet Isaiah said’.  

24
 Some were also sent from among the Pharisees. 

25
 They questioned him 

and said to him, ‘Then why are you baptizing, if you are neither the Christ, 

nor Elijah, nor the prophet?’ 
26
 John answered them, ‘I am baptizing in water; 

but standing among you is someone you do not recognize, 
27
 that follower of 

mine, the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to untie’. 
28
 These things 

took place in Bethany beyond the Jordan, where John was baptizing.  

19. kai; au{th ejsti;n hJ marturiva tou' ÆIwavnnou. In the Fourth Gospel, 
the name ÆIwavnnh" everywhere denotes the Baptist except in four verses 

referring to ‘Simon, son of John’ (1.42; 21.15, 16, 17);
2

 no other ‘John’ is 

mentioned by name. More significant is the fact that this ÆIwavnnh" is

never once referred to either as ‘the Baptist’ (twelve times in the Synop-

tics) or as ‘the Baptizer’ (Mk 1.4; 6.14, 24); the absence of the by-name 

almost certainly indicates that the evangelist does not regard John’s 

function of baptizing as integral to the story which is about to be told.
3

 In 

his mind, John came solely ‘for witness’ (Jn 1.7), and the narrative of the 

Fourth Gospel opens by recounting first of all the content of his witness. 

 o{te ajpevsteilan [pro;" aujto;n]4 oiJ ÆIoudai'oi. In the Fourth 

Gospel, the meaning of oiJ ÆIoudai'oi oscillates, ‘no doubt deliberately—

2

 There are many witnesses in each of these verses to the variant ÆIwna.
3

 It would in fact be more appropriate to refer to him in the Fourth Gospel as ‘John 

the Witness’ (some scholars do); but ‘John the Baptist’ is less puzzling for the average 

reader, and is the title in possession. 

4

 Thus UBS
3

 and NA
27

, with square brackets. Of the early witnesses, some omit the 

phrase, some include it here, and some place it after Leuivta" (NA27

 gives the details). 
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with varying accent, and for various groups indifferently’ (Schnacken-

burg
5

). Here it refers to what would be termed in modern British English 

the ‘Jewish establishment’ in Jerusalem, that is, the political leaders and 

families of influence, though it should be stressed that, certainly in this 

first reference, the term oiJ ÆIoudai'oi is used in a quite neutral sense, 
without favour or animosity. ejx ïIerosoluvmwn. The Hellenized form of 
the name, ïIerosovluma, is always used by Matthew,

6

 Mark and John. The 

alternative form, ïIerousalhvm, is certainly closer to the Semitic original, 
and is sometimes said to be used when stressing the sacral character of 

the city.
7

 Though the distinction is attractive, it is of no help in inter-

preting John’s Gospel, since the Semitic form is never found there, in 

spite of the fact that so much of the Gospel centres on Jerusalem, the 

Holy City of pilgrimage and worship. In all likelihood, therefore, the 

evangelist uses ïIerosovluma simply because that was the form in normal 
use throughout the Eastern Mediterranean.

8 iJerei'" kai; Leuivta". This 
is the only place where either priests or Levites are mentioned in John; 

both belonged to the lower ranks of the clergy. The great majority of 

priests had no high social status, and the Levites were of a lower rank 

still: forbidden to take part in the offering of sacrifice, they provided the 

musicians, the doormen and the police force of the Temple. A profound 

social and educational gulf separated these two groups from the priestly 

aristocracy,
9

 and the implication of this solitary mention of ‘priests and 

Levites’ is that the authorities in Jerusalem were at first content to send a 

rather low-ranking delegation to report on John’s pretensions and activi-

ties. i{na ejrwthvswsin10 aujtovn, su; tiv" ei\É …that they might ask him, 

Who are you? The order of the words su; tiv" ei\É places the stress on the 
verb, that is, ‘Who are you?’ (contrast the order in v. 21, and the wording 

in v. 22).  

20. kai; wJmolovghsen kai; oujk hjrnhvsato, kai; wJmolovghsen o{ti…
The two verbs oJmologei'n and ajrnei'sqai are not infrequently both 
used in the same context, and by way of contrast; the lexicons quote 

The most reasonable explanation for the variation is that the two words are a very early 

gloss inserted for greater clarity. 

5

 For the differing shades of meaning, see his long note in I 275-76 = ETr I 287. 

6

With the solitary exception of the lament appearing in Mt 23.27: ïIerousalh;m
ïIerousalhvm…

7

 E.g. J. B. Lightfoot, Galatians, 182, commenting on 4.26. He cites Bengel on Rev. 

21.22: ‘ïIerousalh;m est appellatio Hebraica, originaria et sanctior; ïIerosovluma 
deinceps obvia, Graeca, magis politica’.  

8

 See the excellent note in MHT II 148-49. 

9

 For detail, see J. Jeremias, Jerusalem, 198-207 (on the priests), and 207-13 (on the 

Levites).  

10

 The variant erwthsousin makes no difference to the meaning. The use of the 

future indicative instead of the subjunctive is not rare after classical times. See BDF 369 

(2) and compare Goodwin §324. 
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Thucydides, Josephus and other writers, sometimes in a judicial context.
11

The emphasis here is trebly strong: he confessed, and did not deny, but 

confessed that… ÆEgw; oujk eijmi; oJ Cristov". The ejgwv is slightly 
emphatic, in answer to the stress (just mentioned) in the question at 1.19: 

I am not the Christ (ejgwv is omitted in answer to the next three questions 
in v. 21). oJ Cristov" is here used in an undefined sense, denoting 

assuredly the Messiah, but without determining precisely how that title 

was to be understood. If the expectation of a messianic king who would 

come to liberate the nation by force of arms had in post-exilic times often 

receded, it had by no means wholly disappeared.
12

21. kai; hjrwvthsan aujtovn, tiv ou\nÉ suv ÆHliva" ei\É13 Once the major 
question of any kind of Messianic claim is out of the way, curiosity is 

aroused. ou\n is an inferential particle, moving the narrative forward. tiv
ou\nÉ (a favourite phrase of Paul) means In that case, or What then? Are 

you Elijah? kai; levgei, Oujk eijmiv.  

A NOTE ON ELIJAH

To understand this question and the answer, two texts from the book of 

Malachi must be considered. According to the first, Mal 3.1-4, Yahweh 

was to send ‘a messenger’
14

 (unnamed) to purify the Temple and its 

priesthood, in order to prepare the way for his own coming to the Temple. 

A second text, Mal 3.23-24 (= 4.5-6), reads, ‘I will send you the prophet 

Elijah’, to establish peace within Israel ‘before the great and terrible day 

of Yahweh comes…lest I come and strike the land with a curse’. Here it 

is Elijah’s task to preach repentance and reconciliation within families, in 

order to avert the wrath of God. These two verses about Elijah are often 

regarded as a later addition to the book of Malachi, because they have no 

logical connection with the preceding context. Thus it is by no means 

clear that the messenger alluded to in the first text, Mal 3.1-4 (‘Malachi’), 

whose task would be to purify the priesthood and the Temple for the Day 

of the Lord, is necessarily to be identified with the figure of Elijah 

portrayed in the second text, Mal 3.23-24 (= 4.5-6), whose task was to 

establish peace within Israel and to avert the wrath of God.  

11

 BDAG lists among others Thucydides VI 60,3, bebaiotevran ga;r aujtw'/ swthrivan
ei\nai oJmologhvsanti metÆ ajdeiva" h] ajrnhqevnti dia; divkh" ejlqei'n; Josephus, Ant. VI
151, Saou'lo" de; ajdikei'n wJmolovgei kai; th;n aJmartivan oujk hjrnei'to; and the 
Martyrdom of Polycarp 9.2, tou' de; oJmologou'nto", e[peiqen ajrnei'sqai ktl.

12

 Schürer II §29 gives both an historical survey of Messianism over the period (488–

513) and a systematic presentation of its ideology (513-54). See below ‘A Note on 

Messianism in the Time of Jesus’, at 1.41, p. 154. 

13

 In the MSS, the last five words appear in many a different sequence, the diversity 

of which does not affect the meaning. See NA
27

 and TCGNT.

14

 In Hebrew ykia;l]m' (mal<Âki), meaning literally my messenger. From this text the 

anonymous author of the book acquired the name Malachi.  



 1.19-34 117 

 Sirach 48.10-12, in what is apparently a comment on this second text, 

affirms that Elijah will return ‘to calm the wrath of God before it breaks 

out in fury’. It adds that he will also ‘restore the tribes of Jacob’, thus 

ascribing to Elijah a role assigned in Isa 49.6 to the Servant of Yahweh. 

Indeed, these words imply that Elijah at his return would have a political, 

as well as a religious role, if such a distinction would have any meaning 

in the ancient Jewish world. 

 Yet Billerbeck can write: ‘In the Pseudepigrapha the figure of Elijah 

recedes far into the background. The redemption of God’s people is there 

entrusted to other hands’, such as the angels, the pious, or the Messiah, so 

that there was really nothing left for Elijah to do.
15

 Confirmation of the 

diminishing interest in Elijah may be found by consulting a concordance 

of the Greek Pseudepigrapha: of more than 70,000 entries, only fifteen 

mention Elijah, of which twelve occur in the Lives of the Prophets (and 

four of them are variant readings).
16

 Between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100, the 

figure of Elijah, the great deliverer and restorer of Israel promised in Mal 

3.23-24 (= 4.5-6) and in Sirach, had faded into the background; but there 

still lingered the memory of ‘the messenger’ promised in Mal 3.1-4. This 

messenger began to be thought of as a forerunner not of the divine judge 

but of the Messiah, and was often identified with Elijah.
17

 It is against this background that the three Synoptics depict the 

Baptist. Matthew 3.4 and Mk 1.6 both remark that John wore a camel-

hair tunic and leather belt, the apparel by which Elijah was identified 

(1 Kgs 1.8); but such dress was not unique to Elijah (compare Zech 13.4), 

and the two Gospel texts mean no more than that John the Baptist was, 

like Elijah, a prophet. Luke 1.17 is more pertinent: Zechariah’s son will 

go before the Lord ‘in the spirit and power of Elijah’ to reconcile fathers 

and sons, ‘to prepare his ways’ (1.76), as was foretold in Mal 3.1, 23-24 

(= 4.5-6). Here the role envisaged for Elijah is a purely spiritual one. 

Similarly, when the three Synoptics apply to the Baptist the words of Mal 

3.1—‘Behold, I send my messenger before me, to prepare the way ahead 

of me’—the purpose of the citation is to announce that John is no ordi-

nary prophet, but the messenger sent on ahead to prepare the way for the 

Messiah (Mt 11.10 || Lk 7.27; Mk 1.2 adapts it very slightly). In these 

texts, the Baptist is clearly identified with the messenger of Mal 3.1, just 

as in Lk 1.17 he is presented as a new Elijah preaching reconciliation 

within Israel (Mal 3.24 [= 4.6]). Matthew can therefore write that the 

Baptist was, in one sense, ‘if you are willing to accept it’, the Elijah who 

was to come (Mt 11.14). 

15

 SB IV-2 Exkurs 28, ‘Elias’, 780, with many references to justify the statements.  

16

CGPAT. There are twelve occurrences in the Lives of the Prophets (Obadiah, four 

times, Jonah, four times, Elijah, three times, Elisha, once; in OTP I 392-93 and 396-97), 

two in 4 Ezra 26 (ibid., 577-78) and one in the Martyrdom of Isaiah 2.14 (ibid., II 159).  

17

 For further detail on Elijah, see SB IV-2 Exkurs 28, J. Jeremias in TWNT II 930-47, 

and Schürer II 515-16. 
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 The idea recurs in Mt 17.10-13 (|| Mk 9.11-13). When the disciples, 

immediately after the Transfiguration, ask Jesus about the opinion of the 

scribes, who said that Elijah was going to come and restore everything 

(kai; ajpokatasthvsei pavnta), Jesus replies that Elijah had already 
come, and had been not acknowledged, but mistreated (Mt 17.12). That is 

to say, Elijah had been prevented from accomplishing his work of 

restoring true religion in Israel. If Matthew and Mark think it legitimate 

to speak of the Baptist as sent by God to fulfil this role of reconciliation, 

why does the Baptist, according to John, so firmly disclaim the appella-

tion?  

 One reason may be that the Fourth Gospel does not wish to resurrect 

the idea found in the second text of Malachi (3.23-24 [= 4.5-6]), that 

Elijah would avert the wrath of God ‘before the great and terrible day of 

Yahweh’; contrast Jn 3.16-19. A second reason may be that the strange 

phrase attributed to the scribes by Matthew and Mark (kai; ajpoka-
tasthvsei pavnta), which represents neither the Hebrew nor the LXX 
text of Malachi, was being misused and misinterpreted, and that the 

evangelist did not want anyone to think of the Baptist as destined by God 

to restore the earthly or political kingdom of Israel. In Johannine 

thinking, there was no function for the restoration of the political king-

dom of Israel. Compare Acts 1.6 and 3.20-21; compare also Acts 3.22 

with the next phrase in Jn 1.21.  

 oJ profhvth" ei\ suvÉ That is, the prophet like Moses, promised in 

Deut 18.15, 18-19, to whom reference is also made in Jn 6.14; 7.40, and 

Acts 3.22; 8.37.  

kai; ajpekrivqh, ou[. In the Community Rule of Qumran, 1QS 9.11, it 

is laid down that the Rule is binding ‘until there shall come the Prophet 

and the Messiahs of Aaron and Israel’.
18

Qumran has also supplied us 

with a ‘Messianic’ Anthology of Testimonia from Cave 4 (4Q175) which 

cites four texts together. First, Deut 5.28-29 is cited alongside 18.18-19, 

thus referring both texts to the Prophet like Moses; next comes the Oracle 

of Balaam in Num 24.15-17, on the warrior king from Jacob; and lastly, 

the blessing of Levi in Deut 33.8-11.
19

 Both these texts from Qumran, the 

Rule and the Testimonia, envisage therefore a trio of the Prophet and two 

Messiahs, one priestly, one kingly, as heralding the end of the age. There 

is a parallel trio here in the Fourth Gospel. If John is, by his own avowal, 

neither the Messiah nor Elijah returned to earth nor the prophet like 

Moses, what is his role?

22. ei\pan ou\n aujtw'/, tiv" ei\É i{na ajpovkrisin dw'men toi'" 
pevmyasin hJma'": tiv levgei" peri; seautou'É i{na ajpovkrisin dw'men.
John uses the verb ajpokrivnesqai 78 times, far more than any other 

18

 English Text in DSSE, 4th ed., 82. 

19

 English Text in DSSE, 1st ed., 247f., 3rd ed., 295-96, 4th ed., 355-56. 
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evangelist:
20

 the expression i{na ajpovkrisin dw'men may therefore be a 
deliberate variation, especially since the only other occurrence of this 

phrase in the NT is at Jn 19.9. Just as the priests and Levites, at the 

beginning of the Gospel, ask the Baptist to identify himself, ‘that we may 

give an answer to those who sent us’, so Pilate, at the end of the Gospel, 

asks Jesus to identify himself, by the words ‘Where are you from?’: oJ de;
ÆIhsou'" ajpovkrisin oujk e[dwken aujtw'/. Jesus gave Pilate no verbal 
answer; the answer is to be found in the dignity of Jesus’ subsequent 

demeanour as portrayed in ch. 19. That answer, given equally to Pilate 

and to those who witnessed the consummation of Jesus’ life according to 

Jn 19, is of course the ultimate answer to the questions first put to John 

the Baptist two and a half years earlier by the simple folk, priests and 

Levites, on behalf of ‘the Jews in Jerusalem’.  

 At the start of the story, however, when the delegation insists that it 

must take back some answer to Jerusalem (Jn 1.22), the Baptist replies 

with a citation of Isa 40.3, a text used of him at the beginning of his 

ministry in all three Synoptics (Mt 3.3 || Mk 1.3 || Lk 1.4-6). Jn 1.23 reads 

e[fh,

 ejgw; fwnh; bow'nto" ejn th'/ ejrhvmw/,
  eujquvnate th;n oJdo;n kurivou,
kaqw;" ei\pen ÆHsai?a" oJ profhvth".21

 Is the last clause, kaqw;" ei\pen ÆHsai?a" oJ profhvth", intended as 
part of the direct speech of the Baptist, or merely as a reference for the 

reader? Older translations left the matter undecided, but the introduction 

of quotation marks into editions of the Bible compels editors to make a 

choice. The RV, JB = NJB and NAB place the clause inside the quota-

tion, the JB = NJB unambiguously so (‘I am, as Isaiah prophesied…’); 

the NEB = REB, NIV, TNT, TEV = GN and NRSV put the words outside 

the quotation. It is impossible to decide for certain, and in any case, it is 

ultimately the evangelist who is alerting the reader to the fact that the 

Baptist is here claiming to fulfil the words of Isaiah. Barrett observes that 

the Baptist rests his claim to speak on ‘the only authority that can be 

recognized within Judaism, the authority of Scripture. The words are… 

identifiable Scripture—kaqw;~ ei\pen ÆHsai?a" oJ profhvth".’ On the 
only other occasion when the Fourth Gospel quotes from Isaiah, the 

author takes care to mention the prophet’s name, three times (Jn 12.38-

41), in verses which are the last direct quotations from Scripture before 

20

 Matthew 55, Mark 30, Luke 46 (NTVoc 35). Elsewhere the verb occurs only at Col 

4.6 and Rev 7.13. 

21

 The words underlined represent the LXX. Matthew, Mark and Luke follow the 

LXX almost to the letter in reading eJtoimavsate th;n oJdo;n kurivou, eujqeiva" poiei'te 
ta;" trivbou" aujtou', but in John eujquvnate has been substituted for eJtoimavsate. ta;"
trivbou" aujtou': the LXX, reads not aujtou' but tou' qeou' hJmw'n. The agreement of the 

Synoptics over aujtou' seems proof that the citation was taken from a set of Testimonia. 
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the close of Jesus’ public ministry. Those verses in Jn 12 are quite openly 

presented as the reflections of the evangelist perceiving in the public 

ministry of Jesus the fulfilment of certain prophecies in the book of 

Isaiah. It is permissible therefore to see here an inclusio, calling the 

reader’s attention at Jn 1.21 to the beginning of the public ministry of 

Jesus (where the writer quotes Isa 40.3), and to the end of that public 

ministry at Jn 12.38-41 (where he cites Isa 53.1 and 6.10). 

ejgw; fwnh; bow'nto" ejn th'/ ejrhvmw/ ktl.

The Hebrew of Isa 40.3 can be construed as meaning either ‘a voice is 

crying’ or (as in the LXX) ‘someone’s voice is crying’; the meaning 

remains unchanged. Here in John, ejn th'/ ejrhvmw/ goes with the preceding 
words, to give the sense the voice of one crying in the wilderness, as in 

the Synoptics, LXX, Vulgate, Targum and Peshitta of Isaiah, and not with 

the following line. The MT (and 1 QIs
a

, and 1 QS 8.14) construe the text 

as in the wilderness prepare the way of Yahweh. eujquvnate th;n oJdo;n
kurivou. Aquila and Theodotion have ajposkeuavsate, and Symmachus 

eujtrepivsate; John may be citing from memory, or even condensing two 
lines into one and strengthening the verb, from ‘make ready’ to ‘make 

straight’. Barrett suggests that John’s choice of eujquvnate might have 
been inspired by the use of eujquvnein with oJdov" in Sir 2.6; 37.15; 49.9.  

 In the Synoptic tradition, the phrase from Isaiah is used to present the 

Baptist as the forerunner of Jesus (Mt 3.3 || Mk 1.3 || Lk 1.4-6). Our 

evangelist’s insight into the Isaian text goes deeper (he is the only one 

who writes as the prophet Isaiah said). In Isa 40.8 the announcement of 

the restoration of Israel after the Babylonian Exile closes with the 

declaration The word of our God endures forever; the corresponding 

proclamation in Isa 55.10-11, My word shall accomplish that which I 

purpose, concludes the ‘Book of the Return’ (i.e. Isa 40–55). There can 

be little doubt that the author of the Fourth Gospel, by citing Isa 40.3, 

intends to call attention to the content of all the chapters from 40 to 55, 

which speak of the Creator’s love for his creature (Isa 43.1, 15; 51.13; 

54.5), of a Father’s love for his child (43.1; 44.2, 21, 24; 45.11), and of 

his consequent redemption of his children from the bonds of slavery (cf. 

especially chs. 43–45); compare these themes with Jn 1.12-13; 3.16-18 

etc. The reader of John’s Gospel is therefore being invited to take to heart 

the lesson that “The word of our God endures for ever” (Isa 40.8), and to 

perceive the connection of the Isaian text with the incarnation of this 

Logos as described in the Prologue. The mention here in Jn 1.23 of the 

voice of someone crying in the wilderness is then a reminder from the 

evangelist that by the intervention of the all-powerful Word of God, a 

new Israel is again about to be brought into being, as formerly after the 

Exile. See also the comment above on Jn 1.3, pavnta diÆ aujtou' ejgevneto 
ktl., and below on 1.28 (on Bethany beyond the Jordan).
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24. kai; ajpestalmevnoi h\san ejk tw'n Farisaivwn.
Some English Versions translate this sentence as if it referred to the 

priests and Levites previously mentioned (e.g. “Now they had been sent 

by the Pharisees”, RSV). That sense is accurate if the text is taken as kai;
oiJ ajpestalmevnoi, a reading which does in fact occur. However, the evi-
dence cited in NA shows both that the earlier MSS omit the article (∏66.75

a* A* B C* L T Y 086 pc co; Or), and that the insertion is a later 
addition (a2 A

c
 B C

3
 W

supp Q 0234 f
1.13

 33 å bo
ms
). If the article is 

omitted, the meaning is altered. The NEB, and the REB, are therefore 

more circumspect in translating ‘Some Pharisees who were in the depu-

tation’ (asked him), and the NIV is cautiously neutral (‘some Pharisees 

who had been sent’). But if one accepts that oi is not part of the original 
text, then the TNT and the NAB are surely to be preferred, when they 

translate ‘Some Pharisees were also sent’, thus making them a group 

entirely distinct from the priests and Levites named earlier. Priests and 

Levites would almost certainly have belonged to the party of the 

Sadducees (which is never mentioned in John). Verse 24 is therefore best 

rendered and there were some sent from among the Pharisees, thus 

contrasting the two groups.  

25. kai; hjrwvthsan aujto;n kai; ei\pan aujtw', Tiv ou\n baptivzei" eij 
su; oujk ei\ oJ Cristo;" oujde; ÆHliva" oujde; oJ profhvth"… The ou\n
serves both to connect 1.25 with the three questions some way back in vv. 

20-21, and to move the discussion forward. It will be noted that the reader 

has not so far been told, in this Gospel, that John was baptizing, much 

less why; but the writer takes it for granted that his readers are familiar 

with the tradition. The question from the Pharisees, inquiring why John 

was baptizing if he was not one of the three eschatological figures, 

implies that they wanted to know whether his baptism had some other 

religious significance. Was he perhaps about to start an independent 

religious movement?

26. ajpekrivqh aujtoi'" oJ ÆIwavnnh" levgwn, ÆEgw; baptivzw 
ejn u{dati.22 In John’s Gospel, ajpekrivqh or ajpekrivqhsan occurs, at the 
beginning of a sentence, 65 times with asyndeton, a construction which is 

found only once elsewhere in the NT (Mk 12.29): compare also Jn 1.23 

(e[fh), 39 (levgei), 41 (euJrivskei) etc.23 This asyndeton is certainly a 
literary characteristic distinctive of John. Not so ajpekrivqh levgwn or its 
equivalent; this is a Semitism frequently found in all four Gospels and 

elsewhere.
24 levgwn is here omitted by ∏75

f
1
 pc e. 

22
 The variant readings in NA

27
 for 1.26 make little difference to the meaning. Some 

MSS. insert men and de after egw and meso" respectively (f 13 pc it bopt), many more 

insert de alone (see NA
27
). The text above is supported by ∏59.66.75

a B C* L 083 pc.

23
 Abel, Grammaire §80 e 4.  

24
 In Hebrew, answered is followed by and said in (e.g.) Job 3.2; 6.1; 9.1; 12.1 etc. 

without adding anything to the meaning. As a result, phrases such as ajpekrivqh levgwn or 
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 For comments on ejgw; baptivzw ejn u{dati, see below under Jn 1.33.
 In spite of the word ajpekrivqh, the Baptist does not in fact answer 
their question. Instead, he replies by changing the subject. 

 mevso" uJmw'n e{sthken25 o}n uJmei'" oujk oi[date. If the text is read 
thus, without de, the asyndeton gives a powerful contrast between the two 
clauses. I am baptizing in water— standing among you is someone whom 

you do not recognize. The clause ejgwv baptivzw is here (grammatically) 

answered by mevso" uJmw'n e{sthken in the co-ordinate clause; but the 
pronoun ejgwv is balanced by uJmei'" in the subordinate clause, so that there 
is a double contrast in the sentence (compare JG 2399). John tells the 

Pharisees, in reply to their question, that something has happened which 

is far more important than what they seek to learn about his ministry of 

baptizing, and adds (with a slight emphasis, uJmei'") that they do not know 
it. Already standing among them is a figure of first importance, whom 

they do not recognize. 

27. oJ ojpivsw mou ejrcovmeno", ou| oujk eijmi; [ejgw;] a[xio" i{na luvsw 
aujtou' to;n iJmavnta tou' uJpodhvmato".
The textual variants take up four lines in NA

27
, and several are easily 

explained by positing that some scribes read our v. 26 as a completed 

sentence; in that case v. 27 is not, and many of the variant readings are 

attempts to repair the text in order to make v. 27 into a sentence. The 

most popular correction was to insert auto" estin before o (A C3
 [Y]

f
13 å latt å), but it has little support among the early witnesses; indeed, 

a* and B (+ pc) solve the problem in the opposite way, by omitting the 

first four words above, to join it with v. 26. The text above has over-

whelming support, starting with ∏66.75
and a2: see NA27

. The evidence for 

rejecting other variants is clear from NA
27
.

 … that follower of mine the thong of whose sandal I am not worthy to 

untie. For the justification of this translation of oJ ojpivsw mou ejrcovmeno",
see the comment above on 1.15. The balance of the evidence for and 

against the inclusion of egw indicates that some scribes understood the 
text to imply that the Baptist wished to stress the contrast between the 

follower just mentioned, and himself.  

 The Rabbis, commenting on Lev 25.39-40, laid down that an Israelite 

slave should never be given tasks which were too exacting or too 

degrading, such as taking off his master’s shoes or washing his feet (cf. 

ajpekrivqh kai; ei\pen are common in Biblical Greek, LXX and NT alike: see MHT III 

156 for examples.  

25 sthkei is found in B L 083 f 1 pc; Orpt, and eisthkei in ∏75
 (a) pc f vg. But 

esthken is supported by ∏66
 A C T

vid
 W

suppl Q Y f
13
 33 Or

pt
 and the great majority of 

MSS. There is no significant difference of meaning between the three readings, pace the 

valiant efforts of Abbott in JV 1725 a g and 1796. Context is the determinant factor. 

sthkei (pres. indic.) may be a revision intended to make clear to the reader that the verb 
refers to the present moment, and eisthkei (perf. indic.) may be an example of itacism, 

especially if the text was being dictated. Compare MHT II 77.  
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1 Sam 25.41). The words are thus an assertion by the Baptist that 

compared with Jesus, he is not worthy even to be his slave (cf. also Jn 

13.6-7).
26

  In the Synoptic parallels (Mt 3.11 || Mk 1.7 || Lk 3.16) the adjective 

employed is iJkanov" (not a[xio"), and sandals are mentioned (in the 

plural). In John’s choice of words, a[xio" can only mean ‘as a person, 
worthy’. But why is to; uJpovdhma, by contrast with the Synoptics, in the 
singular (as in Acts 13.25)? In 1978, attention was called to an all but 

forgotten patristic interpretation, namely, that Jn 1.27 contains also an 

implicit reference to the levirate law.
27

 In Deut 25.9-10 (which lays down 

that law) and in Ruth 4.7-8 (the historical example), the rite of halitzah

involves the unfastening and taking off of only one shoe or sandal; the 

LXX renders all four texts by uJpoluvein to; uJpovdhma (sing.).
28

 It is 

significant, too, that, in spite of the scribal tendency to harmonize parallel 

texts of the Gospels, neither Tischendorf nor von Soden records here the 

existence of even one MS with the plural reading, uJpodhmavtwn. The use 
of the singular in Jn 1.27 does not of course by itself prove that the 

wording is intended as a reference to this rite. But since the Baptist later 

refers to himself as ‘the friend of the bridegroom’ (Jn 3.28-30), it is most 

reasonable to interpret luvein to;n iJmavnta tou' uJpodhvmato" as denoting 
not merely unworthiness to perform a menial physical service, but also as 

a firm disclaimer of any title to be considered a rival to Jesus, or even as 

next in succession. See the notes on 3.28-30 and the comment on the 

word ajnhvr at 1.30. 

28. tau'ta ejn Bhqaniva/ ejgevneto pevran tou' ÆIordavnou, o{pou h\n oJ 
ÆIwavnnh" baptivzwn.
Since Origen, there has been endless debate about the location, and 

indeed about the very existence, of a Bethany beyond the Jordan. Its loca-

tion is certainly a matter of legitimate interest, but it is more important to 

ask why the evangelist chose to interrupt his narrative at this point, in 

26

 Rabbinical references in SB I 121. The most vivid is that of R. Joshua ben Levi (ca. 

A.D. 250): ‘All manner of service that a slave must render to his master a student must 

render to his teacher, except that of taking off his shoe’ (Kethuboth 96a, in the Soncino 

Talmud, Nashim II 610).  

27

 P. Proulx and L. Alonso-Schökel, ‘Las Sandalias del Mesías Esposo’, Biblica 59 

(1978), 1-37. Some Latin patristic texts are there cited and discussed, notably that of 

Jerome, who summarizes the interpretation with exemplary conciseness in his Commen-

tary on Matthew: ‘Hic [Mt 3.11] humilitas, ibi [Jn 1.27] mysterium demonstratur quod 

Christus sponsus sit, et Johannes non mereatur sponsi corrigiam solvere, ne vocetur 

domus eius iuxta legem Moysi et exemplum Ruth domus discalciati’ (PL 26.30 = CC 

77,18).  

28

 The root $lj (˙lß) ‘may signify both (a) loosing or untying sc. of the shoe strap, 

and (b) releasing sc. of the foot from the shoe’ (The Soncino Talmud, Nashim II 702 fn. 

10 on Yebamoth 102a). The rabbinical discussions of this law are extraordinarily detailed 

(see Yebamoth 12, and the Talmud), but it is never once suggested that both sandals need 

to be removed.  
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order to state that these things happened in Bethany on the other side of 

the Jordan. The topographical and textual questions are discussed sepa-

rately, in Excursus V, ‘Bethany beyond the Jordan’.  

 If one stands on the summit of the biblical Mount Pisgah and looks 

towards Jericho (cf. Deut 34.1), then the direct line from Pisgah to 

(ancient) Jericho crosses the Jordan at the ford of Al-Maghtas, about one 

mile north of Al-Hajlah, near Qasr al-Yehud.
29

 Not surprisingly, Jewish 

tradition located in that area both Joshua’s crossing into the Promised 

Land (Josh 3–4), and Elijah’s departure eastwards across the Jordan (2 

Kgs 2.8-14); later, by a quite natural extension of the typology used in 1 

Cor 10.1-4, the baptism of Jesus was linked with the same place. The site 

was already a place of pilgrimage in A.D. 333, when the Pilgrim of 

Bordeaux wrote: ‘From the Dead Sea to the Jordan, where the Lord was 

baptized by John, is five miles. There is a place there on the river, a 

hillock (monticulus) on the bank, where Elijah was taken up into 

heaven.’
30

 Jerome too links the site of Jesus’ baptism with the crossing of 

the Jordan and the departure of Elijah.
31

 The same typology is common-

place among the Eastern Fathers too;
32

 may it not have been a factor in 

the angle of vision of our evangelist also? 

 To introduce the ministry of the Baptist, all four evangelists quote Isa 

40.3. Mark puts the Baptist’s preaching ‘in the desert’ (1.4), to which 

Matthew adds ‘of Judaea’ (3.1), while Luke sets it ‘in the region around 

the Jordan’ (3.3). John alone locates that ministry, quite explicitly, pevran 
tou' ÆIordavnou, on the far side of the Jordan. That is to suggest that for 
him, it is not the place-name ‘Bethany’ which is important here. The 

weight of his sentence rests rather in the affirmation that these events 

took place on the far side of the Jordan. In the light of the typological 

parallels just mentioned, it makes good sense to interpret v. 28 as a hint 

that what is about to happen is comparable with the entry of Israel into 

the Promised Land. In the course of the narrative, the reader will discover 

that the new Jeshua will not be a military saviour like his namesake, 

29

 Pisgah is usually identified with Ras es-Siâgha, a peak some 700 m above sea level 

and 1100 m above the surface of the Dead Sea, 10 miles = 16 km east of the Jordan. 

Mount Nebo, about two miles east-south-east of Pisgah, 802 m, is the summit of the 

range. See Abel I 379-84. The intrepid Etheria (ca. A.D. 395) rightly rhapsodized about 

the view towards Jericho, 17 miles = 28 km away (Itinerarium 12, in Journal de Voyage,

SC, 1971, 140-43). 

30

 ‘Inde [a mare mortuo] ad Jordane [sic], ubi dominus a Johanne baptizatus est milia 

quinque. Ibi est locus super flumen, monticulus in illa ripa, ubi raptus est Helias in caelo’ 

(CSEL 39, 24), 166. A tiny hillock is still shown as Jebel Mar Elias. ‘Vocable préten-

tieux’, writes Abel, adding that he cannot vouch for the antiquity of the appellation. See

the photograph in RB 41 (1932), Plate V 1, opposite p. 240, and p. 248.  

31

Epistula 108 (PL 22.88 = CSEL 55, 321). 

32

 Abel, in RB 41 (1932), 243-44, gives by way of example Athanasius, In Ps. 41.7

(PG 27.202), Cyril of Alexandria, In Psalmos (PG 69.1005), and Theodoret, In Iosue

(PG 80.464).  
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Joshua, and that it is not Elijah who is coming to set Israel free (compare 

Jn 1.20-21). Here in the Fourth Gospel (alone) attention is deliberately 

drawn to the circumstances specifically mentioned in the text of Isa 40. 

As then, so now, it is from across the Jordan that a voice is crying aloud 

in the wilderness, to inaugurate the new era. As then, so now, the mes-

sage to be proclaimed (LXX: eujaggelizevsqai) to the people of 
Jerusalem (cf. Jn 1.19) and to the cities of Judah, is ‘Behold your God!’ 

(Isa 40.3-9).  

2. The Baptist’s Witness about Jesus (1.29-34)

1.29
 The next day he saw Jesus coming towards him, and said, ‘Behold, the 

Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! 
30
 This is the one con-

cerning whom I said, “There is a man, a follower of mine, who takes 

precedence before me, because he existed before me”. 
31
 Nor was I myself 

aware who he was, but the reason I came baptizing in water was in order that 

he might be revealed to Israel.’ 
32
 And John bore witness, saying ‘I beheld the 

Spirit descending like a dove from heaven, and it came to rest on him. 
33
 Nor 

was I myself aware who he was, but he who sent me to baptize with water 

said to me, “He upon whom you see the Spirit descending and resting, this is 

the one who is going to baptize with the Holy Spirit”. 
34
 And I have seen and 

have testified that this is the Chosen One of God.’  

Day 1 of this First Week (Jn 1.19-28) reported the Baptist’s witness about 

himself, in which he emphasized his own subordinate role, and asserted 

that one of his followers would be greater than he. Day 2 (1.29-34) 

presents the Baptist as identifying this follower, for the benefit of his 

disciples. There is no indication of any change of location, and this is 

strange after the careful topographical statement in v. 28. The reader is, 

however, left free to imagine that the Baptist was continuing his ministry 

elsewhere, either on the west bank of the Jordan or perhaps further up-

river. For the moment, the area is immaterial, but it will become of 

interest very soon (see the comment on 1.45). 

29. th'/ ejpauvrion blevpei to;n ÆIhsou'n ejrcovmenon pro;" aujtovn. th'/
ejpauvrion marks the dawn of a new day, when the Baptist sees Jesus 

coming towards him. The reader knows that though ‘the true light was 

[continually?] coming into the world’ (1.9c), ‘the world’ (in the Johan-

nine sense) had not recognized it (1.10c). This true light ‘comes’ now to 

the Baptist. The Baptist sees Jesus not just physically, but with a mind 

enlightened by this true light, and declares publicly, who Jesus is, and 

what his function is to be (compare 3.31, oJ a[nwqen ejrcovmeno").  
 kai; levgei, i[de… i[de ‘with a nominative as object is explained by 
the fact that, like ijdouv, i[de has become a stereotyped particle of 

exclamation’ (MHT III 231), and consequently does not admit of a plural 

(see 1.36): ecce agnus dei is a perfect rendering. In John, this use of i[de
can involve a challenge to perceive with the mind a truth not outwardly 
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evident to human eyes, as when Pilate, presenting the thorn-crowned 

Jesus, says to the Jews, i[de oJ basileu;" uJmw'n (19.14; see also 19.26-27).

A parallel occurs in Rev 5.5-6, where the seer ‘hears’ the words ‘Weep 

not; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has 

conquered…’, and then ‘sees’ not a Lion rampant, but ‘a Lamb standing, 

as though it had been slain’. So here in Jn 1.29. the Baptist sees Jesus, 

and says, Behold the Lamb of God. This first statement about Jesus by the 

Baptist is programmatic for the entire Gospel, and merits detailed 

consideration.
33

BEHOLD THE LAMB OF GOD

i[de oJ ajmno;" tou' qeou' oJ ai[rwn th;n aJmartivan tou' kovsmou. 

Why is Jesus here termed ‘the Lamb of God’? In the context of that 

designation, does the participle oJ ai[rwn imply that Jesus was to be a 
sacrificial victim who made expiation for the sin of the world (compare 

iJlasmov" in 1 Jn 2.7; 4.10, and to; ai{ma ÆIhsou' in 1.7; 5.6), or does it 
mean only that he would in some way put an end to the reign of sin, 

without specifying that he would do so by making expiation? Does the 

‘sin of the world’ refer to the sin of Adam, or to that sinfulness inherent 

in descent from him (as in Rom 5.12-19), or to the actual sins committed 

throughout history, or to all three?  

 The noun ajmnov" occurs four times in the NT, always with reference to 

Jesus Christ, in Jn 1.29, 36, in Acts 8.32 (citing Isa 53.7), and in 1 Pet 

1.19.
34

It is more difficult to determine the meaning of the phrase oJ ajmnov"
tou' qeou' in Jn 1.29, 36, and four main interpretations have been 
proposed.

35

 
33

 See especially SB II 363-70. Billerbeck’s comments on Jn 1.29 are outstanding. 

 
34

 In the LXX, the word occurs nearly 100 times, and denotes most often a lamb for 

sacrifice (47 times in Num 7; 28; 29 alone); on about 30 occasions it is qualified by the 

adjective ejniauvsio", to indicate a male lamb not more than twelve months old. It is the 

usual translation of the Hebrew cb,K, (kεbε∞); this noun too normally denotes a lamb 

destined for sacrifice (BDB, KBR, DCH). In order to describe the same sacrificial 

offerings, Josephus uses ajrnivon and ajrhvn or ajrnov", sometimes with the adjective

aujtoethv" as an alternative to ejniauvsio" (Ant. III 226 and 231-39 passim). In the LXX, 
ajmnov" is usually masculine, but can be feminine: see below, p. 128 fn. 43. ajrhvn is found 
only once in the NT, at Lk 10.3 (wJ" a[rna" ejn mevsw/ luvkwn), perhaps because ‘The 
contrast [between lambs and wolves] is as old as Homer (Iliad 22.263)’ (BDAG).  

 
35

 A parallel with the ram in the story of the binding of Isaac, Gen 22, was proposed 

by Melito of Sardis (Frag. in Genesim, PG 5.1216B-17A). It was still alive in the Middle 

Ages: ‘vel dicitur agnus Dei, scilicet Patris, quia ipse providit homini oblationem ad 

offerendum pro peccatis sufficientem’, with a reference to Gen 22.7 and Rom 8.32 

(Aquinas, In Ioannem, XIV I fn. 257). The comparison was again put forward by G. 

Vermes in Scripture and Tradition in Judaism, 1961, 224-25, and G. Delling (see 

Barrett), but it has never won general acceptance.  
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 (1) Christian piety has often understood the title ‘Lamb of God’ as 

pointing principally to the meekness and patience of Jesus in his suffer-

ings, and hymns like the opening Chorus of Bach’s St Matthew Passion 

have made this interpretation the most widely accepted in popular devo-

tion: O Lamm Gottes unschuldig. The wording is thus taken as inspired 

either by Isa 53.7 (wJ" ajmno;" ejnantivon tou' keivronto" aujto;n a[fwno",
as in Acts 8.32), or alternatively, by Jer 11.19 (ejgw; de; wJ" ajrnivon 
a[kakon ajgovmenon tou' quvesqai…). ‘Lamb of God’ is then interpreted as 

an allusion either to Jesus’ silence before Pilate (Mt 27.12, 14 || Mk 

14.60-61; cf. Jn 19.9), or to his refusal to offer counter-violence at the 

time of his arrest (Mt 26.52-54 || Mk 14.47-49 || Lk 22.49-51 || Jn 18.10-

11), or to both. Yet any reader who accepts that there is an allusion to Isa 

53 might well think that the term ‘Lamb of God’ connotes far more than 

the two instances of meekness, silence and non-resistance, just men-

tioned, and that an all-embracing reference to the sufferings of the 

Servant of the Lord described in that chapter is intended. This alternative 

interpretation is treated more extensively below.  

 (2) The words are intended as a reference to the Passover Lamb. The 

casual manner in which Paul in 1 Cor 5.8 introduces the phrase ‘Christ 

our Passover has been sacrificed’ implies that the notion was already 

familiar to the Corinthians (compare 1 Cor 10). So too in Jn 19.46, the 

phrase ojstou'n ouj suntribhvsetai aujtou' is most probably an allusion to 
Exod 12.10, 46 LXX (see the comment on Jn 19.46); and significant links 

with the Jewish Passover are intimated elsewhere in John’s Passion 

narrative (see the comment on 13.1). Indeed, in the light of the OT 

allusions underlying Jn 1.14.17-18, further references to the Exodus are 

to be expected. Many authors consider that 1 Pet 1.18-19 views Christ as 

the Passover Lamb,
36

 and the identification was commonplace long before 

the close of the second century.
37

 (3) The words are intended to recall the daily sacrifice of lambs, 

morning and evening, prescribed in Exod 29.38-46 and Num 28.3-8, 

often called the ‘perpetual’ sacrifice.
38

 It is difficult to understand why 

some writers reject the parallel between this sacrifice and the idea of 

Lamb of God on the ground that the ‘perpetual’ sacrifice was not a sacri-

fice of expiation for sin.
39

 The purpose of this particular rite as a whole 

was adoration and thanksgiving, and as a holocaust, it was regarded as 

36

 Notably E. G. Selwyn, The First Epistle of Peter, London, 1946; F. L. Cross, 

1 Peter, A Paschal Liturgy, London, 1954; M. E. Boismard, ‘Une liturgie baptismale 

dans la Prima Petri’, RB 63 (1956), 181-208; 64 (1957), 161-83 

37

 Justin, Dial. 40.1-2; 111.3, and especially C. Bonner (ed.), The Homily on the 

Passion by Melito Bishop of Sardis, London, 1940; or O. Perler (ed.), Méliton de Sardes:

Sur la Pâques, SC 123, Paris, 1966. 

38

 This rite was so central to Jewish worship that in A.D. 70 it was maintained until 

the Romans had captured the Antonia, and were assaulting the Temple itself. See 

Schürer, I 505-506; II 295-96, 299-301; and Josephus, War VI 93-94.  

39

 SB II 368; Dodd, Interpretation, 233. See also Schnackenburg I 287 = ETr I 300.  
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the perfect type of sacrifice, because the burning of the entire carcass both 

symbolized and effected the complete and irreversible making over of the 

gift to God. However, within that rite, the presenting of the blood of the 

lamb had a particular purpose, ‘to make atonement’ for sin 

(ejxilasavsqai, Lev 1.4), for ‘it is blood that makes atonement’ in that the 
sprinkling of the blood upon the altar presupposed, and symbolized, the 

irrevocable surrender of the living animal to God (Lev 17.11).
40

 If in Jn 

1.29 the phrase ‘Lamb of God’ is intended to affirm that Jesus is the 

antitype of this daily sacrifice in the Temple, then the sense is akin to the 

doctrine of Heb 9.11-14. 

 (4) Dodd argued vigorously that the expression ‘Lamb of God’, is 

probably, in its first intention, a messianic title, a symbol of the Messiah 

as leader of the flock of God. He adduces the frequency of this metaphor 

in apocalyptic literature
41

 and in the Apocalypse of John, where ajrnivon
occurs regularly to denote a leader, the bell-wether of the flock (Rev 5.6; 

7.17; 14.1-5; 17.14). This, moreover, is a meaning which would, histori-

cally, have been fully comprehensible on the lips of the Baptist even 

before Jesus’ ministry had begun. The fact that the Book of Revelation 

uses ajrnivon in preference to ajmnov" does not weaken his argument, for in 

Jewish Greek, either word denotes a lamb.
42

 Dodd readily admits that 

there may also be hidden allusions to the Servant in Isa 53, and perhaps 

even to the idea of sacrifice; but with respect to the Passover Lamb, he is 

unenthusiastic.
43

40

 R. de Vaux, Studies in Old Testament Sacrifice, Cardiff, 1964, 37; see also Ancient 

Israel, 451-54. On the daily sacrifice, see Schürer II 295-96, 299-301. 

41

 Note in particular 1 En 89.41-50, where the term sheep or ram is applied to 

Samuel, then to David and to Solomon; 90.6-12, where it is applied to Judas Macca-

baeus; and compare Test. Joseph 19.8. See OTP I 67-71; 824.  

42

 Thus J. Jeremias in TWNT I 344. ajrnivon, originally a diminutive, and rare in 
Classical Greek, occurs four times in the LXX, and lamb is the exact meaning in all 

four of them: Jer 11.19 (ejgw; de; wJ" ajrnivon a[kakon ajgovmenon tou' quvesqai); Jer 27.45 
[= 50.45] (eja;n mh; diafqarh'/ ta; ajrniva tw'n probavtwn aujtw'n); Ps 113[114].4, 6 (wJ"
ajrniva probavtwn). It occurs also in Aquila, at Isa 40.11, in PsSol 8.28, and in Josephus 
at Ant. II 221, 251, where cb,K, in Num 7.15; 23.12 is translated by ajrnivon to distinguish 

it from kriov", ram. In the NT, ajrnivon is found once in Jn 21.15, and 29 times in the 

book of Revelation.  

43

Interpretation, 230-37. Dodd’s first argument (231) is that, in the LXX, save for a 

single variant in the Codex Alexandrinus at Exod 12.5, the term ajmnov" never denotes the 

paschal victim. To this, one can reply that the Jewish translators may have eschewed 

ajmnov" because the word could denote either a male or a female lamb, the second of 

which would not have been a valid paschal victim. For ajmnov" as feminine, LSJ refers to 

Theocritus 5.144 and 149 and AP 525; for the sensitivity of the LXX translators, one 

may point to Isa 53.7, where wJ" ajmno;" a[fwno" is a clever rendering of the Hebrew 

ljer:K] (kerÂ˙el), a ewe-lamb; the epicene adjective allows the Greek reader to interpret the 
comparison with the Servant as masculine. Dodd’s second argument against accepting a 

true parallel between Jn 1.29 and Exod 12 is that it is not the function of the paschal 

victim ‘to take away sin’ (234). But, as Jeremias points out, even if the passover of later 

times was not an expiatory sacrifice, the original passover of the Exodus certainly had 
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 Older books discuss what the Baptist understood by the term, and in 

the light of the Synoptic summary of his preaching,
44

 it would appear 

most probable that the Baptist himself would have intended the term 

‘Lamb’ to signify a Messianic leader. There is ample evidence that the 

Jewish people were eagerly awaiting a Messiah-King who would purge 

the world of all injustice and sin (compare Isa 11.1-9 with PsSol 17.26-

37;
45

2 [= Syriac Apocalypse of]Baruch 73.11-14;
46

 1QS [Rule] 4.20-21
47

),

and that such a leader was regularly represented as a sheep or ram (see 

n. 41 above).  

 Today, however, exegetes ask what the evangelist (rather than the 

Baptist) understood by this title, and why the evangelist chose this term 

for his first public designation of Jesus. To answer these questions, it will 

be helpful to scrutinize the modifying phrase oJ ai[rwn th;n aJmartivan 
tou' kovsmou in the light of the text of Isa 53.  
 First, the verb oJ ai[rwn. In Isa 53.11, 12 it is twice affirmed that the 
Servant of Yahweh bore the sins of many, for which the Hebrew text uses 

two different, but virtually synonymous, verbs, lbs (sbl) and acn (n∞<).  

Their root meaning is physically to carry, to transport, and in conse-

quence, at Isa 53.11, 12, to remove iniquities and take away sins.
48

 In 

these two verses the LXX translates both verbs by ajnafevrein,49 among 
the primary meanings of which, in Classical Greek, is to take upon 

oneself, for example, danger, or false accusations (LSJ).
50

 Consequently, 

ta;" aJmartiva" ajnafevrein in Isa 53.11, 12 is probably an interpretation 
of the Hebrew as meaning primarily to carry the burden of (and con-

sequently to take away) sins.
51

 The more usual LXX term for removing 

redemptive power, for it brought into operation God’s liberating covenant with Abraham, 

and it is with that first Passover in Egypt, not with its subsequent commemoration, that 

the Christian Passover is compared. See his Eucharistic Words, ETr, 2nd ed., 225-26, 

especially the footnotes. Further, Dodd’s reasoning seems to presuppose that only a 

sacrifice specifically offered as expiation for sin can have expiatory value; but many 

would maintain that atonement can be achieved by other means, such as a sacrifice of 

adoration and thanksgiving (satisfactio as distinct from satispassio). Finally, ai[rwn in Jn 
1.29 does not necessarily imply that Christ did away with the sin of the world by making 

expiation for it: see the comment on this word in the text above.  

44

 Notably Mt 3.7-12 and Lk 3.7-18: see below on 1.33.  

45

OTP II 667-68. 

46

OTP I 645. 

47

DSSE, 3rd ed., 66. 

48

 Under acn (n∞<), the DCH V 513 comments that in its proper sense, the verb 

‘denotes the whole process of lifting up and transporting, or any of its phases’ (italics 

mine). This is most relevant in elucidating the verb’s figurative senses. 

49

 Compare with these verses the use of aJmartiva" fevrein at Isa 53.4.
50

 LSJ cites, under ajnafevrw I.3, take upon oneself, kinduvnou" (Thucydides 3.38), 
diabolav" (Polybius I 36, 3), and even pollw'n aJmartiva" in Isa 53.12; Heb 9.28 (of 

which BDAG writes ‘more in the sense of take away’).  

51

 The Vulgate translates lbs (sbl) (in Isa 53.4, 11) by portare and acn (n∞<) (in 53.4, 

12) by tollere, thus distinguishing between the meaning of the two verbs. This may well 
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sin is, of course, ajfivenai or a[fesi", the root meaning of which is (lit-
erally) to release.

52

 The evangelist uses neither ajnafevrein nor ajfivenai. 
Instead, he chooses the most common Greek verb with the meaning to 

take away, to remove, ai[rein,53 even though it occurs only twice in the 
LXX with reference to the removal of sin (1 Kgdms 15.25; 25.28), or six 

times if one includes the compounds ajfaivrein (Exod 28, 34[38]; Mic 

7.18) and ejxaivrein (Exod 34.7; Num 14.18). Hence if Jn 1.29 is in fact 
inspired by Isa 53,

54

 then the evidence indicates that the evangelist, by 

choosing ai[rein in preference to the LXX’s ajnafevrein (or ajfivenai),
had his eye on the Hebrew text, not on the Greek;

55

 and therefore that he

wanted to assert that Jesus does away with the sin of the world, rather 

than that he carries the burden of it.
56

  

 Some exegetes
57

 want to go further, arguing that oJ ai[rwn means that 
Jesus Christ takes away sin by giving humanity the ability not to remain 

in sin, as is clearly taught in 1 Jn 3.5-9. This notion is certainly ultimately 

contained and foreshadowed in the words about the Lamb of God in Jn 

1.29, but it is scarcely to be discerned at the first reading of the phrase. 

The full implications emerge only in the context of an understanding of 

the entire Gospel.  

 One may add that oJ ai[rwn is best understood as a futural present, who 
is to take away (BDF 323; IBNTG 7). ‘As in our own language, we may 

define the futural present as differing from the future tense mainly in the 

tone of assurance which is imparted’ (Moulton, in MHT I 120). So we 

find auferet in the translation of Irenaeus and in Cyprian,
58

 and in the Old 

Latin versions listed in Tischendorf.  

 Secondly, the noun aJmartiva. In Isa 53 (LXX) this noun occurs in the 
singular only once, at v. 10, where it denotes a sacrifice for sin (!v;a 
<āšām); otherwise, in this chapter it is always in the plural, at vv. 4, 5, 6 

(our sins)‚ 11 and 12 (their sins: the sins of many). The Sixto-Clementine 

be deliberate, since Cyprian had earlier opted for the former understanding of the text, 

and Tertullian for the latter. Contrast Cyprian, ‘ipse peccata multorum pertulit’ 

(Testimonia II 15: CSEL 3, 1 80
16-17

), with Tertullian: ‘Portare autem Graeci etiam pro eo 

solent ponere quod est tollere’ (Adversus Marcionem IV 8, 4); ‘delicta nostra ipse aufert’ 

(ibid., 10, 2). 

52 ajfivenai is used from Gen 4.13 onwards (HR; note especially Lev 4–5).  

53

 See LSJ under ai[rw (see ajeivrw) III, lift, take away and destroy, where it cites
tima'n (Aeschylus, Eumenides 847), and kakav (Euripides, Electra 942).  

54

 The only two occurrences of ai[rein, in v. 8, do not refer to sin. 
55

 Like Paul in Rom 5.12-19, see J. Jeremias in TWNT VI 543. 

56 ai[rein with ‘sin’ as object occurs only twice in the NT, here at Jn 1.29, and in 1 Jn 

3.5. It is certainly true that in Classical Greek, the verb can also mean (LSJ IV 5) to take 

upon oneself, to undergo, but only when used in the middle voice: e.g. povnon
(Sophocles, Antigone 907), pevnqo" (Oedipus Tyrannus 1225), bavro" (Euripides, 
Cyclops 473).  

57

 Dodd, Interpretation, 237; Boismard, Du Baptême à Cana, 49; Schnackenburg, on 

this text and on 1 Jn.  

58

Adv. haer. III 10,3 line 86 in SC; Testimonia II 15, last line, in CSEL 3, 82.  
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Vulgate too reads the plural in these five verses, but the critical edition of 

the Vulgate (1969) has in 53.12 ‘ipse peccatum multorum pertulit’. The 

plural of the Sixto-Clementine in v. 12 is but feebly supported
59

 and 

presumably originated as a scribal correction: if multorum, then peccata.

One suspects that the same reasoning may have led the LXX translator of 

53.12 to write the plural aJmartiva", even though the Hebrew is 
indubitably singular: !yBir"Aaf]je (˙eãa<-rabbim), the sin of many. This noun 
af]je (˙eãa<) often ‘refers to an unforgiveable burden of sin transcending 
individual acts, leading ineluctably to death through the connections 

between acts and their consequences.’
60

 The full meaning of ‘the sin of 

the world’ in John’s Gospel will not emerge until later, but the reader has 

already been told that the Logos was in the world, though the world was 

not conscious of his presence (Jn 1.10). So when the Baptist proclaims 

that Jesus is to do away with ‘the sin of the world’, the reader may well 

suspect that this is to be achieved through gnw'si", enlightenment, and 
through the recognition of the Logos by the world. For the moment, 

however, it is sufficient to keep in the forefront of one’s mind the fact 

that the singular aJmartiva in Jn 1.29 looks back to Isa 53.12, and refers to 

the Hebrew af]je (˙eãa<) in the sense just described, as ‘an unforgiveable 
burden…leading ineluctably to death’,

61

 a burden which Jesus is going to 

take away. The manner of release from this burden will be revealed as the 

story unfolds. 

Thirdly, the genitive tou' kovsmou. In Isa 53.11 the Servant is said to 
justify ‘the many’ (MT: with the article), and in v. 12 to take away ‘the 

sin of many’ (MT: without the article). The ‘many’ here mentioned must 

certainly include those envisaged in 52.14-15, that is, those ‘many nations 

and kings’ who are seized by astonishment and terror when they see 

what the Servant of the Lord has suffered, and perceive that it was their

griefs, their sorrows, their iniquity that he took upon himself.
62

 Joachim 

Jeremias, however, has argued convincingly that in Isa 53.11-12 the word 

‘many’ refers not just to the non-Israelite kings and nations mentioned in 

52.14-15, but to ‘everyone’ in the world, Jew and Gentile alike (compare 

Wis 5, which may have been inspired by Isa 53).
63

 This universalist 

59

 Only two MSS, both Spanish, are cited in support of the plural peccata, C = 

Cavensis, ninth century, and S = Toletanus, tenth century.  

60

 K. Koch in TDOT IV 315.  

61

 In the Synoptics, aJmartiva appears in the singular only once, at Mt 12.31 (pa'sa 
aJmartiva), but in John, ten times; the plural is found six times in Matthew, six times in 

Mark, eleven times in Luke, and five times in John.

62

 J. Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, ETr, 2nd ed., 229.  

63

 Since neither Hebrew nor Aramaic had any word for ‘all’ in the sense of every 

single one of a group, only a word for the whole, the totality, both languages supplied 

this lack by speaking of the many, or even simply many. ‘The form with the article has 

throughout the inclusive meaning. ˙arabbim is in the entire Talmudic literature the 

constant expression for “the whole community”’ (Eucharistic Words, ETr, 2nd ed., 179) 

and the same usage is found in Josephus. Moreover, even the form without the article 

can, and often does, carry the same sense of all: compare, for example, Mk 1.34 (ejqerav-
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interpretation of Isa 53 is powerfully supported by the other NT passages 

concerning redemption which are based upon Isa 53,
64

 and it fits perfectly 

with the definition of sin given in the preceding paragraph.  

 There are then, in the first place, many reasons for affirming that in Jn 

1.29, the phrase oJ ajmno;" tou' qeou' oJ ai[rwn th;n aJmartivan tou' kovsmou 
is a deliberate allusion to the role of the Servant of the Yahweh as por-

trayed in Isa 53: Jesus will put an end to the sin of the world. The Johan-

nine term kovsmo", in its existential sense, 65 is here substituted for the 
phrase oiJ polloiv (in the sense of pavnte") used in Isa 53.  

 Secondly, in 1 Corinthians, Christ’s death is already termed ‘the sacri-

fice of our Passover Lamb’ (5.7, to; pavsca hJmw'n ejtuvqh Cristov"); the 
proposed parallel between Jn 1.29 and Exod 12 may therefore be 

accepted without more ado (and compare Jn 19.36).  

 Thirdly, in the Epistle to the Hebrews, Jesus’ death is presented as a 

sacrifice expiatory of sin (note Heb 2.17, pisto;" ajrciereu;" … eij" to;
iJlavskesqai ta;" aJmartiva" tou' laou'; 10.12, mivan uJpe;r aJmartiw'n
prosenevgka" qusivan). So also in 1 John we find (2.2) aujto;" iJlasmov"
ejstin peri; tw'n aJmartiw'n hJmw'n, ouj peri; tw'n hJmetevrwn de; movnon 
ajlla; kai; peri; o{lou tou' kovsmou (cf. 4.10). Could any Jewish writer (or 
editor) of the Fourth Gospel have written the words ‘Lamb of God’ 

without recalling the cessation of the perpetual sacrifice in A.D 70, and 

without envisaging both that event and the destruction of the Temple 

within a ‘Christological’ context (Jn 2.22; 11.48)? Against this back-

ground, to call Jesus ‘the Lamb of God’ is to point to him as the One 

who, himself alone, supersedes and replaces the perpetual sacrifice once 

offered in the Temple (compare Heb 8.13).  

 Fourthly and finally, why should the author or editor not have intended 

to include also the multi-faceted role of the Lamb as presented in the 

Apocalypse of John, particularly if he believed that the Baptist himself 

had, as a matter of historical fact, used the term ‘Lamb’ to point to Jesus 

as the great leader sent by God to set all Israel free?
66

peusen pollouv") with its parallels in Mt 8.16 (pavnta") and Lk 4.40 (eJni' eJkavstw/)
(ibid., 180).  

64

 Mk 10.45 || Mt 20.28 has luvtron ajnti; pollw'n; Mk 14.24 || Mt 26.28, to;
ejkcunnovmenon uJpe;r pollw'n. Rom 5.15 contains two instances of the ‘inclusive’ sense, 

oiJ polloi; ajpevqanon and pollw'/ ma'llon hJ cavri" tou' qeou'… eij" tou;" pollou;"
ejperivsseusen. Heb 9.28 has eij" to; pollw'n ajnenegkei'n aJmartiva". In each case, 
polloiv is a Semitism, and denotes all, just as the words in Isa 53.12, aujto;" aJmartiva" 
pollw'n ajnhvnegken, mean that the Servant took upon himself and took away the sins of 

all. For further detail see the article polloiv, by J. Jeremias, in TWNT VI 536-45 and 

Eucharistic Words, ETr, 2nd ed., 179-82. 

65

 See above on the Prologue, pp. 34-39.  

66

 ‘The deeper teachings of poetry are not disposed of by the superficial question: 

‘Did the writer mean all that?’ ‘No,’ we boldly answer, ‘and yet he said it, because he 

saw the truth which he did not, and perhaps at that time could not, consciously analyse’ 

(B. F. Westcott, at the opening of a new girls’ school in 1893). Quoted in Life and Letters 

of Brooke Foss Westcott by his son, Arthur Westcott. London, 1903, 26-27.  



 1.19-34 133 

 That the evangelist could have intended the Christian reader eventu-

ally to to perceive all these allusions is easily credible; by the same 

criteria, it is obvious that the Baptist, preaching in A.D. 28, could not 

himself have entertained such profoundly christological thoughts. Can 

one trace a line of development from the Baptist’s preaching to the text of 

the Fourth Gospel which is credible, because it makes good sense?  

 Some authors have suggested that in Jn 1.29 oJ ajmnov" tou' qeou' repre-
sents an Aramaic phrase ah;l;aDe ay;l]f' [ãalya< de<lāhā<], in which the term 
ay:l]f' (ãalya<) is open to more than one interpretation. There are two such 
words, one meaning lamb, the other meaning boy, son or servant (like the

Greek pai'"). One proposal is that an original Aramaic text containing 
this noun, and intended to mean ‘the Servant of God’, was misunderstood 

by a translator, and rendered as ‘the Lamb of God’.
67

 In that hypothetical, 

pre-gospel, Aramaic text, ay;l]f' (ãalya<) meaning servant would have 
dovetailed into the Isaian context just as smoothly as does the word pai'" 
in the LXX, and in its sense of son would have matched the early 

kerygma about Jesus (compare the only five instances of pai'" qeou' 
applied to Jesus: Mt 12.18, citing Isa 42.1; Acts 3.13, 26; 4.27, 30). A 

strong counter-argument, however, is that in the Targum of Isaiah the 

Hebrew db,[, (>εbεd) is, naturally enough, always translated by the cognate 
Aramaic word dbe[} (>ăbed), so that the word ay;l]f' (ãalya<) would hardly 
have evoked direct memories of the Aramaic version of Isaiah. Fortu-

nately, a more convincing explanation is to hand.  

 The Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan at Exod 1.15 explains why the 

Pharaoh sought to exterminate the Hebrew children. It reads: ‘And 

Pharaoh said that while he slept, he saw in his dream that all the land of 

Egypt was placed on one balance of a weighing-scale, and a lamb, the 

young (of a ewe) and in the other balance-scales; and the balance of the 

weighing-scales on which the lamb (was placed) weighed down’.
68

 

Clearly, the lamb represents Moses, and the word used is ay;l]f' (ãalya<). 
There is other evidence too that similar stories were current by the end of 

the first century A.D.
69

 

 If, then, the Baptist had said (in Aramaic): ‘Behold the Lamb of God’, 

it would have been an easily comprehensible term to denote a great 

liberator, and was perhaps already used of Moses, as in the Targum just 

cited. So even if ay;l]f' (ãalya<) did not evoke memories of the Servant in 
Second Isaiah, it may well have aroused memories of Moses in Exodus. 

67

 The original suggestion was that the Aramaic had been mistranslated: so C. J. Ball,

‘Had the Fourth Gospel an Aramaic Archetype?’, ExpTimes 21 (1909–10), 91-93. Also 

Burney, AOFG 107f. The idea has been most clearly formulated by J. Jeremias, whose 

arguments are more subtle, in TWNT I 342-45 and V 700. A revised version of the 

second article, ‘pai'~ (qeou') im NT’, is printed in Abba, 191-216; see 194-95, 202-203. 

68

 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan: Exodus, 162.  

69

 See Josephus, Ant. II 205, and R. Bloch, ‘Quelques aspects de la figure de Moïse 

dans la tradition rabbinique’, in Moïse, l’homme de l’Alliance, Paris-Tournai, 1955, 

93-167. 
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Indeed, when one recalls the strong under-currents of references to the 

Covenant of Sinai which alone explain Jn 1.14, 17-18, one might expect 

the narrative of the Gospel to open with further allusions to another 

Moses. Further, if the Baptist had in actual fact used the term ‘Lamb of 

God’, the memory of this designation would almost certainly have sur-

vived, and as the understanding of Jesus’ person and mission developed 

after his Resurrection, this title would have been able to assimilate all the 

additional connotations listed above, of Suffering Servant (12.38), 

Passover Lamb (19.36), the supreme sacrifice (17.18), King of Israel 

(1.49; 12.13) and Saviour of the world (4.42). In short, the words of the 

Baptist are, in the Gospel, serve as a programmatic affirmation about 

Jesus at the very beginning of his public life.  

 It is significant that in Jn 1.29-31 the Baptist does not address these 

words about the Lamb of God to anyone in particular. The statement is 

directed to all future readers of the Gospel, and therefore the content of 

the saying need not be restricted to the Baptist’s understanding of it at the 

beginning of the ministry of Jesus; it can embrace whatever the Christian 

Church understood by the words towards the end of the first century. 

Indeed, to elucidate the fullest meaning of the text in the light of 1 Jn 

3.5-9, Augustine’s comment can hardly be bettered. ‘Tollit autem et 

dimittendo quae facta sunt, ubi et originale comprehenditur; et adiuvando 

ne fiant, et perducendo ad vitam ubi fieri omnino non possint.’
70

30. ou|tov" ejstin uJpe;r ou| ejgw; ei\pon, ÆOpivsw mou e[rcetai ajnh;r 
o}" e[mprosqevn mou gevgonen, o{ti prw'tov" mou h\n. Verse 30 
reproduces Jn 1.15, with slight textual variations.

71

 A more significant 

divergence is that where v. 15 has oJ ojpivsw mou ejrcovmeno", v. 30 reads 
ojpivsw mou e[rcetai ajnhvr. It is unlikely that the term ajnhvr is here 
directed against a type of Docetism which denied that Jesus had a true 

physical body like our own;
72 ajnhvr is more naturally taken as a declara-

tion that the pre-existent One was already to be found among John’s 

followers as a fully grown man. The sense is therefore: This is the one 

concerning whom I said, ‘There is a man, a follower of mine, who takes 

precedence before me, because he existed before me’. For further notes, 

see the commentary above on 1.15.  

31. kajgwv: the contracted form suggests I too (Lagrange: moi non plus).
oujk h[/dein aujtovn: the pluperfect form of oi\\da here carries the meaning 

70

 ‘He takes away [sin] both by forgiving those things which have been done (in 

which the original sin is also included), and by helping us not to do certain things, and by 

leading us to a life where such things cannot possibly be done.’ Opus Imperfectum contra 

Iulianum II 84 in fine (Ben. X 986).   

71

 The first h\n of v. 15 is naturally replaced by ejstin in v. 30, and o}n ei\pon is 
replaced, at v. 30, either by uJper ou or peri ou. The preferable reading is uJper: see 
NA

27

 for the evidence. 

72

 Compare Schnackenburg on 1 Jn 4.2 and 2 Jn 7.  
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of an imperfect tense, as is clear in the Latin, ‘et ego nesciebam eum’. 

Hence, nor was I myself aware of him (that is, at first).  

 ajllÆ i{na is elliptic; literally, ‘but it was in order that…’ fanerwqh'/ 
tw'/ ÆIsrahvl. The adjective fanerov" is common in Classical Greek, but 

the verb fanerou'n was a new coinage in Hellenistic times (LSJ; BDAG). 

It occurs only once in the LXX (and in Aquila) at Jer 40[33].6 (= reveal), 

but 49 times in the NT. In the Synoptics, the new verb is rare,
73

 but it is 

regular enough in the Pauline and Johannine books. Indeed, ‘for Paul the 

verb is a key term for the revelation of God’s salvation (Rom 1.19) in the 

gospel of Jesus Christ (cf. 16.26)’.
74

 It is used to refer to the coming of 

revelation in Col 1.26 (to; musthvrion to; ajpokekrummevnon ajpo; tw'n
aijwvnwn kai; ajpo; tw'n genew'n - nu'n de; ejfanerwvqh toi'" aJgivoi" 
aujtou'), in 2 Tim 1.10 and in 1 Pet 1.20; and it is also used of the person 
of Christ in 1 Tim 3.16 (ejfanerwvqh ejn sarkiv). The last-mentioned text 
is closest to the sense of the verb here in Jn 1.31, where it refers to the 

manifestation to Israel of God’s Presence on earth by the physical and 

historical coming of Jesus of Nazareth. The Baptist here affirms that his 

mission was to make this fact known. 

 In John, dia; tou'to is almost always placed at the beginning of the 

sentence (JG 2387); its position here therefore underlines the importance 

of the preceding i{na-clause. h\lqon ejgwv. Once h[/dein in 31a is under-
stood as an imperfect, the aorist h\lqon in 31b must have a pluperfect 
sense: it was for this reason, that I had come, or was come. ejn u{dati 
baptivzwn. In Hellenistic Greek, the present participle increasingly does 
duty for the future participle, often with a sense of purpose (BDF 339 

[2c]): hence, in order to baptize. Nor was I myself aware who he was, but 

the reason I had come to baptize in water was that he might be made 

manifest to Israel.  

 With this statement, the evangelist sets aside the two Synoptic tradi-

tions that John’s ministry of ‘baptizing for the forgiveness of sins’ was 

the divinely ordained prelude to Jesus’ ministry (Mk 1.2-4 etc.), and that 

Jesus too had presented himself for this baptism. Matthew felt that some 

explanation was needed to justify Jesus’ baptism by John, but the Fourth 

Evangelist distances himself still further from the Synoptic tradition. He 

avoids any hint that Jesus had received baptism (compare Mt 3.16-17 

with Jn 1.32-34), because there could be no place for such a ritual in his 

account of the pre-existent Logos presenting himself in the flesh. 

32. kai; ejmartuvrhsen ÆIwavnnh" levgwn o{ti. See the notes on mar-
turiva given above at Jn 1.7 and 15. The aorist ejmartuvrhsen denotes an 

73

 It is found only at Mk 4.22, as a variant reading in D in the parallel at Lk 12.2, and 

in Mk 16.12, 14.  

74

 P.-G. Müller, EDNT III 413. Rom 16.25-26: kata; ajpokavluyin musthrivou 
crovnoi" aijwnivoi" sesighmevnou, fanerwqevnto" de; nu'n…
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action completed in the past; contrast the perfect memartuvrhka in v. 34 
(and see the note there).

 teqevamai. The perfect tense underlines the lasting result of the 
vision: I have gazed upon, I have beheld (RV). In Classical Greek, the 

verb qea'sqai most often carries a sense of wonder, and is also used to 
denote intellectual perception (LSJ);

75

 in Biblical Greek, it comes to mean 

seeing, beholding, ‘with the physical eyes, but in such a way that a 

supernatural impression is gained’ (BDAG 2). According to Matthew and 

Mark, Jesus ‘saw’ (ei\den) the descent of the Spirit (Mt 3.16 || Mk 1.10 || 

Lk 3.22); only in John does the Baptist ‘behold’ it. In the Johannine 

writings, qea'sqai, when used of the contemporaries of Jesus, is always 

found in a context which speaks of faith in him (Jn 1.14, 32; 11.45; 1 Jn 

1.1; 4.12, 14); and in the other three Johannine occurrences (Jn 1.38; 

4.35; 6.5), Jesus himself is presented as seeing the need for, or the 

possibility of, faith.  

THE BACKGROUND TO THE WORD PNEUMA AT JOHN 1.32-33 

The usual translation of the biblical words pneu'ma and j'Wr (rua˙) is 
‘spirit’. The gravest shortcoming with this rendering is that western 

European philosophy has conditioned almost everyone under its influence 

to accept a dualist view of the universe, in which spirit is the opposite of 

matter, and the spiritual is defined as that which is not material. But 

‘spirit’ is the classical rendering of the biblical terms, and we have 

nothing more suitable.  

 In the OT, the root meaning both of pneu'ma and of j'Wr (rua˙) is air in 
movement, and in many texts their meaning is wind, breeze, or breath;

indeed, pneu'ma has a cognate verb (pnei'n) meaning to blow (either 

strongly or softly), or to breathe, and a cognate noun pnohv, found in Gen 
2.7 (pnoh;n zwh'"). Thus the first and basic reference of these two words 
is to something purely physical. From this, they acquired, in the OT, a 

second sense: they came to signify other forces which are, like the wind 

and the air, physically invisible, but which certainly produce observable 

effects, and are just as clearly felt (for example, anger, bitterness, or 

depression). Sometimes these ‘spirits’ appear to come from outside a 

person: clear examples are found in 1 Sam 16.14-23 (Saul); 1 Kgs 22.21-

23 (Micaiah) and 2 Kgs 2.9, 15 (Elisha). Note, however, that these texts 

do not refer to a personal ‘demon’ or devil: neither the Hebrew nor the 

Greek noun has that sense in the Bible.
76

 In the OT, j'Wr (rua˙) and 

75

 So Plato, describing the true goal of life in this world and in the next: to; ajlhqe;"
kai; to; qei'on kai; to; ajdovxaston qewmevnh (Phaedo 84A). For further examples see LSJ. 

76

 In Hebrew, this sense first appears, almost certainly under Iranian influence, at 

Qumran and in rabbinical writings. See 1QS 3.13-26; 4, and Jastrow 1458b s.v. j'Wr II 4). 

The Greek pneu'ma does not indicate a personal devil until the first century B.C. 

(Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Ant. 1.31, and then the magical papyri: see LSJ V and 
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pneu'ma in this second sense usually denote not an external power, but an 
interior disposition, that is, what we would call a mood, a disposition or 

a temperament. Examples of this usage are ‘a broken spirit’ (NEB, 

‘distressed’: Isa 66.2), ‘bitterness of spirit’ (Gen 26.35: NEB, ‘a bitter 

grief’), ‘better the patient in spirit than the proud in spirit’ (Qoh 7.8), ‘a 

steadfast spirit’ (Ps 51.9: NEB, NAB). Finally, in view of Jn 1.33, the 

reader should be alerted to the fact that the phrase ‘holy spirit’ occurs 

only three times in the Hebrew Scriptures, at Ps 51.12; Isa 63.10, 11, all 

three post-exilic.
77

 The same terms j'Wr (rua˙) and pneu'ma, when used with reference to 
God, have quite a different meaning. There is a consensus among OT 

scholars that the Spirit of God is, like the Word of God, at work in 

creation, in the providential guidance of history, in teaching mankind 

through the prophets and the holy writings, and in guiding God’s people 

both collectively and individually into the knowledge of truth. A few 

basic texts will suffice to illustrate this. 

 The Spirit of God is, like the Word of God, at work in creation (Ps 

33.6; compare Gen 1.2-3); indeed, the same Spirit is required, and is all-

sufficient, for the survival of the animal creation (Ps 104.29-30).  

 The Spirit of God is, like the Word of God (Isa 55.10-11), at work in 

history. Examples are to be found both in individuals (Gideon, Judg 6.34; 

Jephthah, 11.29; Samson, 13.25; 14.6, 19; 15.14) and in the principle of 

an all-ruling divine providence (Zech 4.6; 7.12; Isa 30.28 [NRSV, 

‘breath’]; compare 4.4 and 40.7). All the texts just listed use the term ‘the 

Spirit of Yahweh’ (not ‘of God’). Beside these we may set the classic 

affirmation of God’s omnipresence in Ps 139.7: ‘whither shall I go from 

thy Spirit?’  

 The Spirit of God is also portrayed in the OT as active in teaching. 

Notably clear examples are to be found in 2 Sam 23.2; Mic 3.8; Isa 11.2; 

42.1-4; 48.16; Ezek 2.2; 11.5, and Neh 9.20, 30 (again, nearly all 

referring to the Spirit of Yahweh’).  

 In short, the term j'Wr (rua˙) or pneu'ma stands for the innermost Being 
of God as active and intervening in the world of his creation (Isa 40.13-

14). It is present everywhere, and at all times (Ps 139.7; compare 143.10 

and 51.10-12). Furthermore, a Day will come when the Spirit of Yahweh 

will intervene in history more directly than ever before (Joel 2.28-29, 

cited in Acts 2.17-18; compare also Ezek 36.26-27; Num 11.29; Hag 2.5 

and Zech 4.6; 6.8). On that Day ‘a shoot shall burgeon from the stump of 

BDAG 4 c). Plato uses the cognate noun ejpivpnoia in the Phaedrus 265 B, where he 
discusses the four temperaments.  

77

 In the LXX the term ‘holy spirit’ is found also in Wis 1.5 (a{gion pneu'ma); 7.22 
(pneu'ma noerovn, a{gion); 9.17 (to; a{gion sou pneu'ma). All the major Hebrew Lexicons 
set out the different senses of j'Wr (rua˙), but the most modern ones like the DCH are far 

superior in their treatment to older works such as BDB. The references are generously 

printed out in TWNT VI 357-63 (Hebrew) and 366-70 (LXX).  
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Jesse, and a branch shall grow from his roots’, that is, a king of the line of 

David, upon whom shall rest the Spirit of Yahweh in all its fullness (Isa 

11.1-2). This promise of a charismatic leader filled with the Spirit recurs 

in Isa 42.1 and 61.1-3.
78

 Always and everywhere, the Spirit of God works 

in and through the material world. 

 The book of Daniel was the last book received into the Hebrew Bible, 

and from 150 B.C to A.D. 100, Judaism seems to have accepted as fact 

that the Lord was no longer sending his Spirit to chosen ones among the 

people of Israel: see 1 Macc 4.46; 9.27; 14.41 (written around 100 B.C.) 

and 2 [=Syriac Apocalypse of] Baruch 85.1-3 (soon after A.D. 100; OTP

I 651). The conviction that the voice of prophecy was silent led to the 

proliferation of pseudepigraphical works, which were by convention 

back-dated to an epoch in which the Spirit was still openly active. These 

books consistently stress that the Spirit will return, and soon. The Testa-

ment of Levi 18.7 and the Testament of Judah 24.2-3 promise respectively 

an eschatological priest and an eschatological king, each of whom will be 

filled with the Spirit (OTP I 795, 801): these books were composed 

between 135 and 63 B.C.
79

 The Psalms of Solomon, from the first century 

B.C., speak of a Messianic King filled with the Spirit (17.37; 18.7: OTP

II 668, 669),
80

 and 1 Enoch foresees a time when the Son of Man, the 

Elect One, will come, richly endowed with the Spirit (49.2-3; 62.3; OTP I 

36, 43; perhaps first century A.D.).
81

 In the days of the Herods, therefore, 

it appeared that God was speaking to Israel only through the Law, the 

Prophets and the Writings, and that the fulfilment of all the ancient 

promises still lay in the future. The present was a time of waiting.
82

 It is in this context that we must attempt to determine the force of the 

words ‘Spirit’ (Jn 1.32) or ‘holy Spirit’ (1.33), on the lips of John the 

Baptist, before Jesus’ ministry had begun. On the lips of the Baptist, the 

term can only denote the creative and life-giving power of God operating 

in the material world to teach and to guide humanity in the paths of 

holiness and righteousness, as it had formerly done through the prophets; 

in short, the ideas expressed by Luke in the Benedictus (Lk 1.61-79). It is 

self-evident that the term ‘holy spirit’ should not at this point in the 

gospel narrative be interpreted in the context of the Christian Trinitarian 

dogma, as referring to the Third Person of the Trinity in contradistinction 

to the Father and the Son (see Jn 7.39).
83

katabai'non wJ" peristeravn. a reads w" p. k., perhaps to make clear 

that the Spirit itself was coming down from heaven, not that the Spirit 

78

 JB has an excellent short note on this topic at Ezek 36.27. 

79

 See Schürer III-2, 774 

80

 See Schürer III-1, 193-95. 

81

 See Schürer III-1, 256-59. 

82

 Further detail on the subject-matter of the last two paragraphs may be found in 

TWNT VI 813-28, s.v. profhvth" C, by Rudolf Meyer. 

83

 Fuller treatment of the term is given on at 3.5; 7.39 etc.  
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was like a dove coming down from heaven. That the distinction is not 

pedantic can be seen from the number of MSS which read, instead of w",
wsei: thus ∏66

 K P D 063. 0101 f
1.13

 28.700.892. 1241. 1424 pm. The 

distinction between w" and wsei is well represented by that between as
and as if; the former term asserts similarity, the latter draws attention to 

the fact that the comparison is imperfect.
84

 Thus wsei may well have been 
used to avoid implying that the main purpose was to emphasise the 

physical presence of a dove (contrast Luke’s swmatikw'/ ei[dei, 3.22).  
 wJ" peristeravn (found in all four Gospels) certainly carries a sym-

bolic meaning. The most obvious allusion is to Gen 8.8-12, where the 

restoration and recreation of life on earth is marked by the safe departure 

of Noah’s dove, a scene that inevitably evokes the memory of God’s 

Spirit hovering over the waters at the first creation (Gen 1.2).
85

 Noah in 

his ark was also a figure of Christian baptism (1 Pet 3.20-21). But in the 

OT, the primary symbolism of the dove is as a figure of love (Cant 2.12, 

14; 5.2, 14; 6.9), and in early Christianity the dove was ‘the symbol of all 

kinds of virtues’ (BDAG).
86

Thus the words, ‘I have beheld the Spirit 

descending from heaven like a dove’, are a declaration that Jesus was 

endowed with all manner of spiritual gifts from heaven,
87

 as would natu-

rally follow if the meaning of monogenhv" is, as proposed in the 
comments on Jn 1.14 and 18, utterly unique.

 ejx oujranou' is a doctrinal, not a cosmographical, term—‘out of 

heaven’, not ‘out of the sky’. John, alone of the evangelists, makes no 

mention of the baptism of Jesus. He omits also the phrase about ‘a voice 

from heaven’ (Mt 3.17 || Mk 1.11 || Lk 3.22). The omission may be 

significant. Jewish rabbis of the time speak of the Bath Qol (literally, a

voice’s daughter, like an Echo), which was a technical term for a Voice 

from Heaven. It meant ‘an echo audible on earth of a voice which usually 

came from heaven’,
88

 and several rabbinical texts affirm that although, 

after the last prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi, the Holy Spirit had 

departed from Israel, God had in the meantime sometimes spoken instead 

by a Bath Qol, especially in the Temple.
89

 To say that the Spirit came 

84

 This distinction, though often valid, needs to be handled with care, for there is 

much variation between the readings in the MSS (see BDF 453 [3]). 

85

 In the Targums Neofiti and Pseudo-Jonathan, at Gen 8.2, God sends ‘a spirit of 

mercy’ or ‘a merciful wind’, ̂ymjrd jwr (rw˙ dr˙myn) to make the Flood waters recede. 

The same phrase occurs in Neofiti at Gen 1.2. 

86

 For detail, see H. Greeven s.v. peristerav in TWNT VII 63-72; on the symbolism, 

see G. J. Botterweck in TDOT VI 37.  

87

 Billerbeck is sceptical that a dove can symbolize the Holy Spirit (SB I 123-25), but 

some texts which he cites do compare the Bath Qol in the Temple with the cooing of a 

dove. See H. Greeven in TWNT VI 66 with fn. 37, 38; and C 1 on 67-68. 

88

 Otto Betz in TWNT IX 282. 

89

 For the rabbinical texts, see Betz on fwnhv in the TWNT IX 281-82 fn. 41-43; for 

other relevant texts, see also TWNT VI 383-84 on pneu'ma (Erik Sjöberg); and V 530-32 
on oujranov" (Helmut Traub). 
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down from heaven like a dove is therefore to insinuate that there is 

henceforth no need for the Bath Qol as a replacement for the voice of 

God on earth. 

 kai; e[meinen ejpÆ aujtovn. The aorist e[meinen implies that something 
took place once and for all, and that the result is permanent. Translate: 

and it came to rest upon him. (Compare MHT III 72 on the perfective and 

constative aorists.) ‘Only here is it affirmed that the Spirit remained upon 

Jesus (but see Lk 4.18). Full and permanent possession of the Spirit is the 

distinctive characteristic of the Messiah (cf. Isa 11.2; 61.1)’ (Schnacken-

burg). Jerome makes a similar comment, on Isa 11.2, cited in Aland, 

Synopsis, 27
46-50

. The perfect teqevamai implies that the revelation is 
etched on the Baptist’s memory for ever.  

33. kajgw; oujk h[/dein aujtovn: see the note above at 1.31.  
 ajllÆ oJ pevmya" me…ejkei'nov" moi ei\pen. Only the Fourth Gospel
contains this statement about ‘the one who sent him [the Baptist]’, but the 

thought is the same as that in Lk 1.13-17. The resumptive ejkei'no" is 

typically Johannine, and more emphatic than the word ou|to" which

occurs later in this verse.

 baptivzein ejn u{dati. A comparison of the Synoptic parallels 

suggests that the original form of the Baptist’s preaching was probably, ‘I 

am baptizing you in water, but there is one coming, mightier than I, who 

will baptize you in fire’ (i.e. the fire of judgment). This would sit well 

both with the preceding threat about worthless trees being thrown onto 

the fire (Mt 3.10 || Lk 3.9), and with the words immediately following, 

about burning the chaff in unquenchable fire (Mt 3.12 || Lk 3.17). This 

interpretation also harmonizes well with the Baptist’s perplexity when he 

later hears that Jesus is preaching to all a message not of doom but of 

healing and forgiveness (Mt 11.2-6 || Lk 7.18-23). It is easy to compre-

hend how the early Church reinterpreted the Baptist’s words. Matthew 

and Luke glossed the original form by rewriting the second clause as ‘he 

will baptise you with a holy spirit and with fire’, thus giving a spiritual 

meaning to fire, as in Acts 2. Mark achieves the same effect by writing 

‘holy spirit’ instead of ‘fire’ (Mk 1.8). It is of course possible (but less 

likely) that the Baptist originally spoke of a baptism ‘with wind and fire’. 

What is certain is that his words as we have them in the Gospels represent 

a rephrasing for Christian catechetical purposes. Compare the conjunction 

of wind, fire and the Spirit in Acts 2.2-4. 

 ejfÆ o}n a]n i[dh/" to; pneu'ma katabai'non kai; mevnon ejpÆ aujtovn. 
 i[dh/". the use of the aorist subjunctive, rather than the indicative o[yh/,
implies that the clause states a general principle, but is neutral on the 

likelihood of the condition’s being fulfilled (BDF 380). The statement is 

then all the more convincing when the condition is fulfilled. For notes on 

the other words, see above under v. 32.



 1.19-34 141 

 ou|tov" ejstin oJ baptivzwn ejn pneuvmati aJgivw/. The absence of the 
article with pneuvmati aJgivw/ is significant, particularly since, in the 
corresponding texts of the Synoptic Gospels, almost all the manuscripts 

contain the article, with scarcely a variant reading (Mt 3.16 || Mk 1.10 || 

Lk 3.22).
90

 At this point in the gospel narrative, before Jesus has started to 

preach, the anarthrous pneu'ma a{gion can only carry the meaning which 
it had in contemporary Judaism: that is, it signifies the creative, life-

giving, power of Yahweh, which has descended upon Jesus and in which 

he has therefore come to share. The Baptist had baptized symbolically, 

and externally, with cleansing water; Jesus, because he was endowed 

with ‘the spirit’, would be able to ‘baptize’ others, that is, to endow them 

inwardly with ‘a holy spirit’, God’s life-transforming gift.  

34. kajgw; eJwvraka, kai; memartuvrhka. If teqevamai means I have 
beheld (see the comments above on Jn 1.32), then kajgw; eJwvraka ktl. 
point to what ensued. eJwvraka, kai; memartuvrhka: I have seen and have 
attested. ‘Seeing’ as ‘clear perception’ would naturally follow if the 

meaning of monogenhv" is, as suggested in the comments on Jn 1.14 and 
18, utterly unique.

 o{ti ou|tov" ejstin oJ ejklekto;" tou' qeou'. The generally accepted 
reading has uio", not eklekto", and the external textual evidence in 

favour of uio" is overwhelming. There is, however, some support, 

chiefly Western, for eklekto". True, among Greek MSS, only a* has 

eklekto", but the lacuna in ∏5
 is of the right length for it; electus is 

found in b e ff* and Ambrose; the equivalent in syr
cur sin

; and the conflate 

reading electus filius is attested by in ff
2c
 syr

pal mss
 sah. (The Codex Bezae 

is defective at this point.) TCGNT by a majority classed the reading as 

{B}.  

 No modern edition of the Greek NT has the reading eklekto". It is 
therefore impressive to see the list of scholars who defend it. Schnacken-

burg in 1965 listed Spitta, Zahn, Harnack, Lagrange, Loisy, Windisch, 

Cullmann, J. Jeremias, D. Mollat, van den Bussche, and Boismard;
91

 to 

these may now be added R. E. Brown, I. de la Potterie (La Vérité, 83), W. 

Grundmann
92

 and B. Schwank. Barrett and Lindars are also favourable. 

The Bible de Jérusalem adopts this reading, as does REB. It is hard to 

think of any reason why a Christian scribe should have wished to substi-

tute eklekto" for uio", and easy to see why one might have chosen to do 
the opposite. Nor need the alteration to uio" have been made under the 
pressure of Arianism; ‘adoptionist’ controversies were alive from A.D. 

90

 The only exceptions occur at Mt 3.16, where the two articles in [to] pneuma [tou]
qeou are absent from B and a.

91

 See Schnackenburg I 305 fn. 2 = ETr I 306 fn. 73.  

92

 In ‘Verkündigung und Geschichte in dem Bericht vom Eingang der Geschichte 

Jesu im Johannes-Evangelium’, in Der historische Jesus und der kerygmatiche Christus,

1961, 2nd ed., 293 fn. 15.  
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190 onwards,
93

 and what was more natural than to align the Fourth Gospel 

with the Synoptics by adjusting Jesus’ title to that of ‘Son’ found in the 

other accounts of his baptism (Mt 3.17 || Mk 1.11 || Lk 3.22)?  

 Internal evidence argues strongly in favour of eklekto". One 

powerful argument is that ‘the Elect One’ was among the leading titles 

used in contemporary Palestinian Judaism. In the Similitudes of 1 Enoch 

(1 En 37–71),
94

 this is the principal, and the most frequent, name for the 

coming eschatological Judge and Saviour,
95

 a pre-existent being (48.3, 6 || 

Isa 49.1, 2) also referred to as ‘Son of Man’ (46.2, 3, 4; 48.2) and 

‘Messiah’ (48.10; 52.4), destined to be the light of the Gentiles (48.4 || Isa 

42.6; 49.6; Lk 2.32).
96

 Reading eklekto" in Jn 1.34 thus puts a most 

meaningful, utterly Jewish and Palestinian, designation of Jesus on the 

lips of the Baptist. Secondly, oJ ejklektov" is not a customary title of Jesus 

in Christian writings.
97

 Apart from 1 Pet 2.4, 6, it occurs only once in the 

received texts of the NT with reference to Jesus, at Lk 23.35, where the 

evangelist places it on the lips of the Jewish rulers: swsavtw eJautovn, eij
ou|tov" ejstin oJ Cristo;" tou' qeou' oJ ejklektov" (23.35). Note that this 

too is in a Palestinian context. Thirdly, if the reading eklekto" is 
accepted at Jn 1.34, the cross-reference to Isa 42.1 becomes unmis-

takable: the Hebrew there reads ‘my Chosen One’.
98

 The adoption of this 

reading for Jn 1.34 would thus accord with the Baptist’s declaration of 

the abiding presence of the Spirit upon Jesus (1.32, 33), and of Jesus’ 

mission to the world (1.9-13). The NRSV reads: 

Here is my servant, whom I uphold,  

 my chosen, in whom my soul delights;
99

I have put my spirit upon him,  

 he will bring forth justice to the nations.  

One final reason for preferring eklekto" is that Jn 1.19-51 would then 
contain just seven titles for Jesus, with none of them repeated: (1) the 

Lamb of God, vv. 29, 36; (2) the Chosen One of God, v. 34; (3) Rabbi, 

93

 Theodotus the leather-merchant of Byzantium: see Hippolytus, Refutatio VII 35; 

Eusebius, HE V 28. 

94

 These chapters, once thought to be pre-Christian, are now generally dated in the 

first century A.D. It is certainly a Jewish, work, and from Judea. See E. Isaac in OTP I 6-

8 and M. Black, The Book of Enoch or 1 Enoch, Leiden, 1985, 181-88.  

95

 In TWNT V 686 fn. 247, J. Jeremias lists fifteen references: 39.6; 40.5; 45.3, 4; 

49.2; 51.3, 5; 52.6, 9; 53.6; 55.4; 61.5, 8, 10; 62.1; cf. 46.3; 48.6; 49.4.  

96

TWNT V 686-87; J. Coppens, La releve apocalyptique, 128-38.  

97

 It is never applied to Jesus in the NT, the Apostolic Fathers or the Apologists. Note 

that oJ ejklelegmevno" (Lk 9.35) also is not used as a title.  
98

 The LXX has: Iakwb oJ pai'" mou… Israhl oJ ejklektov" mou. Hellenistic Judaism 
applied Second Isaiah’s Servant prophecies to the people as a collective unity, whereas 

Palestinian Judaism held fast to the view that the texts referred to an individual. See 

J. Jeremias TWNT V 682-83.  

99

 In the Targum, this line reads: ‘my Chosen One, in whom my Memra is well 

pleased’. 
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v. 38, 49; (4) Messiah, v. 41; (5) the Son of God, v. 49; (6) the King of 

Israel, v. 49; (7) the Son of Man, v. 51.
100

 Verse 34 also contains two instances of inclusio. This short section 

itself opens and closes with a reference to the ‘witness’ of the Baptist 

(1.20 is matched by 32-34). And just as this first narrative in the Gospel 

ends with eJwvraka, kai; memartuvrhka (1.34), so the last event that ends 
the earthly life of Jesus is followed by the words kai; oJ eJwrakw;" mema-
rtuvrhken (19.35).  

100

 Those who prefer to accept in 1.34 the reading uio" will find the sense elucidated 

at Jn 1.49. 



EXCURSUS V 

BETHANY BEYOND THE JORDAN 

Three variants of Bhqania are found: for the evidence see UBS. 

(a) Bhqabara (C2
 K T Yc

 083 f
1.13

 33 pm sy.
 c.sa.

; Or); 

(b) Bhqebara (f 13 sin); 
(c) Bhqaraba (Å2 892vl pc [syhmg

]). 

 Minor variants such as Bhqara, Biqara etc. (see Tischendorf or von 
Soden) are best taken as abbreviations, and disregarded. 

Bhqebara is certainly no more than a variant for Bhqabara, and
Bhqaraba (by metathesis) probably so; the choice lies between Bhqania 
and Bhqabara (thus Barrett, expressing the general consensus).  

 Origen informs us that in his day Bhqania stood ‘in nearly all the 
copies’ and was read by Heracleon, but that he himself had been unable 

to find any place of that name near the Jordan. He had heard, however, 

that a place on the river-bank called ta; Bhqabara' (note the plural, and 
the article) was pointed out as the spot where John used to baptize 

(deikvusqai de; levgousi para; th/' o[cqh/' tou' ÆIordavnou ta; Bhqabara',
e[nqa iJstorou'sin to;n ÆIwavnnhn bebaptivkenai). Origen therefore pro-
posed that ‘Bethabara’ must be the true reading,

1

 and it has in conse-

quence been perpetuated not only in several manuscripts, but also by 

Eusebius and Jerome, in their identification of the site,
2

 and by Epiph-

anius and Chrysostom.
3

 Notwithstanding this ancient support, ‘Bethany’ 

has, since the end of the patristic era, been universally preferred.  

 All efforts to find material evidence for a Bethany located east of the 

Jordan have come to nothing, but historical geography can still help. 

Origen, first visited Palestine in A.D. 215, and his statement is clear: John 

was said to have baptized at a place called Bethabara. A hundred years 

later, Eusebius, in his Onomasticon (written before 331), relates that 

many pilgrims went to avail themselves of the cleansing water at this 

‘Bethabara beyond the Jordan’; and according to the Pilgrim of Bordeaux 

(A.D. 333), the site of the Lord’s baptism was five (Roman) miles from 

1

 VI 40 §§204-205 (SC 284-87, with valuable notes on the text of Origen, and on his 

different etymologies).  

2

 Eusebius, Onomasticon in GCS 11.1:58-59, cited in ELS, 2nd ed., 165, though 

Jerome wisely let Bethany stand in the Vulgate. 

3

 See Tischendorf for the references. 
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the Dead Sea.
4

 This would place ‘Bethabara’ at the ford now named Al-

Maghtas, near the Greek monastery of St John the Forerunner, histori-

cally known as Qasr el-Yehud. In the nineteenth century, this was the 

area favoured by Latin Christians, while a different place, about one mile 

further south, at the ford of Al-Hajla, was preferred by Orthodox 

Christians.
5

 The separation was no doubt intended to prevent unseemly 

disorder, but it serves both to illustrate and to underline the more 

important fact that for 1800 years the location of Jesus’ baptism was 

always set in the same area, about four or five miles from the point at 

which the Jordan reaches the Dead Sea.
6

 Nowadays all pilgrims make 

their way to the more southerly ford of Al-Hajla, for the river-bank is 

there easier of access.  

 Through the scrub-land on the east bank there runs today a little brook, 

the Wadi el-Kharrar. It is formed from half a dozen springs of brackish 

water emerging from a cliff not quite two miles east of the Jordan, in a 

valley where shrubs, willows, tamarisks and Euphrates-poplars grow.
7

This inspired Dalman to propose that the Baptist and his disciples might 

have dwelt in one of those easily erected bowers, standing on piles, for 

safety against floods, made from reeds and the Euphrates-poplar ‘similar 

to those which can be seen even today [i.e. 1900–1930] on the banks of 

the Jordan’.
8

 A small group of such dwellings in that area on the east bank well 

have been called, in Aramaic, an:yy]['' tyBe (beyt >ayînÂ<), ‘Waterhouses’, and 

turned into Greek as Bhqania.9 The same place, or an adjacent group of 

dwellings, might have been known (at the same time or later) as ab;r:[} tyBe
(beyt >ărÂbÂh), ‘Willow Houses’, >ărÂbÂh meaning, both in Hebrew and 

in Aramaic, a willow-tree.
10

 Thus Bhqaraba is not necessarily a mis-
copying of Bhqabara; it could, like Bhqania =  ‘Waterhouses’, denote a 

group of ‘Willowhouses’ on the east bank.  

4

 Inde [a mare mortuo] ad Iordane [sic], ubi dominus a Iohanne baptizatus est milia 

quinque (Itinera Hierosolymitana saec. III -VIII recensuit… Paulus Geyer, CSEL 39, 24). 

5

 W. M. Thomson gives a lively account of an Orthodox pilgrimage to the spot in 

April 1833. See The Land and the Book, London, 1878, 613-16.  

6

 The only serious alternative proposal is that of L. Féderlin, Béthanie au-delà du 

Jourdain (Tell el-Medesch), Paris [1908], who argues the claims of Tell el Medesh 

(better Khirbet et-Tamil) on the north bank of the Wadi Nimrin, about 2 miles (3.5 km) 

north-east of the Roraniyeh (Allenby, King Hussein) Bridge, and 300 yards from the 

Jordan. Lagrange calls this site, by reason of its position, ‘très plausible’ (Jean, 39). C. R. 

Conder’s preference for the ford called >Abarah, north-east of Bethshean = Beisan, 

became widely known as a result of his entry under ‘Bethabara’ in the DBH I 276a 

(1898), but it never gained acceptance among scholars. 

7

 Abel, Géographie I 176; Dalman, Sacred Sites, 89. 

8

Sacred Sites, 88. See also the vivid page of H. V. Morton, In the Steps of the 

Master, London, 1934, 104-105, describing precisely such a dwelling at that very spot.  

9

 Jastrow 1072a, cites for this meaning of @y[ ‘Targum Gen 16.7 and frequently’, with 

a number of other examples.  

10

 Jastrow 1112a.  
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 Quite evidently, no trace of such flimsy dwellings would ever survive, 

particularly when one calls to mind the frequent earth tremors in the 

region, in consequence of which the river bed must often have shifted 

since the time of Jesus.
11

 Furthermore, if even in Origen’s day there was 

no memory of a Bethania east of the Jordan, it is understandable that 

some later copyists too, finding no record of any such place, should have 

corrected the gospel text. Here the very paucity of witnesses to Betharaba 

(Å2
 892

vl
 pc syr

hmg
) is significant, for though Betharaba was not a 

widespread reading, it was considered important enough to merit inser-

tion as a correction in a around A.D. 600 (probably in Caesarea), as a 

variant reading in 892 (eighth–ninth century, Calabria?) and among the 

local traditions reverently recorded in A.D. 616, in the margins of the 

Harclean Syriac. ‘Betharaba’ has a solid claim to represent a Syro-

Palestinian tradition of respected antiquity. ‘Bethabara’ is, of course, 

more widely attested, and most of the evidence appears to come from 

Palestine: C
2
 is probably a sixth-century Palestinian correction,

12

 K is the 

Codex Cyprius, f
1
 can apparently trace its origins to third- or fourth-

century Caesarea, and the Old Syriac is certainly from the churches of 

Syria or Palestine.
13

 The substitution of Bethabara for Bethany is there-

fore most easily explained by positing that when Bethany (and Beth-

araba) had long disappeared from human memory, Bethabara was known 

to everyone in Palestine as a major ford. It stood on the Roman road 

linking Jericho with Esbus (Heshbon), and thus with the great trunk road 

from the Syrian frontier to the Gulf of Aqaba, built by Trajan and 

Hadrian to secure communications across the province of Arabia,
14

 and 

‘everyone agreed’ that that was the place where John baptized. This 

explanation of the textual tradition is essentially the same as that advo-

cated by Dalman.  

 Many features of this proposed location of the Baptist’s ministry are 

confirmed by the Madaba mosaic (sixth century A.D.), though it shows 

Bethabara, meaning literally ‘Waterford House’, on the west bank of the 

Jordan.
15

 The name of the crossing, however, may quite easily have 

applied to both sides of the river, since ta; Bhqabara' is plural. On the 

11

 Cf. Dalman, Sacred Sites, 92. 

12

 Metzger, The Text of the NT, 49. 

13

 Cf. Lagrange, Critique Textuelle II 60.  

14

 See Abel, Géographie II 186, 230, and Histoire de la Palestine II 53-57. He gives 

further detail on Bethabara in RB 22 (1913), 240-43, with a fine photograph of the spot at 

that time, opposite p. 218, Plate II 2. 

15

 The most accessible reproductions are in DBS V (1957), 631-32 and in DACL X-1 

after 820. AtBib reproduces clearly the relevant part on p. 61, Plate 173. The classic 

edition, with coloured plates, is that of P. Palmer and H. Guthe, Die Mosaikkarte von 

Medeba, Leipzig, 1904. See also M. Avi-Yonah, The Madaba Mosaic Map, Jerusalem, 

1954, for notes, and H. Donner, The Mosaic Map of Madaba, Palaestina Antiqua 7, 

Kampen, 1995.  
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east bank, the map has Ainwn enqa nun o Sapsafa" (idiomatically, 
‘Springwell-le-Willows’

16

) no doubt to distinguish it from any other place 

named Ainon (such as Ainon near Salim, Jn 3.23).
17

 
16

 hp;x;p]x' (!ap!āpāh) denotes ‘a species of willow that grows in waterless regions’ 

(Jastrow 1298).  

 
17

 See also R. Riesner, ‘Bethany beyond the Jordan’, in ABD I 703-705. 



B. THE CALLING AND TESTIMONY 

OF THE FIRST DISCIPLES (1.35-51) 

1. The Calling of the First Disciples: 1.35-42 

1.35
 The next day John was again standing with two of his disciples, 

36
 and 

observing Jesus walking by, he said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of God!’ 
37
 The 

two disciples heard him saying this, and followed Jesus. 
38
 Jesus turned, 

and beheld them following, and said to them, ‘What are you seeking?’ 

They said to him, ‘Rabbi’ (which means Teacher), ‘where are you stay-

ing?’
39
 He said to them, ‘Come and see’. They came and saw where he 

was staying; and they stayed with him that day, for it was about the tenth 

hour. 
40
 One of the two who heard John speaking, and followed him, was 

Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother. 
41
 He first found his brother Simon, and 

said to him, ‘We have found the Messiah’ (which means Christ). 
42
 He 

brought him to Jesus. Jesus looked at him, and said, ‘So you are Simon the 

son of John? You are to be called Cephas’ (which means Peter).  

35. th'/ ejpauvrion pavlin eiJsthvkei oJ ÆIwavnnh'~ kai; ejk tw'n 
maqhtw'n aujtou' duvo. That is, on the third consecutive day.

1

eiJsthvkei, the pluperfect of i{sthmi, stands related as imperfect to the 
intransitive perfect e{sthka, which has a present meaning: translate 
therefore was standing (the Latin stabat is exact). John 1.40 tells us 

that one of the two disciples was Andrew, and it will be suggested that 

the other one is ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’ (  1.39, at the end). 

The natural flow of the text implies that the location is the same as on 

the preceding day. 

36. kai; ejmblevya" tw'/ ÆIhsou' peripatou'nti. And observing Jesus 
walking by. In John, the verb ejmblevya" occurs only here and at 1.42; 
contrast the Vulgate’s rendering in 1.36 [Iohannes] respiciens, with 

that in 1.42, [Iesus] intuitus ( 1.42). An aorist participle with a 

present indicative verb (levgei) is quite usual to denote coincident 
action (MHT III 79). i[de oJ ajmno;" tou' qeou' 1.29. The fact that 

the saying is here curtailed indicates that the intention is merely to 

remind the reader of the designation given in full in 1.29; the disciples’ 

response is spelt out in the events next described.  

1 ∏5vid.75
, plus the early Latin witnesses b e r

1
, the three Old Syriac texts 

sin cur pal
,

and some bohairic manuscripts attest to the absence of pavlin.
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37. kai; h[kousan oiJ duvo maqhtai; aujtou' lalou'nto". The textual 
variations in the order of the words oiJ duvo maqhtai; aujtou' (see NA27

)

are evidently due to a desire to make clear the reference of aujtou'.
aujtou' certainly refers to the Baptist, but does it refer to ‘his disciples’ 
(oiJ duvo aujtou' maqhtaiv) or to ‘him speaking’ (h[kousan aujtou' oiJ
duvo maqhtai; lalou'nto")? The two opposing attempts at clarification 
suggest that the ambiguous text above, given by NA

27
, must be the 

original one.  

 h[kousan followed by the genitive participle means that the two 
disciples listened to him speaking and acted accordingly (see BDAG

ajkouvw 4). kai; hjkolouvqhsan tw'/ ÆIhsou'. Since hjkolouvqhsan is not

imperfect, but aorist, the sense is not that they began to follow Jesus, 

like the crowds in Mk 2.15 (hjkolouvq'oun), Mk 5.24 or Jn 6.2 (hjko-
louvqei); it is rather that at that moment the two disciples left the 

Baptist to become thenceforward followers of Jesus, heeding the 

words of their first master (compare 3.27-30).  

38. strafei;" de; oJ ÆIhsou'". strafeiv" must imply more than that 

Jesus turned around physically. It is almost the first recorded action of 

the Word upon earth,
2

 and immediately precedes his first spoken 

words. This same participle strafeiv" occurs twice in Matthew (9.22; 

16.23), and seven times in Luke (7.9, 44; 9.35; 10.23; 14.25; 22.61; 

23.28), always with Jesus as subject; and on each occasion it denotes a 

sudden and remarkable change of attitude on his part, nearly always 

followed by a wholly unexpected saying. 

 To the Jewish mind, the Hebrew verb underlying strafeiv" would 

evoke instinctively the insistent prayers for the ‘return of God’ to his 

people. ‘Return, O Lord! How long?’ (Ps 90.13), or ‘Restore us again, 

O Lord of hosts!’ (80.4, 8, 20; compare v. 15), and ‘Wilt thou not 

return and give us life?’ (85.7; compare 71.20)—in all these prayers 

the Hebrew verb for ‘return’ and ‘restore’ is everywhere the same, bWv

(šub).
3

 It is the normal word for the return of God to Israel, and for the 

return of Israel to God (compare Jer 12.15 with Isa 63.17). With this 

verb Zechariah opens his programme for rebuilding the community 

after the exile: ‘Return to me, says the Lord of hosts, and I will return 

to you, says the Lord of hosts’ (Zech 1.3), and Malachi, the last post-

exilic prophet, speaks in virtually identical words (3.7).  

2

 Only the oblique reference to the appearance of Jesus before the Baptist (vv. 32-

34) precedes it.  

3

 The fact that bWv (šub) is most often translated in the LXX by ejpistrevfein 
(only three times as strevfein: see HR) does not weaken the argument of this 

paragraph, but only suggests that the gospel writer was accustomed to using a Hebrew 

text rather than the LXX. The Hebrew versions of the NT by Franz Delitzsch and 

David Ginsburg both translate strafeiv" (as does the Peshitta) by the root hnp (pnh). 

hnp (pnh) most commonly denotes the physical movement of turning, but it too can 

have a metaphorical usage (for example, in Pss 25.16; 69.17; 86.16; 119.132).  
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 strafei;" de; oJ ÆIhsou'". As soon as the two Israelites followed 
Jesus, Jesus turned… strafeiv" implies that the Word of the Lord has 

turned once more towards his people, redeeming the promises made in 

Zechariah and Malachi at the end of the OT. In John, this verb 

strefeivn is never again used of Jesus, for it never need be: the Word 

of the Lord will never turn back from his mission until his task is 

accomplished. Compare Isa 55.11, to; rJh'mav mou, o} eja;n ejxevlqh/ ejk
tou' stovmatov" mou, ouj mh; ajpostrafh'/, e{w" a]n suntelesqh'/ o{sa 
hjqevlhsa with Jn 19.30, tetevlestai. The next occurrence of 
strefeivn (in any form) is at Jn 12.40, in the citation of Isa 6.10, thus 
providing a sad inclusio at the end of the first part of the Gospel.

4

Though Jesus has turned to Israel, not all Israel has turned to him (Jn 

12.37-43; cf. 1.11-12).  

kai; qeasavmeno" aujtou;" ajkolouqou'nta" levgei aujtoi'", Tiv 
zhtei'te… Beholding them following, he said to them, What are you 

searching for? On qeasavmeno", teqevamai at 1.32. tiv zhtei'teÉ 
‘What are you searching for?’ The first words uttered by Jesus in the 

Fourth Gospel address with matchless lucidity the primordial 

existential question of ‘the world’ (particularly in the Johannine sense: 

1.10). Nowhere else in the NT does Jesus put this question, and 

John’s Gospel is intended as the answer given by God’s Eternal 

Wisdom, the light and the life of the world. In this question to the first 

would-be disciples, we encounter for the first time in this Gospel the 

verb zhtei'n. Its last occurrence comes in the first words spoken by the 
risen Jesus, at 20.15: tivna zhtei'"É If we exclude from consideration 
ch. 21, this is the final question asked by Jesus in John’s Gospel, and it 

is put to his last disciple (Mary Magdalen). The narratives it introduces 

in ch. 20 bring to an end the quest initiated at 1.38. The two questions 

thus make a perfect inclusio, embracing the entire Gospel. See 20.15; 

compare also 18.4, 7.  

 oiJ de; ei\pan aujtw'/, rJabbiv, o} levgetai meqermhneuovmenon 
didavskale, pou' mevnei"É The use of ‘Rabbi’, together with the gloss 
that it means in translation ‘Teacher’, reveals a desire on the part of the 

writer to retain authentic local colour and at the same time to explain 

its meaning to readers unfamiliar with such terms (one might compare 

‘pundit’, originally a learned Hindu). In NT times, the guardianship 

and interpretation of the Law had long passed from the priests to the 

scholars or scribes, who were increasingly seen as the true spiritual 

leaders of the people, and the honorific appellation ‘Rabbi’ (‘my lord’, 

‘monseigneur’), from being at first a form of reverential address (as in 

the NT), eventually came to be an official title for a duly qualified 

scholar. According to the new Schürer, the use of ‘Rabbi’ as a title 

seems to have originated around the life-time of Jesus.
5

 Thus to 

4 strefeivn occurs thereafter only in 20.14, 16, of Magdalen.  

5

 Schürer II 322-29. Neither Hillel nor Shammai is ever called Rabbi.  
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address Jesus as ‘Rabbi’ is to accord him the highest status as a teacher 

of Israel. In the light of Jesus’ question, ‘What are you searching for?’, 

it would be most extraordinary if this courteous address, rJabbiv, pou'
mevnei"É was, in the mind of the evangelist, intended to be understood 
merely as an inquiry about the location of Jesus’ residence beside the 

banks of the Jordan. In inquiring pou' mevnei", the two disciples were 
‘seeking’ something more. 

39. levgei aujtoi'", e[rcesqe kai; o[yesqe. h\lqan ou\n kai; ei\dan 
pou' mevnei. He said to them, Come and see. So they came and saw 
where he was staying. Though o[yesqe is a future indicative, it would 
be pedantic to translate it as you will see; the Greek idiom is perfectly 

matched by the English idiom Come and see, where see hovers 

between a future (with you will not so much suppressed as understood) 

and an imperative (compare BDF 387; 362). The variant reading i[dete
appears to be an attempt to escape from this ambiguity by choosing the 

imperative sense. Lagrange preferred i[dete on the ground that ‘Come 

and see!’ was a current rabbinical formula,
6

 that o[yesqe ‘doit être une

élégance’, and perhaps also because i[dete was attested by a. Now, 
however, the weight of the early evidence (including ∏66.75

) supports 

o[yesqe (see NA
27
). 

 At first reading, these words appear to affirm nothing more than 

that the disciples accepted Jesus’ invitation to visit the dwelling and 

spent the day there; but this can hardly be the full intent of the story. 

To make sense of vv. 35 to 40, the text must be read in the light of the 

Prologue. John 1.1 exhibits the close relationship, even identity, 

between the Logos in John and the concept of Wisdom in Prov 8, 

especially in the work of creation (8.22-31). Immediately after these 

verses, Wisdom appeals for disciples:  

Happy is the man who listens to me,  

 watching daily at my gates,  

 waiting beside my doors.  

For he who finds me finds life  

 and obtains favour from the Lord (Prov 8.34-35). 

There follows the description of the house of Wisdom, a splendid 

palace with an inner courtyard adorned with seven pillars, the number 

symbolizing perfection.  

Wisdom has built a house for herself,  

 with seven columns of dressed stone.  

She has slaughtered a beast, she has spiced her wine,  

 she has also set her table.  

She has sent out her maids to call  

 from the highest places in the town,  

‘Let anyone who lacks maturity turn in here!’ (Prov 9.1-4a).  

6

 Compare Jn 1.46 and 11.34, and also SB II 371.  



152 JOHN 1–4

Similar language about feasting on Wisdom is found in Isa 55.1-3 and 

in Sir 15.3; 24.1-22. If Jn 1.38-40 are read with these Wisdom texts in 

mind, the verses disclose the spiritual message in the two reciprocal 

and complementary questions, ‘What are you searching for?’, and 

‘Where do you dwell?’  

 In Sir 24.3-12 Wisdom declares that she has dwelt in the high 

places, in the clouds and in the waves of the sea, in every people and in 

every nation under heaven, but above all, in Israel. In particular, divine 

Wisdom had been embodied in ‘the book of the covenant of the Most 

High God, the law which Moses commanded as an inheritance for the 

congregations of Jacob’ (24.23). For the writer of the Fourth Gospel, it 

is Jesus in the flesh who is now the embodiment on earth of Eternal 

Wisdom, saying  

‘Those who eat me will hunger for more,  

 and those who drink me will thirst for more’ (Sir 24.21),  

for he himself is ‘the bread of God coming down from heaven and 

giving life to the world’ (Jn 6.33; see also 6.35).  

 When Jesus asked the two disciples what they were searching for, 

they replied rJabbiv, pou' mevnei". The Vulgate renders, magister ubi 
habitas? Let the phrase be englished as ‘Master, where is your dwell-

ing?’ The disciples, without being overtly conscious of the fact, are 

implicitly asking ‘Where does Wisdom dwell?’ (and one thinks imme-

diately of Job 28.12). Jesus said to them, Come and see. h\lqan ou\n
kai; ei\dan. They came and saw: both verbs are repeated, and the ou\n
is not otiose. ou\n will seem an insignificant particle to anyone who 

reads these verses as no more than a narrative of Jesus’ invitation to 

view and visit his domicile, and this probably accounts for its omission 

from many manuscripts.
7
 But what if the gospel writer was convinced 

that there was one greater than Solomon here?  

h\lqan ou\n: they came because Jesus had initiated the conversation 
by his first question, and because he had responded to their question by 

inviting them to converse with him. kai; ei\dan pou' mevnei. The

Vulgate is here subtly discriminating. The disciples’ question reads, 

magister ubi habitas? The translator replies: venerunt et viderunt ubi 

maneret. At its second occurrence, mevnein is taken to mean not
habitare (= to dwell permanently), but manere, meaning to stay for a 

time, to be lodging (the very first sense ascribed to mevnein in BDAG, 

where further references are given, one of which recurs in this same 

verse; compare also Jn 14.25). The Latin translator thus reminds us 

7
 ‘It [ou\n] does not always furnish a strictly causal connection, but may be used 

more loosely as a temporal connective in the continuation or resumption of a narra-

tive’ (BDF 451 [1]). This second, less emphatic usage, might account for its absence 

here in the majority of later Greek manuscripts, and—astonishingly—in all the Latin 

manuscripts; but the early Greek tradition, beginning with ∏66.75
a A B C L N W

suppl
,

is solid in its support (see NA
27
 for the evidence). 
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that there are two answers to the question, ‘Where does Wisdom 

dwell?’ There is Wisdom’s eternal dwelling-place pro;" to;n qeovn, and 
its temporary residence in which ejskhvnwsen ejn hJmi'n. Translate there-
fore: They saw where he was staying. kai; parÆ aujtw'/ e[meinan th;n 
hJmevran ejkeivnhn: and they stayed with him that day (the meaning 

‘dwelt’ is clearly here impossible).  

 The two disciples remained all that day (th;n hJmevran, accusative of 
extent of time: Robertson 470). w{ra h\n wJ" dekavth. It was around 
the tenth hour, that is, the time at which people go home to take the 

main, perhaps the only, meal of the day, the evening meal (Lk 17.7). 

The evangelist does not mention any meal, or give any hint of what the 

little group discussed. He leaves the reader to surmise what came to 

pass.  

‘Come, eat of my bread  

 and drink of the wine I have mixed.  

Abandon thoughtlessness, and live,  

 and walk in the way of insight’ (Prov 9.5-6).  

Here the account of the first day of Jesus’ activity on earth ends, with 

coming of the evening meal-time. So his last day on earth will end, 

with a meal, at which he will unveil to his disciples the fullness of 

God’s love for them (Jn 13.1; 17.26).  

 We are not told the name of the other disciple mentioned in vv. 35, 

37 and here in 39, but, given that the Galilean calling of Peter and 

Andrew is, in the Synoptics, always linked with that of James and John 

(Mt 4.18-22 || Mk 1.16-20 || Lk 5.1-11), it is not surprising that John 

the son of Zebedee has always been the prime candidate for the role, 

because James was martyred before Passover of A.D. 44 (Acts 12.2). It 

is also often said that the anonymity cloaks a discreet retirement into 

the background by the original witness to the story; or that it proceeds 

from a desire to avoid the embarrassment of giving precedence to the 

person in question over Simon Peter (compare Jn 20.5, 8).
8

 Others 

suggest Philip rather than John, but 1.43. However, when 1.35-39 

are compared with 21.1-22, the prominence in both texts of the verbs 

sth'nai, ajkolouqei'n, and menvein inclines one to conclude that the 

anonymous disciple of 1.35, 37, 39 was most probably ‘the disciple 

whom Jesus loved’, his identity here discreetly concealed. In that case, 

it would be hard to overestimate the significance for him of this, his 

first long evening in Jesus’ company: parÆ aujtw'/ e[meinan th;n
hJmevran ejkeivnhn. Or for the reader not to perceive the overarching 
inclusio between that Supper on the first day of Jesus’ ministry and the 

Last. 

8

 This is the ‘classical’ interpretation, in support of the view that the son of 

Zebedee is the author of the gospel.  
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40. h\n ÆAndreva" oJ ajdelfo;" Sivmwno" Pevtrou ei|" ejk tw'n duvo 
tw'n ajkousavntwn para; ÆIwavnnou kai; ajkolouqhsavntwn aujtw'/. 
ÆAndreva" (‘a good Greek name’, BDAG, with references) is identified 
by his relationship to Simon Peter. oJ ajdelfov": the article is usually 
present, and it does not imply that Andrew was the only brother.  

41. euJrivskei ou|to" prw'ton to;n ajdelfo;n to;n i[dion Sivmwna. 
For the textual evidence on the choice of readings between prwton,
prwto" and prwi, see NA27

. In TCGNT we read that prw'ton means

‘that the first thing Andrew did after having been called was to find his 

brother’, and ‘that this reading was preferred by a majority of the 

Committee because of its early and diversified support (∏66.75 ac B Q f
1

f
13
 cop arm geo al)’; it is rated as {B}. ‘The reading prw'to", attested 

by a* and the later Greek tradition, means that Andrew was the first 

follower of Jesus who made a convert.’ The acceptance of this reading 

by so many later MSS may have been influenced by a desire to empha-

size the role of Andrew, the patron saint of Greece, in bringing Simon 

Peter to the Lord. prwi, attested in no Greek MS, but implied in two 

or three Old Latin MSS, is almost certainly an attempt to spread the 

narrative more evenly over seven days and to have the marriage at 

Cana on the seventh.  

 Whichever reading be preferred, it is best to treat vv. 41-42 (or 40-

42) as a footnote to the preceding scene, describing what Andrew did, 

perhaps ‘in the morning’. Thus the narrative about Jesus closes at v. 

39, and v. 43 marks the fourth day of the week with th/' ejpauvrion. 
 The presentation of Andrew’s calling as prior to that of Simon Peter 

suggests that the narrative rests on very early tradition. kai; levgei 
aujtw'/, euJrhvkamen to;n Messivan. The term Messiva" occurs only 
twice in the NT, here and at Jn 4.25, and in each place a translation is 

supplied, to explain to the Greek-speaking reader what exactly the 

term means. o{ ejstin meqermhneuovmenon Cristov". That is, in 

translation, Christ, or (the) Anointed. In the words We have found the 

Messiah, God’s Anointed, the content of the evening’s conversation is 

disclosed. The sense is, ‘We have found the true Messiah, one quite 

different from other claimants’.  

A NOTE ON MESSIANISM IN THE TIME OF JESUS

Under the monarchy, the people of Judah developed as part of their 

religion a national ideology to express their hopes and dreams for the 

future. Much of it centred on the coming of an ideal king of the line of 

David who would ensure internal peace and justice throughout the 

land, and whose overlordship would be acknowledged by the Gentiles. 

The main texts are 2 Sam 7.12-19; Pss 2; 45; 72; 110; Isa 7.14 with 

9.1-6; Mic 5.1, and Ezek 34.23. This theme is the central and unchang-

ing factor in what is called Messianism.  
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 With the end of the Davidic monarchy in 587 B.C., the people of 

Judah had to accept that they were henceforth destined to live in daily 

contact with the great empires of the world, Babylonia, Persia, Alex-

ander and Rome. As their religious horizons widened, they began to 

think of God not primarily as King of Israel and then of the world, but 

vice versa. He was primarily King of the Universe, but the dream 

persisted, that he would one day send a Davidic king to restore the 

fortunes of his people. Only, the character of that earthly kingship 

changed. The earlier notion had envisaged a warrior like Joshua who 

would rule the Gentiles with a rod of iron (Ps 2.8-9), and fill the earth 

with their corpses (110.6). After the Exile, the prophets spoke in more 

spiritual tones. Isaiah’s vision of swords beaten into ploughshares (2.4 

|| Mic 4.3) is more precisely focussed: a descendant of the house of 

David would come, rich in wisdom and understanding, to establish 

universal peace (Isa 11.1-10; 42.1-9). Both before and after the Exile, 

the dream was of earthly happiness, in this life and in this world.  

 The non-appearance of this promised son of David inevitably led, 

over the centuries, to a decline of interest in the figure. Even Daniel, 

writing at the height of the Maccabean age, does not look for a Davidic 

Messiah, only for a military victory (note Dan 2.44) of the ‘people of 

the saints of the Most High’ over all other empires in the world (7.9-

27). Similarly, expectation of a messianic King, Davidic or not, does 

not figure anywhere in 1 Maccabees, in Sirach, Judith or Tobit. 

Assuredly, these books trust that God will re-establish righteousness 

on earth, but no Messianic King has any role in that work.  

 It is in the book 3 of the Sibylline Oracles, written probably in 

Alexandria around 163–140 B.C., that the notion of a heaven-sent king 

re-emerges. Though there is only one reference to this liberator, in 

lines 652-56, the entire section from line 692 to 795 describes how he 

by military action imposes peace, in the name of God, over all the 

earth.
9

 The idea is clearer still in the Psalms of Solomon, composed 

probably in the time of Pompey (63–48 B.C.). Here we find full-

blooded nationalism hoping for a king of the line of David to lead a 

revolt, crush the Gentiles, drive them from Jerusalem, and establish 

there his ideal kingdom (PsSol 17.21-44 [note v. 32]; 18.5-10 in OTP

II 667-69). Other texts of interest are discussed in Schürer II 504-13, 

and a systematic presentation of the idea is given on pp. 514-49. The 

popular appeal of such a nationalist ideology in the time of Jesus is 

evidenced by the revolts of Theudas and ‘the Egyptian’ (Acts 5.36 and 

21.38: see Schürer I 456, 464) and by the final uprising between A.D. 

64 and 70.  

 Jesus had expressly refused to accept the title of Messiah as long as 

it was understood as denoting a warrior-king (Mt 16.20 || Mk 8.29 || Lk 

9.20), and the Fourth Gospel reaffirms this uncompromisingly (Jn 

9

 For the text see OTP I 376-79; for comment, see Schürer II 501-502.  
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18.11, 36). When, therefore, Andrew says ‘We have found the 

Messiah’, the word ‘Messiah’ is to be understood not in the pre-exilic 

sense, nor in the then contemporary sense, but in the spiritually refined 

sense of the later prophets like the Second Isaiah. ‘Messiah’ in this 

verse denotes not the populist leader of a national independence 

movement, but rather that Lamb of God who is filled with the Spirit, 

that Chosen One of God described by the Baptist (Jn 1.29, 32-34). 

Compare Jesus’ words to Pilate in Jn 18.36-37.
10

42. h[gagen aujto;n pro;" to;n ÆIhsou'n. He brought him to Jesus. 

ejmblevya" aujtw'/ oJ ÆIhsou'" ei\pen. The Vulgate, which in v. 36 ren-
dered ejmblevya" as respiciens, here translates intuitus autem eum 

Iesus, implying that Jesus’ gaze went deeper and saw further than that 

of the Baptist. Where Jesus is the subject, the same preference for the 

translation intueri is found in Mk 10.21, 27. Perhaps: Jesus, regarding 

him intently, said. 

 Su; ei\ Sivmwn oJ uiJo;" ÆIwavnnou, su; klhqhvsh/ Khfa'", o} 
eJrmhneuvetai Pevtro". So you are Simon the son of John? You are 
to be called Cephas, which translates as Peter, or Rock.

11

 In contrast 

with Mt 16.17, the reader is not told why Simon is going to be called 

Cephas (Peter), or what it will signify. Its significance will be made 

clear only in the penultimate episode of the gospel, at Jn 21.15-19, 

where we read again, and for the first time since this initial encounter, 

the phrase Sivmwn ÆIwavnnou, three times, in vv. 15, 16 and 17.12 This 
inclusio spans the entire gospel. 

10

 For further detail see Schürer II §29, ‘Messianism’, 488-554, and Redemption 

and Resistance: The Messianic Hopes of Jews and Christians in Antiquity, eds. 

Markus Bockmuehl and James Carleton Paget, London, 2007. 

11

 The Greek reads more smoothly as a question, but there is no way of deciding 

whether it is a question or a statement. ‘A majority of the Committee regarded ÆIwna'
(read by A B

3 D f
1

f
13

 and most of the later Greek witnesses) as a scribal assimilation 

to Bar-Jona of Mt 16.17’ (TCGNT). The name Jonah referring to a man (other than 

the prophet) is so far unattested until the fourth century A.D. Hence others propose 

that Iwna may be a contraction of the third variant, Iwanna (Q 1241 pc vg), and that 

both forms may be abbreviations of Johanan (compare 4 Kgdms 25.23 B; 1 Paral 26.3 

A B). Iwannh" would serve as a translation of any of these words. See J. Jeremias in 

TWNT III 410 A
2-23

, Dodd, Historical Tradition, 307; Schnackenburg I 311 Anm. 1 = 

311 fn. 86. 

12

 And with the same textual variation: see NA
27

. The Fourth Gospel uses by 

preference the designation ‘Simon Peter’ (17 times), and uses ‘Peter’ obviously for 

brevity, where the two names have been given just before (1.45; 13.8, 37; 18.11, 

16ff., 26-27; 20.3-4; 21.7, 11, 17, 20-21). Thus Schnackenburg I 311 Anm. 3 = 312 

fn. 88. ‘Simon’ on its own occurs only where Jesus, in addressing the disciple very 

solemnly, identifies him by his parentage (1.41, 42; 21.15ff.) The reason is that 

neither ‘Peter’ nor ‘Cephas’ is, during the ministry of Jesus, a name; it is applied to 

this disciple as a sobriquet.  
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2. The Testimony of the First Disciples: 1.43-50 

1.43

 The next day he was minded to go to Galilee, and he found Philip and 

said to him, ‘Follow me’. 
44

 Now Philip was from Bethsaida, the town of 

Andrew and Peter. 
45

 Philip found Nathanael, and said to him, ‘We have 

found him of whom Moses wrote in the law, and the prophets too, Jesus, son 

of Joseph, from Nazareth.’ 
46

 Nathanael said to him, ‘Can anything good 

come out of Nazareth?’† Philip said to him, ‘Come and see.’ 
47

 Jesus saw 

Nathanael coming towards him, and said of him, ‘Behold, one who is truly 

an Israelite, in whom there is no guile!’ 
48

 Nathanael said to him, ‘How 

comes it that you know me?’ Jesus replied and said to him, ‘Before Philip 

called you, when you were under the fig-tree, I saw you.’
49

 Nathanael 

answered him, ‘Rabbi, you are the son of God! You are Israel’s king!’ 

50

 Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Is it because I told you that I had seen 

you under the fig-tree that you believe? You will see greater things than 

these.’  

[†or: So something good can come out of Nazareth?] 

43. th'/ ejpauvrion hjqevlhsen ejxelqei'n eij" th;n Galilaivan kai; 
euJrivskei Fivlippon. Jesus is usually taken to be the subject of 

hjqevlhsen and of euJrivskei. Andrew is sometimes suggested, for the 

following reasons. 1.41 reads euJrivskei ou|to" prw'ton to;n ajdelfo;n
ktl., and 1.43, kai; euJrivskei Fivlippon, so that if Andrew were in 
both cases the subject of euJrivskei, the prw'ton of v. 41 would be 
easily explained. Again, if in v. 43 the words kai; levgei aujtw'/ oJ
ÆIhsou'", ajkolouvqei moi are eliminated as a later editorial insertion,

13

the story runs more smoothly, for Jesus is thus from vv. 43 to 46, so 

to speak, off stage. Verses 40-46 then become two parallel stories 

approximately equal in length about Andrew (vv. 40-43) and Philip 

(vv. 44-46), each bringing to Jesus a new disciple. On this interpre-

tation, both Philip and Andrew begin their discipleship by (separately) 

introducing people to Jesus (1.40-46), as they will later appear together 

twice (6.6-9 and 12.20-22), on each occasion introducing people to 

Jesus. It is then a short step to suggesting that Philip was the unnamed 

companion of Andrew in 1.37-40.  

 This interpretation of v. 43 must be rejected, principally because 

Jesus was the subject of the preceding sentence (42b: oJ ÆIhsou'"
ei\pen), but also because it is hard to imagine this evangelist ever 
referring to the travel plans of a disciple. It was Jesus who had a mind 

to leave ‘for Galilee’; it is he (not Andrew) who finds Philip, and says 

to him ajkolouvqei moi, that is, ‘Follow me now to Galilee’, because 
there that he is about to reveal his glory (2.12). This leads smoothly 

into the next verse.  

13

 Thus Spitta, Johannesevangelium, 56-57; Wilckens, Entstehungsgeschichte, 35, 

and especially Boismard, ‘Les traditions johanniques’, RB 70 (1963), 39-42. 
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44. h\n de; oJ Fivlippo" ajpo; Bhqsai>dav, ejk th'" povlew" 
ÆAndrevou kai; Pevtrou. Philip, like Andrew, is a thoroughly Greek 
name, but not rare among Jews at the time. He is mentioned in all the 

lists of the twelve apostles, always in the fifth place, after Simon and 

Andrew, James and John (Mt 10.3 || Mk 3.18 || Lk 6.14 || Acts 1.13). 

ajpo v and ejk here have the same meaning. The significant word in the 

sentence is Bethsaida, meaning ‘Fishers-Home’. Bethsaida was on the 

north-east shore of Lake Gennesareth in the territory of Herod Philip 

the tetrarch (Ant. XVIII ii 1 = 28; War II ix 1 = 168; III x 7 = 515; Life 

lxxii = 399), and therefore home to a mixed population of Jews and 

Gentiles.
14

  

45. euJrivskei Fivlippo" to;n Naqanah;l kai; levgei aujtw'/, o}n 
e[grayen Mwu>sh'" ejn tw'/ novmw/ kai; oiJ profh'tai euJrhvkamen. 
Nathanael is introduced solely by his impeccably Hebrew name; the 

reader will soon learn more about his character. He of whom Moses 

wrote, in the Law, is most obviously intended to evoke the blessing of 

Jacob in Gen 49.10 (‘the sceptre shall not depart from Judah’), the 

oracle of Balaam in Num 24.16 (‘a star shall come forth out of Jacob’), 

and the words in Deut 18.15, 18-19, where Moses assures the people 

that God will ‘raise up a prophet like myself from among you’;  

‘prophet’ at 1.21c.  

 The prophets too wrote of him. Several texts were mentioned above 

in the note on Messianism at Jn 1.41, of which the most relevant for 

the present verse is Isa 11.1: ‘there shall come forth a sprout from the 

stump of Jesse, and an offshoot (rx,nE = ne!εr) shall grow out of its 

roots’. The same idea, though with a different Hebrew word (jm'x, = 
!εma˙) meaning ‘branch’, is found in Isa 4.1 (‘the branch of the Lord 
shall be beautiful and glorious’, RSV); in Jer 23.5-6 (‘I will raise up 

for David a righteous Branch’); in 33.15 (‘I will cause a righteous 

Branch to spring forth for David’); in Zech 3.8 (‘I will bring my 

servant, the Branch’), and 6.12 (‘the man whose name is the Branch… 

he shall build the temple of the Lord’). That both rx,nE = ne!εr and jm'x, = 
!εma˙ were equally applied to the Messiah is clear from the Targums. 

In the five texts just cited for jm'x, = !εma˙, the Targum of Jonathan 
always substitutes for this term the word ‘Messiah, Anointed One’: so 

we read in Jer 23.5, ‘I shall raise up for David the Messiah of 

righteousness’, and find virtually identical renderings, with ‘Messiah’ 

or ‘Anointed One’, in the other texts. The same replacement occurs 

14

 Its exact location is elusive, but it is usually identified with Khirbet el-’Araj, on 

the shore. Three kilometres to the east, a rocky hill now nameless and known simply 

as et-Tell was perhaps the site of the new town known as (Bethsaida) Julias built by 

Herod Philip and named after the daughter of Augustus, further evidence of a Gentile 

population in the area. For detail see Schürer II 171-72 (which leaves the identifi-

cations open); Abel, Géographie II 279-80; Dalman, Sacred Sites and Ways, 161-65; 

G. A. Smith, Historical Geography, 456-58.  
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with rx,nE = ne!εr in Isa 11.1 (‘the Messiah shall be exalted from the 

sons of his sons’).
15

 ‘Offshoot’ and ‘Branch’ were clearly equivalent 

technical terms for the Messiah who was to stem from the root of 

David, as this overtly messianic interpretation shows.
16

  

 That this was so in NT times is clear from three texts of Qumran. 

4Q174, a collection of texts from 2 Samuel and the Psalter, contains at 

line 11 a comment on 2 Sam 7.11-14, ‘He is the Branch of David (jmx 
dywd = !m˙ dwyd)’; 4QpGena = 4Q252 speaks at lines 3-4 of ‘the 
Messiah of Righteousness, the Branch of David’ (again, dywd jmx = 
!m˙ dwyd); and 4QpIsaa = 4Q161 8-10 is a comment on Isa 11.1 

(DSSE, 3rd ed., 294, 260, 268; DSSE, 4th ed., 354, 302, 321 respec-

tively). The Testament of Judah 24, a mosaic of messianic allusions, 

also speaks of the Star rising out of Jacob as ‘the Shoot of God’ (24.4: 

ou|to" oJ blasto;" qeou' uJyivstou) and ‘a rod of righteousness for the 
nations’ (rJavbdo" dikaiosunh'" toi'" e[qnesi).17  

ÆIhsou'n uiJo;n tou' ÆIwshvf. In Matthew, Jesus is called ‘son of 

David’ nine times; in Mark, three times; in Luke, three times; but 

never in John. The strikingly different phrase here in Jn 1.45, Jesus son 

of Joseph, since it is found nowhere else in the NT, gives pause for 

thought, and Boismard makes an attractive proposal. He suggests that 

the ministry of the Baptist here recorded took place at Aenon near 

Salim (compare Jn 3.23, and the comment there), and that this Aenon 

was on the edge of Samaria.
18

 Since the Samaritans accepted as holy 

books only the five books of Moses, it was natural that they should 

revere as religious leaders only those who figured in those books, 

notably Moses (hence their interest in the ‘prophet like Moses’ of Deut 

18.17-18) and of course Joseph, father of Ephraim and Manasseh, the 

two tribes whose territory embraced the central mountains of the 

 

15

 The italics signify the divergence from the Hebrew text. The texts may be 

checked in The Aramaic Bible: The Targums.

16

 C. T. R. Hayward, in The Targum of Jeremiah, 111 fn. 3 refers to J. J. Brierre-

Narbonne, Exégèse Targumique des Prophéties Messianiques, Paris, 1936, pp. 50-51; 

also to P. Humbert, ‘Le Messie dans le Targum des Prophètes,’ RTP 44 (1911), 6-7. 

17

OTP I 801; M. De Jonge, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 77.  

18

 This is part of Boismard’s general theory concerning the composition of the 

Gospel, but it is not necessary to accept the whole theory in order to admit this 

proposal. That the Baptist answered the queries from Jerusalem at ‘Bethany beyond 

the Jordan’ (Jn 1.19-28) is eminently credible, and indeed v. 28 appears to imply that 

what followed took place somewhere else (or why put 28 at that point, and not later?). 

That the evangelist should have taken other stories which happened in other places 

and at other times, and linked them together as happening on successive days of one 

week, is also quite credible; and the intention of so grouping the episodes will, natu-

rally, become clear only at the end of the week. One obvious advantage of Boismard’s 

proposal is that the distance from the place of John’s baptizing to Cana in Galilee is 

immediately reduced by more than a half, thus obviating the problem of reaching 

Cana ‘on the third day’ after leaving the lower Jordan. 
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ancient kingdom of Israel (Josh 16–17), the region known in NT times 

as ‘Samaria’. Schürer writes that nothing precise can be known about 

the ‘messianic expectations’ of the Samaritans, because the extant 

sources are much too late,
19

 but Boismard cites two texts which seem 

plausible enough, in which the patriarch Joseph is given the title 

‘Owner’ of the land (= King) and placed next to Moses, ‘the Prophet’.
20

 

Thus while the term ‘son of Joseph’ in Jn 1.45 certainly refers to 

Jesus’ status as son of the carpenter of Nazareth, the phrase might have 

been chosen to evoke also the memory of Joseph the patriarch, from 

whom the Samaritans hoped for the restoration of the kingdom of 

Israel. If this scene is set not in Judaea, but in a largely Samaritan area, 

it would explain why Philip says ‘son of Joseph’ rather than ‘son of 

David’.  

 to;n ajpo; Nazarevt. Nazareth is nowhere mentioned until it 

appears in the NT, and until the time of Constantine it remained a 

wholly Jewish town, or rather village, in which no Greek or Samaritan 

or Christian lived.
21

 The name occurs only twice in John’s Gospel, here 

and in v. 46,
22

 and is quite clearly etymologically linked with the shoot 

or branch of a tree (tr,x;nÒ Nĕßārεt, from nεßεr). No one who thought in 
Aramaic would have failed to recognize in this story the possibility of 

a link between the man from ‘Branchtown’ or ‘Branchville’ and ‘the 

Branch of David’. ‘Jesus son of Joseph, from Nazareth’ hints at the 

one who will be both ‘king of Israel’ (for Samaria) and ‘the Branch 

from the root of Jesse’ (for the Jews).  Jn 1.49; 4.21-22, 25-26. 

 

46. kai; ei\pen aujtw'/ Naqanahvl, ejk Nazare;t duvnataiv ti 
ajgaqo;n ei\naiÉ levgei aujtw'/ [oJ] Fivlippo", e[rcou kai; i[de. And 
Nathanael said to him, Can anything good come out of Nazareth? 

Philip said to him, Come and see. The sentence, thus translated, is 

taken to mean that Nathanael is sceptical (some even say ‘scornful’) 

about the likelihood of anything good emerging from Nazareth. This 

interpretation, however, does not sit comfortably next to the high 

praise of Nathanael’s character, by Jesus himself, in v. 47, and such a 

thought would have been more clearly expressed had the evangelist 

written duvnataiv ti ajgaqo;n ginvesqai. There is much to be said for 
translating Nathanael’s words in a way which also does justice to his 

choice of the verb ei\nai: So something good can come out of Nazar-
eth? Philip’s answer, Come and see, suits either rendering equally 

well. Augustine suggests, and prefers, this alternative, while admitting 

19

 Schürer II 513. 

20

 Boismard. Jean, 93b.  

21

 Epiphanius, Adversus haereses 30,11: PG 41.424, cited in ELS 2. For 

nomenclature and historical detail, see Abel, Géographie II 249; Dalman, Sacred 

Sites and Ways, 57-60.  

22

 Not counting Nazwrai'o" in Jn 18.5, 7; 19.19. 
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that it was in his day not the usual interpretation.
23

 Aquinas follows 

him. On e[rcou kai; i[de  1.39; the only difference is that here the 

verbs are singular, and that i[de is indubitably imperative. These words 
certainly include, as in v. 39a, more than an invitation to see Jesus 

physically; they are an invitation to approach the house of Wisdom, as 

in Prov 9.1-5 and Isa 55.1-3. 

47. ei\den oJ ÆIhsou'" to;n Naqanah;l ejrcovmenon pro;" aujto;n, 
kai; levgei peri; aujtou', ÒIde ajlhqw'" ÆIsrahlivth" ejn w|/ dovlo" 
oujk e[stin. Jesus saw Nathanael coming towards him: (that is, 
physically and spiritually approaching him, for the two go together in 

this story), and said of him, Behold one who is truly an Israelite, in 

whom there is no guile! 

ÆIsrahlivth" occurs nine times in the NT: five times in Acts, as a 
formal address to assembled Jews (2.22; 3.12; 5.35; 13.16; 21.28); 

three times in Paul, when he is stressing his racial and religious creden-

tials (Rom 9.4; 11.1; 2 Cor 11.22); and here (only) in the gospels.
24

ajlhqw'" ÆIsrahlivth" proclaims the genuineness of Nathanael’s devo-
tion to the God of Israel. The use of the adverb with a noun to mean 

real, genuine, is both classical and common, and recurs in Jn 8.31.
25

Here, as elsewhere in John, the Greek meaning of ‘genuine’ is com-

bined with the Hebraic meaning of ‘being faithful to one’s word’ (see 

JV 1727g).  

 ejn w|/ dovlo" oujk e[stin. The absence of dovlo", that is, of any 
deceitfulness, dishonesty or insincerity is a mark of one who is 

righteous before God: see Pss 24.4; 32.2; 34.13; 139.4. Jacob had 

signally lacked this quality: ‘your brother came with guile and took 

away your blessing’ (ejlqw;n oJ ajdelfov" sou meta; dovlou e[laben th;n
eujlogivan sou, Gen 27.35). Not so Nathanael.

48. levgei aujtw'/ Naqanahvl, povqen me ginwvskei"É ajpekrivqh 
ÆIhsou'" kai; ei\pen aujtw'/, pro; tou' se Fivlippon fwnh'sai o[nta 
uJpo; th;n sukh'n ei\dovn se. The point of v. 48 is that Jesus had some 

knowledge which so astounds Nathanael that it elicits the great 

confession of v. 49

 Commentators are at a loss to decide what this knowledge was, or 

to find a satisfactory explanation for the reference to the fig tree. It 

may be that the evangelist intended to leave the matter equally 

unknown to us; it may be that the early recipients of the gospel knew 

what the saying referred to, and that this knowledge is long lost 

23

 Augustine, In Ioannem VI 15.  

24

 On the usage of the word, see also the comment on ‘Israel’ at Jn 1.49. 

25

 Plato writes ejkei'nov" ejstin oJ ajlhqw'‘ oujranov" (Phaedo 129e), and ajlhqw'"
ajgaqoiv (Laws 642cd). See also Ruth 3.12, ajlhqw'" ajgcisteu;" ejgwv; Josephus, Ant.
IX 256, oJ ajlhqw'" qeov"; BDAG gives further instances.  
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(Dibelius).
26

 The most common suggestion is that to study the Scrip-

tures under a tree, and perhaps particularly a fig tree, was a common 

practice among the rabbis.
27

 All these suggestions are merely surmises, 

which can be neither proved nor disproved.  

49. ajpekrivqh aujtw'/ Naqanahvl, rJabbiv, su; ei\ oJ uiJo;" tou' qeou', 
su; basileu;" ei\ tou' ÆIsrahvl. On rJabbiv,  1.38. su; ei\ ktl. is ‘in 
the style of a confession of faith’ (Schnackenburg).  

oJ uiJo;" tou' qeou'. This is not to be understood at this point in the 
narrative as a confession of metaphysical sonship in a Trinitarian 

sense.
28

 Indeed, there is no clear evidence that in Palestinian Judaism 

the title ‘Son of God’ was ever applied to the Messiah even in a 

metaphorical sense during pre-Christian times, probably for fear of 

arousing misunderstanding in the non-Jewish world. The divine 

sonship of the Davidic Messiah had indeed been clearly declared in 2 

Sam 7.14; Pss 2.7; 89.27-28; but these OT texts were intended only to 

affirm the legitimacy of the claim of the line of David to the throne, 

not to assert that there was some exceptional ontological relationship 

between God and the monarch. 1 Enoch 105.2 has often been cited as 

an example of God’s calling the Messiah ‘my son’, and for this reason 

often dismissed as a Christian interpolation; but since the discoveries 

of fragments of the work at Qumran, Matthew Black has argued con-

vincingly that the reference is not to the Messiah but to Methuselah.
29

The only other texts which refer to the Messiah as ‘son of God’ are 4

Ezra 7.28; 13.32, 37, 52; 14.9;
30

 these do indeed have in the Latin 

‘filius meus’, but the phrase is certainly a translation of the Greek 

pai'", which is in turn a rendering of the Hebrew yDib][' (>abdi), meaning 
my servant, not ‘my son’.

31

 Moreover, according to most scholars, 4

Ezra was written around A.D. 100. Consequently, the title ‘son of 

God’ on the lips of Nathanael must bear a meaning not previously 

found in Judaism, namely, that Jesus enjoys an utterly unique relation-

ship with God.
32

26

Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, Tübingen, 6th ed., 1971, 114 = From 

Tradition to Gospel, Cambridge and London, 1971, 117. 

27

 Several references are given in SB II 371; note especially Midrash R. Qoh. 5.11 

cited in SB I 858, or in the ETr (Soncino), 151. 

28

 ‘Si enim intellexisset eum esse Filium Dei per naturam, non dixisset Tu es Rex 

Israel solum, sed totius mundi’, and then (on maius his videbis) ‘ducam te ad 

maiorem cognitionem, ut scilicet credas me Filium Dei naturalem et Regem omnium 

saeculorum’ (Aquinas).  

29

The Book of Enoch or 1 Enoch, 318-19. 

30

OTP I 537, 552, 553. 

31

 See Eduard Lohse, uiJov", in TWNT VIII 361-63. 

32

 Mowinckel too supports this view: see He That Cometh, 293-94. Further detail 

may be found in Dalman, Worte Jesus, 219-23 = ETr The Words of Jesus, 268-88; 

and in SB III 15-20.  
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su; basileu;" ei\ tou' ÆIsrahvl. Apart from those texts which refer 
to a monarch of the Northern Kingdom, the term ‘King of Israel’ 

appears only twice in the OT, in Zeph 3.15 and in Isa 44.6, referring in 

each case to Yahweh, king of Israel. Nowhere in the OT is the term 

used of the expected Messiah. Among the Apocrypha and Pseude-

pigrapha of the OT, the title figures only once, in the Psalms of 

Solomon (mid-first century B.C.), in [PsSol] 17.42, though the concept 

is implicit from v. 21 onwards; it is safe to say that the author of this 

psalm eagerly hoped for someone to lead a military revolt against the 

Roman occupation army. This leader is called ‘son of David’ (21), ‘the 

Lord Messiah’ (32) and ‘king of Israel’ (42).
33

 The term ‘King of 

Israel’ does not occur at Qumran, not even in the War Scroll, and is 

certainly not a title in common use.  

 To discern the precise meaning of ‘King of Israel’, it is necessary to 

compare it with ‘King of the Jews’. All four Gospels stress that Jesus 

was condemned as ‘King of the Jews’ (Jn 18.33, 39; 19.3, [14,] 19, 21; 

Mt 27.11, 29, 33; Mk 15.2, 9, 12, 18, 26; Lk 23.3, 37, 38), and the 

political implications of claiming that title are all too clear in the narra-

tives. ‘King of Israel’, by contrast, is found in the NT only four times, 

here in Jn 1.49, in 12.13, and in the mockery of the Jewish leaders on 

Golgotha, at Mt 27.42 || Mk 15.32. It is, however, an oversimpli-

fication to say that ‘King of the Jews’ carries political overtones, and 

that ‘King of Israel’ does not; or that Jesus rejected the former title, but 

accepted the latter. In NT times, in Palestinian Judaism, the terms used 

by the indigenous population for self-designation were ‘Israel’ and 

‘children of Israel’.
34

 Outside Palestine, those who shared the religion 

of Israel would refer to themselves as ‘Jews’, and would use the terms 

‘Israel’ and ‘children of Israel’ only in prayer, preaching and liturgy.
35

King of Israel on Nathanael’s lips is therefore wholly idiomatic from a 

Palestinian. It has been suggested that perhaps the use of this title 

implies that Nathanael had a nationalistic messianic expectation, and 

33

OTP II 667, 668. Note the editor’s comment on ‘the Lord Messiah’. The title 

‘Messiah’ recurs in PsSol 18.5, 7 (OTP II 669). 

34

 Thus the author of 1 Maccabees always uses ‘Israel’ for self-designation, when 

writing in his own person, but always writes ‘Jews’ when quoting what Gentiles say 

(e.g. 10.23; 11.50) or in recording diplomatic correspondence (e.g. 8.21-32; 12.1-23; 

14.20-23; 15.1-9) and so forth. The rabbis were later to follow the same practice. In 

the Palestinian literature of the age (Sirach, Judith, Tobit, Baruch, the Psalms of 

Solomon, 4 Ezra, The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, 3 Enoch) the word ‘Jews’ 

never once occurs, even though all others who did not belong to this group would 

have designated its members simply as ‘Jews’. See TWNT III 361-64 (K. G. Kuhn).  

35

TWNT III 364-66 (by K. G. Kuhn) and 372-74 (by Walter Gutbrod). Kuhn illus-

trates in detail how 2 Maccabees, representing Hellenistic Judaism, follows a usage 

opposite to that of 1 Maccabees, and normally writes of ‘Jews’, reserving Israel for 

liturgy and prayer. 
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that Jesus corrects him in v. 51.
36

 Yet since there is only one known 

example of the title’s being used in that nationalist sense (PsSol 17.42: 

see the preceding paragraph), it is legitimate to seek an alternative 

explanation.  

 ‘Israel’ occurs only four times in John (1.31, 50; 3.10; 12.13),
37

denoting always the People of God as a religious, not a national, entity. 

To be king ‘of the Jews’ would be to reign as an earthly monarch 

merely over that part of God’s people which happened to be alive on 

earth at the moment. To be ‘King of Israel’ is to be God’s viceroy on 

earth, and to have a part assigned in the redemptive drama of God’s 

Chosen People, which stretches back in time and forward to the end 

of time. So Nathanael, when he calls Jesus ‘Israel’s king’, gives an 

entirely new title to Jesus, the prima facie meaning of which is 

messianic, the long-term, the divine (Jn 20.28, 31). The title, here at Jn 

1.49, and at the entry into Jerusalem (12.13), has no political impli-

cations: both the first and the second part of the Gospel begin with a 

statement that Jesus’ kingdom is not of this world.  

50. ajpekrivqh ÆIhsou'" kai; ei\pen aujtw'/, ÓOti ei\povn soi o{ti 
ei\dovn se uJpokavtw th'" sukh'", pisteuvei"É 38

 Whether Jesus’ 

remark is translated as a question or a statement (‘You believe because 

I told you…’), its meaning is the same. meivzw touvtwn o[yh/. You will 
see greater things than these. o[yh/ is singular, and the promise in this 
verse is therefore to Nathanael alone, assuring him that he will witness 

greater things than Jesus’ knowledge of him when he was under the fig 

tree: the phrase meivzw touvtwn will recur at 5.20 and 14.12.  

 If the story had ended here, it would (with v. 51 omitted) have led 

smoothly straight into the Wedding at Cana, the home town of 

Nathanael,
39

 where greater things began to take place. But the greater 

things promised comprise more than the sign at Cana, as v. 51 

explains.  

36

 John Painter, ‘Christ and the Church in John 1.51’, in M. De Jonge, L’Evangile 

de Jean, 1977, 359-62. 

37

 ‘Israelite’ once (1.48), ‘Jew[s]’ 70 times. 

38

 The variation from the text of 1.48 (uJpokavtw with the genitive replacing uJpo
with the accusative) is not significant: ‘when repeating a phrase, John is apt to alter it 

slightly, either by a change in the order of the words, or by using a different word’ 

(Bernard). Likewise with the variant readings for meivzw: meizona is the uncontracted 
form, and meizwn an instance of the ‘irrational n’ often found in certain manuscripts 

(see MHT II 161, 113).  

39

 According to Jn 21.2, the only other text where Nathanael is mentioned in this 

Gospel.  
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3. ‘You will see Heaven opened’: 1.51 

Verse 51 ‘has caused as much trouble for commentators as any other 

single verse in the Fourth Gospel’ (R. E. Brown). Many think that this 

verse was inserted into an already completed narrative; but if it is such 

a subsequent addition to a previously finished text, it is impossible to 

decide whether the alteration was made by the evangelist himself, or 

by a later editor. In any case, all manuscripts contain it, so it is 

certainly part of the canonical Gospel.  

 Jesus said to him [levgei aujtw'/, in the singular], Amen, Amen I say 
to you [ÆAmh;n ajmh;n levgw uJmi'n, in the plural]; and the remainder of 
the sentence is in the plural. It is probably this unusual construction 

which first entices many to posit that v. 51 must have been written by 

someone other than the author of the verses in the immediate context; 

unusual though the construction may be, it serves to make a point quite 

clearly. Jesus solemnly assures Nathanael, who has just made the most 

remarkable profession of faith, that not only he, but his companions 

too, will see heaven opened and angels ascending and descending upon 

the Son of Man. This is the first occurrence of ÆAmh;n ajmh;n levgw 
uJmi'n in the Gospel, where it appears 25 times, always on the lips of 

Jesus, where it denotes a more than usually solemn assurance that the 

statement which follows is both true and very important. The content 

of this particular saying, the first to be prefaced by ÆAmh;n ajmh;n levgw 
uJmi'n, therefore demands close scrutiny.  

o[yesqe to;n oujrano;n ajnew/govta kai; tou;" ajggevlou" tou' 
qeou' ajnabaivnonta" kai; katabaivnonta" ejpi; to;n uiJo;n tou' 
ajnqrwvpou. These words raise three questions: What is the meaning of 

the opened heaven? What is the significance of the angels ascending 

and descending? And what is the meaning of the Son of man? On one 

point only is there a consensus, namely, that the phrase about the 

angels ‘ascending and descending’ is an allusion to Gen 28.12, because

only there do these words occur, in this order, in the entire OT. In the 

LXX we read verbatim: kai; tou;" ajggevlou" tou' qeou' ajnabaivnon-
ta" kai; katabaivnonta". Why do the angels first go up and then 

come down? 

 Joachim Jeremias once proposed that this saying about the angels 

should be interpreted in the light of certain late Jewish ideas about Gen 

28.17 and 22, according to which the stone of Bethel was the place of 

the presence of God, above which was the door leading into heaven.
40

The suggestion never found acceptance.  

 In 1922 Burney had called attention to a text in the Midrash 

Rabbah on Gen 28.12, which records a rabbinical dispute on whether 

40

 ‘Die Berufung des Nathanael (Joh. 1.45ff.)’, Angelos 3 (1928), 2-5. 



166 JOHN 1–4

the angels were ascending and descending on the ladder (thus the LXX 

also), or on Jacob himself, for the Hebrew pronoun could bear either 

meaning.
41

 The former opinion was favoured by the majority of rabbis, 

but the latter could not be excluded. Some rabbis who supported the 

second opinion held that the angels who ascended wished to compare 

the features of the earthly Jacob with his archetype in heaven before 

descending to be once more Jacob’s guardians on earth. 

 Odeberg in 1929 proposed that the writer of Jn 1.51 accepted the 

second interpretation of Genesis, and substituted for ‘Jacob’ (under-

stood as the personification of all Israel) ‘the Son of Man’ (intended to 

be understood as the embodiment of the new Israel). The sense of Jn 

1.51 would therefore be that the Son of Man on earth was in constant 

touch with his archetype in heaven through thousands of ministering 

angels (Odeberg cites Dan 7.10).
42

 Bultmann was sympathetic to 

Odeberg insofar as this interpretation unites Jesus the individual with 

his heavenly archetype, but critical of the proposal that the Son of Man

embraced the whole community of believers, who would therefore 

themselves be destined to share here on earth Jesus’ communion with 

the world above.
43

 There is, however, nothing in John to corroborate 

the suggestion that Jesus had an archetype in heaven, or that angelic 

mediators could serve any useful function for him who was always one 

with the Father (Jn 10.30).  

 Wilhelm Michaelis suggested that Jn 1.51 was inspired by the 

Synoptic accounts of the Baptism and Temptation, and even rejected 

any reference to Gen 28.12.
44

 Yet the differences are significant. The 

angels mentioned in John are not ministering angels, but mediators or 

messengers, and in John heaven is (apparently) not momentarily but 

permanently open.  

 More commonly, Jn 1.51 is explained by reference to the Resur-

rection, the Ascension or the Parousia of the Lord. The insertion of ajpÆ 
a[rti before o[yesqe is evidence that many copyists thought of this 
verse in terms of Mt 26.64,

45

 and interpreted it, presumably, as 

referring to the coming of the Son of Man at the Parousia (compare Mt 

16.27-28, ‘with his angels’). Thus Bernard: ‘The vision of this [final 

and glorious] Advent [cf. Dan 7.13] seems to be what is promised to 

Nathanael and his believing companions.’
46

 It is a sensible and uncom-

41

 In the Soncino edition, the reference is LXVIII 12. Burney’s somewhat different 

translation is printed out in Dodd, Interpretation, 245: they give the reference as 

70.12.  

42

 Odeberg, The Fourth Gospel, 33-45.  

43

 Bultmann, Johannesevangelium, 74 fn. 4 = ETr 105 fn. 4. 

44

 ‘Joh. 1.51, Gen 28.12 und das Menschensohn Problem’, TLZ 85 (1960), 561-78.  

45

 For the textual evidence, see NA
27

.

46

 I 68. Bernard also gives (70-72) a very useful selection of early patristic texts to 

support his affirmation that ‘no commentator before Augustine suggests any con-

nection between Gen 28.13 and Jn 1.51’. It is astonishing, but apparently true.  
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plicated explanation, and suits the context. Yet the words in John may 

perhaps disclose a different meaning. 

 Surprisingly few commentaries on Jn 1.51 contain a cross-reference 

to Isa 64.1, ‘O that thou wouldst rend the heavens and come down!’ 

eja;n ajnoivxh/" to;n oujranovn… (= 63.19c in the LXX).
47

 No one, as far 

as I know, has in practice employed this verse of Isaiah for the inter-

pretation of Jn 1.51, which is astonishing when one considers how 

many hold that 1.51 was originally an isolated saying. Once again, the 

Targum of Isaiah helps, for several sections represent the mainstream 

of rabbinical exegesis between A.D. 80 and the revolt of Bar Kokhba 

in 132–135.
48

 In particular, many passages clearly presuppose ‘the 

national existence of God’s people, whether as presently fallen into 

decay or soon to be restored… Within this perspective, the Messiah, 

repentance and Shekhinah
49

 are all urgently desired; only their realiza-

tion can bring about the restoration of the sanctuary and the return of 

the house of Israel from exile.’
50

 ‘Who is this that comes from Edom, in crimsoned garments from 

Bozrah, he that is glorious in his apparel, marching in the greatness of 

his strength?’ Thus Isa 63.1a-d, according to the RSV. The Targum 

transforms this passage, in a rendering which comes alive if ‘Edom’ 

and ‘Bozrah’ are taken as code-names for Rome. ‘He is about to bring 

a stroke upon Edom, a strong avenger upon Bozrah, to take the just 

retribution of his people, just as he swore to them by his Memra’. The 

words in italics are interpretative, and have no corresponding words in 

the Hebrew text. This militarist rewriting of the prophetical text is 

exactly the message which would have appealed most in the years after 

A.D. 70. Then comes the great prayer (63.15 to 64.12) centred on 64.1, 

‘O that thou wouldst rend the heavens and come down!’ The prayer is 

too long to cite in its entirety, but a glance at the Targum will show 

how deeply its words must have been burnt into the minds and 

memories of those Jews who lived in Palestine or elsewhere between 

A.D. 70 and 135. In the Targum, the two verses 64.10-11 are rendered 

very literally, as needing no interpretation, but the translation of other 

verses illustrates how the devastation of Jerusalem and of the Temple 

was interpreted at a theological and religious level. (Once again, the 

words in italics are interpretative, and have no corresponding words in 

the Hebrew text.) ‘[63.17]…return your Shekhinah to your people for 

the sake of your servants, the righteous, to whom you swore by your 

Memra to make among them the tribes of your heritage. [63.18] For a 

little while your holy people possessed your sanctuary…[64.7] …you 

47

 Westcott, Barrett and Schnackenburg are among the rare exceptions. 

48

 Chilton xxi-xxiii. See also Schürer I 104-105.  

49

 Shekhinah, sic, and so throughout in B. D. Chilton’s writing. 

50

 In other passages, from a later age, ‘the Messiah and the Shekhinah already 

exist in God’s sight, repentance has begun and even the sanctuary is already present, 

albeit in heaven’. Chilton xx. 
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have taken up the face of your Shekhinah from us, and handed us over

into the hand of our sins.’ These verses show how deeply Judaism 

grieved over the departure of the Shekinah from the holy place, and 

how earnestly the people longed for its return. In the light of this 

longing, it may be significant that the prayer of 64.1 is omitted, and 

that the following words are substituted: ‘Not for them [the Gentiles] 

did you incline the heavens and reveal yourself’. Is this version, one 

wonders, a protest against the Christian teaching of the Incarnation?
51

o[yesqe to;n oujrano;n ajnew/govta. In John, the verb o[yesqai is 
regularly used as a promise that the disciples will be given some 

spiritual insight (Jn 1.39, 50, 51 [contrast 3.36]; 11.40; 16.16, 17, 19), 

as distinct from merely bodily sight (qewrei'n): see JV 1598. ajnew/-
govta is a second perfect participle, the only form in which ajnoivgw is 
intransitive (BDF 101 [p. 53]; BAG 2, citing also 1 Cor 16.9, quvra moi 
ajnevw/gen megavlh). Translate therefore: you will have sight of heaven 
wide open.  

The word oujranov" is relatively infrequent in John, except in chs. 3 

and 6. Outside these chapters, it occurs only four times (Jn 1.32, 51; 

12.28; 17.1); but it is found six times in ch. 3 (5, 13 [×3], 27, 31) and 

nine times in ch. 6 (31, 32, 33, 38, 41, 42, 50, 51, 58). It is surely not 

accidental that the term occurs mainly in contexts that speak of rebirth 

through water and the Spirit, and of Jesus as the life-giving bread from 

heaven. Perhaps here in 1.51 the writer (or editor) already has in mind 

the manner in which the disciples are going to see heaven wide open,

through baptism and by sharing the life-giving Word at the eucharistic 

table. Compare Rev 21.1-2, where the holy city, new Jerusalem, 

‘comes down’ out of heaven, from God, and the dwelling of God 

(skhnhv) is pitched on earth.  
 The angels ascending and descending furnish an unmistakable ref-

erence to the story of Jacob at Bethel (Gen 28.12), and the desire to 

make a clear reference to the OT text is sufficient in itself to explain 

the curious order of the two verbs. More to the point, the angelic trans-

migrations are not the central theme of that story.
52

 Attention should 

rather be directed first of all to Gen 28.13-15, where God promises 

Jacob possession of the land, a numerous posterity, a destiny that will 

prove to be a blessing for all peoples of the earth, and everlasting 

divine protection. In the Targums, both Neofiti and Pseudo-Jonathan
53

speak of ‘the glory of the Shekinah of the Lord’ dwelling in that place 

(Gen 28.16) and Pseudo-Jonathan adds that the place itself is ‘founded 

beneath the Throne of Glory’ (28.17). Such are their interpretations of 

51

 Translation by Chilton 122-23. 

52 a[ggelo" (Matthew, 6 times; Mark 20 times; Lk 25 times) is hardly used in 

John. It is found only here, at 1.51; at 12.19; and at 20.12. Jn 5.4 is inauthentic. 

53

 But not that of Onqelos, which stays close to the Hebrew text, and does not 

mention the Shekinah. 



 1.35-51 169 

the Hebrew text, ‘This is none other than the house of God, this is the 

gate of heaven’ (28.17). In Jn 1.51 the allusion to Gen 28.17 is not 

hard to discern: the primary meaning is that the disciples will come to 

perceive that Jesus as Son of Man is the locus where the glory of the 

Shekinah is made manifest on earth. This is the only occasion in John 

where ejpiv followed by the accusative is used in a good sense with 
reference to Jesus. However, the reader should not forget the other 

promises made to Jacob in Gen 28.13-15, and in particular that the 

people descended from him, and from his father Abraham, was des-

tined by God to be the source of blessings for all the nations of the 

earth.  

 The meaning of the term ‘Son of Man’ in this Gospel will be dis-

cussed in detail later, at Jn 3.14, and in Excursus VI, ‘The Son of 

Man’, but something must be said about its meaning here in 1.51. In 

the Synoptics, Jesus speaks of ‘the coming of the Son of Man in the 

glory of his Father with his holy angels’ and of ‘the kingdom of God 

arrived in power’ (Mt 16.27-28 || Mk 8.38–9.1 || Lk 9.26-27). The 

theme recurs in Mt 24.29-30 || Mk 13.26-27, which interpret the sig-

nificance of the destruction of Jerusalem. That which to all Jews 

appeared to be the ultimate disaster, is presented in the Synoptics as 

ajrch; wjdivnwn, the onset of birth-pangs (Mt 24.8 || Mk 13.8); that is, it 

is presented as having been, in God’s plan, the occasion for Jesus’ 

followers to make the final break from the ritual institutions of Juda-

ism. When Christians see these things happening, they are to know that 

summer is nigh (Mt 24.32-33 || Mk 13.28-29 || Lk 21.29-30). 

 In Jn 1.41 and 49, the disciples are shown hailing Jesus as the 

Messiah, the one who was to restore the political kingdom by re-

establishing the throne of David in Jerusalem. John 1.51 points away 

from this expectation, to the idea of an everlasting kingdom coming, as 

in Daniel’s vision, not from earthly power, but down from heaven 

through One like a Son of Man (Dan 7.13-14). It is a promise to 

Nathanael (levgei aujtw'/) that he and all Jesus’ disciples will see the 
fulfilment of the promise related in Mt 26.64 || Mk14.62 || Lk 22.69, 

that they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven, will 

see heaven wide open (in the sense of Dan 7.13), and the glory of God, 

the divine presence or Shekinah, once again made manifest on earth. 

Though their bodily eyes will not see the restoration of the earthly 

Temple in Jerusalem, the disciples will be given the spiritual insight to

perceive in the nascent Church the fulfilment of the promises to 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, of a new Israel with a multitudinous prog-

eny through which all the nations of the world shall be blessed (Gen 

28.13-14). 



 

EXCURSUS VI 

THE SON OF MAN

 

 

 

 

In the Synoptic Gospels, this phrase is on some occasions unquestionably 

intended to recall, and to identify Jesus with, the figure in Dan 7.13 (Mt 

24.30; 26.64 || Mk 13.26; 14.62 || Lk 21.27; 22.69). There is no such 

indubitable allusion to Daniel in John, and consequently the precise 

import of ‘Son of Man’ in this Gospel is a more open question.  

 Until nearly 1900, most Christians understood the phrase, in the NT, 

as a reference either to the humanity of Jesus or to the figure in Dan 7.13. 

For the status quaestionis around 1900, see the admirable article by S. R. 

Driver in HDB IV (1902), 578-89; it is well to be reminded that Westcott 

in 1880 did not regard this term as derived from Daniel, but as expressing 

Jesus’ relationship to all humanity, and that B. Weiss in 1884 held that it 

was not a first-century title of the Messiah. After 1900, the centrality of 

the term in the then intensive quest for the authentic words of Jesus 

initiated a century of debate which is still not concluded.  

 The Aramaic phrase in Dan 7.13 is a hapax legomenon in the Hebrew 

Scriptures. Daniel writes that he saw coming with the clouds of heaven 

vn:a> rb'K] (kĕbar <ĕnāš), something like the offspring of a human being (in 
contrast to the four animals mentioned immediately before). In Biblical 

Aramaic, the normal word for a human being is vn:a> (<ĕnāš) on its own, 
not vn:a> rB' (bar <ĕnāš, literally, son of man), the form found in Dan 7.13, 
which both the LXX and Theodotion translate quite literally, without the 

article, as wJ" uiJo;" ajnqrwvpou. In 1898 Gustav Dalman argued that in 
Dan 7.13, bar <ĕnāš, son of man, was an uncommon and poetic expression 

for the eschatological figure there mentioned. He observed that, like the 

Hebrew !d:a;, @B, (bεn <ādām, also son of man), the term is never found in 
the singular with the definite article (= av;n:a> rB', bar <ĕnāšā), until it 
appears in Jewish-Galilean and Christian-Palestinian dialect; and con-

luded that, when used with the definite article, it was ideally suited as a 

special title for Jesus, the son of man, the usual form in the NT.
1

 

Dalman’s prestige ensured that this interpretation was widely accepted 

for nearly half a century.  

1

 ETr Words of Jesus, Edinburgh, 1902, 235-67 = Die Worte Jesu, Leipzig, 2nd ed., 

1930, I, 191-219. 
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 In Germany, up to 1914, J. Weiss and A. Schweitzer were prominent 

advocates of the theory that Jesus shared with his contemporaries a firm 

conviction of the imminent arrival of a heaven-sent saviour, someone 

who would judge the world and establish on earth the kingdom of God.
2

Their view found little favour in the Anglo-Saxon world, which con-

tinued to see Jesus’ use of the term ‘Son of Man’ as stressing his human 

nature, even when found in the context of Dan 7.13. Thus T. W. Manson 

took it as a portmanteau term embracing the idea of the Remnant, the 

Servant, the ‘I’ of the Psalmist, and the Danielic Son of Man; C. J. 

Cadoux similarly, and they are typical.
3

 Among Catholics, the ‘consistent 

eschatology’ of pre-1914 Germany never found favour, except with 

Alfred Loisy,
4

 and ‘the Son of Man’ in the Gospels retained its traditional 

meaning. 

 Nonetheless, oJ uiJo;" tou' ajnqrwvpou is in Greek an odd phrase, and 
with the advent of the history-of-religion school, a non-Jewish origin was 

inevitably proposed, in Oriental mystery-religions. Bultmann and 

Odeberg looked to Mandaean or Manichaean (ultimately Iranian) Gnosis, 

and interpreted the phrase as equal to Primal Man;
5

 even Dodd judged 

that the Johannine Son of Man had more affinity with the Anthropos of 

the Poimandres in the Hermetic literature, and with Philo, than with 

Jewish apocalyptic;
6

 Siegfried Schulz thought that John had decisively 

modified the Jewish apocalyptic concept by interpreting it in terms of a 

Son of God, a redeemer from above (as in the Odes of Solomon).
7

 The majority of exegetes, however, continued to maintain that ‘Son of 

Man’ was a name or title essentially Jewish; that its origin was to be 

sought in Dan 7.13, and that its deeper meaning might be illustrated from 

1 En 37–71 and 4 Esd 13;
8

 and that in first-century Judaism, many 

awaited the imminent arrival of this ‘Son of Man’ from heaven. It is only 

fair to say that much of the evidence adduced in support of the last 

assertion is taken from the Gospels, notably by C. Colpe in the TWNT,

and by J. Jeremias.
9

 Of those who understood ‘the Son of Man’ in this 

2

 See Kümmel, The NT: The History of Investigation, 226-44: ‘Consistent Eschatol-

ogy’.  

3

 T. W. Manson, The Teaching of Jesus, 1931, 211-36 fn. 227; C. J. Cadoux, The 

Historic Mission of Jesus, London, 1941, 90-102. 

4

L’Evangile et l’Eglise (1902); Autour d’un petit livre (1902). 

5

 Bultmann on Jn 3.9-21 passim, and ZNW 24 (1925), 138-39; H. Odeberg (1929).  

6

Interpretation (1953), 43-44, 71.  

7

 S. Schulz, Untersuchungen (1957); Das Evangelium nach Johannes (1972), 62-64. 

8

 The last two texts are the only Jewish texts dealing with the Son of Man in Dan 7, 

may date from the close of the first century A.D., and may have been influenced by 

Christian ideas. See NJBC 67:9, 15, 41 (R. E. Brown) or J. Coppens, La Relève 

apocalyptique II 119-55, 167-73. Even so, they could be expressing ideas that were 

abroad when the Gospels were taking shape. 

9

 C. Colpe in TWNT VIII (1969), 403-81; J. Jeremias, NT Theology, Etr, London, 

1971, 257-76. 
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apocalyptic sense, some maintained that during his earthly life Jesus 

never identified himself with this figure, but that the term was assigned 

to him after his death, as a title, by the Church. Thus J. Knox, H. E. Tödt, 

F. Hahn, A. J. B. Higgins, N. Perrin, Teeple, and J. C. O’Neill.
10

 Ph. 

Vielhauer regarded all the Son of Man sayings in the Gospels as the 

creation of the church.
11

 Others judged that ‘the Son of Man’ was the only 

designation which Jesus did accept during his lifetime, whether he used it 

rarely or regularly, and however he may have understood it: for accepting 

an identification with the figure in Dan 7.13 does not entail accepting an 

apocalyptic interpretation, much less application, of that text. Daniel’s 

‘Son of Man’ could denote God’s servants in Israel, both collectively and 

symbolically, or a person representative of them and embodying their 

destiny. So, with different emphases, E. Schweizer, R. H. Fuller, F. H. 

Borsch, and M. D. Hooker.
12

 Meantime, another group was emerging which held that Jesus might 

indeed have spoken of himself as son of man, but without thereby 

intending to identify himself with the Danielic or any other apocalyptic 

Son of Man. In a conference at Oxford in 1965, Geza Vermes argued that 

the idiomatic use of bar nÂ¡ or bar nÂ¡Â was firmly attested in Palestinian 

Aramaic, that is, in Neofiti I, the Palestinian Talmud and Genesis Rab-

bah.
13

 Sometimes the phrase means simply a human being, or humankind

as a whole (as, e.g., in Mk 2.10, 28). At other times, it is equivalent to an 

indefinite pronoun, such as everyone, anyone, someone, or (plural) some 

people, nobody, and even (with the adjective ‘one’) a certain person. It 

can also be (like the English ‘one’) a circumlocution for ‘I’, especially 

when the speaker wishes to contrast himself with God or with others (Mt 

10

 John Knox, The Death of Christ, 1959, 58; H. E. Tödt, The Son of Man in the 

Synoptic Tradition, ETr, London, 1965; F. Hahn, Christologische Hoheitstitel, 1963 = 
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Man Christology’, JBL 84 (1965), 213-50; J. C. O’Neill, ‘The Silence of Jesus’, NTS 15 

(1968–69), 153-57.  
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9.11 || Lk 7.34) or even with animals (e.g. Mt 8.20 || Lk 9.58); but 

whenever ‘the Son of Man’ is used in this last sense, as a self-reference, it 

is always out of humility or modesty, or out of a genuine fear of humili-

ation, of danger or death. Vermes (pp. 327-28) concluded that bar nÂ¡Â

(with the definite article) was never used as a ‘messianic’ designation, 

and was in fact, because of the circumstances in which it was customarily

employed for the first person pronoun, quite unsuitable for use as a name 

or title. This would explain why it is never found in the Gospels as a title 

of address to Jesus, why it is normally placed on Jesus’ own lips, and 

why in the Synoptics, no question was ever raised about its meaning, nor 

any objection to its use.
14

 Dodd himself was an early convert to Vermes’ 

view.
15

 Lindars too came to see the term simply as a self-reference by 

Jesus, later applied to him as a title (sometimes Danielic) by the church.
16

P. M. Casey went one step further than Vermes, maintaining that the 

Aramaic idiom was used to make general statements (as in ‘people like to 

be consulted’), and that Jesus used this idiom in order to say something 

about himself: only those Gospel sayings which fulfil this criterion are 

authentic, and the others, including all those connected with Dan 7, are 

creations of the church.
17

 Several writers sought to reconcile the old with the new. The Nor-

wegian scholar Ragnar Leivestadt, while agreeing that Jesus used ‘Son of 

Man’ only as self-designation, added that Jesus employed the term ‘in 

analogy with and by contrast with’ ben David, but not as a title, since 

there was at the time no widespread belief in the coming of an apocalyp-

tic Son of Man.
18

 Moule argued that the Danielic term was not a name or 

a title, nor even a personal figure at all, but rather a symbol for God’s 

martyred people, who would be ultimately vindicated; and suggested that 

Jesus adopted the term to express his vocation as one called to be the 

nucleus of all who stand in a right relationship to God.
19

 J. Bowker and 

M. Black, accepting that ‘Son of Man’ was a self-designation, stressed 

that the term, by underlining the mortality of every human being, was 

14

 Compare Vermes as in Jesus the Jew, 310. Fitzmyer, reviewing Vermes, agreed 

that there is no evidence in first-century Aramaic for Son of Man as a ‘messianic’ title, 

but contested Vermes’s claim to have found positive proof of its use during the first 

century as a substitute for the first person pronoun: CBQ 30 (1968), 426. Their debate 

continued for years. 

15

The Founder of Christianity, London, 1973, 110-13, 178 fn. 25. 

16

 Compare the essay from Christ and Spirit in the New Testament, FS C. F. D. 

Moule, Cambridge, 1973, with the chapter on John from his Jesus Son of Man (1983),

both reprinted in Essays on John, 33-50 and 153-66. 

17

 P. M. Casey, Son of Man (1979), 224-40; ‘Method in our Madness’, JSNT 42 

(1991), 17-43; ‘Idiom and Translation: Some Aspects of the Son of Man Problem’, NTS

41 (1995), 164-82.  

18

 R. Leivestadt, ‘Der apokalyptische Menschensohn ein theologisches Phantom’, 

ASTI 6 (1968), 49-105; ‘Exit the Apocalyptic Son of Man’, NTS 18 (1972), 243-67.  

19

 C. F. D. Moule, The Origin of Christology, London, 1977, 14-17.  
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most appropriate to point to Jesus’ role as the one who came to lay down 

his life for others.
20

 By 1980 the discussion of the meaning of the term was almost 

confined to the English-speaking world. In Germany the one large-scale 

work on the topic, Jesus und der Menschensohn (FS A. Vögtle, 1975) 

was for the most part a discussion of where to place the phrase in the 

literary stratigraphy of the Gospels. France seemed utterly uninterested,
21

but in Belgium Joseph Coppens completed, just two days before his death 

in 1981, what is the best survey of the problem down to 1980.
22

 It must in 

all honesty be said that since then there has been little that is new, and 

much that is repetition. The reader desirous of additional detail is referred 

to Excursus VI, ‘The Son of Man’, in Matthew II, 43-52 of this series, by 

W. D. Davies and D. C. Allison (1991).  

 For the commentator faced with these divergent opinions, the only 

prudent course is to apply Occam’s razor: to start by taking the term ‘Son 

of Man’ in a minimalist sense, as nothing more than a self-designation 

of Jesus, and then to inquire, on each occasion of its use, whether any 

further contextualization is necessary or appropriate. This method is 

particularly helpful for examining John wherever (as here) Synoptic 

parallels are lacking, and those writers whose interest has centred on John 

have in practice used it. Each in his or her own way has come to the 

conclusion that the evangelist, though assuredly adopting from elsewhere 

the concept of ‘Son of Man’, reinterpreted the term, and adapted it to his 

own purposes. For Schnackenburg, ‘Son of Man’ in John refers not to a 

future apocalyptic saviour, but expresses Jesus’ understanding of himself 

as the bringer and giver of life, come down from heaven.
23

 For Moloney 

(216), the phrase presents Jesus as the incarnate revealer of God among 

men. Coppens suggests that all thirteen Johannine references belong to a 

distinct stratum of the Gospel, and were introduced at the end of its 

writing, in order to reveal step by step to the reader the identity of the 

figure to whom it referred; the title was chosen to bid farewell to the 

classical but nationalist Davidic nomenclature of the Messiah, and 

because it was ideally suited to focus attention on Jesus’ earthly ministry 

as his highroad to exaltation.
24

 For Lindars, John at 5.27 uses the 

20

 J. Bowker, ‘The Son of Man’, JTS 28 (1977), 19-48; M. Black, ‘Jesus and the Son 

of Man’, JSNT 1 (1978), 4-18. Black was still maintaining (against Vermes and Casey) 

that bar nÂ¡Â functioned as a title in Classical Aramaic, ExpTimes 95 (1984), 200-206.  

21

 See F. Neirynck et al., The Gospel of Mark: A Cumulative Bibliography 1950–

1990, Leuven, 1992, compiled by F. Neirynck and others lists more than 200 entries on 

‘Son of Man’ (pp. 667-68), of which only three are from France. 

22

 J. Coppens, La Relève apocalyptique du messianisme royale. III. Le Fils de 

l’homme néotestamentaire, Leuven, 1981, 1-21: ‘Position du Problème’. 

23

 Though not in any Gnostic sense. Schnackenburg was concerned to contest any 

alleged influence from the then new finds at Nag Hammadi.  

24

 Coppens, La Relève, 45-103: ‘Les Logia du Fils de l’Homme dans l’Evangile 

johannique’.  
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originally self-referent phrase like a title reminiscent of Daniel, in order 

to refer to the one whose crucifixion reveals God’s glory.
25

 John Ashton 

follows the same method as the writers just mentioned, only to reach a 

conclusion at the opposite pole from that of Vermes: ‘the remote origin of 

all the sayings is the Danielic Son of Man’.
26

25

 Lindars, Essays on John, 164-65. 

26

 Ashton, Understanding, 340.  



C. THE WEDDING AT CANA IN GALILEE (2.1-12) 

2.1

 On the third day there was a wedding at Cana in Galilee, and the mother of 

Jesus was there. 
2

 Jesus too was invited, and his disciples also. 
3

 The wine ran 

out, and the mother of Jesus spoke to him, saying ‘They have no wine’. 
4

 Jesus 

said to her, ‘What relationship is there, woman, between you and me, now that 

my hour is approaching?’† 
5

 His mother said to the servants, ‘Do whatever he 

tells you’. 
6

 Now standing there were six stoneware jars, for the Jewish rituals 

of purification, each holding twenty or thirty gallons. 
7

 Jesus said to them, 

‘Fill the jars with water’, and they filled them up to the brim. 
8

 Next he said to 

them, ‘Now draw some out, and take it to the butler in charge’, and they took 

it. 
9

 As soon as the butler tasted the water (which had become wine, and he did 

not know where it came from—the servants knew, those who had drawn the 

water), he (the butler in charge) called the bridegroom 
10

 and said to him, 

‘Everyone puts out first the good wine, and when they have drunk freely, the 

inferior; but you have been keeping the good wine until now’.  

11

 It was at Cana in Galilee that Jesus did this, an inauguration of the signs, 

and disclosed his glory; and his disciples believed in him.  

12

 After this he went down to Capernaum, with his mother and his brothers 

and his disciples; and there they stayed, but only for a few days.  

[† or: …between you and me? My hour is not yet come.]

2.1. kai; th'/ hJmevra/ th'/ trivth/. Dodd writes that ‘the “third day” was in 
Christian tradition from earliest times the day when Christ manifested his 

glory in resurrection from the dead’, and gently hints that an allusion to 

that event colours the narrative here (Interpretation, 300). Boismard is 

more forthright: ‘the expression could not fail to evoke the resurrection of 

Christ’ (Jean, 105), and many others accept this interpretation, seeing in 

the first manifestation of Jesus’ glory (2.11) a foreshadowing of the glory 

of the Resurrection.
1

 There are, however, serious reasons to question it.  

 Mark, in referring to the Resurrection of Christ, never uses the phrase 

‘on the third day’, but always meta; trei'" hJmevra" (8.31; 9.31; 10.34). 
Matthew writes, always, th'/ trivth/ hJmevra/ (16.21; 17.23; 20.19, cf. 
27.64), and so, as a rule, does Luke (9.22; 24.7, 46; cf. 13.32). Only once, 

in 18.33, does Luke employ the phrase employed in Jn 2.1, th'/ hJmevra/ th'/
trivth/, though this is the wording used in 1 Cor 15.4: o{ti ejghvgertai th'/
hJmevra/ th'/ trivth/. The variations are regular enough to be significant, and 
it is also noteworthy that, if we set aside the text under examination (Jn 

1

 I myself formerly held this view (see The Mother of Jesus, 464, 396-99), but now 

observe that I made no use of the idea in commenting on the Cana pericope. Clearly, the 

parallel with the Resurrection had not contributed in any way to the elucidation of the 

text.  
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2.1), the Fourth Gospel nowhere employs the Synoptic concept of the 

Christ’s Resurrection ‘on the third day’. The closest, and only, approxi-

mation to it occurs in Jn 2.20, where Jesus affirms that he will replace the 

Jerusalem Temple ejn trisi;n hJmevrai", ‘within a period of three days’.  
 Some (like Bernard, or Mollat in the Bible de Jérusalem) find an extra 

day in ch. 1 either by positing nightfall after ‘the tenth hour’ in 1.39 or by 

reading prwi? at 1.41, so that the Cana story then supplies a climax on 
what is, by their counting, the seventh day of the week. Neither Bernard 

nor Mollat, however, sees in the third day at Jn 2.1 a reference to Jesus’ 

Resurrection.
2

 There is, however, another possible interpretation of th'/ hJmevra/ th'/
trivth/ in Jn 2.1, which involves no manipulation of the text of ch. 1. John 
1.19-51 presents its story in four consecutive days (1.19, 29, 35, 43). The 

(emphatic) phrase th'/ hJmevra/ th'/ trivth/,3 will therefore indicate the sixth 
day of the First Week of Jesus’ ministry. Now, given the obvious 

reference to Gen 1.1 in Jn 1.1, may not this First Week of the Gospel 

story be intended to reflect that First Week of Gen 1 (creation by the 

Word), the climax of which is reached on the sixth day, in the world’s 

first wedding (Gen 1.26-28)? And could not the First Week of the 

ministry also point towards the scene on the sixth day of the final week of 

Jesus’ life, in which the mother of Jesus reappears, when all is accom-

plished? In Rev 19.6-7 the victory of the Crucified is termed ‘the 

wedding-feast of the Lamb’; perhaps the evangelist too wishes to 

interpret that victory on Calvary in terms of a wedding from which there 

issues, instead of the children of Adam, a newly created race ( Jn

19.25-28). Once again, this would be a carefully constructed inclusio.

 gavmo" ejgevneto ejn Kana; th'" Galilaiva". There was a wedding 
in Cana of Galilee.On Jewish wedding customs, see SB I 500-17; II 372-

99.
4

 Cana ‘of Galilee’ is so called to distinguish it from Kanah in 

Phoenicia, nearly 40 miles away, a town in Asher mentioned in Josh 

19.28 [written Kana in Codex A of the LXX ], situated some 6 miles = 
10 km south-east of Tyre. Cana in Galilee was from around A.D. 1650 to 

1940 identified with Kefar Kenna, some 3 miles = 5 km north-east of 

Nazareth, where two churches, Orthodox and Latin, welcome pilgrims 

even today. This tradition, however, does not antedate the arrival of the 

Franciscans in 1620, and there is now a consensus that the Cana of NT 

times is rather to be sought some 9 miles = 15 km due north of Nazareth 

at Khirbet Qana (map reference 1787 2478). A handful of pitiful ruins 

today marks the site of this once fortified position on a hill overlooking, 

2

 Others find in the phrase on the third day a reference to the revelation of God’s 

glory at Sinai, particularly because of the Targum of Pseudo-Jonathan at Exod 19.16. So 

A. Serra and J. Potin. 

3

 The reduplication of the article after the noun and before the adjective is mainly a 

Johannine usage, as a rule to stress the adjective (JG 1982–86).  

4

 The earliest mention of a seven-day celebration is in Tob 11.19 (14 days according 

to Tob 8.19).  
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from a distance of about two miles, the main highway from Ptolemais via 

Sepphoris to Tiberias. Cana stood close to an important crossroads, and 

there, for a time, Josephus had his headquarters in A.D. 66–67 (Life XVI 

86).
5

 kai; h\n hJ mhvthr tou' ÆIhsou' ejkei'. Though the sense is beyond 
doubt (it does not matter whether ejkei' means ‘at Cana’ or ‘at the 
wedding’), the intriguing question is why the evangelist refers here (and 

in 2.12; 19.25-27) to ‘the mother of Jesus’ without mentioning her proper 

name. This will be discussed later ( guvnai in v. 4a). When the story 

begins, his mother was already there, at the wedding.  

2. ejklhvqh de; kai; oJ ÆIhsou'" kai; oiJ maqhtai; aujtou' eij" to;n 
gavmon. Note the double kaiv. It may be translated both…and, as in the 

AV = KJV (‘and both Jesus was called, and his disciples…’), a usage 

which ‘is almost peculiar to John in the NT’ (JG 2162, cf. 2161-66). 

Subsequent English versions from the RV onwards prefer also, con-

struing the first kaiv as in Jn 3.23; 18.2, 5, 18; 19.39; 20.6 (compare JG

2147, cf. 2152-56), and neglecting the force of the second. A handful of 

ancient MSS, including ∏66
*, also seem to have either overlooked or 

disregarded the double kaiv. Yet, especially after the verb ejklhvqh in the 
singular, the double kaiv serves to underline the dual and complementary 
presence, both of Jesus and of his disciples: he is there to manifest his 

glory, they are to witness it.  

 oiJ maqhtaiv must include the four (or five) already mentioned in ch. 1, 
though in view of the later occurrences of the phrase in 2.11, 12, 17, 22, 

there is no reason to think that in the Cana story the term is restricted to 

5

 For the evidence that Khirbet Qana (grid reference 1787–2478) is the authentic site, 

see especially Clemens Kopp, Das Kana des Evangeliums, Palästina-Hefte 28, Cologne 

1940, or, more accessibly, in Die heiligen Stätten der Evangelien, 184-95 = ETr Holy 

Places, 143-54. Compare also Abel, Géographie, II 412-13; Dalman, Sacred Sites and 

Ways, 101-106 and 112; and for a useful collection of the historical texts, Baldi ELS, 2nd 

ed., 238-64. See also W. M. Thomson, The Land and the Book, 1878, 426-27 for a 

description of the site in those days. The standard work, setting out all the pertinent 

literary texts from Josephus to 1697, is by Julián Herrojo, Cana de Galilea. For the main 

road, see Abel, II 224 or D. Baly, Geographical Companion to the Bible, 122; it ran 

across the plain known as Sahl al Battuf or campus Asochis. Another, more northerly, 

route from Sepphoris to Ptolemais via Jotapata and Kabul (see Josephus, Life XLII, XLV 

= 213, 234) crossed the main road and passed close by Cana.  

 From Bethania = Bethabara (see Excursus V) to Cana is about 60 miles = 100 km in a 

straight line, more by road. Older writers comment that it is possible to make the journey 

on foot in three days: F. W. Farrar calls it ‘easily possible, although it requires quick 

travelling’ because he had done it himself. One might stop on the first night at Shiloh or 

Shechem, on the second at En-Gannim (= Jenin), and complete the journey on the third 

day (The Life of Christ I 1874, Chapter XI, p. 160). The reader is, however, free to 

hypothesize that (some of?) the events ascribed to the second, third and fourth days (Jn 

1.29-51) took place upstream from Bethania = Bethabara, which would notably diminish 

the distance to be covered. Jn 1.29, and 1.45 under uiJo;n tou' ÆIwshvf.
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these. Wellhausen suggested that here in v. 2, the original text may have 

read, instead of ‘disciples’, ‘brothers’, on the basis of the Epistula 

Apostolorum 5: ‘There was a marriage in Cana of Galilee. And he was 

invited with his mother and his brothers’.
6

 Bultmann and Boismard are 

sympathetic, on the ground that it is easy to see why a scribe should have 

altered brothers to disciples, but not easy to understand the reverse.
7

 One 

may reply that no manuscript or patristic reference supports the reading 

adelfoi at v. 2; that the Epistula Apostolorum was written possibly after 
A.D. 150, and is far from being a direct citation; and that its wording may 

rest on a recollection not of v. 2 but of v. 12. 

3. kai; uJsterhvsanto" oi[nou. This reading is supported by virtually 
the whole tradition (see the TCGNT). Among modern editors, only 

Tischendorf adopts, instead of usterhsanto" oinou, the longer reading, 
oinon ouk eicon oti sunetelesqh o oino" tou gamou. eita. Among 
commentators, Zahn, Loisy, Lagrange and Bultmann preferred this longer 

reading, partly, no doubt, because it is the original text of the then 

relatively recently discovered Sinaiticus, but sometimes at least on the 

basis of the argument that uJsterhvsanto" oi[nou ‘is undoubtedly a 
smoothing over of the clumsy original text’ (Bultmann). It is, however, 

surprising that Boismard, Fortna and the Bible de Jérusalem should hold 

to this opinion after the publication of ∏66
and ∏75

. ‘The shorter reading 

is attested by ∏66.75 aa and all known uncial and minuscule manuscripts’, 

as well as all versional witnesses except a.b.ff
2
.j.r. syr har

mg
 eth 

(TCGNT).  

 uJsterhvsanto" oi[nou:when wine had given out (aorist). oi[nou has no 
article, indicating perhaps that there was no wine at all. oi\non oujk
e[cousin: whether these words refer to the guests or to the hosts (or to 
both) is unclear, and is immaterial.

 levgei hJ mhvthr tou' ÆIhsou' pro;" aujtovn. This is the first occur-
rence in the Gospel of the phrase levgein prov", a more formal and 
respectful construction than levgein followed by the dative, which 
therefore underlines the importance of the words that follow.

8 oi\non oujk 
e[cousin. A passage in Irenaeus, the first commentator on these words, 

has generally been understood to mean that Jesus’ mother was pleading 

for a miracle, which he was unwilling to perform at that time; the text of 

Irenaeus is difficult, but probably does include this idea.
9

 Augustine too 

expressly states that Jesus here refuses to perform a miracle at his 

mother’s request, and Chrysostom even sees, in the words which follow, 

6

 Elliott, ApocNT, 559.  

7

 Bultmann 79 Anm.6 = ETr 114 fn. 6; Boismard, Jean, 100b. 

8

See also 3.4; 4.15, 49.  

9

 ‘Properante Maria ad admirabile vini signum et ante tempus volente participare 

compendii poculo, Dominus repellens eius intempestivam festinationem dixit…’ (Adv. 

Haereses III 16,7: SC 211, p. 314
228-231

). For a discussion of the difficulties, see the note 

in SC 210, p. 324.  
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a reprimand to Mary for wanting to parade herself as the mother of a son 

who could work miracles. ‘She wanted to place them under an obligation 

to her, and also to make herself more conspicuous because of her child. 

For she was doubtless subject to the same human failing as his brothers, 

who said, ‘Show yourself to the world!’, wishing to enjoy the reflected 

glory of his miracles. That is why he replied rather sharply…’
10

 Thomas Aquinas is more cautious. In explaining the role of Mary in 

this text, he writes that we need only place our needs before God, without 

inquiring how he may help; and that is why Mary simply mentioned to 

Jesus the shortage of wine.
11

 Calvin too doubted whether Mary ‘hoped 

for, or asked for, anything, since he had so far performed no miracle’. 

Rupert of Deutz (†1129/30) suggested that the arrival of Jesus and his 

disciples might have occasioned the shortage, if they had not originally 

been counted among the expected guests, a suggestion warmly com-

mended by Maldonatus. The most gentle interpretation is that of Bengel: 

Mary wished politely to suggest that Jesus, and the rest too, should leave 

before the poverty of the newly weds was, to their embarrassment, 

exposed.
12

 Mary’s words do not of themselves imply that she is hinting that Jesus 

should intervene, much less that he should perform a miracle, but the 

context, and the use of pro;" aujtovn, intimate that it was in the hope that 
Jesus would do something to help the newly wed couple. 

4. levgei aujth'/ oJ ÆIhsou'". Jesus here uses the dative, not (contrast v. 3)
prov". tiv ejmoi; kai; soiv, guvnaiÉ The various renderings of tiv ejmoi; kai;
soiv in the main English-language versions illustrate both the broad meas-
ure of agreement about the sense of the phrase in Jn 2.4a, and the 

difficulty of catching the idiom in English.
13

 Jesus’ question, however 

translated, certainly implies that his mother had been hoping for some 

action on his part, and that he himself (at least initially) had not intended 

to intervene. Yet the Greek phrase contains more than Jesus’ reaction to a 

plea that he should rescue a wedding-party from an embarrassing 

situation. 

10

In Ioannem Hom. 21,2: PG 59.130 

11

 ‘Ex reverentia quam ad Deum habemus, sufficit nobis ei tantum defectus nostros 

exponere… Qualiter autem nobis Deus subveniat, non est nostrum inquirere’ [he cites 

Rom 8.26]. ‘Et ideo mater eius defectum aliorum simpliciter exposuit, dicens Vinum non 

habent’ (In Ioannem II 3, fn. 345).  

12

 ‘Hoc dicit: Velim discedas, ut ceteri item discedant, antequam penuria patefiat. In 

hunc Mariae sensum responsio Iesu non modo non dura videtur, sed amoris est 

plenissima.’ 

13

 AV = KJV = RV, ‘Woman, what have I to do with thee?’; RSV, ‘O woman, what 

have you to do with me?’; NRSV, ‘Woman, what concern is that to you and to me?’; 

NEB, ‘Your concern, mother, is not mine’; REB, ‘That is no concern of mine’ [sic]; JB, 

‘Woman, why turn to me?’; NJB, ‘Woman, what do you want from me?’; NIV, ‘Dear 

woman, why do you involve me?’; NAB, ‘Woman, how does your concern affect me?’  
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 tiv ejmoi; kai; soiv is an idiomatic Semitic expression found both in the 
OT and in the NT, and ‘used to deprecate interference or, more strongly, 

to reject overtures of any kind. The shade of meaning can be deduced 

only from the context’ (JB). In the OT it sometimes indicates a harsh 

protest, as when Jephthah protests against the invasion of his land (Judg 

11.12), or when the widow of Zarephath complains to Elijah (1 Kgs 

17.18). Elsewhere, it may betoken simply a refusal to become involved 

(2 Sam 16.10; 19.22; 2 Kgs 3.13). And there is certainly no hostility in 

2 Chron = Paral 35.21, where the Pharaoh Necho says to Josiah, tiv ejmoi;
kai; soiv, basileu' IoudaÉ oujk ejpi; se; h{kw shvmeron povlemon poih'sai,
meaning ‘Why should we fight? I am not marching against you’. The five 
occurrences in the Synoptic Gospels (Mk 11.24 || Lk 4.34; Mt 8.29 || Mk 

5.7 || Lk 8.28) are all cries of the possessed, and may be accurately 

rendered as ‘Why do you trouble us?’ or ‘What have you got against us?’ 

or ‘Leave us alone!’ The same idiom, with the same meaning, is found 

both in Classical and in Hellenistic Greek.
14

 Many have taken the words tiv ejmoi; kai; soiv to be a merely rhetorical 
question, implying that Jesus cannot accept the request that he should do 

something about the shortage of wine. The evangelist, however, is a 

master of irony and an artist in double meanings. His ostensibly rhetorical 

questions are in fact real questions to which alternative answers are 

always possible, though not always self-evident. On the surface, the only 

possible reply will be that which common sense and worldly wisdom 

immediately seize, and recommend. But there will always be an alterna-

tive answer, accessible only by faith. Other examples of this technique 

are to be found in Jn 4.12 and 8.53, 57.
15

 From the OT and NT evidence listed above, it would appear that when 

Jesus says tiv ejmoi; kai; soiv he is declining to act as his mother wishes; 
yet she does not take this as a rebuff (2.5), and Jesus immediately 

provides a solution to the problem disturbing her. Vanhoye therefore 

suggests that the most satisfactory interpretation of these apparently 

inconsistent verses is to take tiv ejmoi; kai; soiv as a serious question. The 
phrase has been translated above as What relationship is there between 

you and me? That is to say, Jesus is here questioning the relationship that 

has up to this point bound him to his mother, and implying that he can no 

longer remain part of the Nazareth family. It is the Johannine equivalent 

of Lk 2.49 and 4.16-30.  

  The introduction of the term guvnai supports this interpretation. In the 
gospels, Jesus uses this form of address to several women, including 

those he has never met before (the Samaritan woman in Jn 4.21, and 

14

JG 2230; J. J. Wetstein, Novum Testamentum Graece, Amsterdam, 1751, I 355, on 

Mt 8.29. Those desirous of an extensive discussion of the idiom may consult Boismard, 

Du Baptême à Cana, 144-49, Olsson, 36-40, Lütgehetmann, 156-66, and the articles by 

Michl and Vanhoye; see the Bibliography on pp. xxxv-xxxvi.  

15

 This is cogently argued by A. Vanhoye, ‘Interrogation johannique et exégèse de 

Cana (Jn 2.4)’, Biblica 55 (1974), 157-67.  
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Mary of Magdala in 20.13, 15; compare also 8.11; Mt 15.28; Lk 13.12). 

‘It is by no means a disrespectful form of address’ (BDAG): this is how 

Abraham’s servant addressed Rebecca’s mother (Josephus, Ant. I xvi 3 = 

152), and Augustus, Cleopatra (Dio Cassius 51,12.5). Yet apart from the 

two occurrences at Cana and Calvary in Jn 2.3 and 19.26, there is no text 

in the Bible or in rabbinical writings where a son addresses his mother as 

‘Woman’. The choice of this unusual form of address therefore confirms 

the view that in these two texts the evangelist wished to draw attention 

away from Mary’s blood-relationship with Jesus, in order to intimate that 

she was to have, in the gospel story, a role very different from that of 

simply being Jesus’ biological mother. The words in Jn 2.4 are not Jesus’ 

last words to his mother (see 19.26). As so often, the reader will have to 

wait for an inclusio, and it has already been suggested (see 2.1) that the 

writer may have had in mind the sixth day in the first chapter of Genesis.  

 ou[pw h{kei hJ w{ra mou. The Greek may be translated either as a 
statement or as a question. If the words are a statement, they give the 

reason why Jesus refuses to intervene, namely, because My hour is not 

yet come. In that case, is not (AV = KJV; RV) seems preferable to has not

(RSV, and most modern versions), for h{kein underlines the aspect of 
arrival. Its normal meaning is to have come, to be arrived, to be present.

In the NT, it often refers to an event of the eschatological age (compare 

Ezek 7.7, 12, h{xei oJ kairov"), clearly so in Mt 24.14; Lk 19.43.
16

 If the clause is interpreted as a statement, a problem arises. ‘The hour 

of Jesus’ should then, to be consistent, refer to a future moment when it 

would be proper for him to intervene (by working wonders, some say) in 

purely earthly affairs, and there is no evidence that in the Fourth Gospel, 

‘the hour of Jesus’ ever has this meaning. Moreover, if ou[pw h{kei ktl. 
indicates a refusal to intervene, either by a miracle or in some other way, 

one has to explain why, after this refusal, Mary at once said, ‘Do what-

ever he tells you,’ and why Jesus apparently acceded to her request.  

 To counter these objections, many commentators point to the story of 

the Syro-Phoenician woman in Mt 15.21-28 || Mk 7. 24-30; to Jesus’ 

apparent reluctance to act in Jn 4.48; and to Martha’s distress that Jesus 

had not arrived in time to save Lazarus’ life, 11.6, 14, 21-22. Similarly 

here, they argue, his mother’s quiet confidence allows Jesus, once he has 

asserted his independence, to accede to her implicit request. Schnacken-

burg compares Jn 7.6-10, where ‘the reader also has the impression that 

Jesus acts differently from what his words in v.8 would lead one to 

expect’. These comments are true, but they leave unexplained why Jesus 

seems at first to have discountenanced his mother’s approach. 

 The most common resolution of this problem is that advocated by 

Augustine, namely, that Jesus’ mother was asking for a miracle, and that 

he, now that he was about to begin the work appointed by his heavenly 

Father, could no longer hold himself at her bidding; but (Augustine adds) 

16

 For other NT texts, see EDNT II 114-15, and TWNT II 929-30.  
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Jesus did promise that when the humanity he had received from his 

mother was hanging on the cross, he would once more acknowledge the 

claims of her from whom that humanity had been born.
17

 Aquinas writes 

in almost identical words. But if this smoothes the passage from vv. 3 to 

4, it leaves the logical connection between vv. 4 and 5 somewhat strained.  

 On the other hand, if the words ou[pw h{kei hJ w{ra mou are not a state-
ment but a question, their meaning is reversed, and the sense becomes ‘Is 

not my hour already come?’ Boismard is the most persistent advocate of 

this interpretation, which steadily gathered adherents over the twentieth 

century.
18

The underlying principle is that when a Greek sentence begins 

with a negative, it is often interrogative: for example, Lk 23.29 or Jn 

18.11. Moreover, wherever in the NT the word ou[pw follows an interro-
gative (as here in 2.4), it itself has an interrogative force. So we read in 

Mk 4.40, tiv deiloiv ejsteÉ ou[pw e[cete pivstinÉ and in Mk 8.17 || Mt 

16.8-9, in a situation parallel to that at Cana, tiv dialogivzesqe o{ti 
a[rtou" oujk e[ceteÉ ou[pw noei'te oujde; suniveteÉ If the text be construed 
in this fashion, Jesus meets his mother’s anxiety about the dearth of wine 

by asking ‘Is not my hour now come?’, indicating that he is about to 

intervene in some way or other.
19

 The most common objection to interpreting the words as a question is 

that ou[pw occurs twelve times in John, and that none of the other 
occurrences is interrogative. But none of the other Johannine texts comes 

immediately after a question, and the other eleven all have a connective 

particle, so that Jn 2.4 alone matches exactly the interrogative texts of Mk 

4.40; 8.17 and Mt 16.8-9.
20

 A second objection is that Jn 7.30 and 8.20 clearly state that ou[pw
ejlhluvqei hJ w{ra aujtou', his hour had not yet come, where the ‘hour’ 
indubitably denotes the hour of Jesus’ departure and triumph. But could 

not his ‘hour’ embrace, in a broader sense, the divinely appointed time of 

Jesus’ public ministry in its entirety? ‘The Fourth Gospel is written from 

beginning to end sub specie aeternitatis; the predestined end is foreseen 

from the beginning’ (Bernard), and the cross, though unmentioned by 

name until ch. 19, casts its long shadow forward over the years of the 

ministry.
21

17

In Ioannem 8,9 (on Jn 2.4) and 119,1 (on 19.25). See Jn 19.25-27. 

18

 Boismard, Jean, 106, and in Du Baptême à Cana, 156. In modern times it has been 

proposed by Knabenbauer (1898) and Durand (1930), by Hugo Seemann, ‘Aufgehellte 

Bibelstellen’, Benediktinische Monatschrift 5-6 (1952), and sympathetically noted by A. 

Kurfess, ‘Zu Joh. 2.4’, ZNW (1952–53), 257. See also Michl, and especially Vanhoye. 

19

 Thus Gregory of Nyssa, In 1 Cor. 15.28 (PG 44.1308 D) and Theodore of 

Mopsuestia, In Ioannem 2.4 (ed. Vosté 39; ed. Devréesse, 319). See also L. Leloir, 

Ephrem, Commentaire de l’Evangile Concordant ou Diatessaron, 5 (CSCO 145, 144f.; 

and the note in the SC edition [1966], 108).  

20

 A. Vanhoye, ‘Interrogation johannique et exégèse de Cana (Jn 2.4)’. 

21

 Compare Jn 4.23; 5.25, 28 (e[rcetai w{ra); 7.6, 8 (oJ kairo;~ oJ ejmov"); 9.4; 11.9. 
See also Schnackenburg I 334-35 = ETr I 330.  
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 The interpretation of v. 4 preferred here implies that both parts of the 

verse are declaring two (complementary) aspects of the same truth, and 

that the best way of putting them into English is to make the two 

sentences into one. ‘What relationship is there, woman, between you and 

me, now that my hour is approaching?’ The story can continue, but in a 

direction different from what the reader might have expected. In fairness, 

it must be said that no modern English version for public use translates 

the second sentence as a question; but such versions are quite properly 

hesitant to adopt exegetical opinions before they are generally accepted.  

5. o{ ti a]n levgh/ uJmi'n poihvsate are almost the very words used by the 
Pharaoh in Gen 41.55 LXX, except that Rahlfs’ LXX reads (instead of 

levgh/) ei[ph/. levgh/ is in the present, not aorist, tense, so that in this con-
text it must be either continuous or iterative. The meaning is therefore, 

Whatever he may say to you (from time to time), do it : MHT I 186; 

III 107.  

 It is not immediately obvious that the words are, at Jn 2.5, an inten-

tional quotation of the LXX, for Joseph the patriarch does not appear to 

have any relevance to the Cana story; but in Gen 41.55 these words 

herald the climax of the Joseph story when all his brothers (that is, all 

Israel) go down to Egypt as suppliants before one whom they did not 

recognize, thus fulfilling the unconscious prophecy of his father Jacob, 

‘Shall I and your mother and your brothers come to bow ourselves to the 

ground before you?’ (Gen 37.11). So when the wine had run out, the 

mother of Jesus used to the waiters virtually the same words as the 

Pharaoh had used of Joseph in Gen 41.55, and the quite unforeseen 

outcome was that Jesus’ disciples came to believe in him.  

 Perhaps the evangelist does wish to present Jesus as the successor of 

Joseph the patriarch, ‘the Owner of the Land’. The reader may compare 

the comment on ÆIhsou'n uiJo;n tou' ÆIwshvf at 1.45.
22

6. h\san de; ejkei' livqinai uJdrivai e}x kata; to;n kaqarismo;n tw'n 
ÆIoudaivwn keivmenai. That this is the most satisfactory text seems clear 

from the note in TCGNT; and the variant readings make no difference to 

the meaning. Spitta, Bultmann, Fortna and Boismard argue that some 

later scribes put keivmenai immediately after e{x, or suppressed it 

altogether, because they judged that the words kata; to;n kaqarismo;n
tw'n ÆIoudaivwn make an unduly long separation between h\san and

keivmenai. On the basis of this theory, these modern commentators pro-

pose that kata; to;n kaqarismo;n tw'n ÆIoudaivwn represents an insertion 

into an earlier draft of the story.  

livqinai uJdrivai. Water-jars were generally made of earthenware or 

stoneware, and were frequently, for safety, embedded in the ground; 

stoneware jars were more highly prized, because they were stronger, and 

22

 Compare Boismard, Jean, 93b. 
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less liable to contract ritual uncleanness (compare Lev 11.33). On the 

laws of levitical cleanness, see Mk 7.3-4 and SB II 406-407.
23

 To interpret 

keivmenai as lying on their sides (and therefore empty) is to read too 
much into the verb, which can mean simply placed or put there (LSJ) 

(and therefore possibly standing upright, or embedded in the ground). 

 e{x, six. The number is almost certainly symbolic. For some, it is an 

imperfect number, being one short of the sacred Hebrew number, seven. 

So Boismard writes (Jean, 102a): ‘c’est tout le principe des rites 

purificateurs du judaïsme qui est en cause, et qui doit être remplacé par 

un nouveau système symbolisé par le vin qui va remplacer l’eau’. Others 

(like the Pythagoreans) take six to be a perfect number (1+2+3): see 

Philo, On the Creation 89; Clement of Alexandria, Stromata VI 16. The 

first view is more appropriate here.  

 cwrou'sai ajna; metrhta;" duvo h] trei'". ajnav followed by the 
accusative, though rare in Attic prose and found only 13 times in the NT 

(and a hapax legomenon here in John), is good Hellenistic Greek, 

especially with a distributive sense: see MHT III 265-66 and BDF 305. 

The Attic measure was almost exactly 40 litres, or about 9 gallons; ‘two 

or three measures’ is therefore rendered in nearly all modern English 

versions, in round numbers, as ‘from twenty to thirty gallons’,
24

 that is, 

between 80 and 120 litres. 

7-8. gemivsate…ajntlhvsate…kai; fevrete. The change to the present 
imperative after two aorists looks strange, but fevre and fevrete are 
always found in the present (not the aorist) whatever the context, 

ejnevgkate in Jn 21.10 supplying the only exception in the NT (MHT III 

75). Zerwick-Smith §244 suggests this is because ‘the present expresses 

the notion of “setting about” an activity’.

 In the NT, ajntlei'n occurs only in John, here in 2.8, 9, and in 4.7, 15. 

The LXX contains at the most nine instances, only six of them certain 

(HR), but given the rarity of the verb, these six texts are of interest. In 

Gen 24.13, 20, Abraham’s servant Eliezer is seeking for a wife for Isaac, 

in order to arrange the first wedding from which God’s Chosen Race will 

be born. In Exod 2.16.17 [B], 19, the context is of Moses drawing water 

for the daughters of his future father-in-law, an act leading to his own 

wedding. Jewish tradition interprets each of these texts in a similar 

fashion. In Gen 24.17, the Midrash Rabbah glosses the phrase ‘a little 

water’ with but one mouthful;
25

 on Exod 2.19, it says of Moses that ‘he 

only drew out one bucketful and with this watered all the flock there 

assembled, for the water was blessed at his hands’.
26

 The sixth LXX text 

23

 See especially, Roland Deines, Jüdische Steingefässe und pharisäische 

Frömmigkeit : ein archäologisch-historischer Beitrag zum Verständnis von Joh 2,6 und 

der jüdischen Reinheitshalacha zur Zeit Jesu, WUNT 2.52, Tübingen, 1993. 

24

 Or (in round numbers) 15 to 25 US gallons (Brown I 100).  

25

 LX 6 in the Soncino edition, p. 530. 

26

 I 32 in the Soncino edition, p. 41. 
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is Isa 12.3, kai; ajntlhvsete u{dwr metÆ eujfrosuvnh" ejk tw'n phgw'n tou'
swthrivou. In the Targum, this verse is rendered as: ‘And you will accept 

a new teaching with joy from the chosen ones of righteousness’.
27

 ajrcitriklivno" is found nowhere in the Bible except in this passage. 
It denotes the one in charge of the arrangements for the meal. Chief 

steward, butler and head waiter are all appropriate, but none of them 

exact, equivalents.  

9-10. wJ" de; ejgeuvsato oJ ajrcitrivklino" to; u{dwr oi\non 
gegenhmevnon ktl. The text does not state, or imply, that the entire 
contents of the six jars had been turned into wine. It is only what has 

been, on Jesus’ orders, drawn out of the jars and tasted, that has been 

pronounced ‘the best of wine’. For the use of a positive to express a 

superlative, see MHT III 31; compare the Vulgate’s translation by 

optimus in Lk 8.15; 10.42; Heb 13.9, and the rendering given here by the 

NEB, REB and JB, the best wine. The Gospel states only that the steward 

tasted it. It does not say that the guests drank and were satisfied, or that 

bride and bridegroom rejoiced, or that Jesus pronounced some striking 

word. Is it not strange, too, that the architriclinus should call the 

bridegroom, to congratulate him, and not vice versa? Some commentators 

view the last clause as humorous or playful, but the real message of the 

text is that in the mind of the evangelist, the final remark conceals a 

second, deeper and truer meaning than the speaker could have foreseen or 

intended (Westcott). 

 Note the abrupt ending of the narrative. The story comes to a stop 

halfway through, with the reader left wondering what is the point of it.

suv. Here the pronoun carries some emphasis, being contrasted with pa'" 
a[nqrwpo" (MHT III 37). tethvrhka" is a resultative perfect (MHT III 

84). You have been keeping the best wine until now.  

11. tauvthn ejpoivhsen ajrchvn tw''n shmeivwn. The textual variants are 
evidence that many scribes sought to regularize the Greek by inserting 

thn before archn, but since the reader of the Gospel has so far not heard 
about any ‘signs’ done by Jesus, ‘a start’ is more accurate than ‘the start’. 

‘Signs’ may be defined as notable events which reveal Jesus’ glory to 

those who see them with the eyes of faith,
28

 and the evangelist already has 

in mind other signs to which the wine-miracle at Cana, correctly inter-

preted, will provide the key. Origen calls it prohgouvmenon tw'n
shmeivwn, that is, ‘a first, pre-eminent and primary sign’, of greater 

27

 Chilton’s rendering in The Aramaic Bible.

28

 The matter will be discussed more fully at Jn 4.48. For the present, it is sufficient to 

note that people may physically observe an indubitably wonderful work, such as the 

Feeding of the Five Thousand (Jn 6.14) or the Healing of a Man Blind from Birth (Jn 

9.20, 25) and yet fail to see the ‘sign’, i.e. fail to see what that event signifies, because 

they do not perceive the deeper truth enshrined in it (Jn 6.36-40, 44-45, 63-66; 9.39).  
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significance, he insists, than the healing miracles which will follow.
29

ajrchvn therefore does not indicate merely that that this sign is the first in 

time (else, why not prwton to match Jn 4.54?), but rather that here is an 
inauguration of the signs yet to come. Isocrates provides a perfect 

parallel where the absence of the article is equally significant. ajrch;n me;n
tauvthn ejpoihvsato tw'n eujergesivwn, trofh;n toi'" deomevnoi" euJrei'n
(Panegyricus 38).

 kai; ejfanevrwsen th;n dovxan aujtou'. This is the first mention of 
Jesus’ ‘glory’ since Jn 1.14; what was there said about the fulness of 

grace and truth is, with this ajrch; tw'n shmeivwn, beginning to be 

disclosed. ‘According to the Johannine use of fanerou'n, it is Jesus 1.31; 
7.4; 21.1, 14, Jesus’ dovxa, 2.11, God’s e[rga 9.3; 3.21, and God’s Name, 
17.6, which are revealed’ (Olsson, 70). As the Prologue closes with the 

reference to his glory, so does the First Week of his ministry.  

 One of the principal promises of the prophets was that the Glory of the 

Lord would one day return to the Land, to Jerusalem and to the Temple 

(Isa 35.2, 10; 40.5; 60.1-3; Ezek 43.1-5: compare PssSol 17.33-35). 

Rabbinical Judaism too stressed the intense longing for the return of the 

Shekinah to the Land and to Jerusalem:  Jn 1.51 on Jesus’ promise, 

‘You will see heaven laid wide open’. It is surely significant that after the 

first ‘disclosure’ of his glory at Cana, the precise meaning of which will 

be discussed very shortly, Jesus goes almost at once to the Temple in 

Jerusalem ( 2.19-20, and compare Luke’s use of dovxa in 2.32 to close 
his Infancy narrative).  

 kai; ejpivsteusan eij" aujto;n oiJ maqhtai; aujtou'. If the arrange-
ment adopted in this commentary is correct, these calm words draw down 

the curtain on the First Week, that is, the First Act of Jesus’ public 

ministry.  

12. meta; tou'to katevbh eij" Kafarnaouvm. meta; tou'to occurs four 

times in John (2.12; 11.7, 11; 19.28), meta; tau'ta, eight times (3.22; 
5.1, 14; 6.1; 7.1; 13.7; 19.38; 21.1). Abbott (JG 2394) prefers to inter- 

pret meta; tou'to as indicating a short interval, but acknowledges that it 

might be intended to underline the completion of some significant period 

or action of Jesus. Certainly it is always followed by some significant 

word or deed of Jesus, and this is not the case after meta; tau'ta (e.g. 
19.38). Here in 2.12, meta; tou'to can hardly mean just ‘next’. It serves 
rather to call attention to ‘this significant act at Cana, which completed 

the first week of his ministry’, after which Jesus moved down to Caper-

naum.  

 aujto;" kai; hJ mhvthr aujtou' kai; oiJ ajdelfoi; aujtou''. Exactly 3 
miles = 5 km due west of Khirbet Qana (map reference 1787 2478) lies 

Kaukab (map reference 1736 2484), where according to Julius 

29

In Ioannem X 12 66 (SC 157: 422-25).  
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Africanus
30

 relatives of Jesus lived in the second half of the first century. 

Julius tells us they were known as despovsunoi (‘the Master’s people’)
31

and that they took pride in preserving the memory of their connection 

with the Saviour’s family; he asserts that some of them travelled far afield 

to preach the Christian message throughout Galilee and Syria.
32

 It is likely 

that those ‘grandsons of Jude’ who were arraigned before Domitian and 

discharged should be counted among these despovsunoi.33
 The nearness of Kaukab to Cana is sufficient to explain both the 

mention at this point, after the wedding, of oiJ ajdelfoi; aujtou', and their 
absence in v. 2, where they, as local people, are perhaps assumed to have 

been (like his mother) already at Cana. If they were (as Julius Africanus 

assures us) meticulous in preserving the genealogies of their family, it is 

more than probable that they would also have cherished any tradition 

about Jesus’ presence at a wedding in Cana before his public ministry 

began. 

 kai; oiJ maqhtai; aujtou' kai; ejkei' e[meinan ouj polla;" hJmevra". 
Verse 12 records that the entire group, Jesus and his mother and his 

brothers and his disciples, moved to Capernaum and stayed there, but 

only for a few days. This verse is intended to harmonize the Fourth 

Gospel with the Synoptic tradition, according to which the public 

ministry really begins in Capernaum. Luke too mentions a (short?) pre-

Capernaum, ministry at Nazareth (Lk 4.14-16).
34

THE INTERPRETATION OF THE WINE MIRACLE AT CANA

There is nothing quite like this narrative anywhere else in the Gospels. 

Many Christians understand it as a record of the fact that Jesus did once 

change water into wine, at Cana in Galilee; others think the evangelist 

30

 Officer in the army of Septimius Severus, friend of Origen, floruit A.D. 195–240. 

See Quasten, II 137-40; Altaner, 185-86.  

31

 Note the ancient title for Jesus, oJ despovth", cf. Lk 2.29; Jude 4 || 2 Pet 2.1; and 
perhaps Rev 6.10(?).  

32

 The text occurs in Julius’ Letter to Aristides (Eusebius H.E. I 7 14).  

33

 Eusebius in H.E. III 19.1–20.7, on the authority of Hegesippus (floruit A.D. 150–

190: Quasten, I 284-87; Altaner, 117-18). See Richard Bauckham’s outstanding study of 

the group in Jude and the Relatives of Jesus in the Early Church, Edinburgh, 1990, 64-

70, 94-101.  

34

 The comment above on v. 2 reported that some commentators thought that 

maqhtaiv had there been substituted for an original ajdelfoiv. This argument can be 

inverted, to say that the words kai; oiJ maqhtai; aujtou' were inserted in v. 12 only 
because they had already been mentioned in v. 2. In v. 12, the phrase is absent from 

∏66*.75

 B Y (a and a few others omit the initial aujtou' as well: see NA27

); might not these 

words have been inserted by a zealous scribe anxious to get everyone tidily off stage? It 

is impossible to be certain whether the words kai; oiJ maqhtai; aujtou' were or were not 
present in the original text; and it is not of great importance. emeinan was probably 
corrected to the singular emeinen because otherwise the text speaks only of Jesus’ 
movements (12, katevbh; 13, ajnevbh) (Schnackenburg).
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intended it to be so understood; and others would regard that interpreta-

tion as a trivializing of divine omnipotence. The inherent improbability of 

this narrative’s being the report of something which actually happened 

has naturally moved many writers to seek a more easily credible inter-

pretation.
35

 From around 1900 to 1960, adherents of the school of the history of 

religions argued that the Cana story was inspired by Greek myths about 

Dionysus, the god of wine, whose feast on 5–6 January was later replaced 

by the Christian feast of the Epiphany. ‘There can be no doubt that the 

story has been taken over from heathen legend and ascribed to Jesus’ 

(Bultmann). One example frequently quoted relates how it was the 

custom at Elis to place three empty jugs in the shrine of Dionysus on the 

evening of 5 January, and to lock the doors; the next morning the jugs 

were found to be full of wine.
36

 History, however, provides no example of 

any wonder-worker’s actually changing water into wine (Lagrange).  

 A better example occurs in the novel Leucippe and Clitophon by the 

otherwise unknown Achilleus Tatius (A.D. 150–200), a Phoenician saga 

about Dionysus which tells how the god visited a herdsman noted for his 

hospitality, and gave him in return ‘purple water, blood so sweet, harvest 

water, the blood of the grape’.
37

 Hengel offers the most moderate presen-

tation of the case for the influence of a Dionysus-motif, arguing that this 

text, albeit so late, supplies evidence that the idea might have taken root 

in rural Palestine long before the Christian era.
38

 It is, however, hardly necessary to go to Greece in order to find inspi-

ration for a story about an abundance of wine at a Jewish wedding; now, 

in the twentieth-first century, it becomes very difficult to believe that our 

Jewish-Christian evangelist would have wanted to open his Gospel by 

introducing Jesus as a greater than Dionysos.
39

 Another fundamental flaw 

in these history-of-religion interpretations is that they make the centre of 

the story the physical transformation of water into wine, and seem to 

regard the wedding as secondary, almost incidental to the narrative.  

 By the middle of the twentieth century, the positivist ideal of history 

as the disinterested observing and recording of actual happenings was 

35

 E. Little, in Echoes 9-16 (‘The Scandal of Cana’), lists some representative 

twentieth-century views.  
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of Bacchus, 5 January, wine flowed from the temple for seven days until, once out of 
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231 and XXXI 16; also in Pausanias VI 26,2). Other tales about wine in the cult of 
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2nd ed., 188-89. Bultmann, 83 Anm. 3 = ETr 119 fn. 1 and Schnackenburg I 343-44 = 
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 In the Loeb edition, II.2.1-6.  
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 Hengel, 108-12. 
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already receding, and with it the confident conviction that the Fourth 

Gospel cannot be termed ‘historical’. Exegetes began to ask instead what 

was meant by calling this gospel ‘historical’, and to seek new ways of 

understanding it. One or two
40

 saw the Cana episode as a sign contrasting 

Jesus’ baptism in the Spirit (Jn 1.33) with the ritual cleansings of Judaism 

(2.6) or of John the Baptist (3.22-25; 4.2); but their suggestions did not 

find wide favour.  

 Others, who proposed to see in the text a reference to the Holy 

Eucharist, met with a more kindly reception.
41

 For these, the wine of Cana 

forms a diptych with the bread that fed the Five Thousand, as the two 

scenes sometimes do in early Christian art. Both scenes occur near the 

time of Passover, and at the third Passover, Jesus’ hour is come. The 

earthly food and drink are thus seen as symbols of the body and blood of 

Christ that would be offered to the disciples at the Supper, by which the 

forgiveness won upon the Cross is communicated to all humankind, 

replacing the Jewish rites of purification. Indeed, some consider that 

Irenaeus interpreted Mary’s words in Jn 2.3-4 as a (premature) plea for 

the gift of the Eucharist,
42

 and one (André Feuillet) has suggested that 

Jesus’ action at Cana was a sign intended both to indicate the transforma-

tion of the Old Covenant into the New, and at the same time to hint at the 

gift of the eucharistic wine.
43

 That a secondary application to the eucharist 

may underlie the gospel story is possible; but that it is the primary 

symbolic meaning seems impossible since John (alone of the evangelists) 

does not mention the institution of the eucharist at the Supper. 

 Schnackenburg, whose doctoral thesis (1951) was entitled Das erste 

Wunder Jesu, sums up all the evidence clearly and judiciously in his 

commentary (1965).
44

 He concludes that the ‘sign’ reveals Jesus himself 

as the gift of the Father, superseding the gifts of the Old Covenant (Jn 

1.17), the order of grace with its sacraments and its doctrine being as 

superior to the Law of Judaism as the choicest wine is to water, life-

giving though the latter most certainly is. More precise than that, 

Schnackenburg is not prepared to be, and R. E. Brown, in 1966, delivers 

an equally cautious concurrent judgment (I 103-11). 

 Yet it is legitimate to attempt to be more precise. In 1963, Dodd 

suggested
45

 that the original nucleus of the pericope might have been a 

parable about a wedding feast. As the gospel tradition developed, this 

parable came to be interpreted as an event in the ministry of Jesus. So, for 

40

 E.g. K. L. Schmidt, 40-41, and F. M. Braun, ‘Le baptême’, 353, 384-85. 

41

 So Cullmann, Urchristentum und Gottesdienst, 4th ed., Zürich, 1962, 65-71 = 

Early Christian Worship, 68-71, and Strathmann, NTD 2, 6th ed., 1963, 59. Dodd is not 

unsympathetic: Interpretation, 298; Historical Tradition, 224.  
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 So W. Wigan Harvey in his edition of 1857 (S. Irenaei II 88), and the French 
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43

 ‘L’heure de Jésus et le signe de Cana’, ETL 36 (1960), 5-22.  

44
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45
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example, many critics think that Mark’s story of the cursing of the fig-

tree (Mk 11.12-14, 20-25) ‘has passed over from the status of a parable to 

that of an actual happening’ (compare Luke’s parable of the barren fig-

tree in 13.6-9). Dodd put forward his suggestion as no more than a 

conjecture, but one may suggest a transition in the opposite direction that 

would illustrate its possibility. Everyone speaks of the Parable of the 

Good Samaritan (Lk 10.29-37); but Luke does not say it is a parable. 

When Jesus replied, ‘A certain man went down from Jerusalem to 

Jericho’, his a[nqrwpov" ti" could well have been autobiographical, like 
oi\da a[nqrwpon in 2 Cor 12.2, 3. In that case, an actual event in the life 
of Jesus has, in the common understanding of Christians, for almost two 

thousand years been turned into a parable. Might not the reverse have 

happened, too? There is, however, a still simpler explanation. 

 The main point about this pericope is that it concerns a (Jewish) wed-

ding, and that the mother of Jesus was there (Jn 2.1). It is the wedding, 

rather than the wine-into-water motif, which was the centre of interest for 

the evangelist.
46

 The exegete should therefore start by inquiring why the 

evangelist gave so prominent a place, at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, 

to a wedding. 

 Once Hosea had introduced into Israel’s religion the language of 

marital love (chs. 1–2, especially 2.19-20 [ETr] = 21-22 [MT]; 11.1-4), 

later writers began to speak of the Covenant of Sinai as the moment when 

God had first wedded himself to Israel (Jer 2.2), and to look forward to an 

era when Yahweh and Israel would once again be united as bridegroom 

and bride, in faithfulness and everlasting love (Isa 54.1-8; 61.10; 62.4-5). 

The New Covenant promised in Jer 31.31-34 and Ezek 37.26-28 would 

take effect when the exiles of Judah ‘returned’ to Yahweh with their 

whole heart (Jer 24.5-7), saying ‘Let us join ourselves to Yahweh in an 

everlasting covenant which will never be forgotten’ (50.5). The image 

reached its high point in the allegorical interpretation of the Song of 

Songs, which made possible the acceptance of this poem into the Canon 

of Hebrew Scripture. In the OT, the bridegroom and bride were always 

Yahweh and his Chosen People, Israel.  

 In post-biblical Judaism the OT conception of the Covenant of Sinai as 

a wedding was not forgotten, but from the first century of the Christian 

era onwards, the rabbis also (and more usually) likened this present age to 

the period of betrothal: ‘This world is like the betrothal… The actual 

marriage ceremony will take place in the Messianic days.’
47

 Even then, 

the bridegroom is always Yahweh, never once the Messiah. In the words 

46

 Note that the evangelist does not say that the water was changed into wine: no verb 

meaning changed occurs in the Gospel. Jn 2.9 refers simply to the ‘water become wine’, 

and 4.46 ‘where he made the water wine’.  

47

Midrash R. Exod XV 30 on 12.2 (in the Soncino ed. XV 31, 204). Other texts are 

cited in SB I 517. See also J. Jeremias, TWNT I 652, on gamevw, and on nuvmfh in TWNT

IV 1094-96. 



192 JOHN 1–4

of Isa 54.5, cited in that same rabbinic text, ‘Your Maker is your 

husband: Yahweh Sabaoth is his name’.  

 A wedding feast would normally take seven days (Judg 14.12; Tob 

11.19),
48

 and as always in the Mediterranean, wine would be in plentiful 

supply. Abundance of wine was also a blessing promised for, and 

characteristic of, the Day of Yahweh, the end of time, as we read at the 

conclusion of Hosea (14.7) and of Amos (9.13-14); compare Jer 31.12 

and Zech 10.7. Genesis 49.10-12 proclaims that the coming of the king 

from the tribe of Judah will be celebrated amid wonderful harvests from 

the vines (cf. 27.28),
49

 and the same promise recurs (with reference to the 

Day of the Lord) in Joel 2.21-24 and 4.18. Other texts which mention an 

abundance of wine, normally along with rich harvests of corn and oil, are 

Isa 62.8-9; Hos 2.8, 15, 22 = [MT] 2.10, 17, 24; Amos 9.14; Joel 2.24; 

Zech 9.17. Conversely, lack of wine is a sign of abandonment by God as 

a result of the people’s unfaithfulness (Isa 16.10; 24.7-11; Hos 2.9, 12 = 

[MT] 11, 13; Amos 5.11; Joel 1.5, 10).  

 R. E. Brown (I 105) calls attention also to 1 En 10.19 and 2 Bar 29.5 

(OTP I 18 and 630), which promise a thousandfold fruitfulness of the 

vines. Irenaeus even claims, on the authority of the Elders who had seen 

John the disciple of the Lord, that this image (indeed, ten thousandfold) 

had, according to that same John, been used by Jesus himself.
50

 Now it is ridiculous to think that the abundance of wine promised in 

the OT is meant to signify a liberal supply of alcoholic drink, particularly 

when it symbolizes the table fellowship of God’s eschatological king-

dom. That would be to accuse the prophets of Israel of crass materialism. 

In the OT, wine is also a symbol of God’s holy wisdom, of divine 

revelation. So in Isa 55.1 we read, ‘Come, buy wine and milk without 

money’, and in Prov 9.4-6, ‘Eat of the bread and drink of the wine that I 

have mixed for you’. Sirach 15.3 and 24.19, 21 refer to the water of 

wisdom (not to wine); but 31.27 reads ‘Wine is like life to men, if you 

drink it in moderation’ (see also vv. 25-31, and 40.20). The metaphor of 

wine to connote wisdom is used also by Philo, who spells out the spiritual 

sense that he intends to convey. ‘Let Melchizedek instead of water offer 

wine, and give to souls strong drink, that they may be seized by a divine 

intoxication, more sober than sobriety itself’.
51

 ‘And when the happy soul 

holds out the sacred goblet of its own reason, who is it that pours into it 

the holy cupfuls of true gladness, but the Word, the Cup-bearer of God 

48

 Further detail in SB I 504-18 (on Mt 9.15). 

49

 Hengel (p. 100) asserts that this was one of the most important prophecies in 

Judaism, and adds: ‘It is equally instructive that the wine-cup, pitcher, grape-leaf, and 

grape appear frequently on the coins of the uprisings of 66–73 and 132–135, which were 

motivated by eschatological-Messianic considerations’. 

50

Adv. Haereses V 33:3 = SC 153: 414-16. For a commentary, see A. Orbe, Teología 

de san Ireneo III, Madrid-Toledo, 1988, 418-25.  

51

Legum Allegoriae III xxvi 82 (Loeb I 354-55).  
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the Master of the feast (oJ oijnocovo" tou' qeou' kai; sumposivarco" 
logvo") who is also none other than the draught which he pours…’

52

 Three OT motifs, then, provide a starting-point for the interpretation 

of the Cana story: the marriage-bond between Yahweh and Israel, the 

comparison of the re-establishment of the new Covenant with a wedding 

(Jer 31.2-14, 23-28; Isa 54.1-8; 61.10–62.5), and the blessing of this 

union with ‘an abundance of corn, wine, and oil’ (Jer 50.5; cf. 31.12-14) 

on the day of that ‘everlasting covenant which will never be forgotten’ 

(Jer 50.5).  

 In the NT too, the wedding-feast is a symbol of the coming of 

salvation, the fulfilment of time. It features three times in the parables: in 

that of the King’s Son (Mt 22.1-14), of the Ten Virgins (Mt 25.1-13), and 

of the Waiting Servants (Lk 12.35-36). Further, with only two possible 

exceptions (here at Jn 2.9 and at Rev 18.23), in the NT the word for 

bridegroom, numfivo", always refers to Jesus Christ. Thus numfivo" is 
found in Mt 9.15 (twice) || Mk 2.19-20 (twice) || Lk 5.35 (twice) (‘the 

children of the bridal chamber cannot fast as long as the bridegroom is 

with them’); these are also the only verses in which the word numfwvn
(bridal chamber) occurs in the NT, once in each gospel.

53

 Elsewhere, 

numfivo" is found four times in Mt 25.1, 5, 6, 10 (the delayed Parousia?), 

and three times in Jn 3.29. In addition, references to the Church as the 

bride of Christ clearly imply that Christ was regarded as the heavenly 

bridegroom (2 Cor 11.2; Eph 5.25; Rev 19.7; 21.9), and Rev 19.9 speaks 

of the wedding feast of the Lamb. By the time John’s Gospel came to be 

written, around A.D. 90, Jesus of Nazareth was known to all his 

followers, and accepted by them, as the bridegroom, the King’s Son.  

 When we recall that the bridegroom of Israel expected at the end of 

time is always Yahweh, never the Messiah, it becomes evident that in the 

Cana story, on the sixth day of the First Week, the evangelist is subtly 

(not yet overtly) presenting the Word made flesh as the bridegroom 

standing at the threshold, come to claim his bride, the people of Israel. 

Compare Jn 1.11: ‘He came to what was his own’. Instinctively, one 

thinks also of Rev 3.20—‘Behold, I am standing at the door, and 

knocking!’ (and compare Jn 3.29)—not that Jesus is the bridegroom-in-

the-Cana-story, whom he saves from embarrassment; but in another 

sense, it is Jesus who is envisaged as the true bridegroom, for it was he 

who had been keeping the best wine until that day.
54

52

De Somniis II xxxvii 249 (Loeb V 554-55).  

53

 Unless one reads numfwvn (a B* L 00138. 892. 1010. pc) rather than gavmo" in Mt 

22.10: but see NA
27

 for the textual evidence on that text.  

54

 The motif of Jesus as the bridegroom and that of new wine as a metaphor for his 

new doctrine are juxtaposed in all three Synoptics (Mt 9.14-17 || Mk 2.22 || Lk 5.33-39). 

There the mention of ‘new wine’ ‘occurs in a context which refers to the shattering effect 

of His impact upon existing institutions’ (Dodd, Interpretation, 298; pp. 297-300 are 

very important, especially for the cross-references to Philo).  
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 Seen against this background, the account of the wedding at Cana is a 

symbolic narrative about realized eschatology. It was only natural that as 

the Church developed, the metaphor of drinking the water of wisdom 

should be applied to the teaching of Jesus, as it had formerly been applied 

to the teaching of the Old Covenant (Sir 15.3). That the metaphor was 

early established in Christian catechesis is clear from 1 Cor 10.4, and it is 

a major motif in the Fourth Gospel ( Jn 4.13-14; 7.37-38). The same 

theme recurs in Rev 7.17; 21.6; 22.1, 17 where we read of drinking from 

‘the springs of the water of life’.  

 Since wine too was in the OT a symbol of divine wisdom (see above), 

when the evangelist wished to make a comparison between the teaching 

of the Old and of the New Covenant, both God-given, both life-giving, 

yet essentially different, it was perhaps natural for him to think in terms 

of the contrast between water and wine. Even the water used for 

purification among the Jews was (apparently) in short supply, and the 

wine had run out, yet Jesus did not replace them with something created 

ex nihilo. He ordered the servants to fill those (old?) water-jars from the 

usual well-spring (ajntlhvsate). It was via Jewish sources that Jesus’ 
heart-warming wine would be provided. The wine stands for Jesus’ 

teaching, and in particular his interpretation of the Holy Writings of Israel 

and Judaism (  2.7-8, the Targum of Isa 12.3).
55

 This is in fact the interpretation of Origen and of Augustine. 

Augustine’s first homily on this text begins by observing that every year 

rain-water is turned into wine, and on a far grander scale than at Cana, yet 

nobody marvels, simply because it happens all the time. Augustine then 

writes: ‘excepto miraculo, aliquid in ipso facto mysterii et sacramenti 

latet’ (Tract. 8.3), a sentence which may be translated as ‘setting aside the 

miracle, some hidden, some secret and symbolic meaning lies concealed 

in what was actually done’. He expounds this meaning in the following 

homily, beginning with the principle ‘bonum vinum Christus servavit 

usque adhuc, id est, evangelium suum’ (Tract. 9.2). The writings of the 

OT, read without Christian understanding, were like water (2 Cor 3.14-

16), but when interpreted by the risen Lord (Lk 24.13-47) became like 

wine. ‘Mutavit ergo aquam in vinum Dominus noster Iesus Christus, et 

sapit quod non sapiebat, inebriat quod non inebriabat.’ ‘Our Lord Jesus 

Christ changed the water into wine, and what previously had no taste 

began to have a taste, what before did not intoxicate became intoxicating’ 

(Tract. 9.5). Origen’s commentary on Jn 2.1-11 is, unfortunately, not 

extant, but other texts show that this was his interpretation too.
56

55

 Braun, Jean le théologien, II 198-99 (and compare the entire volume); III 80-81; 

Boismard, from Du baptême à Cana (1956) onwards.  

56

 At his first visit to Cana, Jesus ‘brings us joy…and gives us to drink of the wine 

that proceeds from His power, which was water when it was drawn, but became wine 

when Jesus transformed it. And truly before Jesus the Scripture was water, but from the 

time of Jesus it has become wine to us’ (Origen, In Ioannem XIII.62 cited in Dodd, 

Interpretation, 299 fn. 2 = GCS 10:294
30

-295
1

 = fn. 438 in the SC edition). There is a 
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 The canonical text itself contains some suasive evidence that it was 

intended to be read as a symbolic narrative. The first indication is to be 

found in the way the central fact of the narrative, the discovery that water 

has become wine, is presented. The chief steward alone tastes the water, 

and one sip leads him to utter his remark.
57

 Further, it is only when the 

drink is tasted that it is found to have been turned into wine; was there no 

visible change in colour, no fragrance of a bouquet? Lastly, there is no 

hint that anyone other than the chief steward touched the drink; and the 

text clearly reads: ‘when he had tasted the water (become wine)’.

oi\non gegenhmevnon. Unless these crucial words are taken as declar-
ing a physical change of water into wine, the commentator has to explain 

what they are meant to signify, and why they were inserted. One may 

suggest that this very phrase oi\non gegenhmevnon contains a second clue 

indicating that this story was intended to bear a symbolic meaning. In Jn 

6.52, we read that the Jews began to debate among themselves, saying 

‘How can this man give us his flesh to eat?’ The Gospel does not tell us 

that Jesus then explained that his words were not meant to be taken 

literally; on the contrary, it boldly asserts that Jesus at once added ‘and 

drink my blood’ (6.53). Is it not possible that when the Cana story was 

included in the Gospel, the words ‘which had become wine’ were 

inserted for the benefit of those who would otherwise have been mysti- 

fied by the remark of the chief steward, wondering why he had spoken in 

so enigmatic a manner about the water he had just tasted? By inserting 

oi\non gegenhmevnon (2.9), the evangelist (or the final redactor) sought to 
anticipate any misunderstanding, judging that the presence of these two 

words would lead people to ask quite seriously what was meant by 

speaking of water that had become wine. After all, Luke wrote that Jesus 

had promised his disciples that they would eat and drink at his table in his 

kingdom (Lk 22.30), but no one interprets these words as an assurance 

that they would one day share together gourmet meals with vintage wines 

in a royal palace. The writer of the Fourth Gospel might reasonably have 

judged that, given the clue of oi\non gegenhmevnon, any reader would 
recognize that the words of the steward contained a hidden meaning, and 

embodied a truth more profound than the speaker realized or intended 

(compare Jn 11.51). 

 Was this story of the wedding at Cana simply made up for kerygmatic 

or for catechetical purposes? Several authors have claimed to have 

detected in it an earlier, pre-Johannine, source which was subsequently 

similar text in Frag. 74 In Ioannem = GCS 10:541
26-28

, where Origen points to the link 

between this gift at Cana and the restoration of good order in the Father’s house; see also 

In Cant. 1 = GCS 33:94-95. Other patristic texts in a similar vein are presented by 

Smitmans, 217-24.  

57 geuvesqai is often used of a small quantity. Compare the comment above on Jn 

2.7-8: Abraham’s servant Eliezer requested only ‘one mouthful’ of water from Rebecca’s 

newly filled pitcher (Midrash Rabbah).  
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edited by the evangelist when it was incorporated in the gospel.
58

 Even if 

such a source existed, one must still ask whether the Gospel narrative can 

plausibly claim any historical credibility.  

 The comment above on Jn 2.12 suggested that perhaps some members 

of ‘the Master’s’ family in Kaukab (the despovsunoi) could recall that 
Jesus had once attended a wedding at Cana at which the wine had run 

out; that at his suggestion, water had been served in place of the wine; 

and that the steward in charge of the feast, when he tasted this water, said, 

perhaps as a witticism, perhaps as a sagacious comment, ‘You have kept 

the best wine until now’. Could not the family recollection of an event 

like this lie at the origin of the gospel story? 

 The wedding was placed on the sixth day of the First Week of Jesus’ 

ministry (  2.1). Now, though the Gospel does not say that Jesus gave 

any teaching on this occasion, presumably he was not entirely silent, and 

it is not far-fetched to suggest that, if he spoke, he said something about 

the wedding. In that case, might he not have spoken about the institution 

of marriage (Gen 1–2), about Hosea’s profound meditation on marriage 

as a symbol of God’s love, and about God’s promise to restore the broken 

bonds of love even with Samaria and her daughters (Hos 14.4-7; Ezek 

16.53-55)? ‘As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God 

rejoice over you’ (Isa 62.5). The despovsunoi of Kaukab would have 
been unlikely to forget the occasion.  

 The evangelist is therefore declaring that Jesus on this occasion at 

Cana spoke in a manner which was, in comparison with the most whole-

some water of wisdom found in Jewish teaching, even more attractive, 

the choicest wine. That is to say, Jesus at Cana began to instruct his 

disciples in the understanding of Holy Scripture (  Jn 1.39), an action 

which points to the correct understanding of the later shmei'a ( 2.11, 

Origen). It is no accident that the final ‘I am’ saying in this Gospel is ‘I 

am the true vine’ (15.1; compare Sir 24.17, 19, 21).
59

 It serves as a 

reminder of the first sign at Cana, the ‘inauguration of the signs’, and 

represents yet another inclusio. Jesus alone is the source of life-giving 

wisdom.  

 It only remains to ask why the evangelist put this narrative here, and 

his use of the word guvnai provides the clue. Genesis 1.27-28 places the 
world’s first wedding on the sixth day of the First Week of creation. The 

Cana episode, on the sixth day of the First Week of Jesus’ ministry, spells 

Jesus’ departure from his family to undertake his life-work: hence guvnai,
not ‘mother’ ( 2.4). She who was his biological mother has fulfilled her 

role of bearing him and rearing him. So has Judaism. It is she who now 

says to him ‘They have no wine’, words which may connote for the 

thoughtful reader, and especially for the Jewish Christian after the Fall of 

58

 And the various efforts to reconstruct that source do, to an unusual degree, 

converge. See Excursus VII, ‘A Literary Source of John 2.1-11?’  

59

 Hengel, 100.  
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Jerusalem in A.D. 70, that the people of Israel are no longer able to 

celebrate worthily and joyfully their marriage to their God (  2.20).  

 But on the sixth day of the Final Week of Jesus’ life, when all is 

accomplished, ‘the mother of Jesus’, this same Daughter
60

 of Zion, will be 

honoured with a new role, as will Jesus’ Jewish disciples (see 19.25-27). 

On that day there will be another wedding, a wedding of truly cosmic 

importance, its bride a new Jerusalem with citizens from all the nations of 

the world (Isa 60–62), the wedding of the Lamb (Rev 19.6-9; 21.1-4).  

60

 Note the upper case initial.  



EXCURSUS VII 

A LITERARY SOURCE FOR JOHN 2.1-11? 

Of the many attempts to distinguish in the Fourth Gospel different strata, 

most have dealt with the whole Gospel or with a large section of it. This 

Excursus is concerned only with Jn 2.1-11, and is offered simply as an 

example of what might be done in detecting a literary source, without any 

great confidence in its verisimilitude. It is a revised version of what was 

printed in The Mother of Jesus in 1975, pp. 462-66.  

 Before Bultmann, M. Dibelius suggested that Jn 2.4b, at least part of 

v. 5 and v. 11 were added by the Evangelist
1

; similarly K. L. Schmidt, 

who contended that vv. 3, 4 and 11 betray the touch of the evangelist.
2

 It 

was Bultmann’s commentary (1941) which made the quest fashionable. 

He maintained that the evangelist added (1) the phrase ‘on the third day’ 

in v. 3; (2) the words in 9b, ‘and he did not know where it came from, but 

the waiters knew, they who had drawn the water’; (3) the main part of v. 

11, ‘and he manifested his glory and [they] believed in him’, ‘his 

disciples’ being perhaps an addition by a later editor. It is strange that 

Bultmann does not see any Johannine addition in vv. 4-5.  

 Schnackenburg thinks that the mention of Jesus’ hour in v. 4 and the 

second half of v. 11 betray the hand of the evangelist, but otherwise 

makes no firm statements about editorial insertions, on the ground that 

evidence is lacking. C. K. Barrett and R. E. Brown too do not commit 

themselves at all in their commentaries. But the seed sown by Bultmann 

spread. 

 Since 1970 R. T. Fortna has been perhaps the most diligent seeker in 

the quest for sources, and in The Fourth Gospel and its Predecessor,

Cambridge, 1989, p. 53, he offers an analysis of the Cana story. He con-

siders the following phrases to be editorial insertions: 

v. 1: ‘and on the third day’—‘in Galilee’; 

v. 3:  from (v. 3) ‘to him, They have no wine’ as far as v. 5, ‘His mother 

said’, so that the text reads ‘Jesus’ mother said…to the servants’; 

v. 6: ‘in accordance with the Jewish rite of purification’; 

v. 9: ‘and did not know where it came from, but the servants who had 

drawn the water knew’; 

v. 11: ‘at Cana of Galilee (and he manifested his glory)’.  

1

Die Formgeschichte des Evangeliums, Tübingen, 1st ed., 1919; 2nd ed., 1933 = 4th 

ed., 1961, p. 98 = ETr From Tradition to Gospel, Cambridge and London, 1971.  

2

 ‘Die johanneische Character’, in Harnack-Ehrung (1921), 37-38. 
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 Several others before and after him have also considered vv. 4-5 to be 

wholly or partly an insertion into an earlier text by the Evangelist. The 

proposals of Boismard and Lamouille (Jean, 101-104) are not dissimilar, 

but are too complex for summary here.  

 If one takes as guide the fifty positive literary characteristics proposed 

by E. Schweizer and E. Ruckstuhl, and the references to this passage in 

Abbott’s JV and JG, and eliminates whatever these writers judge to be a 

positive indication of the evangelist’s style, the result is the following 

passage: 

1 gavmo" ejgevneto ejn Kana; th'" Galilaiva", kai; h\n hJ mhvthr tou' ÆIhsou'
ejkei': 2 ejklhvqh de; kai; oJ ÆIhsou'" kai; oiJ maqhtai; aujtou' eij" to;n gavmon. 3 
kai; uJsterhvsanto" oi[nou levgei hJ mhvthr tou' ÆIhsou' pro;" aujtovn, oi\non
oujk e[cousin. […]

 6 h\san de; ejkei' livqinai uJdrivai e}x kata; to;n kaqarismo;n tw'n ÆIoudaivwn 
keivmenai, cwrou'sai ajna; metrhta;" duvo h] trei'". 7 levgei [toi'"
diakovnoi"] oJ ÆIhsou'", gemivsate ta;" uJdriva" u{dato". kai; ejgevmisan 
aujta;" e{w" a[nw. 8 kai; levgei aujtoi'", ajntlhvsate nu'n kai; fevrete tw'/
ajrcitriklivnw/: oiJ de; h[negkan.  
 9 wJ" de; ejgeuvsato oJ ajrcitrivklino" to; u{dwr […] fwnei' to;n numfivon
[…] 10 kai; levgei aujtw'/, pa'" a[nqrwpo" prw'ton to;n kalo;n oi\non tivqhsin 
kai; o{tan mequsqw'sin to;n ejlavssw:  
su; tethvrhka" to;n kalo;n oi\non e{w" a[rti.  
 11 tauvthn ejpoivhsen ajrch;n tw'n shmeivwn oJ ÆIhsou'" ejn Kana; th'"
Galilaiva".        

In this text, the following words of the Gospel text have been left out.  

 (1) th'/ hJmevra/ th'/ trivth/. The reduplication of the article after the 
noun and before the adjective is mainly a Johannine usage (JG 1982-86).  

 (2) guvnai. Only in Jn 2.4 and 19.26 does Jesus address Mary as 

‘Woman’.  

 (3) Verses 4-5. ou[pw occurs twice in Matthew, five times in Mark, 

once in Luke, and thirteen times in John. It is used of Jesus’ ‘hour’ in 

7.30 and 8.20, of his ‘time’ in 7.6 and of his Ascension in 20.17. Contrast 

13.1 and 17.1. See JV 1719, 1728.  

 (4) o{ ti a]n levgh/. (ej)avn ti" occurs 19 times in the Synoptics, 24 
times in John, four times in 1 John, and only twice in the rest of the NT.  

 (5) oi\non gegenhmevnon. The use of a perfect participle for a very 
recent happening is typical of John: cf. 5.10; 6.13 etc (JG 2506a). It is 

also typical of him to let the reader into the secret about the sense of a 

story: cf. Jn 2.21 (also JG 2016-18). 

 (6) oujk h[/dei povqen ejstivn, oiJ de; diavkonoi h[/deisan. Chiasmus: (see 
JG 2554-57). oiJ hjntlhkovte" to; u{dwr in apposition, but probably 
corrective, meaning ‘Well, not exactly all the waiters, only those who had 

drawn the water’. For a similar construction see Jn 11.45, and for a 

forceful corrective, 4.2. Compare JG 1939. oJ ajrcitrivklino" is inserted 
at the end of v. 9 for clarity.  
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 (7) kai; ejfanevrwsen th;n dovxan aujtou', kai; ejpivsteusan eij" aujto;n
oiJ maqhtai; aujtou'. Except for oiJ maqhtai; aujtou', all these expressions 
are characteristic of John. 



III

A NEW JERUSALEM 

2.13–4.54 

The hope of a New Jerusalem was central to the faith of Judaism, 

especially in the years between A.D. 70 and 100,
1

 when the Fourth 

Gospel was taking its final form. The next part of the Gospel is inter-

preted in the light of this Jewish conviction about the certainty of God’s 

restoring Jerusalem, and it has been divided into two sections, unequal in 

length. The first (Jn 2.13-25) speaks about the New Temple, while the 

second (Jn 3–4) contains the evangelist’s vision of the new order in the 

New Jerusalem. For the sub-division of this second section, see the 

introduction to chs. 3–4.  

A. THE NEW TEMPLE (2.13-22) 

The Synoptics contain a similar story, which they place in the final week 

of Jesus’ earthly life—Matthew and Luke on the day of his entry into 

Jerusalem (Mt 21.12-17 || Lk 19.41-46), Mark on the day after it (Mk 

11.15-17; note, in v. 12, th/' ejpauvrion). Their narratives, interpreted by 
reference to Mal 3.1-4 and Zech 14.21, are customarily entitled ‘The 

Cleansing of the Temple’. From patristic times until around 1900, 

scholars discussed whether the accounts in the four Gospels referred to 

one and the same or to two different events, mainly because John places 

the incident close to a Passover two years before Jesus’ death (Jn 2.13), 

but also because of differences in the descriptions of the expulsion, and in 

the sayings ascribed to Jesus.
2

1

 See Schürer I 521-28, particularly p. 527: ‘The Apocalypse of Baruch [= 2 Baruch] 

and 4 Ezra, which originated at this time, provide a vivid and authentic explanation of 

the religious mood prevailing in the first decades after the destruction of the Holy City.’ 

Such hope lived on until Hadrian’s definitive victory over Bar Kokhba in A.D. 135. 

2

 Chrysostom preferred to see two separate events (‘probably’: eijkov", In Matthaeum

Hom. 67.1), and Augustine had no doubts (‘manifestum est non semel sed iterum’, De 

consensu evangelistarum II 67 129). This view was accepted by Aquinas, Calvin, 

Maldonatus (‘probably’), and many others down to Godet (1864), Westcott (1884), 
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 Few exegetes now maintain that the variations in the Gospel accounts 

are evidence of two different incidents, because there is general agree-

ment that in all four Gospels the order of the narratives is often 

determined not by the chronological sequence of events in Jesus’ life, but 

by other, literary, considerations. In the Synoptic tradition Jesus is 

presented as making but one visit to Jerusalem during his public ministry; 

the story about the Temple therefore has to be placed there, at the end. 

Yet according to Mark, when two witnesses at his trial swore they had 

heard Jesus saying that he would destroy the Temple, ‘their evidence did 

not agree’ (14.57-59). A clue to the interpretation of this text may be 

found in the Mishnah, which states that ‘They used to prove witnesses 

with seven inquiries: In what week of years? In what year? In what 

month? On what date in the month? On what day? In what hour? In what 

place?’ (Sanhedrin 5.1). Mark 14.59 therefore seems to carry the impli-

cation that the episode happened some considerable time before the trial 

of Jesus, for there would hardly have been a problem in finding two 

witnesses had the offending statement been made only three or four days 

previously. It is impossible to determine even an approximate date.  

 It will facilitate the exegesis to examine first the nomenclature used for 

‘the Temple’. In Jn 2.13-22, nearly all the classical English versions (AV 

= KJV RV RSV NRSV NEB) translate both iJerovn (vv. 14, 15) and naov"
(vv. 19, 20, 21) as temple.3 Only a few differentiate. For iJerovn, here and 
elsewhere in the NT, NIV gives Temple courts, and NAB, Temple area; 

at Jn 2.14, REB gives Temple precincts. For naov", RVmg and JB give 

sanctuary, but NJB reverts to Temple. Why this convention of using one 

English term for the two distinct Greek nouns?  

 iJerovn designates ‘the temple at Jerusalem, including the whole temple 
precinct, with its buildings, courts etc.’ (BDAG). In this sense it occurs 

70 times in the NT (the only instance of any other reference is at Acts 

19.27). naov", in its proper sense, denotes a building which is considered 
as the dwelling place (√ naivw) of a god. It is used in this sense of the 
Temple building in Jerusalem (as distinct from the surrounding area) in 

Lk 1.9, 21, 22; in Mt 23.35; in Mt 27:51 || Mk 15.38 || Lk 23.45 (to;
katapevtasma tou' naou'); and also by Josephus, in the War V v 4 = 207, 

209, 211 and in Ant. XV xi 3 = 391. In Josephus, however, the word naov"
can also designate the whole Temple area (War VI v 3 = 293; Apion II ix 

119), and in Mt 27.5, it must refer to the precincts, not the building. Only 

the context can determine its precise reference. Thus it is uncertain 

whether in Mt 23.16, 17 and 21 naov" denotes the building alone (it 

probably does), or the area. Similarly, it is not possible to determine 

whether the saying about destroying the Temple refers to the central 

Knabenbauer (1898) and Zahn (1908). From 1900 onwards, it has been increasingly 

accepted that there was only one such incident; thus Holtzmann (1901) and Loisy (1903). 

V. Taylor, Mark, 461-62, gives a good survey of the discussion from 1900 to 1950.  

3

The Vulgate also, and the Nova Vulgata, render both Greek terms by templum.

Luther too renders both as Tempel. 
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building alone or to the entire complex (Mt 26.61; 27.40 || Mk 14.58; 

15.29); and the question is clearly irrelevant.4 

 In the Pauline literature, Christians themselves are said to be a nao;"
qeou', a dwelling-place of God (1 Cor 3.16, 17; 2 Cor 6.16), their bodies a 
temple of the Holy Spirit, nao;" tou' aJgivou pneuvmato" (1 Cor 6.19). The 
metaphor is part and parcel of the doctrine of the divine indwelling, 

expressed also by the verbs oijkei'n (Rom 8.9, 11; 1 Cor 3.16), ejnoikei'n
(Rom 8.11; 2 Tim 1.14, of the Spirit; Col 3.16, of the Word of Christ), 

and katoikei'n (Eph 3.17, of Christ dwelling by faith in hearts). If all the 
fullness of the Godhead dwells in Christ Jesus (Col 1.19; 2.9), and if he 

and the Holy Spirit dwell in human hearts, then the community of 

believers can truly be called a temple of God (see Eph 2.21-22). It is 

because of this doctrine that the classical English versions mentioned 

above translate naov" in these Pauline passages as temple, to affirm the 
presence of God dwelling (√ naivw) in the heart; and for this same reason 
the rendering temple has been retained for naov" in Jn 2.19, 20, 21, to 
stress that these texts refer to God’s dwelling-place rather than to a 

humanly created sanctuary.5 

 

 
2.13

 The Jewish Passover was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.
14

 In the 

Temple he found dealers in cattle and sheep and pigeons, and money-changers 

sitting there. 
15

 Making a little whip out of cords, he drove them all out of the 

Temple (the sheep and the cattle as well), and as for the money-dealers, he 

spilled their small change and overturned their counters. 
16

 Then he said to 

those who were selling pigeons, ‘Take these things away from here, and stop 

making my Father’s house into a house of trade.’ 
17

 His disciples recalled that 

it was written, ‘Zeal for your house will consume me.’ 

18

 The Jews therefore said to him by way of rejoinder, ‘What sign have you 

to show us for doing these things?’ 
19

 Jesus in reply said to them, ‘Destroy this 

temple, and within three days I shall raise it up.’ 
20

 The Jews then said, ‘This 

4

 For further detail on iJerovn see TWNT III 230-47 (G. Schrenk). The LXX translators 

preferred to designate the Temple at Jerusalem as oi\ko" a{gio", tou' qeou', tou' kurivou,
nao;" a{gio", rather than iJerovn, possibly because the latter term was regularly employed 

to denote pagan temples (232
21-30

). In the LXX translations, the only instances of iJerovn
with reference to Jerusalem occur in Ezek 45.19 (a mistranslation); 1 Paral 9.27; 29.4; 

and 2 Paral 6.13 (Hebrew missing). Yet iJerovn is, by contrast, common in those historical 

books of the LXX which were written in Greek, 1 Esdras and 1–4 Maccabees (232
33

-

233
3

; see HR). For the usage in Josephus and Philo, see TWNT III 233-34. On naov", see 
TWNT IV 884-95 (O. Michel). - to; tevmeno", regular in Classical Greek to denote a 
piece of land dedicated to a god, is rare in the LXX (10-12 times), and refers most often 

to a pagan temple: e.g. 1 Macc 1.47; 5.43, 44; 2 Macc 1.15; 10.2; 11.3 (HR). It is not 

found in the NT.  

5

 Most recent translators concur. - naov" in Jn 2 is rendered sanctuary by John 
Lingard (1836), Richard Weymouth (1903), James Moffatt (1913) and James Kleist 

(1954); and as holy place by Charles K. Williams (1952). But C. C. Torrey (1933), R. A. 

Knox (1946), J. B. Phillips (1960), the Good News Bible = TEV (1966), the Translators’ 

NT (1973) and William Barclay (1968), all retain temple (like the classical versions listed 

above). 
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temple has been under construction for forty-six years, and you are going to 

raise it up in three days?’ 
21

 He, however, had been speaking about the temple 

of his body. 
22

 So it was that, after he was raised from the dead, his disciples 

recalled that he had said this, and came to believe the Scripture and the word 

that Jesus had spoken.  

13. ejggu;" h\n (of time) recurs, always with reference to a Jewish feast, 
in Jn 6.4; 7.2; 11.55. to; pavsca tw'n ÆIoudaivwn. The evangelist 
evidently thinks of the Jews as a religious group distinct from Christians. 

It was a long time since the followers of Jesus had shared in the Jewish 

Passover (compare 1 Cor 5.7, ‘our Passover’), and some prospective 

readers might even have needed to be informed that pavsca was the name 
of a Jewish feast (Jn 6.4; 11.55). kai; ajnevbh eij" ïIerosovluma oJ 
ÆIhsou'". From almost anywhere in Palestine (and certainly from 

Capernaum, 2.12) one goes up to Jerusalem, so that ajnabaivnein is
virtually a technical term for a pilgrimage to the Holy City (5.1; 7.8, 10; 

11.55; 12.20).  

14. kai; eu|ren6 ejn tw'/ iJerw'/ tou;" pwlou'nta". John alone mentions 
the sale of cattle and sheep, a fact which in the past contributed to the 

conviction that Jesus intervened on two occasions in the Temple.  

 bova". Cattle (NEB REB JB NJB NIV NRSV) is better than oxen
(AV= KJV RV RSV), since oxen might suggest bulls for sacrifice. In 

fact, a bull for sacrifice was rarely required—only for a sin of the high 

priest bringing guilt on the entire people (Lev 4.3-12; compare 16.6, 11) 

or for a sin of the whole people (4.13-21), but not for a sin even by the 

(civil) ruler (4.23). On feast days, and only on feast days, two bulls were 

offered in the Temple (e.g. on each of the seven days of Passover, Num 

28.16-25): see Schürer II 308. These rules hardly suggest that large 

numbers of oxen customarily stood corralled waiting to be purchased for 

sacrifice. The picture is rather of a general cattle-market with beasts for 

sale, for such cattle-marts were held in the Temple court from time to 

time. See SB I 851-52 and J. Jeremias, Jerusalem, 48-49, for the primary 

references. provbata originally denoted any small four-footed animals, 
as distinct from fowl, but in Attic Greek and thereafter, it refers pre-

dominantly to sheep. Here in 2.14 it could include goats as well, particu-

larly since they too were permissible for the Passover sacrifice (Exod 

12.5). For detail, see LSJ; BDAG; TWNT VI 688-92. peristerav".
Doves or pigeons were stipulated as sin-offerings for those unable to 

afford a lamb (Lev 5.7, and compare 5.11).  

 kai; tou;" kermatista;" kaqhmevnou". kermatisthv" (= money-

changer), a hapax legomenon in the NT, is found only here and in 

literature dependent upon it (MM). Yet as Greek its formation is impec-

cable, and its presence here so close to kollubisthv" (v. 15) may indicate 

the hand of an editor seeking an elegant variation. All money used in the 

Temple had to be of Tyrian currency, that normally used in commerce. At 

6

 The form without the augment is normal in the Koine: see BDF 67 (1).
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this epoch it was somewhat lighter than the official Roman currency, 

which stood at par with the Attic standard coinage. Therefore, given the 

high prices always obtaining in Jerusalem, supervised money changers 

were needed to ensure that pilgrims should receive a proper exchange rate 

for their foreign currency. See Schürer II 272 fn. 54; 66-67 fn. 210; J. 

Jeremias, Jerusalem, 33, 121.  

15. kai; poihvsa" fragevllion ejk scoinivwn. Just as John alone 
mentions cattle and sheep, so he alone mentions the little whip made out 

of cords to drive out the animals. fragevllion, a hapax legomenon in the 
NT, is a loanword from the Latin flagellum, with dissimilation from l to 
r, as in the vulgar Latin fragellum: see MHT II 103, 396; BDF 5 (1b); 41 

(2). pavnta" (masculine), that is, all the traders (JG 1929). tav te 
provbata kai; tou;" bova": te, with their sheep and cattle as well. te,
rare outside Acts, occurs only three times in John, at 2.15; 4.32 and 6.18: 

see BDF 443 (1). kai; tw'n kollubistw'n ejxevceen to; kevrma kai; ta;" 
trapevza" ajnevtreyen. kollubivsth" is a small money-changer (LSJ; 
MM) as distinct from a big banker (trapezivth", see LSJ). Translate: 
and as for the money-dealers, he spilled their small change and 

overturned their counters.
7

16. kai; toi'" ta;" peristera;" pwlou'sin ei\pen, a[rate tau'ta 
ejnteu'qen. The pigeon-sellers are simply bidden to take their trade 

outside, away from the Temple, and to stop making (mhv with the present 
imperative poiei'te) the house of my Father a house of trade. (mh;
poiei'te) to;n oi\kon tou' patrov" mou oi\kon ejmporivou. In the Syn-
optic tradition, Jesus justifies his actions by citing Isa 56.7 (‘My house 

shall be called a house of prayer’) and Jer 7.11 (not ‘a den of thieves’). In 

John, the thought is sharpened to my Father’s house, the first occasion in 

this Gospel that Jesus speaks of ‘my Father’. The introduction of this term 

into this narrative presents it as a subtle hint to the onlookers
8

 (and a very 

clear reminder to John’s readers) of the source of the authority that Jesus 

has for his action. In John, we have too, instead of the text from Jeremiah, 

a house of trade, an implicit reference to the final verse of Zechariah 

(14.21), where the word translated Canaanite in older versions (AV = 

KJV RV) is now normally given its alternative meaning, trader (RSV 

NEB: see KBR II 485-86). The last chapter of Zechariah foresees the 

ingathering of all the righteous Gentiles to worship with Israel in 

Jerusalem, and its final verse proclaims that everything in the Temple 

shall be sacred and yet freely available to any person of any race who 

seeks to do service to the Lord. 

17. The verb ejmnhvsqhsan occurs only three times in John (2.17, 22; 

12.16), and always in this form, the first aorist of mimnhv/skesqai. This is

7

 The variant readings for this verse in NA
27

 do not affect the meaning. 

8

 ‘Subtle to the onlookers’ in the story because, at least in theory, the term might have 

been used by any faithful Jew.  
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a deponent and reflexive verb meaning to recall to mind (BDAG),
9

and its 

subject is always oiJ maqhtai; aujtou', his disciples.10 The first two texts 
occur at the start of Jesus’ public ministry, the third at its close. If the 

interpretation given of the Cana episode in 2.1-12 is correct, the use of 

ejmnhvsqhsan here may be an early hint to the reader to be on the watch 
for further OT testimonies. o{ti gegrammevnon ejstivn. Matthew, when 

he wishes to cite Scripture, always uses gevgraptai (9 times), as does 
Mark (7 times); Luke uses both gevgraptai (9 times) and gegrammevnon
(5 times). John uses gevgraptai of Holy Scripture only once (8.17); 
more often (7t.) he uses the periphrastic perfect participle gegrammevnon 
with ei\nai (as here) and in 6.31, 45; 10.34; 12.14, 16; 15.25. There is no 
difference in meaning between the two formulas, but the periphrastic 

construction may indicate an author accustomed to thinking in Aramaic: 

compare 19.19, 20; 20.30, and see MHT III 87-89; BDF 352. 

oJ zh'lo" tou' oi[kou sou katafavgetaiv me. A small number of 
witnesses (Tatian, f, lat syr boh geo Eusebius) read katefavgen, the 
reading in the LXX.

11

 The Gospel has altered the aorist of the LXX Ps 

68.10 to a future, will eat me up, will devour me. Westcott was convinced 

that the text as cited refers to Jesus’ burning zeal for the holiness of 

God’s house, and not to his future Passion; Loisy too rejects any sug-

gestion that the first and direct reference is to Jesus’ future sufferings. 

Bultmann, by contrast, interprets the verb as meaning that Jesus’ zeal for 

the house of God will cost him his life;
12

 similarly Schnackenburg, who 

refers to ‘the mortal hatred of the “Jews” which is soon to be aroused (cf. 

5.16, 18)’. Brown stresses that the evangelist must have had in mind the 

immediate context of the Psalm-verse cited, where the psalmist in the 

preceding verse speaks of alienation from his blood-brothers and his 

family (Ps 69 [LXX 68] 8-9); and he suggests that the alteration of the 

LXX katefavgen to the future tense (in Jn 2.17) may be a pointer 

towards the Passion. Given that Ps 69 is quoted in Acts 1.20; Rom 11.9-

10; 15.3, and is very probably envisaged in Jn 15.25; 19.28, the evangel-

ist may well have intended to incorporate here a covert reference to 

Jesus’ suffering ( 2.22). Indeed, when one recalls the Synoptic insis-

tence that Jesus taught his disciples about his inevitable destiny (dei' in 
Mk 10.45 ||s), may he not have conversed with them before his Passion 

about the perennial relevance of Ps 69?  

18. ajpekrivqhsan ou\n oiJ ÆIoudai'oi kai; ei\pan aujtw'/, tiv shmei'on 
deiknuvei" hJmi'n o{ti tau'ta poiei'"É In the Synoptic Gospels, it is ‘the 
high priests, the scribes and the elders’ who ask ‘by what authority’ Jesus 

9

 As distinct from mnhmoneuvein, to keep in mind, to retain in the memory, Jn 15.20; 
16.4, 21.

10

 The fact that the disciples have not been mentioned earlier in this pericope is not 

proof that v. 17 is a later insertion into an earlier source. 

11

 Rahlfs is surely right in judging (LXX II, apparatus) that katafagetai at Ps 68.10 
in B and a stems from Jn 2.17.  

12

 Compare the NEB ‘…will destroy me’; the REB reverts to ‘will consume me’. 
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has acted (Mt 21.23 || Mk 11.27-28 || Lk 20.1-2), and to whom Jesus 

retorts, inquiring by what authority the Baptist had exercised his ministry. 

The Fourth Gospel presents the same challenge to Jesus, but reworded as 

a request for a sign, and ascribed not to the leaders of the people, but to 

the Jews in general. It is not unreasonable to infer that the sign requested 

will be given to the Jews as a whole.  

19. luvsate. John, alone of the Gospels, employs the simplex luvein,
which here does not differ in meaning from kataluvein. As in Classical 
Greek, the imperative may simply be the equivalent of a concessive 

clause (BDF 387 [2]; Robertson 948-49):
13

 in this context, even though 

you destroy… Note the contrast with the allegation at Jesus’ trial before 

the Sanhedrin, according to Mt 26.61 || Mk 14.58. There, and also at Mt 

27.40 || Mk 15.29, it is Jesus who, it is alleged, threatens to destroy the 

Temple; here in John, the text reads luvsate, that is, suppose you (the 
Jews) destroy…

14

 In comparison with the Synoptic phrasing, the 

Johannine wording makes it easier to construe to;n nao;n tou'ton as 
referring in some way to Jesus’ physical body, the interpretation which v. 

21 seems to call for.
15

 In support of this view, it is sometimes suggested 

that Jesus might have pointed to his body; but of such a gesture, there is 

no hint in the text. Yet whether the words to;n nao;n tou'ton refer to 
Jesus’ body or to the Jewish Temple, the Gospels agree that Jesus alone 

will rebuild it (oijkodomei'n, Matthew, Mark) or raise it up (ejgeivrein,
John). And indeed, Mark opens the door to a deeper understanding of 

these words by distinguishing between to;n nao;n tou'ton to;n ceiro-
poivhton and a[llon ajceiropoivhton (14.58). 
 kai; ejn trisi;n hJmevrai~. ejn with the dative may express either the 

point or the duration of time; here, it clearly denotes duration, within 

three days (BDF 200 [2]).
16

 Yet the phrase ejn trisi;n hJmevrai" must not 

be understood as meaning ‘within 72 hours’; rather, it is a regular Semitic 

idiom signifying ‘within a very short, but undefined, time’ (compare Hos 

6.2; Lk 13.32).
17

 ejgerw'. The primary sense of ejgeivrein is to awake someone from 
sleep (Mt 8.25; Acts 12.7), from which it comes to mean to raise 

someone from the sleep of death, that is, actively to raise someone from 

the dead (Jn 12.1, 9, 17): in this last sense it is mostly used of Jesus’ 

Resurrection (texts are listed in BDAG). But ejgeivrein can also mean to
raise up, erect or restore a building. It is so used of the post-exilic 

13

 Compare Sophocles, Antigone 1037, 1168.  

14

 Greek, unlike English, does not employ the second person plural as an indefinite 

pronoun. Such a usage is not even mentioned in BDF 130, 280-81, or Robertson 678, 

683. luvsate must refer to the Jews. 

15

 Lindars 144 (surprisingly) rejects the suggestion that v. 19 may include a reference 

to anything more than the fact of Jesus’ bodily Resurrection.  

16

 Abbott (JG 2331) contrasts Mt 26.61 || Mk 14.58, dia; triw'n hJmerw'n (omitted by 

Luke), which he takes to mean after an interval of three days (see also JG 2715).  

17

 ‘The idiom is a common Semitic one, and examples in Aramaic are frequent’ (M. 

Black, Aramaic Approach, 2nd ed., 151-52 = 3rd ed., 205-206).  
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Temple in 1 Esd 5.43, of the walls of Jerusalem in Sir 49.13, and of the 

Temple (naov") in Josephus (Ant. XV xi 3 = 391; XX x 1 = 228); further 
extra-biblical examples from Hellenistic Greek are listed in BDAG 9.

aujtovn. Here, because of the antecedent tou'ton, the primary reference 
must be (not to Jesus’ physical body but) to the Temple.  

20. tesseravkonta kai; e}x e[tesin. According to Josephus, the 

reconstruction of the Temple began in the eighteenth year of King Herod, 

20–19 B.C.;
18

 the work on the outer courts took eight years, that on the 

Temple building itself, eighteen months (Ant. XV xi 5-6 = 410–423), and 

further work continued until A.D. 62–64 (Ant. XX ix 7 = 219). Forty-six 

years from the commencement of the work would bring one to A.D. 27–

28, thus dating this first Johannine Passover in A.D. 28, a year which fits 

exactly with the common opinion that Jesus was crucified in A.D. 30. 

e[tesin. Where Classical Greek uses the accusative to express duration of 

time, the Koine uses either the accusative or the dative (BDF 161 [2]; 

201; compare the variant readings at Jn 14.9). Pace BDF 200 (2), it 

would seem wiser to classify this dative in 2.20 as denoting the extent of 

time already involved rather than the period within which something had 

been accomplished. ‘It has taken forty-six years to build this temple’ 

(RSV NEB) could be taken to mean that the work had been completed, 

though this is not necessarily implied by the aorist oijkodomhvqh:19
compare Ezra [LXX, 2 Esdras] 5.16, ajpo; tovte e{w" tou' nu'n w/jkodomhvqh
kai; oujk ejtelevsqh. The NRSV corresponds better with the historical 
context, and with the testimony of Josephus: ‘This temple has been under 

construction for forty-six years’. oJ nao;" ou|to" should therefore here be 
taken as denoting the whole complex of Temple buildings whose 

reconstruction had begun under Herod the Great.
20

18

 In the War I xxi 1 = 401, Josephus writes that work began in the fifteenth year of 

Herod’s reign. ‘Both statements point to the same year 20–19 B.C., for Herod the Great 

was appointed King of Judaea in 40 B.C. but only succeeded in gaining possession of his 

kingdom in 37 B.C. with the conquest of Jerusalem. There were therefore two methods 

of reckoning the chronology of Herod’s reign (War I xxxiii 8 = 665; Ant. XVII viii 9 = 

191) which differed by three years’ (J. Jeremias, Jerusalem, 22
39

). With this correction in 

mind, see for further detail Schürer I 292 fn. 12 and 308-309 fn. 71.  

19

 The form without the augment is normal in the Koine: see BDF 67 (1).

20

 Origen points out that the 46 years cannot apply to Solomon’s Temple unless one 

starts counting from the fifth year of David’s reign in Hebron (two years before he 

entered Jerusalem!) to the eleventh year of Solomon (1 Kgs 6.38), and adds that there is 

no clear evidence about the rebuilding under Zerubbabel or the Maccabees (X xxxviii 22 

= 254-60). Clement of Alexandria (Stromata I xxi = 128,1) and Eusebius also 

(Demonstratio evangelica VIII ii 64 = GCS 23:379; Eclog. prophetarum III xlvi = PG

22.1179 CD) sought to refer the 46 years to the Second Temple.  

 Augustine interpreted the number 46 symbolically. In Greek, the letters of ADAM, 

which represent 1 + 4 + 1 + 40, total 46; and can also represent the four points of the 

compass, ÆAnatolhv, Duvsi", ÒArkto", Meshmbriva. His interpretations, based on 

Pseudo-Cyprian, De montibus Sina et Sion 4 (CSEL 3, 3, pp. 107-109), though long since 

deplored (Maldonatus), were still taken seriously by H. Vogels, ‘Die Tempelreinigung 
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21. ejkei'no" is frequently used by all the evangelists as an adjective, but 
its use in the singular as a personal pronoun is almost confined to John,

21

and when, outside dialogue, he uses it to express his own words, it carries 

considerable emphasis (JG 2381-82). In this context, the evangelist (or a 

final editor) may be using ejkei'no" as the Pythagoreans did, to refer (after 
his death) to ‘the Master’; ejkei'no" would be equivalent to ‘He’ with an 
upper case initial (BDAG , and JG 2731). e[legen: here, the 
imperfect may be rendered was or had been (speaking); but  v. 22. On 

the temple of his body, see the essay below, pp. 213-16.  

22. o{te ou\n hjgevrqh ejk nekrw'n. The passive ejgeivresqai is normal in 
the NT to speak of Jesus’ Resurrection (e.g. Rom 4.25; 6.4, 9, 1 Cor 15 

passim; BDAG [7], but in John, this passive occurs only here at 2.22 and 

at 21.14 (contrast ejgerw' in v. 17, and 10.18), and may therefore betoken 

the hand of a final editor. ejmnhvsqhsan oiJ maqhtai; aujtou', his 

disciples recalled, 2.17. o{ti tou'to e[legen: here, the Greek 
imperfect needs to be rendered by an English pluperfect, had said (MHT

III 67).  

 kai; ejpivsteusan th'/ grafh/': came to believe the Scripture, that is,
(pisteuvein with the dative) to believe in the truth of the Scripture. hJ
grafhv occurs 11 times in John, at 2.22; 7.38, 42; 10.35; 13.18; 17.12; 

19.24, 28, 36, 37; 20.9 (and its plural at 5.39, ejrauna'te ta;" grafav"). 
In every case except 2.22; 17.12 and 20.9, hJ grafhv (in the singular) 
refers to an OT text cited in the context. It is quite plausible that 17.12 

refers back to the text already quoted at 13.18; that 20.9 refers to Ps 

16.10, cited in Acts 2.27 and 13.35; and consequently that Jn 2.22 also 

may refer to a specific OT text. In that case, the quotation from Ps 69 in 

Jn 2.17 should prompt the interpreter to examine first, for v. 22, before 

any other text, this Ps 69. We find that vv. 15-16 may be applied to Jesus’ 

Resurrection, and that v. 22 is the Scripture envisaged in Jn 19.28-29. 

Hence ‘the Scripture they came to believe in’ (2.22) is most probably 

the promise of Ps 69.36-37, that ‘God will save Zion and rebuild the 

cities of Judah’, with which one may compare the prayer of the Shemoneh 

‘Esreh 14 (see below). kai; tw'/ lovgw/ o}n ei\pen oJ ÆIhsou'", that is, 
the word uttered in Jn 2.19.

2223 lovgo" reminds the reader that this is the 
term regularly used for revelation by God, especially through Jesus 

(BAG 1 b). 

und Golgotha’, in BZ 6 (1962), 102-107 and by J. Daniélou, in Etudes d’exégèse judéo-

chrétienne, Paris 1966, p. 115.  

21

 The two exceptions are at Lk 18.14 and Mk 16.10. 

22

 The variant reading w|/ in the majority of manuscripts (because of the attraction of 

the relative, BDF 294) makes no difference to the sense, and the text above (on eipen) is 
found in ∏66.76 vid

a A B L 050 083 pc (see NA
27

).
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THE SIGN PROMISED: JESUS WILL RAISE UP A NEW TEMPLE

The Meaning of shmei'on in the Fourth Gospel

In the Synoptic Gospels, duvnami" is the usual term for an act of power, a 
miracle, done by Jesus, or in the name of Jesus. In this sense, it occurs 10 

times: Mt 7.22; 11.20, 21, 24 || Lk 10.13; Mt 13.54, 58 || Mk 6.2, 5; and 

compare Mk 9.39. In John’s Gospel, duvnami" does not occur even once, 
in any sense.

 In the NT as a whole, the second most common term for a miracle is 

tevra", meaning something prodigious, astounding, a preternatural 

marvel. The word occurs 16 times, always in the plural, and always in 

conjunction with shmei'on, in the phrase shmei'a kai; tevrata (or vice 
versa). The texts are Mt 24.24 || Mk 13.22; Jn 4.48; Acts 2.19, 22, 43; 

4.30; 5.12; 6.8; 7.36; 14.3; 15.12; Rom 15.19; 2 Cor 12.12; 2 Thess 2.9; 

Heb 2.4. It is striking that in the Acts and in the Epistles, ‘signs and 

wonders’ always originate from God, and are evident tokens of his 

beneficence, whereas the Gospels appear to disapprove of them. In Mt 

24.24 || Mk 13.22 they are denounced as the fraudulent tricks of pseudo-

Messiahs and false prophets, plausible enough to beguile even God’s 

elect. The solitary reference in John (4.48) reproves those who, unless 

they first see signs and wonders, will not begin to believe.
24

 Other NT words for miracles are paravdoxa (Lk 5.26; frequent in 
ecclesiastical Greek, but a hapax legomenon in the NT); e[ndoxa (Lk 
13.17: hapax legomenon in the NT with reference to miracles); and 

perhaps ta; qaumavsia in Mt 21.15 (again, a hapax legomenon in the 

NT). to; qau'ma, so common in ecclesiastical Greek to denote a miracle 

(PGL; see also BDAG 1 b), occurs nowhere in the NT, the Apostolic 

Fathers (unless one counts the Martyrdom of Polycarp XV 1) or the 

Apologists. 

 With the sole exception of tevrata in Jn 4.48, none of the above terms 
is found in the Fourth Gospel. It is as if the writer was anxious that 

people should not look upon Jesus as someone renowned for astounding 

preternatural deeds (4.48; 20.29), but should instead ask themselves what 

message lies concealed in the often, humanly speaking, incredible events 

of his life. To refer to these events, John uses two words only, e[rgon 
(often equated with, or identified with, the works of the Father) and 

shmei'on. 
 e[rgon occurs 17 times in John’s Gospel with reference to Jesus’ 

activity, and is the term preferred by Jesus himself: 16 of the references 

are on his lips, and 7.3 is attributed to his brothers. shmei'on too occurs 
17 times in the Gospel, but unlike e[rgon, it is—perhaps significantly—

mostly used by others about Jesus. Only twice is it found on Jesus’ lips, 

at 4.48 and 6.26, in each case in conjunction with a negative, qualifying 

the verb ijdei'n. Of the other 15 occurrences, seven are ascribed to Jews 
(2.18; 3.2; 6.30; 7.31; 9.16; 10.41; 11.47) and eight belong to the narrator 

24

 For further detail on the phrase ‘signs and wonders’,  4.48.  
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(2.11, 23; 4.54; 6.2, 14; 12.18, 37, and the final verse, 20.30). In these 

texts, except for 2.18 (deiknuvei"); 4.48 and 6.26 (ijdei'n), shmei'on is 
always linked with the verb poiei'n, and is usually found in a context 
relating to faith. The usage both of e[rgon and of shmei'on is of course 
due in the end to the decision of the evangelist.

 The full significance of shmei'on in John’s Gospel is most easily 

elucidated by a comparison with its usage in Classical Greek and in the 

LXX. In ancient Greece, shmei'on was a general term for any sign, mark 

or signal (LSJ, TWNT VII 202-206), but three usages of the word, from 

outside the field of religion, are of particular interest as background to the 

Fourth Gospel. shmei'on can denote facts or words that supply evidential 
proof; it can denote, in the Logic of Aristotle, a probable but not com-

pletely conclusive argument (= tekmhvrion); and in Stoic and Epicurean 
philosophy, it can denote the starting-point of a process of reasoning from 

observable facts to certainty about something which is non-observable. 

Examples are given in LSJ II 1-3.  

 In a religious context, the Greeks used shmei'on to denote atmospheric 
or meteorological phenomena envisaged as heaven-sent signals or warn-

ings of future events, signals which were themselves usually in need of 

interpretation (e.g. Plato, Phaedrus 244c). Against this background the 

words shmei'a and tevrata were often juxtaposed, and regarded as virtu-
ally synonymous. Thus Polybius uses the phrase shmei'a kai; tevrata 
when castigating the Romans for their superstitious panic at the approach 

of Hannibal after the battle of Cannae (III 112 [18] 8f.; Diodorus Siculus, 

when describing an eagle’s swooping down upon a pigeon being offered 

in the temple of Apollo (XVI 27); and Plutarch, to report the superstition 

of Alexander the Great as he lay dying (Alexander 75,1). For further 

examples, see TWNT V II 205
25
-206

12
.

 The phenomena referred to all represent natural events regarded as 

symbolic, prefigurative, presages of future happenings; and the general 

public agreed that skilful interpretation was necessary to discern the exact 

significance of each portent. The same usage occurs in Jewish writers. 

Philo regards shmei'a as virtually equivalent to tevrata, ojneivrata and
crhsmoiv (De Aeternitate Mundi 2); he even writes that God created the 

sun, moon and stars ‘not only to send light upon the earth, but also to give 

timely signs of coming events (o{pw' shmei'a mellovntwn profaivnwsin)’, 
of which he gives ample illustration (De Opificio Mundi XIX 58). 

Josephus too assures the reader from the outset that he will not fail to 

record ‘the signs and portents’ that preceded the taking of Jerusalem (War

I Preface 11 = 28), a promise that he richly redeems by later relating 

many alleged portents, such as that a star resembling a sword stood over 

the city, and a comet continued for a year (VI v 3 = 288-300). Such 

stories were a conventional feature of the historiography of the age.  

 At the same time, none of these meteorological or other phenomena 

are in any technical sense ‘miracles’, if that term is understood to mean 

‘beyond the ordinary powers of nature’. Further, in contrast with OT 

usage, none of the Greek shmei'a are ‘demonstrative signs’ by which the 
divine authority of words spoken by God’s messengers is authenticated, 
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for the Greeks had neither a religious doctrine nor a philosophical 

concept of the Word of God. Consequently, wherever Philo (e.g. Vita 

Moysis I xiv 76, 77; xv = 90-91; xvi 95) or Josephus (e.g. Ant. II xii 3, 4 = 

274, 276; xiii 1 = 280) use shmei'on or tevra" to tell of God’s authenti-
cation of a human messenger, the story is always taken from the LXX. 

Compare also Ant. VIII xiii 6 = 343 (Elijah at Carmel). It is to the LXX, 

therefore, that one must turn first for the background to the Johannine use 

of shmei'on. 
 The Hebrew noun t/a (<ot) occurs 79 times in the MT, 75 of which are 

in the LXX translated by shmei'on, so that the two words, Greek and 
Hebrew, are, in the OT, as good as synonymous. 39 of these texts occur 

in the Pentateuch, 19 in Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, totals that together 

represent nearly four-fifths (58) of the 75 occurrences. All these texts 

about ‘signs’ refer, without exception, to things or events which are 

visible to all, but which also disclose, to those who know how to interpret 

them, some truth about God. The signs vary greatly one from another, 

and only the context enables one to discern in what sense some material 

event is ‘a sign’. For example, the sun, moon and stars (Gen 1.14) or the 

rainbow (9.12-13) speak in a quite different manner from the blood of the 

lamb on the doorposts and lintel (Exod 12.7, 13), or the great deeds at the 

Exodus (4.1-19; Num 14.11, 22). Utterly different again are the sign of 

Immanuel (Isa 7.14) and Ezekiel’s abstention from mourning (Ezek 

24.15-24). Thus signs may be prodigious events indicative of divine 

action (see DCH), but are not necessarily so. Nor are signs of such a 

nature as to compel human beings to obey God: they can be, and not 

infrequently are, neglected, even by those who claim to be his servants 

(Num 14.11, 22; Deut 1.22-46). What these signs of the OT have in 

common is that they all witness to the fact that God is, in a particular 

context, addressing a message to those who perceive the sign. Hence to 

interpret the outwardly observable ‘material’ signs there is usually some 

explanatory discourse, some ‘word of the Lord’. For further detail on the 

OT texts see G. von Rad, Theologie des AT (1960), II 107-11, 371; TDOT

I 167-88, especially 176-79 on ‘Faith Signs’; TWNT VII 209-11 and 217-

19; and for the differing contexts in which t/a (<ot) occurs, the DCH I 

166-68.  

 Similarly, in the LXX, anything by which God authenticates the word 

of a prophet is called a shmei'on (e.g. the birth of a male child, Isa 7.14). 

So also in the Fourth Gospel, shmei'on, wherever it occurs, is the marker 

for an event which concerns the status or nature of Jesus, and which 

discloses the presence or action of God (Jn 3.2). This event may be 

something so astounding as to be humanly speaking incredible; but it 

need not be so (  4.48, 54).
25

 An event may be witnessed, and regarded 

as astounding, by (literally) thousands of people, who may nonetheless 

fail utterly to ‘see the sign’ ( 6.26, 30, 36), that is, to perceive the truth 

which the event as sign discloses (9.16; 11.47; 12.37). For ‘signs’ exert 

25

 Compare Origen, In Ioannem XIII 64 = 450 (PG 14.521 B; GCS 10.296; SC 222: 

278).  
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no incontrovertible power; rather, they provoke conflicting reactions 

(7.40-44; 9.16; 10.19-21; 11.45-46). To discern that a sign is authentic, or 

to perceive its true meaning, requires a gift from the Father (see 6.37, 44-

46). Thus, though the fundamental meaning of shmei'on is to be sought in 

OT usage, the word itself is admirably adapted for explaining the 

message of the Gospel to a Greek audience. For it can denote facts or 

words used as evidential proof, a probable if not utterly conclusive argu-

ment, and the starting-point of a process of reasoning from observable 

facts to certainty about something which is not naturally observable.
26

The Temple of His Body 

A comparison of the question raised in the Synoptic Gospels (‘By what 

authority?’) with that in John (‘What sign do you show?’) causes the 

reader to pause, and to ponder in what manner Jesus’ saying about 

‘raising up this temple’ can be construed as a ‘sign’. The usual inter-

pretation is that the words refer to Jesus’ raising his body to life after the 

Crucifixion, because of the statement in v. 21: ‘he was speaking of the 

temple of his body’. This, though true, is as an interpretation not wholly 

adequate. 

 For certain problems arise if Jesus’ words about ‘the raising of this 

temple within three days’ are restricted to the Resurrection of his physical 

body. First, ‘the Jews’ (not just their leaders 2.18) have asked for a 

sign, and there is no evidence that after the Resurrection Jesus ever 

presented himself in the flesh to ‘the Jews’, or to any significant group of 

them (except for those who were already his disciples), in order to 

convince them that he was truly alive. Secondly, nowhere else in the NT 

is the phrase ejn trisi;n hJmevrai", within three days, used with reference 
to Jesus’ Resurrection ( 2.1); the phrase occurs only here, in Jn 2.19-

20, and in Mt 27.40 || Mk 15.29, on both occasions with reference to 

Jesus’ rebuilding of a temple. Thirdly, as was stated above ( 2.19), ejn
trisi;n hJmevrai" must not be taken to mean ‘within 72 hours’, but as a 

regular Semitic idiom signifying ‘within a very short, but undefined, 

time’ (compare Hos 6.2; Lk 13.32). 

 The key to resolving these problems is found in the Synoptic Gospels. 

In one group of texts,
27

 we read that some Jews came to Jesus ‘seeking 

from him a sign from heaven’ (Mk 8.11-13 || Mt 16.1-4 and 12.38-39 || 

Lk 11.16, 29-32). Mark bluntly states that ‘no sign at all will be given to 

this generation’. Matthew and Luke affirm that no sign will be given 

except the sign of Jonah, but Matthew’s comparison of Jesus’ time in the 

tomb with Jonah’s three days and three nights in the belly of the whale 

(in 12.40) has unfortunately obscured the fact that Luke, and even 

Matthew in his other text at 16.1-4, do not propose this interpretation of 

26

 See above, p. 211. 

27

 So phrased because I take Mt 16.1-4 to be a doublet of 12.38-39. The other 

instances of shmei'on in the Synoptics (those which do not refer to Jesus’ Resurrection) 
are found at Mt 26.48; Mk 16.17, 20; Lk 2.12, 34; 23.8.  
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the parallel. Mt 12.41-42 and Lk 11.31-32 both find the analogy not in 

Jonah’s survival, but in the repentance of Nineveh: while the people of 

Israel thought Jonah was dead, he was proving himself very much alive 

by the success of his preaching in—of all places—Nineveh.  

 The second group of Synoptic texts concerning a ‘sign’ from heaven is 

found in Mt 24.3, 24, 30 || Mk 13.4, 22 || Lk 21.7, 11, 25. There the 

disciples ask Jesus when the Temple of Jerusalem will be destroyed, and 

what will be the sign of the approaching ending of their world. All three 

Synoptics describe the wars, the famines and the persecutions of the 

disciples which were to take place between A.D. 30 and the Fall of 

Jerusalem in A.D. 70, when the whole world would collapse. Then ‘the 

sign of the Son of Man’ would appear in heaven (Mt 24.30), coming on 

the clouds to assemble his chosen ones. After winter, spring. When the 

disciples see all these terrible sufferings of Jerusalem, they are to know 

that summer is near (Mt 24.29-36 || Mk 13.24-32 || Lk 21.25-33). Note in 

Mt 24.8 || Mk 18.8, ajrch; wjdivnwn, the onset of birth-pangs, and compare 
Jn 16.21.

28

 Those texts in the Pauline literature where the local community of 

Christians is called the temple of God, and of the Holy Spirit, were listed 

at the beginning of this section. Christians as a community are also called 

the body of Christ (Rom 12.4-5; 1 Cor 12.12-30; Eph 1.23, cf. 4.12-13, 

15-16; 5.23; Col 1.18, 24). Not surprisingly, therefore, Jesus’ saying 

about ‘raising up within three days the temple of his body’ has from early 

times been interpreted as referring not merely to the Resurrection of his 

physical body, but also to the raising up of that body which is the Church. 

See the Epistle of Barnabas 16; Irenaeus, Adv. haer. V vi 2 (SC 153: 80-

82; Harvey II 335-36); Clement of Alexandria, Frag. 36 in GCS 3:218
20ff.

= MG 9:768-69;
29

 Origen, In Ioannem X xxxv 20 = 228; xxxix 23 = 263 

(GCS 10:209, 263; PG 14.369D-372A, 380CD; SC 150: 520, 542); and 

Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos 111.1, where, commenting on Jn 

2.19, he writes: ‘est enim corpus Domini ipsa sancta Ecclesia, cuius caput 

ascendit in caelum, qui est maxime lapis vivus, lapis angularis…’ (he 

cites 1 Pet 2.4-6).  

 The evangelist, by depicting the Jews as asking for a ‘sign’, gives 

Jesus the opportunity to offer them a sign. The sign Jesus promises is that 

if, as a consequence of their actions, the Temple in Jerusalem should be 

destroyed ( luvsate in 2.19), a new Temple will quickly replace it, a 
Temple raised up by him which will be evidence of the authority he had 

possessed during his life on earth, and a visible sign of the power he 

exercises after his death. The burgeoning of the Christian Church after 

A.D. 70 is thus presented by the evangelist as a heavenly sign to ‘the 

28

 A. Feuillet, ‘Le discours de Jésus sur la ruine du Temple d’après Marc 13 et Luc 

21.5-36’, RB 55 (1948), 481-502; 56 (1949), 61-92; and ‘La synthèse eschatologique de 

s. Matthieu (24–25)’, in RB 56 (1949), 340-64; 57 (1950), 62-91, 180-211.  

29

 Note Claude Mondésert, ‘A propos du signe du Temple: un texte de Clément 

d’Alexandria’, RSR 36 (1949), 580-84.  
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Jews’ which they are invited, summoned and challenged to interpret. The 

evangelist is entreating the Jews to understand this event in the light of 

Israel’s history.  

 From the early years of the Israelite monarchy some had questioned 

the propriety of constructing a great permanent building for the worship 

of Yahweh (see 2 Sam 7.5-7; 1 Kgs 8.27), and the questioning did not 

wholly cease, as may be seen from the story of the Rechabites in Jer 35.1-

11, and the post-exilic protest in Isa 66.1.
30

 It is significant that this last 

text makes the climax of Stephen’s speech in Acts 7.48-49. In NT times, 

too, not all Jews participated in Temple services. The Essenes had with-

drawn from worship in Jerusalem, as had the Qumran community, though 

the latter were confident that they would one day return to it, after the 

reconquest of the sanctuary (1QM 2.1-6). The Essenes and the ‘monks’ of 

Qumran were, however, unrepresentative minorities, and for the majority 

of Jews, Temple worship was central to their faith.
31

 Even after the 

catastrophe of A.D. 70, Judaism did not cease to believe that God would 

rebuild Jerusalem, and that right early: see 2 Bar 31.4-5; 32.2-4 and 

4 Ezra 10.21-23, 44-59 (OTP I 631, 546-47), two works of Jewish-

Palestinian provenance, written after A.D. 70 (perhaps around A.D. 100). 

For in mainstream Judaism, the Temple in Jerusalem ‘was the meeting 

point between heaven and earth, its Service being an earthly repre-

sentation of heavenly reality’ and therefore having significance for the 

whole created world.
32

 From this belief it followed naturally that Temple 

worship would not cease even in the messianic kingdom; and the cessa-

tion of worship after A.D. 70 was inevitably regarded as purely tem-

porary, a conviction reflected in the Shemoneh ‘Esreh (A.D. 70–100?) 14 

and 17.
33

 The evangelist was composing his Gospel during the years when the 

Temple and the Holy City lay in ruins, when the nation had been merci-

lessly killed, or deported, or enslaved. As a Jew, he had to ask himself, 

What is God’s plan for his Chosen People? As a disciple of Jesus, whom 

he revered as the most perfect example of Israelite virtue ( 3.2), and 

indeed as the unique embodiment on earth of grace and truth ( 1.14, 

18), he saw (from Ephesus?) that the Christian ejkklhsiva, the new scion 
from the stock of Israel, was already bringing the faith of Abraham and 

the teachings of the God of Israel to a wider world. Was not this 

extension of the faith of Israel to the Gentiles (compare Isa 45) a shmei'on
in the OT sense, a datum in history clamouring for interpretation? And a 

shmei'on in the Greek sense also, supplying evidence to be considered, 

30

 R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 329-30.  

31

 On the Essenes, see Schürer II 570
56

; on Qumran, II 582
27

, 588-89. 

32

 C. T. R. Hayward, The Jewish Temple, London and New York, 1996, Foreword, 

and Introduction, 8-15. 

33

 For the Shemoneh ‘Esreh, see Schürer II 455-63; for further references, 529-30. For 

other examples of expectations concerning the future ‘new Jerusalem’, see P. Volz, Die 

Eschatologie der jüdischen Gemeinde im neutestamentlichen Zeitalter, Tübingen, 

2nd ed., 1934 = Hildesheim, 1966, 371-76. 
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evidence affecting the balance of an argument, and the starting-point of a 

process of reasoning from observable facts to a conclusion about some-

thing not naturally observable. 

 Westcott’s words, ‘the old Church is transfigured and not destroyed’, 

express succinctly and precisely the teaching of John’s Gospel about the 

Temple of Christ’s body as a sign. The book of Revelation carries the 

same message in analogous symbols. The Temple of God that is in 

heaven will be opened wide (Rev 11.19), and a ‘Great Sign’ will be 

disclosed (12.1): a new Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, 

like a bride adorned for her husband (21.2). But this new Jerusalem is no 

earthly city constructed around a physical Temple-building, for the Lord 

God almighty is its Temple, and the Lamb (21.22).  



B. THE NEW PEOPLE (2.23–4.54) 

Chapters 3 and 4 fall naturally into four sections, dealing respectively 

with Judaism, the followers of the Baptist, the Samaritans, and the God-

fearers (if we take 4.46-54 as a rewriting of the story of the centurion’s 

servant). In the first three sections, the evangelist calls into question the 

sufficiency of Judaism, of the ‘Baptist movement’, and of the religion of 

the Samaritan people; in the fourth section, he tells the God-fearing 

Gentiles who frequent the synagogue not to wait for signs and wonders 

before beginning to believe (4.48). In three of the four sections, the 

person representing the group responds positively (in 3.30, the Baptist; in 

4.29, the Samaritan woman; in 4.50, the official). Nicodemus, personify-

ing the sympathetic stream of Pharisaic Judaism (3.2), remains at this 

stage puzzled (3.7, 9-10), because, for the development of the argument 

and the unfolding of the drama, it is essential that the response of Judaism 

should remain at this stage non-committal.  

1. Nicodemus: The Presentation of the New Order to Judaism 

(2.23–3.21) 

2.23

 While he was in Jerusalem at Passover at the festival, many began to 

believe in his name, perceiving the signs which he was doing; 
24

 but Jesus for 

his part would not trust himself to them, 
25

 since he knew them all, and had no 

need of evidence from others about anyone, because he knew by intuition 

what people were like.  

3.1

 There was however one person, from the party of the Pharisees, Nico-

demus by name, a member of the Jewish Council, 
2

 who came to him by night 

and said to him, ‘Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher come from God, for 

no one can perform these signs which you are performing unless God be with 

him.’ 
3

 In reply, Jesus said to him, ‘Amen, amen, I say to you, Anyone who is 

not born afresh cannot see the kingdom of God.’
4

 Nicodemus said to him, 

‘How can a person who is old be born? Surely it is not possible to enter into 

one’s mother’s womb a second time and to be born?’ 
5

 Jesus answered, 

‘Amen, amen, I say to you, anyone who is not born of water and spirit cannot 

enter the kingdom of God.’ 
6

 Whatever is born of the flesh is flesh, and what-

ever is born of the spirit is spirit. 
7

 Do not be astonished that I said to you, You 

must be born afresh. 
8

 The wind blows wherever it wills, and you hear the 

sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it is going. So 

it is with everyone who is born of the spirit.
9

 In reply, Nicodemus said to him, 

‘How can this be? 
10

 In reply, Jesus said to him, ‘Are you, the teacher of 

Israel, failing to recognize these things?
11

 Amen, amen, I say to you, we are 

speaking of what we know, and bearing witness to what we have seen; and 

you are not accepting our testimony.
12

 If I told you earthly things and you do 

not believe, how will you believe if I should mention to you heavenly things? 
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13

 What is more, though no one has ascended into heaven, there is someone 

who has come down from heaven, the Son of Man. 
14

 And just as Moses 

raised up on high the serpent in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be 

raised up on high, 
15

 in order that everyone who believes may, because of him, 

never lose that life which is eternal. 
16

 For God loved the world so dearly that 

he gave the Son, the unique one, so that everyone who believes in him may 

not perish nor ever lose that life which is eternal. 
17

 For God did not send the 

Son into the world in order to condemn the world, but so that through him the 

world might be saved.
18

 Whoever believes in him does not have sentence 

pronounced; but whoever does not believe is already sentenced, by the very 

fact of not having believed in the name of the unique Son of God.  

19

 And the discriminating factor is this, that light is come into the world, and 

people loved the dark rather than the light, because their actions were evil. 
20

For every one whose behaviour falls below acceptable standards comes to 

hate the light and does not advance towards the light, lest his actions be 

exposed. 
21

 But whoever practises the truth is advancing towards the light, so 

that it becomes manifest that his actions are performed in accordance with 

God’s will.

Verses 23-25 are evidently intended to link the two narratives before and 

after, and may be the work either of the evangelist or of an editor.
1

23. ejn 
tw'/ pavsca ejn th'/ eJorth/'. These words are, if translated at the Passover, 
at the feast, clumsy, and contrary to John’s style elsewhere when 

referring to a Jewish feast (compare 6.4; 7.2; 11.55; 12.1; 13.1). It is 

preferable to translate ejn th'/ eJorth/' as at the festival, in the sense of 
among the festal throng (so also in 7.11).

2 ejpivsteusan is an inceptive 
or ingressive aorist, began to believe (BDF 331; 318 [1]; MHT III 71-72).

eij~ to; o[noma aujtou' is the first occurrence of this phrase since 1.12c, at 
which point the Logos had not received any name other than Logos. In 

1.14, 18 he was called monogenhv", and in 1.17, identified with Jesus 
Christ. Here, in 2.23, no particular name is specified, but there is doubt-

less a cryptic allusion to 2.16, Jesus’ first reference to ‘my Father’. In 

order to retain, without disclosing, this latent meaning, the clause may 

therefore be glossed as ‘many were beginning to believe that he was what 

he claimed to be’. qewrou'nte" aujtou' ta; shmei'a a} ejpoivei, per-
ceiving the signs which he was doing. The proleptic aujtou' is perhaps due 
to Aramaic influence (MHT III 41). So far, this Gospel has not recorded 

any signs accomplished in Jerusalem, but the assertion returns in 3.2. The 

difficulty diminishes if ‘sign’ is understood as any act or word which 

makes people ask profound and existential questions about God.  

1

 Lindars suggests (50, 134-36, 145) that in an original edition of the Gospel, the 

Temple episode stood after Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem (after 12.19), and that 

Jn 2.23-25 had therefore once followed immediately after 2.13, connecting the Cana 

episode with that of Nicodemus. See also Excursus VIII, pp. 257-58. 

2

 J. Jeremias, Eucharistic Words, 71-73 supplies several instances of this sense; see 

also LSJ 4, and BDAG, ei\nai ejn t. eJ. = to take part in the festival. Other references are 

cited by C. Burchard, ‘Fussnoten zum neutestamentlichen Griechisch,’ in ZNW 61 

(1970), 157-71 (157). 
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24. aujto;" de; ÆIhsou'". aujtov" may again be proleptic, and evidence of 

Aramaic influence, as in v. 23 (MHT III 41), or (more likely here) simply 

a Greek attributive, meaning for his part (NEB) on his part (NRSV; 

compare MHT III 194), stressing the contrast between the two instances 

of pisteuvein, in 23 and 24. oujk ejpivsteuen aujto;n aujtoi'", would not 
trust himself to them; here, the sense of pisteuvein is just the opposite of 
that in v. 23. It is a ‘descriptive imperfect’ (Robertson 883), because he 

knew them all (25) and had no need of evidence from others about

anyone (REB). aujto;" ga;r ejgivnwsken tiv h\n ejn tw'/ ajnqrwvpw/ (‘for he 
himself knew what was in man’) may for greater clarity be interpreta-

tively rendered because he knew by intuition what people were like. No

grounds are given for this statement that Jesus was a superlative judge of 

character, but it fits well with the assertion that he was an utterly unique 

person (  1.14). It may also be intended to point the reader to Jer 17.9-

10 (‘I search the mind and test the heart’), and to the comment nearby in 

Jer 17.12-13, about the Lord as ‘the shrine of our sanctuary, the hope of 

Israel, and the fountain of living water’ (Jer 17.12-13, NRSV), phrases 

which could stand as titles for the three pericopes in John chs. 2, 3 and 4. 

See also Jn 7.37-38; 19.34.  

3.1. It is not unusual for John to use h\n dev towards the beginning of a 
passage, in order to introduce a subject that will headline the theme. 

Compare in this section 3.23 (the Baptist); 4.6 (the well of Jacob), 46 (the 

king’s official); elsewhere, 5.5 and 8; 7.2; 11.1; 19.41. a[nqrwpo" ejk tw'n 
Farisaivwn, belonging to the party of…, ‘upholding the doctrines and 

practices of’ the Pharisees; for this sense of ejk, see MHT III 260 (as in oiJ
ejk tou' Platw'no" = [the ] Platonists). The words define succinctly the 
man’s religious character. For an outline of the teachings and practices of 

the Pharisees, with an excellent bibliography, and citation of the main 

relevant passages from the original sources, see Schürer II §26, pp. 381-

403. Nikovdhmo" o[noma aujtw'/. The name was common among Jews 

and Gentiles alike (BDAG refers to Wettstein, Dittenberger and Preisigke 

for examples), but there are no grounds for identifying John’s Nicodemus 

with any other person named elsewhere.
3

 He is mentioned by name in Jn 

3.1, 4, 9; 7.50; 19.39.  

 a[rcwn tw'n ÆIoudaivwn. From ancient times, throughout the Greek 

world, a[rcwn denoted a man in a position of authority in a city or state or 
civic body, including even the Roman Senate (LSJ; BDAG; MM).

4

 The 

3

 The Jewish references are presented in SB II 412-19. The individual most frequently 

suggested, also known as Buni ben Gorion, was, according to the Talmud, one of three 

rich men in Jerusalem who during the siege by Titus sought to relieve the distress from 

their own stores (Gittin 56a; in the Soncino ed., Nashim 4, 256). Billerbeck argues 

convincingly that this Nicodemus (Hebrew form, @/myDeqn' = Naqdemon) was not even a 

disciple of Jesus, let alone the figure envisaged in the Fourth Gospel. Note the com-

prehensive article by R. Bauckham noted on p. xxxvi. 

4

 Josephus cites three letters, one from Julius Caesar to Sidon; one from Julius, son of 

Mark Antony, to Ephesus; and one from Claudius to Jerusalem, in which the writers 
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word is common in the LXX, with the same meaning (HR), and was an 

ideal term to designate to Greeks a member of the supreme council of the 

Jews, the Sanhedrin (TWNT I 486
37
-87

34
). a[rcwn indicates that Nico-

demus was a member of this body, and shared in its political, juridical 

and judicial authority (7.50).
5

 Hence the customary English translation a

ruler of the Jews (AV = KJV RV RSV NAB), or, more recently, a leader 

of the Jews (TEV NJB NRSV). A less literal but more exact version is a

member of the Jewish Council (NEB REB; compare NIV, of the Jewish 

ruling council). The phrase is certainly the emphatic, perhaps even the 

predicative, part of the sentence (JG 2290a). ÆIoudai'oi is here devoid of 
any unfriendly overtones; it is simply the term in common use around the 

Empire to denote the race whose religion centred on the Temple at 

Jerusalem, as it is also in 7.11; 8.31; 10.19; 11.19, 31, 33, 36; 12.9, 11 

(W. Gutbrod in TWNT III 379
29
-80

19
). ÆIsrahvl in 3.9.  

2a. ou|to" h\lqen pro;" aujtovn. ejrcesqai pro;" [to;n ÆIhsou'n], found
so far only at 1.47 (where it is used of Nathanael), recurs in each of the 

next four sections. It occurs here, and in 3.20, 21 (an inclusio for this 

Nicodemus episode?); in 3.26 of the followers of the Baptist; in 4.30, 40 

of the Samaritans; and in 4.47 of the king’s official. The use of aujtovn
here, rather than ÆIhsou'n, indicates that in the author’s mind, the literary 
unit commences not at 3.1, but earlier, probably at 2.23.  

 nuktov". The statement in 19.38 about Joseph of Arimathaea’s 

timidity has led many to interpret the remark in 19.39 about Nicodemus 

(‘who first came by night’) as indicative of similar pusillanimity, but this 

does not follow from the text either of 19.39 or of 3.2. The Book of 

Psalms begins by proclaiming the blessedness of those who ponder the 

law of the Lord day and night (Ps 1.2), and an abundance of rabbinic 

texts proclaims the virtue of studying the law deep into the night (SB II 

419-20). Nicodemus seeks not the cover of darkness but the blessings 

of the night, and the evangelist here intends to present him as coming to 

the true light who enlightens everyone coming into the world ( 1.9; 

3.21).  

 kai; ei\pen aujtw'/, rJabbiv. Nicodemus courteously accords to Jesus 
the status of a professional teacher of Jewish Law ( 1.38). In John, 

oi[damen is often used, especially by the Jews, with the sense we know 

address themselves to the a[rcousi boulh/' dhvmw/ of the city (Ant. XIV x 2 = 190; XVI vi 
7 = 172; XX i 2 = 11). In the LXX and the NT the word boulhv is never found with the 
meaning council, only counsel (MM); but local councils certainly existed in Palestine in 

NT times (Schürer II 184-88).  

5

 His role was probably more important than that of a bouleuthv" (= councillor, used 

of Joseph of Arimathaea in Mk 15.43; Lk 23.50). Some hold that the boulhv was distinct 
from the Sanhedrin, and concerned only with the administrative institutions of the city of 

Jerusalem (Schürer II 207). Josephus too distinguishes between a[rconte" and 
bouleutaiv (War II xv ii 1 = 405). Questions concerning the Sanhedrin are complex: see 

Schürer II §23 III 199-226 and E. Lohse in TWNT VII 858-69.  
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for certain (even though it may quickly transpire that their assurance is 

mistaken). So here, 3.11; 7.27, 28; 9.24, 29, 31. Since in 3.10-11 eijdevnai 
occurs close to ginwvskein, this is an appropriate place for a short note 
about their respective connotations. 

eijdevnai AND ginwvskein IN THE FOURTH GOSPEL

From around 1900 it has been accepted that classical usage (particularly 

of Attic literary Greek) is not always a good guide for the interpretation 

of Hellenistic Greek, and by 1950 many exegetes agreed there was no 

significant difference in meaning between eijdevnai and ginwvskein.6 In 
1959 this view was challenged by I. de la Potterie who argued that in the 

Fourth Gospel a clear distinction in meaning could still be discerned.
7

 His 

opinion has since been accepted and supported by a number of writers.
8

 LSJ gives as the basic sense of ginwvskein, to come to know, perceive,
and in past tenses, know. Hence, to recognize, discern, realize something 

not recognized etc., before. LSJ writes ‘as distinct from oi\da, know by 
reflection, ginwvskw = know by observation’; it cites Thucydides I 69,3, 

gnovnte" de; eijdovta", once they realize that you are aware, and Demos-
thenes XVIII 276, ejgw; dÆ oi\dÆ o{ti gignwvskete tou'ton a{pante", I am 
aware that you all perceive this. For oi\da, LSJ gives I see with the 
mind’s eye, I know, I am acquainted with the fact.

9

Thus, ginwvskein 
denotes knowledge as something acquired, by discovery, experience or 

thought, whereas eijdevnai denotes knowledge as something possessed, 

something known as a fact.
10

 Not that the confident self-assurance implied 

by the use of oi\da is always justified; John’s employment of oi[damen for 

irony makes the contrary quite clear (6.42; 7.27, 28; 9.24).  

6

 Dodd, Interpretation 152; Barrett, 2nd ed., 162-63; BDF 126 (1ab). Bultmann in 

TWNT I 688-715 (on ginwvskw) and Seesemann in V 120-22 (on oi\da) do not even ask 
whether there is any lexical difference. 

7

 ‘oi\da et ginwvskw. Les deux modes de la connaissance dans le quatrième Evangile’, 

Biblica 40 (1959), 709-25. He stresses that this was the view of J. B. Lightfoot, Notes on 

Epistles of St Paul, London, 1895; of Westcott, on Jn 2.24 and elsewhere; and of Abbott 

in JV 1621-29. 

8

 See B. Snell, Journal of Hellenic Studies 93 (1973), 172-84 = Der Weg zum Denken 

und zur Wahrheit (Hypomnemata 57, 1978), esp. 21-43; D. W. Burdick, ‘oi\da et

ginwvskw in the Pauline Epistles’, New Dimensions in NT Studies, eds. R. N. 
Longenecker and M. C. Tenney, 1974, 344-56; A. Horstmann in EDNT II 493-94 s.v.

oi\da (contrast I 250-51, where W. Schmithals s.v. ginwvskw does not discuss the lexical 
distinction). 

9

S.v. ei[dw on p. 483. The reasoning behind the translations is that oi\da, gram-
matically a perfect form used as a present with the meaning I know, stems from the same 

root as the second aorist ei\don, I saw.
10

 De la Potterie (710-11) cites two texts of Plato: to; ga;r gnw'nai ejpisthvmhn pou 
labei'n ejstin (Theaetetus 209e), and to; ga;r eijdevnai toutÆ e[stin: labovnta tou 
ejpisthvmhn e[cein kai; mh; ajpolwlekevnai (Phaedo 75d). 
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 The verb ginwvskein occurs 57 times in John’s Gospel, thirteen times 

with Jesus as subject. Eleven of the thirteen refer to contingent historical 

matters in Jesus’ earthly life. For example, Nathanael’s povqen me 
ginwvskei"É (1.49) is clearly an inquiry for the source of Jesus’ human 
knowledge, How do you come to know me? The same type of natural 

human knowledge is envisaged in 2.24-25; 4.1; 5.6, 42; 6.15; 10.14-15, 

27; 16.19; 21.27. The remaining two occurrences (10.15; 17.25) refer to 

Jesus’ knowing the Father, but here there are special reasons for the 

choice of ginwvskein, and it makes good sense to interpret these texts also 
as speaking of Jesus’ human knowledge of the Father. 

 eijdevnai, to know, occurs 84 times in John’s Gospel, of which perhaps 
24 have Jesus as subject. Two of these occurrences (with the plural 

oi[damen) may safely be discounted ( 3.11; 4.22). Of the remainder, 

three, though of no doctrinal significance, confirm the sense ascribed 

above to eijdevnai (6.6, 61; and especially 7.15, pw'" ou|to" gravmmata 
oi\den mh; memaqhkwv"É). Two other texts illustrate the certainty implied 
by oi\da (5.32; 8.32), two more the total confidence of Jesus in God 

(11.42; 12.50). Of the remaining fifteen, five declare that Jesus knows 

whence he came and who sent him (7.29; 8.14, 55 thrice), seven proclaim 

his knowledge and foreknowledge concerning his sufferings (6.64; 13.1, 

3, 11, 18; 18.4; 19.28), and in the last three, Peter affirms that Jesus 

knows he loves him (21.15, 16, 17). Thus the 19 truly significant texts all

employ eijdevnai to represent the uniqueness and the certainty of Jesus’ 
knowledge and of his relationship with God. 

 Where eijdevnai has as its grammatical subject people other than Jesus, 

the negative oujk eijdevnai or its equivalent regularly recurs. Thus the 
Baptist says to his disciples oujk oi[date (1.26), and twice of himself oujk
h/[dein aujtovn. Jesus says the same to Nicodemus (3.8), to the Samaritans 

and to his own disciples (4.22, 32), that is, to all the Israelite groups men-

tioned in chs. 3–4. The same charge recurs in Jesus’ words to the Jews 

during the debates in the Temple (7.28; 8.14, 19), and in ch. 9, where 

these Jerusalem debates reach their climax, eijdevnai = to know (ety-

mologically indistinguishable from eijdevnai = to see) is found eleven 

times, but six times with a negative. One may also note the occurrences 

of eijdevnai used ironically (7.28 twice) or in an unfulfilled condition 
(4.10; 8.19). The Passion Narrative too repeatedly affirms that while 

‘Jesus knew’ (see above), the disciples ‘did not know’ (13.7; 14.5 [cf. 7]; 

15.15, 21; 16.18); and the account of the finding of the empty tomb 

contains four instances of ‘do not, did not know’ (20.2, 9, 13, 14), with 

eijdevnai. All the more striking therefore is the use of eijdevnai without a 
negative, in 10.4; 11.22, 24; 19.35; 21.12, 24, denoting interior certitude; 

but these texts come, so to speak, only at the very end of the story.  

 ginwvskein, by contrast, is regularly used to depict the progressive 
development in the disciples’ knowledge of Jesus from ch. 6 onwards. 

This meaning appears first at 6.69, and thereafter at 7.17; 8.28, 32; 10.38 

(nb); 12.16; it is prominent in the account of the Supper, 13.7, 12, 28; 
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14.7, 9, 20; 17.3, 7, 8, 25. ginwvskein in this sense is closely related to 
pisteuvein, and does not merely denote deeper knowledge; it connotes 
also, because of the biblical sense of know, a closer union with, and 

greater love of, Jesus and of God (Schnackenburg I, Excursus VII 514-15 

= ETr I 565-66). All the more significant is its total absence from the 

story of the man born blind; ginwvskein does not occur in ch. 9, only 
eijdevnai (11 times, in vv. 12, 20, 21 [×2], 24, 25 [×2], 29 [×2], 30, 31).  
 In addition, ginwvskein, to recognize, come to know, is used of the 
world in 1.10; 14.31 [contrast 14.17]; 17.23, 25 (an inclusio, here at the 

end, with 1.10?). It is used also of Jews in Jerusalem in 7.26; 8.52, 55 and 

10.38, which makes the careful distinction, i{na gnw'te kai; ginwvskhte 
(compare JV 1627). 

 It remains only to state that, where ginwvskein and eijdevnai occur 
together, or in close proximity, it is always worth comparing them very 

carefully. See 3.8 and 10; 7.15 and 17; 7.27-29; 8.55; 10.4-5 and 14-15; 

13.7, 11-12; 14.5-7; 16.18-19; 21.17. A survey of the above texts fully 

justifies de la Potterie’s claim that, in the Fourth Gospel, the classical 

distinction between the two verbs was by no means dead, and is still 

relevant for interpretation.
11

2b. [oi[damen o{ti] ajpo; qeou' ejlhvluqa" is not a normal OT expression 
for a divine emissary (‘send’ is the more usual verb: 1 Sam 15.1; 16.1; Isa 

6.8; Jer 1.7 etc.), but ejlqein occurs frequently in the NT for the 
appearance of Jesus (Bultmann

12

). In John, ajpov regularly denotes some-
one’s place of origin (1.44, 45; 7.42; 11.1; 12.21; 19.38; 21.2); hence ajpo;
qeou' is used both by the gospel-writer (13.3) and by the disciples (16.30) 
when referring to Jesus’ heavenly origin, as seen from their point of 

view.
13

 The perfect ejlhvluqa", you are come, implies an abiding pres-

ence, and is regularly found on the lips of Jesus himself (5.43; 7.28; 8.42; 

12.46; 16.28; 18.37). In this first occurrence, in 3.2b, ejlhvluqa" (‘come 
as a teacher’) makes a fine inclusio with its last occurrence, ejlhvluqa in 
18.37 (‘I am come to bear witness to the truth’); in both, the context is 

‘the kingdom’.  

 didavskalo" is, by position, emphatic; its precise connotations are 

debated. By NT times, many in Israel, believing that the age of prophecy 

was over (cf. Deut 34.10), had accepted that the will of God could be 

known only by scrutinizing the holy writings. Thus the professional 

exponents of the Law, the ‘scribes’, emerged as the spiritual guides of the 

people, and in matters of religion, their only teachers. See Rengstorf 

TWNT II 155-60; Schürer II 322-36. So if in Jn 3.2 didavskalo" is taken 

11

 The noun gnw'si" is nowhere found in the Johannine writings of the NT. ‘Perhaps 
intentionally’ (Bultmann, TWNT I 711

6

).  

12

 He ascribes the usage to Gnostic roots. See his commentary on Jn 1.6, p. 30 fn. 3 = 

ETr p. 50 fn. 3.  

13

 Jesus himself uses para; qeou' (16.27; 17.8), emphasizing the enduring relationship 

rather than the (humanly envisaged) temporary ‘distancing’.  
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in this, its primary sense, Nicodemus is hailing Jesus as a new and 

heaven-sent interpreter of the Law and the prophets. However, the Torah 

had never asserted that the age of prophecy had terminated. On the 

contrary, Deut 18.15-19 had clearly stated that God would one day send a 

prophet like Moses, to teach with authority in the name of Yahweh: ‘I 

will put my words in his mouth’ (v. 18). It is unlikely that Nicodemus is 

here presented as consciously acknowledging Jesus to be this prophet on 

a par with Moses; but one cannot exclude the possibility that a reference 

to this motif (reserved for future disclosure) was already in the mind of 

the evangelist. Compare J. L. Martyn, History and Theology, 106 and fn. 

166. Nor should one forget that the Davidic Messiah, too, possessed, in 

addition to his role as governor, a teaching function: ‘the Spirit of the 

Lord speaks by me, his word is upon my tongue’ (2 Sam 23.2), an idea 

prominent in Isa 11.2. ( See W. Bittner, Jesu Zeichen 1003-108; O. Betz, 

Jesus Der Messias Israels, 413; W. A. Meeks, The Prophet-King; W. 

Nicol, The Semeia, 83-90.) Thus the evangelist, when he wrote ajpo; qeou'
ejlhvluqa" didavskalo", might well have had in mind all three references 
(doctor of the Law, prophet and king) 3.10. Compare also the text in 

Papyrus Egerton 2.45-47: didaskale Ih(sou) oidamen oti [ajpo quÐ]
elhluqa" a gar poiei" ma[rturei] uper to[u]" profa" panta". 
The Papyrus may be an allusion to John 3.2, or to a common source.  

 tau'ta ta; shmei'a refers to ‘the signs just mentioned’ (in 2.23: see 
JV 2553c), and therefore identifies Nicodemus as one of those who had 

‘come to believe in Jesus’ name’ (2.23). suv is moderately emphatic, and 
eja;n mh; h\/ oJ qeo;" metÆ aujtou' is a standard biblical formula (e.g. Gen 
21.20, 22; 39.2, 3, 21, 23). After this respectful and sympathetic opening 

on the part of Nicodemus, Jesus’ teaching begins.  

3. The connection with v. 2 is not immediately transparent, but 

ajpekrivqh implies a logical link. So does ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw soiv (5 
times in John: 3.3, 5, 11; 13.38; 21.18), or ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw uJmi'n (20 

times in John), for this phrase, while stressing the importance of the 

words which follow, also carries in every instance a reference to what has 

gone before. When used after the verb ajpokrivnesqai, ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw
is a reply to an observation (1.51 [cp.50]; 3.3, 5; 5.19; 6.26; 8.34, 51 

[cp.49]; 12.24 [cp.23]; 13.38).
14

 When used without a closely preceding 

ajpokrivnesqai, it is an explanation or expansion of something that has 
already been said (5.24, 25; 6.32, 47, 53; 8.58; 10.1, 7; 13.16, 20, 21; 

14.12; 16.20, 23; 21.18). It may of course be both a reply to, and an 

explanation of, something said before, but it is never unrelated to what 

precedes.
15

 Note also the further remarks about ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw at 3.11. 

14

 The references in square brackets indicate the verse in which the preceding 

ajpokrivnesqai occurs. 
15

 These three sentences are to a large extent quotation from Bernard 68, 348, but 

amplified, and emended for greater precision.  
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ajpekrivqh therefore invites the reader to interpret Jesus’ words in 3.3 

as a reply to Nicodemus’ gracious greeting. The opening sentence of this 

section (2.23) contained the phrase pisteuvein eij" to; o[noma aujtou', its
first occurrence since 1.12, which stated that ‘those who believed in his 

name’ would be enabled ‘to become children of God’.
16
 Nicodemus 

believed in Jesus’ name (  3.2; 2.23); Jesus’ reply is about to disclose 

that Nicodemus (whatever his age) will be enabled to begin a new life as 

one of the children of God, and ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw soi stresses the impor-
tance of the words that follow.  

 In Mt 18.3, underlying the Greek strafh'te there may be an Aramaic 
verb (tûb, h

a

zar, or h
a

dar) which would give the interpretation ‘Unless 

you turn back again and become like children…’
17
 It is suggested that this 

dominical saying has been transposed in Jn 3.3. eja;n mhv ti" gennhqh'/. 
Like the Hebrew dly (yld), genna'sqai can mean either to be begotten

(from a father) or to be born (of a mother). Here it will be translated born,

since this English word too can refer to either parent. a[nwqen can bear 

three meanings: (1) from above (= desuper), preferred by most Greek 

Fathers, Aquinas, Loisy, Bernard, Schnackenburg and de la Potterie (p. 

200), which assigns to a[nwqen here the sense it has in 3.31, and in Jas 
1.17; 3.15, 17;

18
 (2) from the very beginning (Lk 1.2), from very early on

(Acts 26.5), which is not relevant here; and (3) again, anew (= denuo) as 

in Gal 4.9, favoured by most Latin writers, Syriac and Copts, and pre-

ferred, among modern exegetes, by Westcott,
19
 Bultmann and Boismard 

118 (2a). Older English versions favour (3),
20
 but there has recently been 

a shift towards (1).
21 a[nwqen could of course carry a double meaning, 

encompassing both (1) and (3), the interpretation preferred by Loisy, 1st 

ed., 307, Lagrange (cautiously), Barrett, Brown and many others, and 

possibly intended by those who translate anew.
22
 On this interpretation, 

a[nwqen here means, on the lips of Jesus, from above (1), but is misunder-
stood by Nicodemus as meaning merely again (3). Boismard’s view is 

very similar: a[nwqen means again, a second time (3), but this is taken by 

16
 They would in fact be ‘begotten of God’, if in 1.13 the plural ejgennhvqhsan is 

read. In this commentary the singular was preferred in 1.13, not least because those who 

have already been begotten of God cannot acquire the ability to become children of God 

( 1.13, on pp. 46-48).  

17
 See J. Jeremias, NT Theology I 155-56, citing linguistic parallels in support of his 

contention that ‘these verbs are often used alongside another verb to express our ‘again’’, 

and giving references to other writers up to 1969. So also Origen, Fragment 35 (Brooke 

II 249). Dodd, Interpretation, 304, dissents, as does Schnackenburg.  

18
 This sense of a[nwqen also suits best the (explanatory?) ejk pneumatov" in 3.5. 

Compare also ‘begotten of God’ in 1.13; 1 Jn 2.29; 3.9; 5.1, 4, 18. 

19
 ‘…not mere repetition (again, AV), but an analogous process (anew, RV)’, in I 

136-37.  

20
again in AV = KJV REB NIV [JB

mg?
], over again in NEB, anew in Tyndale RV 

RSV NRSV
mg
.

21
from above, in RV

mg
 RSV

mg
 NIV

mg
 NAB JB NRSV.  

22
 For further detail see especially Schnackenburg. 
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Nicodemus to mean a second physical birth,whereas Jesus’ intention was 

to point to the need for a second, but this time spiritual, birth. The double 

meaning can be expressed in English by reborn from above, but only by 

sacrificing the ambiguity.  

 Anyone who is not born afresh cannot see the kingdom of God. ouj
duvnatai. The verb duvnasqai occurs 36 times in John, and is always, in 

sense, negatived, either by ouj or mhv, by oujdei" or tiv" (in 6.60), by pw'"
(in 3.4; 5.44; 6.52; 9.16), or by tiv in a question (1.46). In the present 
passage, this ‘negative’ usage occurs six times (3.2, 3, 4 [×2], 5, 9), 

stressing that no human being can start a new life here on earth except by 

the gift of God (  3.27; 6.44, 65; 14.17: note Bultmann on 3.3-5). These 

first occurrences of duvnasqai since 1.46 highlight the depth of the irony 
in that earlier verse. 

 ijdei'n th;n basileivan tou' qeou'. The words kingdom of God occur 
only twice in John, at 3.3, 5. In the OT, the NT and in Judaism, this term 

never refers to a territory or to a nation settled in a territory, but always to 

the sovereign rule of God, based on the radical and unlimited love of God 

calling each person to a life in love, here and now (Luz 202a). It is there-

fore chiefly an eschatological concept denoting a new order in society 

within which God reigns, and which may consequently be regarded as 

imminent or arriving, as already present or still to come, perhaps soon, 

perhaps in a distant future. Though this kingdom is of its nature invisible 

to human eyes, it was widely believed that its presence or approach might 

be detected, by those who had God-given insight, from certain signs.  

 The Pharisees’ belief in a future life led to a keen interest in the signs 

of its approaching. Thus Mk 8.11-13 presents them as seeking from Jesus 

a sign from heaven (compare Mt 16.1-4), and Lk 17.20-21 portrays Jesus 

as telling them that the coming of the kingdom of God was not to be 

discerned meta; parathrhvsew", by the close observation of external 
signs,

23

 because that kingdom was already among them or within them, in 

their hearts (ejnto;" uJmw'n, see BDAG s.v. basileiva). Matthew 12.28 || 

Lk 11.20 stress that the kingdom had in some sense already arrived 

during the lifetime of Jesus (e{fqasen), as was evident from his power 
over evil spirits. Matthew 12.24 makes it clear that this saying is a reply 

to the Pharisees; and Lk 11.37-54 implies the presence of Pharisees 

among the critics in the crowd (11.15-16). But a still clearer manifesta-

tion of the kingdom was promised for the future: Mk 9.1 affirms that 

some of the bystanders would not die before they ‘saw’ the kingdom of 

God arrived in power, e{w" a]n i[dwsin th;n basileivan tou' qeou'
ejlhluqui'an ejn dunavmei. Mark 9.1 || Lk 9.27 and Jn 3.3 are the only NT 

texts which speak of ‘seeing the kingdom of God’, and in each case the 

writers use the aorist (i[dwsin, ijdei'n), which can be idiomatically 

23

 The signs may be atmospheric, meteorological or historical, regarded as signals 

from heaven about future events.  
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rendered as see for oneself. The parallel in Mt 16.28, which also uses 

i[dwsin, confirms this. 
 So Nicodemus comes as the representative voice of the Pharisees: we

know (plural)…because of the signs. He speaks for those who have 

already progressed from mental consideration of the signs (qewrei'n,
2.23) to ‘knowing for certain’ that Jesus is a teacher from God (3.2); and 

Jesus invites him (that is, all sympathetic Pharisees) to take the one 

further step needed to complete the journey and to see the kingdom of 

God (3.3).  

oi[damen and ijdei'n are from the same stem (ijd–), possibly even (given 
the prevalence of itacism) similar in pronunciation. Nicodemus’ 

statement and Jesus’ answer then throw light on each other, by chiasmus. 

Nicodemus oi[damen o{ti ajpo; qeou' ejlhvluqa" didavskalo",
    oujdei;" ga;r duvnatai tau'ta ta; shmei'a poiei'n
    eja;n mh; h\/ oJ qeo;" metÆ aujtou'.
Jesus    eja;n mhv ti" gennhqh'/ a[nwqen,
    ouj duvnatai  
  ijdei'n th;n basileivan tou' qeou'.

 Many commentators (including Bernard, Bultmann, Barrett and 

Schnackenburg) take this ijdei'n in 3.3 to be in practice synonymous with 

eijselqei'n in 3.5, with both verbs meaning to experience, but it is prefer-
able to distinguish between the two. Westcott does so, citing Hermas, 

Sim. IX 15, which clearly distinguishes between ijdei'n t.b.t.q. and eij"
aujth;n eijselqei'n. On this interpretation, Jesus, in 3.3, is, at one level, 
inviting the Pharisees to open their eyes (ijdei'n is a punctiliar aorist) to 

the fact that the kingdom of God has arrived, in his lifetime; and the 

evangelist, in a deeper sense, is inviting his own contemporaries around 

A.D. 80–90 to make their entry (eijselqei'n) into the kingdom, the New 
Jerusalem, already present in their day ( 3.5). 

4. pw'" duvnatai a[nqrwpo"… indicates the perplexity of Nicodemus, 

mh; duvnatai, his unbelief (though not positive disbelief: it is a question). 
Both questions reveal the crassness of his misunderstanding in taking the 

words to refer to a second physical birth. The verse is a reminder that one 

may rightly speak of starting a new life, even in old age. 

5. Jesus’ words are both an answer and an explanation ( 3.3). In order 

to enter the kingdom of God, a person must be reborn, that is, start a new 

life ( 3.4). This entails more than merely perceiving that the kingdom 

has arrived ( 3.3). Rebirth, and the commencement of this new life, are 

said to come about ejx u{dato" kai; pneuvmato", of water and spirit. This 
phrase (without the article), refers to a rebirth which the early Church 

regarded as taking place through baptism (1 Pet 1.3, 23; Tit 3.5). In the 

NT, genna'sqai ejk occurs only in John and 1 John: ejk at Jn 3.6. 
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 Some writers (Wellhausen, Merx, Bultmann) have judged the words 

u{dato" kaiv to be an interpolation, during the redaction of the Gospel, in 
order to ensure a reference, church-inspired, to baptism. Others (Wendt, 

Bernard, and many since) agree, but consider them an entirely justified 

gloss, added to bring the saying of Jesus into harmony with the belief 

and practice of a later generation (Bernard). Their reasons are that ejk
pneuvmato" on its own, without u{dato" kaiv, accords better with avjnwqen
understood as from above; that there is no mention of water in the 

explanatory verses which follow, 6-8; and that since the need for 

Christian baptism was never preached before the death of Jesus, it is 

incongruous even to hint at the idea in discussion with Nicodemus. If the 

evangelist were purporting to set down solely the record of a conversation 

held during Jesus’ earthly life, these reasons would be suasive; but if John 

was interpreting Jesus for a different generation, then the case is altered. 

kai; pneuvmato" is then well interpreted as epexegetical, as Calvin 
perceived.

24

 The four words ejk u{dato" kai; pneuvmato" were probably 
always in the text, from the beginning. Their sense is that baptism in 

water alone would not of itself effect rebirth: there must be a new 

beginning by the creative advent of the Spirit. For further detail, see the 

comment at 4.1-2, where Johannine baptism is compared with baptism 

conferred in the name of Jesus. 

 Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel had all seen in the destruction of 

Jerusalem and of its Temple a manifestation of the sovereignty and power 

of the God of Israel, and had spoken with confidence of the restoration of 

the city and its Temple. Ezekiel 36.1-7 was supremely applicable to the 

desolation in Judaea after A.D. 70, but so was 36.24-28. These latter 

verses speak of bringing the people home from the nations into their own 

land; of cleansing them with clean water from all uncleanness; of giving 

them a new heart and a new spirit; and of Yahweh’s putting his own spirit 

within them. There follows the description of the resurrection of a new 

people (ch. 37) and of the building of a new Temple (chs. 40–48). These 

texts, along with Ezek 11.16-20 and Jer 31.31-34, are fully adequate to 

account for the phrase reborn of water and spirit, especially since

Ezekiel’s influence will be seen again in Jn 4 (compare Ezek 16.44-55). 

John, like Ezekiel, dwells not on past punishment, but on the positive 

gifts of the Spirit and of the New Temple ( 2.23). (That is why the 

Baptist speaks of Jesus’ baptising with a holy spirit, but not with fire; 

1.33). The book of Jubilees also associates the ideas of purification, 

the gift of the spirit and divine filiation (I 23-25: OTP II 54), as does 

1QS 4.19-21 (DSSE, 4th ed., 74-75).  

 In the light of these prophetical and contemporary texts, and of the 

practice of the early Church, it is difficult to deny that the evangelist here 

has in mind Christian baptism as the gateway into the kingdom. This is 

24

In Ioannem 3.5: ‘non est insolens copulam exegetice sumi, quum scilicet posterius 

membrum explicatio est prioris’, where exegetice carries the meaning ‘epexegetically’. 
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the last mention of the kingdom of God in the Fourth Gospel, probably 

because John does not wish to engage in needlessly distracting discourses 

confirming that Jesus was not a political or military Messiah, and that 

neither are his followers militant nationalists (see 18.36-37). Instead, he 

proceeds to explain the nature of the new life into which people need to 

be reborn.  

 Verses 6-8 comment on 3.5. Verse 6 explains why rebirth is necessary.

Whatever is born of the flesh is flesh, and whatever is born of the spirit is 

spirit. to; gegennhvmenon (neuter) notat ipsa stamina vitae novae, as in
Lk 1.35 (Bengel:  3.8). ejk. ‘In Johannine thinking, the nature is 
determined by its origin, as appears from the frequent ei\nai ejk, which 
affirms both origin and type of being.’

25

 This is the first occurrence of 

savrx since 1.13-14. In John, savrx is never found with the Pauline sense, 
to denote human nature as sinful and averse from God (as in Rom 8.4-6; 

Gal 5.16-17, 19); in John, savrx denotes human nature as transitory, and 

when left to itself, capable of dealing only with matters concerning this 

world, its only destiny to die.
26

 Consequently, 6a does not mean that 

whatever is born by human intercourse is of its nature sinful, only that, 

left to itself, it is incapable of entering into another, ‘eternal’, world, and 

into a super-human relationship with God.
27

 The statement thus reminds 

the reader of 1.13-14, of being born not of flesh but of God. 3.3-8 contain 

the first instances of genna'sqai (seven in all) since 1.14; they are the 
only references in John’s Gospel to being born of the Spirit or of God. 

3.5-8 contain also four instances of pneu'ma, hitherto found only at 1.32-
33, which affirmed that the Spirit was permanently abiding upon Jesus, 

mevnon ejpÆ aujtovn, from the beginning of his ministry (1.33). Three 
strands of thought thus converge here: of the inadequacy of the flesh, of 

the possibility of rebirth, and of the abiding presence of the Spirit in 

Jesus.  

 The meaning of savrx is often defined by antithesis, as in ‘flesh and 
blood’, ‘flesh and bones’, or (in Greek) ‘flesh and soul’, savrx kai;
yuchv.28 In John, however, the defining antithesis is not ‘blood’, but 
pneu'ma, the Creator Spiritus of God. Thus the words in 3.6 are a firm 

assertion that there are two distinct forms of life, one wholly enclosed in 

‘this world’, one open to an other-worldly dimension. gegennhmevnon (in 
the perfect, not the aorist tense) implies that a permanent effect results 

from being born of the flesh or of the spirit: compare 1 Jn 3.9; 4.7.  

25

 Schnackenburg, who adds in the footnote, ‘3.31; 8.23, 44, 47; 15.19; 17.14, 16; 

18.36f.; 1 Jn 2.16, 21; 3.8, 10, 12, 19; 4.1-3, 4-6; 5.19’, and a cross-reference to his 

Johannine Epistles, Excursus viii; xii.

26 savrx occurs only 12 times in John (1.13, 14; 3.6; 6.51-56 [6 times], 63; 8.15; 

17.2). For its meaning, see E. Schweizer in TWNT VIII 139
16-17

.

27

 It represents what classical Western theology terms ‘natural man’.  

28

 See TWNT VIII 99-104, especially no. 6 on 102-103. For the distinction savrx -
yuchv, see Od. XI 219-22; Euripides, Medea 1200, 1217, 1219. 
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7. mh; qaumavsh/" (aorist): Do not be astonished. qaumavsh/" and soi are 
singular, addressed to Nicodemus, whereas uJma'" in the third clause is 

plural. uJma'" refers first to those whom Nicodemus represents (
oi[damen, 3.2), secondly to all humankind ( eja;n mhv ti", 3.3.5). On dei' 
gennhqh'nai a[nwqen, 3.3. The reason that Nicodemus must not be 

astonished is given in the next verse.  

8. to; pneu'ma. In Greek, as in Hebrew, the word translated spirit can 
denote the wind, the air we breathe, and the breath by which animals have 

life, thus encompassing a range of meanings impossible to reproduce by 

one word in English. The first part of this verse is directed to Nicodemus 

alone (ajkouvei" and oi\da" are singular). (1) Some commentators take 

the verse to be a parable about the wind, the sound of which is audible to 

all, though its origin and ultimate destination remain incomprehensible. 

In that case, ou{tw" affirms that this parable is applicable to everyone 

reborn of the Spirit. Thus Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, Lagrange, 

Bultmann and Schnackenburg. (2) Most ancient writers take to; pneu'ma 
to refer directly to the Spirit. Thus Ignatius, Philad. 7.1; Origen, Frag. 37 

(Brooke II 252); Augustine, Aquinas (detailed survey) and Bernard. See 

also Doignon. (3) Recent interpreters tend to favour the double meaning, 

embracing both (1) and (2). Thus Loisy, Barrett (‘it means both’), Brown, 

de la Potterie, and especially Cullmann.
29

 The last sentence (ou{tw" 
ejsti;n ktl.) is the important one, explaining why Nicodemus should not 

be astonished or even surprised. As always, Bengel writes perceptively: 

the masculine participle oJ gegennhvmeno"maturam nativitatem signifi-

cat, contrasts with the neuter form in 3.6 ( ). Later, the Gospel will state 

that this Spirit is essentially the gift of the exalted Lord, bestowed only 

after his exaltation (7.39c; 19.34; 20.22-23). 3.8 is a qualification of that 

general principle, affirming that the Spirit is already at work, invisibly, 

during the public ministry of Jesus (see 3.34). 

9-12. Nicodemus’ answer reiterates his continuing perplexity ( 3.4). As 

in 3.4, pw'" duvnatai ktl. indicate his total incomprehension: how can
what Jesus suggests be possible? 10. oJ didavskalo", with the article, the
(outstanding) teacher. Compare the Martyrdom of Polycarp 122: oJ th'"
ÆAsiva" didavskalo". Jesus returns the compliment given by Nicodemus 
in 3.2. tou' ÆIsrahvl (genitive, not ejn ÆIsrahvl): Nicodemus is the

(outstanding) teacher of Israel, not just one among several in Israel. On 

the connotations of Israel (as distinct from tw'n ÆIoudaivwn), 1.50. ouj
ginwvskei" (not oujk oi\da": 3.2) is a ‘progressive present’, best 

understood as a question: are you failing to recognize these things? The

question may imply that Nicodemus thinks of entry into God’s kingdom 

29

 ‘Der johanneische Gebrauch doppeldeutiger Ausdrücke als Schlüssel zum 

Verständnis des vierten Evangeliums,’ ThZ 4 (1948), 360-72 (on 364) = Vorträge und 

Aufsätze 1925–1962 (1966), 176-86.  
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as a gift that comes only by physical descent from Abraham. If so, the 

words of Jesus in 3.6-8 are a reminder to him (and to Jewish readers of 

the Gospel) that the concept of ‘new creation’ is not novel, but widely 

attested both in the OT ( 3.5) and in rabbinical teaching (SB II 421-23). 

The relevance of descent from Abraham is discussed later, in Jn 8.30-40, 

as if on cue after Nicodemus’ next appearance (7.50). There (7.51) Nico-

demus pleads that Jesus should be given a fair hearing, intimating 

perhaps that he has meantime been reflecting on Jesus’ words in 3.3-12, 

and has begun to ask himself whether Jesus is not something more than 

an outstanding exponent of the Law ( 3.2).

11-12. ajmh;n ajmhvn ktl. 3.3. Dodd observes that this phrase ‘is often 

used by this writer to make the transition from dialogue to monologue, 

and 3.11 is best taken as a kind of heading to the reflections which 

follow’ (Interpretation, 328 fn. 3). soiv in v. 11, ei\pon and ei[pw in v. 12,

all singular, show that Jesus is still addressing his remarks to Nicodemus. 

hJmw'n indicates that Jesus is speaking not merely on his own behalf, and

uJmi'n, that the remarks are also directed to a wider group, which Nico-
demus represents, namely, Pharisaic Judaism: 3.1.

 The significance of the seven plural verbs which follow in vv. 11-12 is 

debated. oi[damen (like didavskalo" in v. 10) answers to the oi[damen of 
Nicodemus in 3.2, but why all the other plurals? Nowhere else does Jesus 

use the ‘majestic plural’, but A. von Harnack accepted this as akin to one, 

as did Lagrange; and J. Jeremias recalls that a similar idiom was common 

in Galilean Aramaic.
30

 Some ancient writers interpreted the plurals as 

indicating that Jesus was here speaking on behalf of himself and the 

Father (as in 8.28, 38; 12.49-50), and even of the Spirit: thus Chrysostom, 

Cyril and Aquinas. Tillmann and F.-M. Braun suggested that the evan-

gelist is here associating himself with the witness of Jesus. Bultmann 

thought the intention was to retain an air of mystery by not disclosing so 

early in the Gospel that Jesus alone is the revealer come from heaven, 

noting that in 3.13-21 and 31-36 Jesus speaks of himself, but only in the 

third person. The most satisfactory proposal is that the evangelist intends 

Jesus’ statement to be understood as an affirmation on behalf of all his 

followers, not only at the time of his earthly ministry, but also at the time 

of the writing of the Gospel (Barrett, Schnackenburg
31

).

 This last interpretation may be strongly confirmed by a proposal of 

Klaus Berger, who argues that the expression ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw uJmi'n/
soiv is of Christian, Jewish-Hellenistic, origin, and that, like analogous 
phrases in apocalyptic literature, it was used to affirm that the words 

following it contain revelation (18-28). The expression, he suggests, was 

30

NT Theology I 304-305, fn. 9, referring also to Dalman, Grammatik, 2nd ed., 265-

66. 

31

 For the origin of this approach see Holtzmann (1893) and Loisy (1903). Compare 

also Dodd, Interpretation 328 fn. For further detail see especially Schnackenburg.  



232 JOHN 1–4

originally an assertion (similar to an oath) by which the visionary 

solemnly attested that he was communicating faithfully what he had seen; 

later, it was an affirmation by the community that it too was in turn 

passing on exactly the message once proclaimed (32). Berger proposes, 

finally, that the double ajmh;n ajmh;n ktl. in John represents a double 
authentication of what follows. The expression is a guarantee, first, that 

the words which follow faithfully represent what Jesus, the source of the 

tradition, taught as something he had seen or heard from the Father; and 

secondly, that the community has with equal fidelity preserved that 

teaching for subsequent generations (116). This understanding of ajmh;n
ajmh;n levgw uJmi'n/soiv certainly fits the present context to perfection, as 

the following paragraphs will confirm.  

 o} oi[damen lalou'men. On oi[damen, 3.2. lalei'n occurs 59 times 

in John, of which 50 refer to Jesus. Only three times is the verb used of 

normal human speech: in 1.37 (the only occurrence before 3.11) two 

disciples heard the Baptist speaking; in 7.13, where it is is negative 

(oujdei;" parrhsiva/ ejlavlei peri; aujtou'); and in 9.21, of the man born 
blind. In six other texts, lalei'n is used of those who speak the word of 

God: see 3.11 (the only plural); 9.29, of God to Moses; 12.29, of an angel 

to Jesus; 12.41, of Isaiah; and 16.13 (twice) of the Spirit of truth. 

laliva in 4.42; 8.43. The use of lalei'n in John is thus virtually 
restricted to Jesus’ speaking the word of God (50 times). kai; o} 
eJwravkamen marturou'men. The verbs eJwrakevnai and marturei'n
occur together four times in John, at 1.34 (of the Baptist), 3.11, 32 and 

19.35, all fundamental texts about witness (and compare 1 Jn 1.2). 3.12ab 

might be rendered and glossed as I solemnly assure you that we are 

speaking (on behalf of God) about something that we know for certain, 

and are bearing witness to what we have seen. kai; th;n marturivan 
hJmw'n ouj lambavnete: and yet you are not accepting our testimony. The 
words ta; ejpivgeia and ta; ejpouravnia, hapax legomena here in the 
Johannine writings, are commonly antithetical (compare 1 Cor 15.40; 

Phil 2.10; BDAG gives further examples), and underline the antithesis in 

the thought. If they cannot accept ta; ejpivgeia, that is, even the need 
(surely self-evident on this earth) to start life afresh, how will they ever 

come to believe (pisteusete)32 ta; ejpouravnia,33 if Jesus should men-

tion to them
34

 matters, which are, like heaven itself, outside our kovsmo" 

32

 The variant -euete on the second occasion (∏75

 etc. NA
27

) should, if accepted, 

be interpreted as a future (compare BDF 323). If -euete was the original reading, 
pisteusete would be a (correct) interpretative gloss. 

33

 Bultmann, adducing several supporting texts, claims that this distinction between 

earthly and heavenly indicates a Gnostic source, and then interprets the Gospel verse 

accordingly. Schnackenburg, while admitting that there are no perfect verbal parallels, 

finds sufficient explanation for the antithesis in the thought-world of Judaism and of 

John. Thüsing, Erhöhung, 257, interprets ta; ejpouravnia as things revealed through the 
Paraclete after Jesus’ final departure; but unconvincingly.  

34

 ‘Mention’, in order to represent eijpei'n, not lalh'sai.
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into which the Logos came?
35
Compare Wis 9.16-17, and Jn 3.33, 36. 

Up to this point in the Gospel, no one has been said positively ‘not to 

believe’;
36

 indeed, several have come to believe (2.11, 22, 23), but ouj 
pisteuvete takes up the ouj lambavnete of v. 11, and puts it more 
strongly. The charge now is that Nicodemus’ and his group, though not 

positively rejecting the testimony of Jesus and his followers (disbelief), 

are as yet not positively accepting it (unbelief). On pw'",  3.4, 9. 

 We are speaking of what we know, and bearing witness to what we 

have seen; and you are not accepting our testimony. This translation

implies that all the present indicatives in 3.11-12 are to be taken as 

‘continuing’ presents. This in turn implies that the words are not only 

those of Jesus speaking to the synagogue of A.D. 28–30 (levgw, soiv in 
v. 11; ei\pon and ei[pw in v. 12), but also of the early Church (oi[damen,
lalou'men ktl.), which is here addressing Judaism around A.D. 80–90, 

and indirectly, ‘the world’ (see 1.10-11; 12.37-43; 15.17-20). Here (if we 

except the gloss on the Psalm at 12.13) the word Israel occurs for the last 

time in this Gospel at 3.10 (1.31, 50; 3.10; 12.13). The term Israel,

denoting as it does the People of God as a religious, not a national, entity 

( 1.50), harmonizes admirably with the close of Jesus’ address to Nico-

demus, by suggesting the question, around A.D. 80–90, ‘Who is truly the 

teacher of Israel?’ 

 No clear criterion enables one to decide for certain where Jesus’ words 

to Nicodemus are (in the mind of the author) supposed to end. It could be 

after 3.12 (the last occurrences of ei\pon and ei[pw), or after 13, or after 
15.

37

 The most attractive point seems to be after 3.12. If 3.13-15 are then 

understood as comment on the preceding verses, by the evangelist or an 

editor, the last clause of 3.15 brings the passage to an appropriate and 

graceful conclusion.
38

35

 See H. Traub in TWNT V 526-27, 542.  

36

 2.24 (of Jesus) clearly does not count. 

37

 Schnackenburg writes: ‘The discourses of Christ are always clearly recognizable as 

such, mostly because they are in the first person, …[and] the evangelist never inter-

weaves them with reflections of his own. The only two passages in John about which 

there may be any doubt are 3.31-36 and 3.13-21’ (ETr I 360).  

38

 Schnackenburg suggests that 3.13-21 (and 3.31-36) may have been originally 

reflections of the evangelist circulating without a definite context, inserted later in a 

‘revised edition’ of the Gospel, to answer the question left hanging in the air at 3.12. He 

suggests (tentatively) that 3.31-36 formed the first part of a ‘kerygmatic discourse’ in 

which the evangelist presented his reflections on Jesus as someone come down from 

heaven, and that 3.13-21 represents the second part of the same discourse, which speaks 

of Jesus as one who has now ascended. The disciples who first edited the Gospel, 

thinking (rightly) that the texts had been occasioned by the Nicodemus passage, placed 

3.13-21 after 3.12 because of the echo of ejpouravnia (12) in ajnabevbhken eij" to;n
oujranovn (13); and 3.31-36 after 30 because oJ w]n ejk th'" gh'" in 3.31 was interpreted as 
referring to the Baptist (30) (ETr I 360-63). Compare J. Painter in The Four Gospels 

1992, eds. F. Van Segbroeck et al., FS Neirynck, Leuven, 1992, III 1877.  
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13. kaiv = What is more, introducing a new argument in addition to that 

mentioned in v. 12. eij mhv may be equivalent to ajllav, since both trans-
late the Aramaic aL;ai (<llā<) (BDF 448 [8]; cf. MHT II 468); alternatively, 

eij mhv may be rendered simply as except for (the sense is unaffected).
oujdei;" ajnabevbhken eij" to;n oujranovn, though not a direct quotation, 
is a clear echo of Deut 30.12.

39

There the Deuteronomist, contemplating 

the devastation of the Land (29.23-28), calls upon Israel to return to the 

Lord (30.2), affirming that there is no need for a second Moses to bring 

down the word of God, because that word is very near to them (30.12-

14), if they will only listen to it, and so have life in the Promised Land 

(30.15-20). For Jews living in the immediate aftermath of A.D. 66–70, 

the relevance of this text from Deuteronomy would be self-evident, and 

the renderings in the Palestinian Targums show how earnestly they took 

its message to heart. Neofiti I reads: ‘The law is not in the heavens, that 

one should say: Would that we had one like Moses the prophet who 

would go up to heaven and fetch it for us…’,
40

 and another, ‘If only we 

had someone like the prophet Moses, who would go up to the heaven and 

bring it to us’.
41

 John 3.13 is a Christian answer to this yearning, and to 

the question posed in Deut 30.12; cf. also Rom 10.6-8. The evangelist, as 

convinced as the Deuteronomist of the perennial nearness of God’s word, 

reassures the Jewish reader that there is no need for a second Moses to 

go up into heaven to meet God, because there already is Someone who 

came down from heaven, oJ ejk tou' oujranou' katabav", oJ uiJo;" tou' 
ajnqrwvpou.42 The verse, chiastic in structure, is similar to 1.18 ( eij"
to;n kovlpon); 3.31; 6.62; 20.17, and to Eph 4.9-10 43

 This is the first 

occurrence of oJ uiJo;" tou' ajnqrwvpou since Jn 1.52 3.14.
44

  

14-15 flow smoothly as a second statement addressed specifically to 

Judaism. kaqw;" Mwu>sh'" u{ywsen to;n o[fin recalls Num 21.8-9, 

interpreted as in Wis 16.5-7: when Moses set up his image of the death-

bringing serpent, only those who gazed upon it with faith in God were 

39

 And of Prov 30.4; of Bar 3.29; and of 2 [4] Esd 4.8, which speak of bringing 

wisdom from heaven; compare also Wis 9.16-17.  

40

 McNamara 141. In the Soncino edition of the Midrash R. on Deuteronomy VIII 6, 

J. Rabinowitz observes that the text of the midrash on verse 12 is probably intended to 

have an anti-Christological bearing. 

41

 M. Klein, The Fragment Targums of the Pentateuch according to their Extant 

Sources, II, Translation, Rome, 1980, 84, cf. 181.  

42

 P. Borgen argues, on the basis of Jewish texts, that the sense is rather that the Son 

of Man in heaven first ascended to the throne of God (Dan 7.13), there to be installed in 

office before descending to earth, and later re-ascending to heaven.  

43

 The variant which adds at the end of the verse o wn en tw ouranw appears to deem 

it necessary to stress that the Son of Man is now in heaven. 

44

 All modern editors except Tischendorf and Vogels exclude from their text at the 

end of 3.13 o wn en tw ouranw (so NA27

). J. Delobel argues that the case for excluding 

these words is not irrevocably concluded, and probably never will be settled to every-

one’s contentment: see J. Coppens, Le Fils de l’homme néotestamentaire, 49-50 fn. 11. 
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healed. Some Targums give a similar interpretation: ‘anyone who was 

bitten by the serpent would raise his face in prayer towards his Father in 

Heaven, and would look at the serpent, and live’ (Klein, Fragment-

Targums II 157, cf. 71). Compare Pseudo-Jonathan: ‘…and [if] his heart 

was paying attention to the Name of the Memra of the Lord, then he 

lived’ (E.G. Clarke in AramB 4, 247). The evangelist points Judaism to 

this episode as a key to understanding the Crucifixion. o[fi", hapax 
legomenon in this Gospel, recalls both Gen 3.1-15, and Rev 12.9-15; 

20.2, all texts concerning a fight to the death against Satan. Chrysostom 

has a fine exposition of the parallel in his Hom. 27.2: qavnato" ajpwvlese, 
kai; qavnato" e{jswsen. Compare the ensigns mentioned in Isa 11.10, 12; 
49.22; 62.10, and Jn 19.38-42. 

 ou{tw" uJywqh'nai. In Classical Greek, uJyou'n means both to lift high, 

to raise up (physically), and to elevate, to exalt (metaphorically), but it is 

late and infrequent. In the LXX, by contrast, uJyou'n occurs around 260 
times, mostly in religious contexts, meaning to exalt, to glorify, to save

and even to redeem. See TWNT VIII 604-605 for examples, noting the 

parallel in Isa 52.13, oJ pai'" mou kai; uJywqhvsetai kai; doxasqhvsetai 
sfovdra. In the LXX, humiliation (tapeivnwsi") is not seldom the 
precondition of exaltation. The LXX usage passed over into the NT (Lk 

1.52; 14.11; 18.14; Mt 23.12), and uJywqh'nai can mean to be raised to 
the highest honour (Mt 11.23 || Lk 10.15), in which sense it is applied 

even to the death and exaltation of Jesus (Acts 2.33; 5.31; Phil 2.8-9, 

ejtapeivnwsen, uJperuvywsen;). In John’s Gospel, the usage is special (3.14
[×2]; 8.28; 12.32, 34). There uJywqh'nai refers first to physical elevation 
on high, and as such is employed as a cypher for crucifixion; secondly, in 

stark contrast with Phil 2.8-9, this crucifixion (mors turpissima crucis) is 

itself presented as the final exaltation and glorification of Jesus here on 

earth (Jn 13.31; 17.1: see Isa 53.13 above); and thirdly, this ‘exaltation on 

the cross’ represents, at one and the same time, the first stage in Christ’s 

exaltation into heavenly glory (compare ajnabevbhken ktl. in 3.13; 6.62; 
20.17 with uJywqh'nai in 12.34).45 The Syriac equivalent of uJywqh'nai 
means to be crucified; and in Palestinian Aramaic, the same root #qz
(zqp), meaning to be raised on high (physically), can also mean to be 

crucified. It occurs in this sense in Ezra 6.11 and in the Targums of 

1 Chron 10.10; Esth I 9.13, II 7.10 [or 9];
46

 but the Syriac and Aramaic 

terms could not bear the second meaning of being exalted, raised to a 

higher estate or position.
47

 Greek, however, could bear the double 

45

 It is astonishing that Zahn (199-201, and even when commenting on 8.28, at 409) 

should have maintained that uJywqh'nai, when used of Jesus, always referred to his 
Ascension into heaven. 

46

 Black, Aramaic Approach, 3rd ed., 141, citing G. Kittel, ‘Zur angeblichen 

antiochenischen Herkunft des vierten Evangelisten’, ZNW 35 (1936), 282-85. See also G. 

Bertram in TWNT VIII 608. 

47

 See F. C. Burkitt, ‘On “Lifting Up” and “Exalting”’, JTS (First Series), 20 (1918–

19), 336-38.  
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meaning, to be crucified and to be exalted into glory, as later writings 

show (PGL). One classic work on the subject is by Thüsing (see espe-

cially 3-35); note also Létourneau, 176-78.  

 dei''. uJywqh'nai dei' to;n uiJo;n tou' ajnqrwvpou recurs, with the varia-

tion dei' uJywqh'nai, in 12.34, the only two instances in John where dei' is
used with Son of Man.

48

Many trace the origin of this clause to the first 

prediction of the Passion in the Synoptic tradition (Mt 16.21 || Mk 8.31 || 

Lk 9.22), where Mark and Luke both read dei' to;n uiJo;n tou' ajnqrwvpou 
polla; paqei'n…kai; ajpoktanqh'nai as does Matthew, except that he 

writes [dei'] aujtovn, which has as antecedent (in 16.13) Son of Man.
49

 The 

Synoptic logion is generally interpreted to mean it is necessary (in the 

sense that ‘it is divinely ordained’) that the Son of Man must suffer many 

things…and be killed. John has rephrased the thought to express his own 

theology of the Cross. Eight times in John we read that the Jews sought to 

kill Jesus (5.18; 7.1, 19, 20, 25; 8.37, 40; 11.53), but never once that he 

‘was killed’. With reference to Jesus, John uses qavnato" twice (12.33 = 
18.32) and ajpoqnhv/skein five times (11.50, 51; 12.33 = 18.14, 32), but 
always in the context of the words of Caiaphas, referring to Jesus’ death 

as seen by his contemporaries. (Cf. 10.18.) In 3.14, the words dei'
uJywqh'nai may be glossed as it is in God’s design, historically necessary:

hence, the Son of Man must be raised up on high.

 to;n uiJo;n tou' ajnqrwvpou. The term uiJo;" tou' ajnqrwvpou occurs 13 
times in John, 1.51; 3.13-14; 5.27 (without article); 6.27, 53, 62; 8.28; 

9.35; 12.23, 34 [×2]; 13.31. Zahn observes that in John, it occurs on the 

lips of Jesus only where there is a contrast between heaven and earth, or 

between humiliation and exaltation, except in 9.35, if the phrase is there 

the true reading (195 fn. 55). As for the meaning of the term, one can 

hardly imagine that the evangelist, writing for Christians around A.D 80-

90, did not have in mind the Danielic Son of Man, but for a broad outline 

of the discussion, see Excursus VIII, ‘The Interpretation of John 3 in the 

Twentieth Century’, pp. 257-58. 

15. The TR, the Sixto-Clementine Vulgate, and the AV = KJV all follow 

the reading o pisteuwn ei" auton mh apolhtai all ech, the text 
found in most Greek and Latin codices known at that time. The words mh
apolhtai all are, however, interpolated from 3.16; they occur only in 
MSS which also read here in 3.15 ei" auton (∏63vid a A Q Y 086 f

13

å), and should be deleted. The variants ep auton and ep autw may also 
be set aside. Among modern editors, only von Soden retains ei" auton;
all others read en autw. See NA27

.

48

 Elsewhere, dei' is used of Jesus at 3.30; 4.4; 9.4; 10.16; 20.9. 
49

 In the Synoptics, ‘the Son of Man’ recurs in the second and third predictions of the 

Passion, but dei' is replaced by a future tense or equivalent: Mt 17.22-23 || Mk 9.31 || Lk 

9.43; Mt 20.18-19 || Mk 10.33-34 || Lk 18.31-33.  
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 This is the only occasion in the Gospel where pisteuvein, a favourite 
word of John (96 times; in 1 John, six times), is followed by ejn with the 
dative. In John, pisteuvein can be sometimes be used absolutely (1.7, 51 
etc.), or (when it means to trust someone’s word as true) with a simple 

dative (4.21, 50; 5.24, 38, 46, 47 etc.); but when it denotes an act of 

religious faith, it normally takes eij" with the accusative (34 times), and 

that is presumably why so many scribes wrote ei" auton here.50 If there-
fore the true reading in Jn 3.15 is not eij" aujtovn but ejn aujtw'/, customary 
Johannine usage counsels that ejn aujtw'/ should be construed not with oJ
pisteuvwn but with the following word, e[ch/. ejn aujtw'/ is then emphatic.51
In that case, the renderings in the RV NIV JB (‘that everyone who 

believes may have eternal life in him’: similarly REB) are to be preferred 

to that given in the RSV NRSV NAB (‘that everyone who believes in him 

may have eternal life’).  

i{na here implies, as well as intention, the sense before it will be 

possible. pa'" oJ pisteuvwn, the first instance of this phrase with pa'" in 

the Gospel, implies both belief in a fact and a trust resultant from that 

belief ( 1.12c). Here it is an alternative way of phrasing the message to 

Nicodemus, about restarting life anew by rebirth of the Spirit: it recurs in 

3.16, in 6.40, and at the close of the public ministry in 12.46. The use of 

pa'" indicates that the principle does not apply to Nicodemus alone, but 

to all who believe, without distinction of time or place. In John, e[cein,
wherever it has as object zwh;n aijwvnion (eight times: 3.15, 16, 36; 5.24, 
39; 6.40, 47, 54), stands always in the present tense, meaning therefore to

hold on to that which one already has (confirmed at 12.25, by the future 

fulavxei): this is certainly the force of e[ch/ as a present subjunctive.  
 zwh;n aijwvnion. The Gospel has affirmed the need for rebirth to see or 
to enter the kingdom of God (3.3, 5), but from that point onwards, it 

never mentions the kingdom of God. Instead, the teaching of Jesus 

centres on ‘life eternal’, which is presented as God’s great gift to those 

who believe in that teaching. This first example of the word zwhv since the 
Prologue (1.4) is also the first of 17 occurrences of zwh; aijwvnio" in this 
Gospel (3.15, 16, 36; 4.14, 36; 5.24, 39; 6.27, 40, 47, 54, 68; 10.28; 

12.25, 50; 17.2, 3). In John, the adjective aijwvnio" occurs only with zwhv,
always after the noun, and always without the article, until its very last

occurrence in 17.3 (hJ aijwvnio" zwhv), where its identity is, as it were, 
finally disclosed. aijwvnio" does not mean simply unending (= aji?dio"), 
though that notion is clearly included, but ‘belonging to that Other World, 

50 pisteuvein + ejn with the dative occurs in the LXX (Jer 12.6; Ps 105 = 106.12; Sir 
32.21), with the meaning to put one’s trust in, but in the NT this construction occurs once 

only, at Mk 1.15, the sense of which is consequently debated (see BDAG 1 a e, and 2 a e;
and note MHT I 67-68).  

51

 John places an adverbial phrase with ejn before the verb when the phrase is 

emphatic or metaphorical (1.1; 5.39: 13.35; 16.30: JG 2636c [3]). Here ejn aujtw'/ is also 
quasi-instrumental (compare JG 2332; BDF 219).  
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where God will grant us to share fully in his own life, in another Age’: in 

this commentary the translation life eternal will normally be used as an 

appropriate abbreviation for life which is eternal. For this sense of 

aijwvnio" see BDAG 3; Turner, Christian Words, 455-57; J. T. Forestell, 

The Word of the Cross, 113-14; F. Mussner, ZWH, 186. ejn aujtw'/ means, 
in this context, that every believer who contemplates here on earth the 

Son of Man crucified, risen and exalted (uJywqeiv") will, by perceiving 
him as victorious over the death-bringing serpent, be enabled to hold fast 

to that eternal life into which the disciples of Jesus are here on earth 

reborn (3.3-8). ejn aujtw/'/ is translated because of him in an attempt to 
embrace, simply and briefly, the multifarious possible meanings of ejn 
with the dative: see Robertson 584-91 and Abel, Grammaire §47a-j, 211-

14. Hence (14b-15): The Son of Man must be raised up on high, in order 

that everyone who believes may, because of him, never lose that life 

which is eternal, and which is, for the believer, already begun. See 7.38.  

 Nicodemus, representative of ‘mainstream’ Judaism, had come seek-

ing light amid the darkness of night (  3.2), but remained, at the end, 

puzzled (3.7, 9-10). The plan of the Gospel requires that the response of 

Judaism should be at this stage non-committal, for the great debate with 

Judaism does not begin in earnest until ch. 5.  

3.16-21: A CHRISTIAN HYMN?
52

The section addressed to Judaism (3.1-21) concludes with a passage 

similar to a Greek chorus, commenting on the scene with Nicodemus. 

Part of it is perhaps a Christian hymn about God’s love for the world, and 

about the need for each individual to choose between darkness and light 

(3.16-18). The rest is a message of warning to those who deliberately 

disobey the dictates of their conscience, but of encouragement to all who, 

eschewing improper behaviour, live in accordance with their innermost 

conscience. The latter may be sure that they are advancing towards the 

light (3.19-21).

 In these verses, 3.16-21, the great themes of the Gospel recur to an 

extent not seen since the Prologue. oJ kovsmo", used four times in the 
Prologue, and then once by the Baptist at 1.29, reappears, five times in 

four verses, in 3.16-19 (and it will occur 45 times in chs. 13–18). fw'",
used six times in the Prologue, first reappears here, five times, in 3.19-21, 

again contrasted with darkness (here skovto", hapax legomenon in John). 
3.16 and 18 refer to oJ uiJo;" oJ monogenhv", the only instances of this term 
in the Gospel outside the Prologue. Most significantly, 3.16 introduces for 

52

 For the reasons justifying a major break here, see the last paragraph of the 

commentary on 3.12, and the two footnotes there from Schnackenburg. At this point, 

several commentators postulate a different order of the text. Bernard and Bultmann 

rearrange the verses as 3.16-21, 31-36, 22-30, and Schnackenburg as 3.31-36, 13-21, 22-

30. Further detail in Excursus VIII.  
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the first time the verb ajgapa'n (see also 3.19, 35), a word which occurs 

only seven times in the first twelve chapters, but 30 times in chs. 13–21. 

The leading themes of the Gospel are here vigorously reaffirmed.  

3.16. ou{tw" ga;r hjgavphsen oJ qeo;" to;n kovsmon. ou{tw" stresses the 

quality and the depth of God’s love (see BDF 2, 3), and the word-order of 

the clause underlines it, for this first occurrence of the verb ajgapa'n
precedes its grammatical subject, emphasizing that love. oJ qeov". Only 
here in John’s Gospel is the word ‘God’ the subject of the verb to love.

True, elsewhere ‘the Father’ is often said to love Jesus, and, in three 

verses, the disciples (14.21b, 23; 17.23); but at 3.16, Jesus has scarcely 

begun to teach about his Father. Indeed, he has only once mentioned his 

name ( 2.16). Hence oJ qeov" is used here, and the very first statement 

about God since the Prologue is that he loved the world, that is, the world 

seen ‘existentially’, as it really is, full of sinfulness and estranged from its 

Maker (see Prologue, pp. 39-40). to;n kovsmon is also, by its position, 

emphasized. Compare Rom 5.8; 8.3 and 1 Jn 4.9, 14. Aquinas has a fine 
paragraph on this love (fn. 477).  

 w{ste to;n uiJo;n to;n monogenh' e[dwken. ou{tw"…w{ste is a regular 
combination in Greek (BDAG 2). On to;n uiJo;n to;n monogenh', 1.14d 

and Excursus III.
53
 The clause probably alludes to Gen 22.12, 16, as does 

Rom 8.32, but there are subtle differences between John and Paul. While 

Paul stays closer to the LXX, with oukj ejfeivsato, John stays closer to 
the Hebrew, but in place of the Hebrew, did not withhold (^cj ˙∞k), he 
writes, more positively, gave. Again, Paul in Rom 8.32 uses parevdwken
of God handing his Son over to his redeeming passion; in John, 

paradivdonai is (with one exception, 19. 30) used only (pejoratively) of 
men handing over Jesus to his fate (Judas, 6.64 etc., nine times; the High 

Priests, 18.30, 35). John’s choice of e[dwken in preference to parevdwken
is therefore significant, intimating that God was not handing over his Son 

to suffering, but rather giving him as a gift to the world,
54
 and that the 

reason for this giving was (i{na pa'" oJ pisteuvwn ktl.) so that everyone 
who believes in him may not perish nor ever lose that life which is 

eternal. 3.15. Note also, in this context of rebirth to a new life (3.3-8), 

the parallel with e[dwken in 1.12b. 

53
 After ton uion, the TR, and consequently many writers, read autou. So do von 

Soden, Vogels, Merk and Bover, on the authority largely of those witnesses which in 

3.15 read ei" auton and mh apolhtai alla. NA27
 rightly prefers to follow ∏66.75

a* B

W
supp

, and to omit autou, an omission which heightens the importance of the qualifying 

adjective, ton monogenh. 
54
 With due respect to the long list of those who equate e[dwken with parevdwken

(tradidit): Chrysostom, Theophylactus, Maldonatus, Westcott, Loisy, Lagrange, Bult-

mann, Brown et al. The view adopted in the text above is that of Vanhoye, 

Schnackenburg, and de la Potterie.  
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17. ouj ga;r ajpevsteilen oJ qeo;" to;n uiJo;n eij" to;n kovsmon i{na krivnh/
to;n kovsmon, ajllÆ i{na swqh'/ oJ kovsmo" diÆ aujtou'. For God did not send 
the Son into the world in order to pass sentence on the world, but so that 

through him the world might be saved. This is the first occurrence of oJ
uiJov" absolutely (i.e. without any qualification at all); it occurs seven 
times, usually in connection with oJ pathvr (3.17, 36; 5.19; 6.40; 8.36; 

14.13; 17.1). Once again, the word-order is illuminating: ouj ga;r ajpevs-
teilen and swqh'/ are by position emphatic. ajpevsteilen is the second 
example (after the Baptist, 1.6) of a divine mission; on the connotations 

of the verb, 1.6; 20.21. krivnh/ is translated by the AV = KJV RSV 
NRSV JB NIV NAB as condemn, but by the RV NEB REB NJB as 

judge.
55

Note that God, and not the Son, must be the grammatical subject 

of krivnh/, because God is the subject in the main clause, and because the 
next clause substitutes the passive swqh'/, when referring to what is done 
through the Son. swqh'nai means to be healed, to be put right. The verb 
occurs only six times in John (3.17; 5.34; 10.9; 11.12; 12.27, 47), and 

12.47 makes a strong inclusio with 3.17, with the double reference to 

saving, not judging, the world; note also, in 4.42 and 1 Jn 4.14, oJ swth;r
tou' kovsmou. The verb swvzein never occurs in the Johannine Epistles, 
and neither the verb nor the noun swthvr in the book of Revelation.56 One 
possible reason for the relative rarity of these words is that the terms 

‘salvation’ and ‘saviour’ might have been seen as religiously ambiguous 

(mystery religions, gnosticism) and/or politically compromising (ruler 

cult). See the references in BDAG. i{na swqh/' oJ kovsmo", not a relatively 
small company of the elect, as believed by the Gnostics (see 

Schnackenburg, referring to CH I 22-27). 

18. oJ pisteuvwn eij" aujto;n ouj krivnetai ktl. Whoever believes-and-

trusts in him does not have sentence pronounced; but whoever does not 

believe-and-trust is already sentenced, by the very fact of not having 

believed-and-trusted in the name of the unique Son of God. Note the 

parallel between this verse and 1.12d. Only the dual rendering believe-

and-trust can faithfully reproduce the sense of the Greek pisteuvein eij"
followed by the accusative. The phrase has hitherto occurred only in 

1.12d and 2.23, but will henceforward be frequent, where it will be 

rendered (as is customary) simply as believed. mh; pepivsteuken. The
tense (perfect) makes clear that the unbelief is not just one act but a 

persevering state of mind, which rejects the idea of the fatherhood of God 

as preached—uniquely—by Jesus (eij" to; o[noma tou' monogenou'" uiJou'
tou' qeou)'.

19 explains in other words the ground for the differentiation made in v. 

18. au{th dev ejstin hJ krivsi". A literal rendering might be, ‘The

55

 The verb katakrivnein is not found in John except in 8.10, 11.  
56 swthriva, however, is found in the hymns at Rev 7.10; 12.10; 19.1. 
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differentiation proceeds from this’. Barclay translates, The fact which 

really judges men… o{ti to; fw'" ejlhvluqen eij" to;n kovsmon. to; fw'"
was last mentioned in the Prologue, as the true light, which enlightens 

every individual, and as ejrcovmenon eij" to;n kovsmon ( 1.9). ejlhvluqen
affirms that this light is now arrived, and come into the world. That is, the 

Son who stands in an utterly unique relationship to the Father is now, on 

earth, ‘light’ to the world. kai v, introducing a contrast, is probably a 
Semitism, = but. hjgavphsan oiJ a[nqrwpoi ma'llon to; skovto" h] to; 
fw'". Note the contrast with what God loves (3.16); oiJ a[nqrwpoi is a 
well-chosen variant for ‘the world’ in the preceding clause. On to; fw'"
and to; skovto" 1.4-5; on oJ kovsmo" 1.10. h\n ga;r aujtw'n ponhra; 
ta; e[rga. If gavr is taken in a causal sense, the words mean that morally 

evil actions lead people to prefer darkness to light; alternatively, gavr can 
be evidential, and then the sense is ‘as may be seen from their evil 

actions’. The former view is more Pauline, the latter more in keeping 

with John, and to be preferred, because otherwise the first clause of 3.20 

is a superfluous repetition. One may render, leaving open the alternative 

interpretations of 3.19d: And the discriminating factor is this: that light 

(to; fw'") is come into the world, and people loved the dark rather than 
the light, because their actions were evil.

20 and 21 rephrase the thought of vv. 18 and 19, first negatively, then 

positively. 3.20 points to the practical misbehaviour which prevents a 

person from advancing into the light, and 3.21 describes the converse. 

Note the close syntactical parallels between verses 20 and 21 (oJ
pravsswn–oJ poiw'n, the double i{na), the structuring of both sentences 
around e[rcetai pro;" to; fw'", and the contrast between pa'" oJ [fau'la 
pravsswn] and (21) oJ de ; [poiw'n th;n ajlhvqeian]. Compare this last with 
4.13.14 (pa'" oJ pivnwn…o}" dÆ a]n pivh/), both contrasting the many who 
go wrong with the individual who does what is right (JG 2574a). 

 fau'la pravsswn. fau'lo" occurs in Jn 3.20; 5.29; Rom 9.11; 2 Cor 

5.10 (with pravssein), in Tit 2.8 (with levgein) and in Jas 3.16 with 
pra'gma. It denotes, as in Classical Greek, that which is below the gener-
ally accepted standard, and hence unacceptable, improper behaviour. In

the present context, pravssein means to do habitually; it is frequently 
(though not always, cf. 2 Cor 5.10) used of doing evil, by contrast with 

poiei'n, the verb used for creativity, see Jn 5.29 (JG 2584). fau'la are by
no means as bad as ponhrav (Jn 3.19), but habitual improper behaviour 
(fau'la pravssein), of which one is (correctly) ashamed, does not lead 
anyone in the right direction. On the contrary, such a person misei' to; 
fw'" kai; oujk e[rcetai pro;" to; fw'". misei', a gnomic present stating 
a general rule, may also be inchoative (compare SMTNTG 12; Robertson 

880; MHT III 63), and may legitimately be glossed, if not translated, as 

begins to hate, comes to hate the light (which has come into the world of 

darkness, 1.5, 9), and does not advance towards it, even though it is 

shining in his direction. i{na mh; ejlegcqh' /, for fear that his actions may 
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be exposed (BDAG 1 gives for ejlegcqh'/, exposed). Hence, Every one 
whose behaviour falls below acceptable standards comes to hate the light 

and does not advance in the direction of the light, lest his actions be 

exposed.

21. oJ de; poiw'n th;n ajlhvqeian is a Semitism (tma hc[ = >∞h <mt) 

meaning to act with integrity, to behave in a trustworthy fashion (Gen 

24.49; 47.29; Josh 2.14: DCH I 329a), and therefore ‘to act in accordance 

with one’s interior beliefs and one’s pledged word’. Barrett’s inter-

pretation of the words as meaning, in John, to practise the true (Christian) 

faith and life seems to infer too much at this stage in the narrative. It 

seems preferable to take the phrase as referring to those (particularly of 

the Jewish faith) who are still seeking after the truth about God. e[rcetai 
pro;" to; fw'", is advancing towards the light. i{na fanerwqh'/ stands in 
contrast with i{na mh; ejlegcqh''/ in v. 20. i{na is here used in two senses, 
the first instance in v. 20 clearly denoting purpose, whereas i{na 
fanerwqh'/''''' here in 21 points merely to the result which follows (an 

‘ecbatic’ clause, cf. MHT III 102-103). Contrast with ta; e[rga aujtou' in 
v. 20, aujtou' ta; e[rga, where aujtou' is emphatic by position. o{ti ejn 
qew'/ ejstin eijrgasmevna. The prepositional usage is sometimes termed 
an ejn of accompaniment: it ‘is classical enough and belongs to the Koine, 
but its use in the LXX to render b seems to have suggested an increase of 

use in the NT’ (MHT III 252). It may be interpreted as with the help of 

God, or better (with Euthymius, who equates the phrase with kata; qeovn)
in accordance with God’s will, a rendering which naturally embraces the 

first interpretation as well. ejstin eijrgasmevna. The periphrastic con-
struction, common in the NT, gives a rather elegant emphasis, with no 

change in the meaning.
57

But whoever practises the truth is advancing 

towards the light, so that it becomes manifest that his actions are 

performed in accordance with God’s will.
58

 If these verses in Jn 3.16-21 are read with the destruction of the City 

and of the Temple in mind, and understood in that context, the reader will 

observe how they echo the thought of the Psalmist (Ps 43.3):  

Send forth your light and your truth, and let them lead me;  

let them guide me to your holy mountain, and to your dwelling-place.  

In the mind of the evangelist, the dwelling-place of God is to be found 

not in the earthly, but in the New Jerusalem. The theme will recur in Jn 

4.20-21. Compare also the comment at the end of 3.36, and note the close 

parallels between Jn 2.23–3.2; 3.11-21 on the one hand, and Jn 12.37-50 

(especially vv. 37, 42, 43, 46-48) on the other. 

57

 See BDF 4 and 352. The aorist passive eijrgasqh'nai does not appear anywhere in 
the NT, OT Pseudepigrapha, Apostolic or Apologetic Fathers.  

58

 See also Excursus VIII, ‘The Interpretation of John 3 in the Twentieth Century’.  



2. John the Baptist: 

The Presentation of the New Order to His Followers 

(3.22-36) 

Between 150 B.C. and A.D. 100 there existed in Syria (including therein 

Palestine and Transjordan) a number of religious groups in which 

baptism, regular bathing and sprinkling with water played a preponderant 

role. The Essenes, with whom one may include the Qumran communities, 

are the best-known, thanks to Josephus.
1

 Hegesippus mentions along with 

them another Jewish sect, hostile to Christianity, called the Hemero-

baptists.
2

 This group, according to Epiphanius, was distinguished by the 

practice of bathing daily, both summer and winter, in order to cleanse 

themselves of every fault of body and soul; they left Jerusalem before 

A.D. 70, and thereafter disappear from history.
3

 Book 3 of the Sibylline 

Oracles, a Jewish work written around A.D. 80, probably in Syria or the 

Jordan Valley, or perhaps Asia Minor, contains lines appealing for a 

baptism of repentance by total immersion (ll. 162-70); the thoughts are 

not unlike the preaching ascribed to John the Baptist.
4

 Finally, Acts 

asserts that some twenty years after the Crucifixion, Apollos from Alex-

andria (18.24-26), and some disciples in Ephesus (19.1-7), were familiar 

only with John’s baptism, never having heard about baptism in the name 

of Jesus. Common to all these ‘baptist movements’ was the conviction 

that a religious rite of symbolically cleansing the body in water would be 

more effective for removing spiritual defilement than the offering of an 

animal in sacrifice. In this culture, the followers of John the Baptist 

would have found a natural home.
5

3.22

 After this Jesus and his disciples went into the Judaean territory, where he 

spent some time with them, baptizing. 
23

 John also was baptizing, at Aenon 

near Salim, because there were many springs there, and people were 

presenting themselves and being baptized, 
24

 for John had not as yet been put 

in prison. 
25

 Now a discussion arose on the part of John’s disciples and a Jew 

on the subject of purification. 
26

 And they came to John, and said to him, 

1

War II viii 2-13 = 119-61 [129 for bathing]. For rites of purification at Qumran, see 

the Damascus Rule (CD 10.10-13), the War Rule (1QM 14.2-3) and the Community Rule 

(1QS 3.4-5; 5.13). On the Essenes in general see Schürer II §30: 555-90.  

2

 In Eusebius, H.E. IV xxii 7.  

3

 See Panarion 17 (in Williams’ translation, I 41-42). The Hemerobaptists are briefly 

mentioned in the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies ii 23 and in the Apostolic Constitutions VI 

vi 5. They may be identical with those whom Justin, writing around A.D. 135, calls 

simply ‘Baptists’ (Dial. 80).  

4

OTP I 388.  

5

 This commentary accepts that the NT accounts of the role and teaching of the 

Baptist as the Forerunner of Jesus are based on trustworthy tradition. For a brief outline 

of some other views on this question, see Excursus IX. 
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‘Rabbi, he who was with you on the other side of the Jordan, the one to whom 

you have been bearing witness, here he is, himself baptizing, and everyone is 

going to him.’ 
27

 John answered by saying, ‘No one can take any thing as his 

own possession unless it be given him from heaven. 
28

 You yourselves are my 

witnesses that I said, “I am not the Christ, but am an envoy sent on ahead of 

him”. 
29

 It is he who holds the bride in his arms that is the bridegroom, and the 

bridegroom’s friend, the one who stands and listens for him, is overjoyed to 

hear the bridegroom’s voice. That is why the joy that I am now experiencing 

fulfils all my desires. 
30

 He is destined to grow ever greater, I to grow less and 

less.’  

31

 The One who comes from above is superior to all. Whoever issues from 

the earth belongs to the earth, and whatever that person says is of earthly 

origin. The One who comes from heaven is superior to all. 
32

 He bears witness 

to what he has seen and heard, yet no one is accepting his testimony; 
33

 though 

one who did accept his testimony put the seal of his own authority on this— 

that God is true to his word.
34

 For the One whom God sent speaks the words 

of God, since he does not bestow the Spirit by measuring it out. 
35

 The Father 

loves the Son, and has put everything in his hands. 
36

 He who believes in the 

Son has eternal life; he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the 

wrath of God rests upon him.  

3.22. meta; tau'ta. This is the first of the eight occurrences of the 
phrase in John (3.22; 5.1, 14; 6.1; 7.1; 13.7; 19.38; 21.1). On each 

occasion it means simply next, after this, and in contrast to meta; tou'to
(four times in John: 2.12; 11.7, 11; 19.28), signifies nothing more than 

temporal sequence (  2.12). h\lqen oJ ÆIhsou'" kai; oiJ maqhtai; 
aujtou' eij" th;n ÆIoudaivan gh'n marks a change of scene. Bultmann 
renders gh'n as Landschaft = countryside, citing Aeschylus, Eumenides,

993, kai; gh'n kai; povlin, but a more likely word to denote the open 
country would have been cwvra, as in Jn 11.54-55 ( also BDAG); 

compare the distinction drawn between pa'sa hJ ÆIoudaiva cwvra kai; oiJ
ÔIerosolumi'tai pavnte", at Mk 1.5. Though Jesus may well have spent 

time in the countryside, it is preferable to take eij" th;n ÆIoudaivan gh'n as 
indicating here that administrative region whose northern boundary ran 

within ten miles of Gerizim, that is, the Judaean territory, with all the 

socio-religious conditions implied (compare Schürer II 184-98, ‘The 

Jewish Region’).
6 kai; ejkei' dievtriben metÆ aujtw'n. diatrivbein, to 

spend time, a thoroughly classical word, is rare in the LXX (six times); in 

the NT, it occurs only twice in John (3.22; 11.54), and eight times in 

Acts. Some therefore ascribe its presence to an editorial insertion, but the 

choice of diatrivbein can be equally well explained by a desire to 
sidestep the theologically loaded mevnein. Not all English versions 
succeed in expressing clearly the distinction between these two Greek 

verbs. Remained there (RSV REB) is an invitation to assume that the 

6

 The boundary is given by Josephus in the War III iii 4 and 5 = 48 and 51. The 

capital of the northernmost toparchy, Acrabatta (= ‘Aqraba) lies 9 m sout-east of 

Neapolis, and Annath Borcaeus is identified with the modern Berkit, 9 m due south of it 

(Schürer II 6-7, and especially 192 fn. 32).  
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Greek must be mevnein, and stayed there (NEB JB NJB) tempts one to 
think it is probably so. The translation spent some time there (NIV 

NRSV) evades that danger, and also expresses well the (surely signi-

ficant) transition from the aorist h\lqen to the imperfect kai;; ejbavptizen,
here implying duration. Compare NAB: …where he spent some time with 

them baptising. This is the only text in the NT or elsewhere which affirms 

that Jesus, during his public ministry, baptized: for further discussion of 

this question, see the comment on 4.1-2.  

23. h\n de; kai; introduces the second section of this part ( 3.1). oJ
ÆIwavnnh". The Baptist was last mentioned in 1.19-41. It is preferable 
therefore to read, here and in v. 24, with NA

27
, the definite article, and to 

construe it as ‘anaphoric’, indicating the one previously mentioned (JG

1968-69; BDF 260; MHT III 167). baptivzwn ejn Aijnw;n ejggu;" tou' 
Saleivm, o{ti u{data polla; h\n ejkei'. 

THE LOCATION OF AENON NEAR SALIM

From the fourth century onwards, Aenon near Salim has been identified 

with the area around Tell ar-Radgha, 8 miles = 12 km south of Scytho-

polis (= Beisan), at the grid reference 1998–2008. Half a dozen springs 

lie within a mile or so (clearly shown in Abel, Géographie, I 143; see 

also 447). The earliest mention of this site is in Eusebius’ Onomasticon

(GCS 11.1:141): Aenon iuxta Salim… ostenditur nunc usque locus in 

octavo lapide Scythopoleos iuxta Salim et Iordanem, a localization con-

firmed by Jerome (ibid., 153) and by the pilgrim Aetheria-Egeria (fn. 15) 

in A.D. 385. The texts are printed in EBS, 2nd ed., 265-68; compare also 

the Madaba map. The Byzantine texts are collected in Kopp, Die heiligen 

Stätten, 166-72. The attraction of this identification is that it keeps the 

Baptist’s activity close to the River Jordan, and near to a group of 

springs. The location is still favoured (though sometimes with a question-

mark) in some late twentieth-century Bible maps. The weakness of the 

identification is that nowhere in the vicinity is there any place-name 

evocative either of Aenon or of Salim (according to Abel, Géographie, I 

447; II 442).  

 Edward Robinson first (1852), then Conder (1882) and later Albright 

(1924) argued that the two place-names are found in proximity only in 

the region around Nablus. They suggested that the Johannine Salim was 

to be identified with the Arab village of Sâlim, 2.5 miles = 4.5 km east of 

Tell Balata (= the biblical Shechem), and Aenon with ‘Ain Farah, 7.5 

miles = 12 km north-east of this village. Abel, who in his Géographie 

(1938) had upheld the identification with Tell ar-Radgha (above), later 

opted decisively for ‘Ain Farah on the ground that ‘les sources médiocres 

qui se font jour dans le jungle au sud de Beisân…ne supportent pas 

décidément l’identification des sources de Jean 3.22s.’ (Histoire [1952], I 

441). ‘Ain Farah (grid 1825–1884) certainly has abundant springs, but in 
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spite of this, there is no trace of any settlement nearby, except for Tell el-

Farah (the ancient Tirzah?), abandoned around 600 B.C., presumably 

because of malaria, which was endemic there until after 1950. Thus ‘Ain 

Farah cannot be the Johannine Aenon, not only because of its distance 

from Salim (7.5 miles = 12 km), but even more because the Baptist would 

hardly have chosen an uninhabited and mosquito-ridden marshland as a 

centre for his ministry. There is, however, a different site, Khirbet ‘Einun, 

some 5 miles = 8 km further up the valley (grid 1875–1898), near the top 

of a hill, at 439 m. De Vaux has suggested that when the population left 

‘Ain Farah for a healthier location, they kept the old name (Aenon) for 

their new village, even though it had no springs at all. This site is rightly 

rejected by Bernard, both because of its lack of water and of its distance 

from Salim. Bernard gives the distance as 7 miles, but that is only by 

direct flight; otherwise Khirbet ‘Einun is 12.5 miles = 20 km distant from 

Salim, on a most difficult road which has to climb over two mountain 

ranges.
7

 Boismard, followed by Murphy-O’Connor, starts by identifying the 

Johannine Salim with the Arab village of Sâlim, citing both ancient and 

medieval texts to illustrate the continuity of the name (‘Aenon’, 219-21). 

Today’s Sâlim stands at the grid reference 1815–1795, though Albrecht 

Alt placed the ancient Salim half a kilometre further west, at Khirbet es-

Sheikh Nasrallah (Salem, Palästinajahrbuch 25 [1929], 52ff.). From either 

spot, five springs are clearly visible on the eastern slopes of Mount 

Gerizim, and there are several others in the vicinity (Dalman, SSW, 212-

14). In 128 B.C. John Hyrcanus attacked Shechem and destroyed the 

temple on Gerizim (Ant. XIII ix 1 = 255; War I ii 6 = 63); in 107 B.C. he 

sacked Samaria, and presumably Shechem as well (Ant. XIII x 2-3 = 275-

83; War I ii 7 = 64); and at Tell Balata = Shechem, there are no archaeo-

logical signs of subsequent occupation (Schürer I 207, 520-21; II 18-19; 

G. E. Wright, Shechem. The Biography of a Biblical City [New York–

Toronto, 1965], Appendix 4 by R. J. Bull, 214-28). Thus when the Fourth 

Gospel identifies the Springs in the area (‘Aenon’) as being near Salim, it

is because Salim was in A.D. 28–30 the village closest to those springs. 

In those years, and later, when the Gospel was being written, Shechem 

did not exist. And once Flavia Neapolis (the future Nablus) had been 

founded, in A.D. 72–73, its rapid expansion and importance would easily 

account for the fact that a little area only a mile or so outside the city, 

formerly known as ‘The Springs’, simply disappeared from the topo-

graphical nomenclature of the district. Compare, in Excursus V, ‘Bethany 

7

 Bernard adds a third reason, namely, ‘it is not likely that John the Baptist was 

labouring among the Samaritans (cf. 4.9)’. The references supporting the statements in 

the paragraph above are in Murphy-O’Connor, NTS 36 (1990), 364 (note that his grid 

references give northings before eastings, whereas this commentary follows the British 

usage, citing first eastings and then northings, as above).  
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Beyond the Jordan’, the suggestion about the disappearance of the names 

Bethania and Ainon. 

The location of the site is important, because the writer wished to 

assert that while Jesus was baptizing in Judaean territory (3.22), John also 

(kaiv) was baptizing not that far away, though in Samaritan territory, 
because there were many springs there (mark the plural, o{ti u{data
polla; h\n ejkei'); and John’s ministry was meeting with success. kai; 
paregivnonto kai; ejbaptivzonto. People were presenting themselves
(to John) and being baptized.  

3.24. ou[pw ga;r h\n beblhmevno" eij" th;n fulakh;n oJ ÆIwavnnh". The 
periphrastic h\n beblhmevno" may be due to Aramaic influence, but the 

perfect participle may perhaps have been chosen to stress the duration of 

John’s incarceration (IBNTG 17-18). The verse certainly implies that the 

reader knows the fact of the Baptist’s imprisonment (even though it is 

never again referred to in the Fourth Gospel), but why is it mentioned 

here?  

 One suggestion is that the writer wishes to make a subtle emendation 

to the Synoptic tradition about the Baptist. According to Mt 11.2-15 || Lk 

7.18-28, the Baptist in prison sent some of his disciples to ask Jesus 

whether he was ‘the one who was to come’. The question may be 

intended to imply either that the Baptist was on his part still unsure about 

Jesus’ role, or that he wished his disciples to hear the answer directly 

from Jesus; it is impossible to determine which of the two suggestions is 

correct. The important fact is that in the Synoptic tradition, the question 

provides the occasion for Jesus to proclaim that in the days before the 

coming of the kingdom of God the Baptist is the greatest person ever 

born. The Fourth Gospel is about to reciprocate the eulogy, by making 

the Baptist, in his last words on earth, a wholehearted witness to the 

superior status of Jesus (3.25-30).  

 A second reason for mentioning John’s imprisonment is to prepare the 

ground for 4.35-38, where Jesus states that the fields of Samaria are ripe 

for harvesting. 3.23-24 are then a clear hint that the seed had already been 

planted there, by the Baptist, and inform the readers of something 

unrecorded in the Synoptic tradition, namely, that John, before his impris-

onment, had ministered in Samaritan territory, with real success.
8

25. e jgevneto ou\n. John, after a parenthesis, is fond of a resumptive ou\n;
compare 2.18; 4.42 (JG 2633; Robertson, 433 fn. 3). zhvthsi", a hapax 
legomenon in the Johannine writings, is translated argument (NIV), 

dispute (NEB NAB), debate (REB), discussion (RSV NRSV JB NJB). 

Nothing in the word itself enables one to decide between the various 

renderings. ejk tw'n maqhtw'n ÆIwavnnou. Some take this as equivalent to 
the partitive genitive, with something like ejn tisivn or ejn toi'"

8

 J. A. T. Robinson and Boismard. 
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understood (so MHT III 208), to give the meaning a discussion [among 

some] of John’s disciples. That is possible, but it is more attractive to take 

ejk tw'n maqhtw'n as indicating the source of the dispute, on the part of 

John’s disciples, as in Herodotus V 21 (zhvthsi" ejk tw'n Persevwn) or
Dionysius Halic. VIII 89 4 (zhvthsi" ejk panvtwn). meta; ÆIoudaivou. 
Both ÆIoudaivou and ÆIoudaivwn are ancient readings, with support rather 
evenly divided (see NA

27
). ÆIoudaivou is preferred, on the ground that the 

text is less likely to have been altered from the plural to the singular (thus 

TCGNT). On metav with the genitive of the person, Abbott writes that 
‘except in Revelation, it is not used in the NT with verbs of contention 

e.g. “fight with (i.e. against)”, a use apparently confined to Hebraic 

Greek. In John, when it is used of people “talking” or “murmuring” or 

“questioning with one another (metÆ ajllhvlwn)”, the speakers are all on 
one side, either the Jews against Jesus, or the disciples wishing to 

question Jesus…’: thus Jn 6.43; 11.56; 16.19 (JG 2349; see also 2350). 

Hence: Now a discussion arose on the part of John’s disciples and a Jew 

on the subject of purification.

 peri; kaqarismou'. In John, kaqarismov" is found only here and at 

2.6 (where it refers to ritual purification by water). Most English versions 

translate purification (or a cognate form), but NAB has ceremonial 

washing, and NIV, ceremonial washings. It is impossible to be precise 

about the questions discussed; one can only exclude anachronistic ideas. 

There would have been no question of purification from sin ex opere 

operato, in the sense (for example) in which the early Church understood 

the effect of infant baptism; or of suggesting that those who were 

repentant had, in the name of God, been cleansed from sin by the act of 

physical washing. Reception of John’s baptism would have been the 

outward expression of repentance, a plea for divine mercy both here and 

now, and at the future judgment; but more than that we cannot say. 

Indeed, when judged against the Jewish background, the whole question 

of ‘purification’ is so bound up with the concept of what is termed 

‘defilement’ (e.g. by contact with a dead body, or with blood) that it is 

almost impossible for Christians of today to discusss the issues profitably. 

See H. Thyen in EDNT II 218-19 (with bibliography). 

26. kai; h\lqon pro;" to;n ÆIwavnnhn ktl. John’s disciples are clearly 
the subject of h\lqon, and probably so is the Jew as well. The use of the 
honorific rJabbiv (8 times in John + in 20.16, rJabbouni), is significant, for 
this is the only text in the NT where this title is addressed to someone 

other than Jesus. The writer thus represents the Baptist not as a solitary 

preacher living rough in the desert (as always in the Synoptics), but as the 

respected teacher of a well-defined religious group. o}" h\n meta; sou' 
pevran tou' ÆIordavnou is a reference back to 1.26-36,9 where the Baptist 

9 pevran tou' ÆIordavnou occurs in Jn 1.28; 3.26; 10.40*. Elsewhere, only in Mt 4.15, 

25 || Mk 3.8, Mt 19.1 || Mk 10.1.  
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spoke so reverently of Jesus (note 1.34, eJwvraka kai; memartuvrhka). w|/. 
In John, periv is the more common construction after marturei'n (see 

5.31), but the dative is found in 3.26.28, and (with th'/ ajlhqeiva/) in 5.33; 
18.37 (cf. 3 Jn 3). The distinction (if there is one) lies perhaps in this, that 

the dative is used when mentioning just the fact of witnessing, periv when 
the content needs to be stressed or clarified. Here in 3.26 the dative, far 

from being the sign of an editor (pace Brown), is a cross-reference to 

1.26-36. su; memartuvrhka". It is sad that all the major English-lan-
guage versions except the RV (thou hast borne witness) overlook the 

tense. In John especially, the perfect tense frequently calls attention to the 

abiding significance of an act (compare 19.22): thus w|/ su; memartuvrh-
ka", to whom you have been bearing witness, implies that this witness 
continues, and has not been withdrawn. See JG 2473 and MHT III 83-84. 

i[de ou|to" baptivzei kai; pavnte" e[rcontai pro;" aujtovn. ‘Here he 
is’ (i[de), himself baptizing, and everyone is going to him. Many writers 

take this sentence to imply that John’s disciples were disturbed by Jesus’ 

actions, and even jealous of his success, but the text itself is utterly 

neutral, and does not warrant that interpretation.
10

 The words ‘to whom 

you have been bearing witness’, with the perfect tense indicating an 

abiding witness, and with their reference back to 1.26-36, represent both 

the Baptist and his disciples as being fully aware of Jesus’ high destiny. 

3.26 is certainly a literary construct by the evangelist to introduce the 

verses which follow, but it is a simple statement of fact: nothing in its 

wording supports the claim that it imputes jealousy to the followers of the 

Baptist. For some further detail on this matter, see Excursus IX, ‘John the 

Baptist and His Followers’.  

27. ajpekrivqh ÆIwavnnh" kai; ei\pen. The Baptist responds by declaring 
that Jesus is superior to him, and that he himself is happy to acknowledge 

this visible reversal of their respective roles. These are the last words of 

the Baptist to his disciples.  

 ouj duvnatai a[nqrwpo" lambavnein oujde; e{n eja;n mh; h\/ 
dedomevnon aujtw'/ ejk tou' oujranou'. In John, the present infinitive is 

used after duvnasqai in order to enunciate a general law, to express what 
one can habitually do, whereas the aorist refers to a particular act (JG

2496). No one can take a single thing as his own possession, unless it be 

given him from heaven. That is to say, the Baptist has no ground to feel 

aggrieved if others—even his own disciples—should choose to go to 

Jesus (3.26); they are not the Baptist’s personal property. And if 

a[nqrwpo" is understood as referring to Jesus, the conclusion is the same: 

Jesus has a right to them. The statement is true whether the clause is 

taken as referring to the following of Jesus during his earthly ministry 

10

 Compare Chrysostom, Hom. 29.2 initio (on Jn 3.25): ‘Look carefully, please, at the 

gentle phrasing of the evangelist. He does not launch into a tirade, but tries to soften, as 

far as he can, the charge’ (of jealousy on the part of John’s disciples).  
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(compare 6.44, 65), or as the evangelist’s reflection, sixty years later, 

about those who have been ‘given’ to Christ by his Father (6.37, 39, 40 

etc.). 

28. aujtoi; uJmei'" moi marturei'te. moi is omitted in many manu-

scripts, perhaps by scribes who were conscious that periv was the normal 
usage after marturei'n in John; so it is, but the Baptist’s disciples are not 

here testifying to others about their teacher’s character (that would be 

unthinkable on his lips). Some modern writers see this dative as a sure 

sign of a later editorial hand (  3.26), but it is best taken as a dative of 

advantage, my witnesses. o{ti ei\pon [o{ti] oujk eijmi; ejgw; oJ Cristov". 
The clumsiness of o{ti ei\pon o{ti explains the confusion among the 

manuscripts attested in NA
27
. The second (bracketed) o{ti is a prime 

example of the o{ti recitativum, ‘the equivalent of inverted commas’ 

(Turner), whereby direct speech is preferred in narrative, and sometimes 

even mingled with indirect speech (MHT III 325-26). On the content, 

1.20. ajllÆ o{ti ajpestalmevno" eijmi; e[mprosqen ejkeivnou. The 
words refer back to 1.27, 30 (and 1.15), where ojpivsw (local, not tem-
poral) gives the sense a follower of mine (pace BDAG 2b). e[mprosqen 
here corresponds to ojpivsw there, and is (as normally) local. You 
yourselves are my witnesses that I said, I am not the Christ, but am an 

envoy sent on ahead of him (compare NIV NRSV). ejkeivnou indicates 

‘the one just mentioned’ (BDF 293 [1]), i.e. that follower of mine (who is 

indeed the Christ).  

29. Dodd considered that this verse probably reflected an authentic 

saying of the Baptist.
11

 Lindars suggested, on the basis of Mk 2.18-20, 

that it may have been originally a saying of Jesus subsequently trans-

ferred to the Baptist, but his idea has not found acceptance.
12

 On the 

meaning of the text as it stands in the Gospel, a general consensus 

obtains. 

 According to the OT, and in Judaism, the bridegroom awaited at the 

end of time is always understood to be Yahweh, never the Messiah, but 

by A.D. 80–90, the followers of Jesus had accepted that his coming in the 

flesh was the fulfilment of time, the inauguration of the eschatological 

age. Jesus was for them the King’s Son, come to claim his bride, the new 

Israel of the New Covenant. For further detail, see ‘The Interpretation of 

the Wine Miracle at Cana’, pp. 188-97. This is the context in which v. 29 

must be interpreted.  

 oJ e[cwn th;n nuvmfhn numfivo" ejstivn. To translate verbatim, He 
who has the bride is the bridegroom, is implicitly to arraign the 

evangelist on a charge of serious tautology. A more accurate version, 

11

Historical Tradition, 279-87, especially 282-85. 

12

NTS 16 (1969–70), 324-29 = Essays on John, 15-20; and in his commentary.  
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with epexegesis, would be, It is he who holds the bride in his arms that is 

the bridegroom,
13

 a rendering intended to suggest how the words would 

have been understood, by Christians and followers of the Baptist alike, 

around A.D. 80–90. The Baptist is then asserting that the very fact that 

large crowds are converging on Jesus is itself evidence that Jesus has won 

the heart of the bride (Israel), and must be the bridegroom. The evan-

gelist, moreover, by placing these words on the lips of the Baptist, is also 

reasserting, in a manner only thinly veiled, the message proclaimed ‘on 

the other side of the Jordan’, ‘Behold your God!’ ( 1.19-51, especially 

1.29). oJ de; fivlo" tou' numfivou represents the Hebrew ‘Shosh
e

bin’, 

denoting a friend who acted as the bridegroom’s agent in the arranging 

of a marriage, and who also had a prominent place in the wedding festi-

vities (BDAG). His role was more extensive than that of best man or 

groomsman (garçon d’honneur, Brautführer), for it was the duty of the 

Shosh
e

bin to arrange the ceremonies, to ensure that the bride was bathed, 

appropriately dressed and adorned, and was then publicly escorted from 

her father’s house to her new home.
14 oJ eJsthkw;" kai; ajkouvwn aujtou' 

cara'/ caivrei dia; th;n fwnh;n tou' numfiv. According to some Jewish 
texts, the Shosh

e

bin was to stand guard outside the bridal chamber until 

the bridegroom called out to assure him that the union had been 

consummated with a virgin bride.
15

 The Baptist by his ministry had 

striven to ensure that the bride was cleansed, duly clothed in righteous-

ness, and brought to her intended spouse (compare Eph 5.27); it only 

remained for him to hear that the bridegroom had taken her as his own. 

Hence cara'/ caivrei, a cognate dative, common in Biblical Greek, and 

parallel to the Hebrew infinitive absolute: see MHT II 444; III 241-42.  

 John’s last words to his disciples are au{th ou\n hJ cara; hJ ejmh; 
peplhvrwtai, the first occurrence of plhrou'sqai in this Gospel. Jesus 
later mentions cara; peplhrwmenvh (three times) at the end of his own 

ministry, to presage the joy of his disciples (cf. 15.11, hJ ejmh; ejn umi'n;
16.24, uJmw'n; 17.13, th;n ejmh;n ejn eJautoi'"). cara; peplhrwmenvh is ‘the 

joy that leaves nothing to be desired’. That is why the joy that I am now 

experiencing fulfils all my desires. 30. ejkei'non dei' aujxavnein, ejme; de; 
ejlattsqai. He is destined to grow ever greater, I to grow less and less. 
dei', in the sense of divinely destined; aujxavnein is contrasted with

ejlattou'sqai possibly in the sense of wax and wane. Thus many 

13

 To explain this translation, one may point out (a) that under e[cw, BAG gives as the 
very first sense (I 1 a; cf. BDAG 3a), ‘lit. hold in the hands… Of holding in the hand 

without ejn th'/ ceiri (Josh 6.8) ej. kiqavran Rev 5.8’, plus 8.3.6 etc.; (b) that LSJ, under 
e[cw (A) A I, reads, ‘4. have to wife or as husband (usually without gunai'ka, a[ndra)’, 
citing Od IV.569; VII 313; Il. III 53 etc. But to translate He who takes to wife the bride is 

the bridegroom would be an even worse tautology than the verbatim version rejected at 

the beginning of the paragraph in the text above.  

14

 See I. Abrahams, Studies in Pharisaism II 213; J. Jeremias in TWNT IV 1094
4-11

.

15

 SB I 45-46. The main text is bKetuboth I 5, 12a (pp. 63-64 in the ETr). 
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Greek and Latin Fathers (see BAG s.v. aujxavnein 3.): Origen points to 
the Daystar, which when it first appears, seems brighter than the sun 

(Frag. 45).  

In An Aramaic Approach, 3rd ed., 146-49, Matthew Black suggested that 

underlying the words of the Baptist in 3.27-36 is an Aramaic poem or 

prophecy rich in parallelisms and clever wordplay detectable by 

translation into Aramaic, the wordplay being particularly evident in vv. 

29-30 and 31-32. Black’s arguments are fully and fairly presented by 

Barrett (2nd ed., 222-27), whose verdict is ‘not proven’. Subsequent 

commentators have been equally reluctant to accept Black’s case, but it 

deserves a kinder fate than premature oblivion, for it is ingenious and 

interesting, and not impossible. If true, it would, of course, increase the 

likelihood that the Gospel text represents accurately words spoken by the 

Baptist. 

3.31-36: WORDS OF THE BAPTIST OR THE EVANGELIST?

Whether 3.31-36 are intended to be read as a continuation of the words of 

the Baptist is debated, and the introduction of quotation marks into 

editions of the Bible has made studied neutrality no longer practicable. 

The AV and RV, like the TR, had no such problem, but the NIV JB NJB 

print 31-36 as words of the Baptist, a view acknowledged in RSV
mg
 and 

NRSV
mg
; Black, Barrett and Boismard also interpret the words as 

ascribed to the Baptist. Most modern versions, however, close the 

inverted commas after 3.30, thereby excluding vv. 31-36 from the 

Baptist’s speech: thus RSV NRSV NEB REB [NIV
mg
] NovaVulgata. This 

is the opinion of Bengel, Westcott and Lagrange, who take the words as a 

comment by the evangelist. Whichever view one takes will inevitably 

influence one’s assessment of the content of the text; and vice versa,

one’s interpretation of the content will inevitably affect one’s judgment 

about the intended speaker.  

 Many, perceiving no strong connection between 3.31-36 and the 

preceding verses ascribed to the Baptist, have judged vv. 31-36 to be a 

comment by the evangelist, but misplaced. F. W. Lewis
16

 in 1910 and 

Moffatt
17

 simply removed the problem by suggesting that 3.22-30 should 

be transferred, to follow after 2.12, a proposal that found no welcome 

because it contributed nothing to the better understanding either of the 

relocated verses or of the sequence of events in ch. 2 (see Bernard, xxiii-

xxiv). The suggestion may, however, have alerted others to the apposite-

ness of reading 3.31-36 immediately after 3.21. This was suggested 

16

Disarrangements in the Fourth Gospel, Cambridge, 1910, 25-31.  

17

Introduction, 553 fn.  



 3.22-36 253 

(first?) by Cadoux in 1919,
18

 broadcast by Bernard (xxiv), and accepted 

by Bultmann: their preferred reordering was 3.16-21, 31-36, 22-30, with 

v. 30 leading smoothly into 4.1. Schnackenburg has a slight variation on 

it: he places 3.31-36 after 3.12, to give 3.1-12, 31-36, 13-30. Bernard, 

Bultmann and Schnackenburg all agree that in vv. 31-36 the evangelist is 

speaking for Jesus. Brown
19

 (with Boismard) regards vv. 31-36 as a 

variation on 3.11-21 and also on 12.44-50; and with Dodd (Interpre-

tation, 309), he prefers to think of 3.31-36 as the evangelist’s recapitu-

lation of the whole chapter.  

 The last-mentioned opinion has much to commend it, and it will have 

a strong appeal for those who are firmly convinced that the task of the 

exegete is to explain the text as it stands unless insuperable difficulties 

prevent one from making good sense of it. 3.31-36 will therefore be 

interpreted in terms of their present context, and the view taken in this 

commentary is that 3.31-36 are, like 3.16-21, a comment by the evangel-

ist, serving the same role as a Greek chorus ( 3.16).  

31a. oJ ejrcovmeno" is used of Jesus in Jn 1.15, 27; 11.27; 12.13, and here 

in 3.31, twice. Since ‘the present participle…is timeless and durative’ 

(Robertson, 891), it can signify the One who is/was to come in the future; 

the One who is always coming in the ever-present ‘Today’ (compare Ps 

95.7d, and  Jn 1.9); the One who came at a precise moment in time 

now past (Gal 4.4; Heb 1.1); and all three. It will be translated as The One 

who comes, intended as a title, without limiting its reference either to the 

past, or the present or the future. a[nwqen, in the present context, can only 
mean from above (contrast Jn 3.3). The word recalls 3.2 (ajpo; qeou'
ejlhvluqa"), and 11-13 (especially oJ ejk tou' oujranou' katabav", v. 13). 
ejpavnw pavntwn ejstivn, is superior to all (compare BDAG ejpavnw 3,

which cites Cebes 26.3, ejpavnw pavntwn ejstiv). The One who comes from 
above is superior to all.  

31b. oJ w]n ejk th'" gh'". The words are a direct pointer to Gen 2.7, 

where humanity was fashioned out of dust ajpo; th'" gh'", and the same 

thought is found in 1 Cor 15.47. oJ w]n ejk th'" gh'" denotes the human 

being as creature (but not as sinner). ejk th'" gh'" ejstin kai; ejk th'" 
gh'" lalei'. Whoever issues from the earth belongs to the earth, and 

whatever that person says is of earthly origin. One consequence of this 

‘earthly’ origin is that the creature’s knowledge of God is limited to what 

can be known by natural means (the ‘natural theology’ envisaged in Rom 

1.18-21). The wording is strikingly different from that in 1 Jn 4.5: aujtoi;
ejk tou' kovsmou eijsivn, dia; tou'to ejk tou' kovsmou lalou'sin kai; oJ

18

 ‘The Johannine Account of the Early Ministry of Jesus’, JTS 20 (1919), 311-20, 

on 317. 

19

 See his pp. 160, 147  
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kovsmo" aujtw'n ajkouvei. The kosmov" of Imperial Rome is not to be 
equated with the gh' of the Garden of Eden before the primordial sin (see 
the essay at 1.10, ‘The Meaning of in the Fourth Gospel’).  

31c. oJ ejk tou' oujranou' ejrcovmeno" is clearly parallel to oJ a[nwqen 
ejrcovmeno" in 31a, its meaning even more explicit. NA

27
 puts square 

brackets around ejpavnw pavntwn ejstivn. Their inclusion or exclusion 
makes no material difference to the content of the passage (and this 

probably accounts for the confusion). For an assessment of the textual 

evidence, see TCGNT.

32. The verse recapitulates what Jesus said (in the plural, eJwravkamen,
marturou'men), both on his own account, and on behalf of his followers, 
in 3.11-12 ( ). Here, however, since the verbs are in the singular, and 

their subject is ‘the One who comes from heaven’, they merit a second 

scrutiny. The perfect in o} eJwvraken indicates the abiding memory of the 
vision (the ‘durative’ sense = and still sees): compare BDF 318 (4); 

Robertson, 895-96; contrast MHT III 85. kai; h[kousen: John always uses 
the (non-durative, punctiliar) aorist when describing Jesus as having 

heard something from the Father (3.32; 8.26, 40; 15.15: JG 2451). 

tou'to marturei': though the testimony of the One who comes from 
heaven (= th;n marturivan aujtou') is being submitted in evidence at the 
present moment, it is not being accepted by anyone (oujdei;" lambavnei).
These words cannot be intended as a saying of the Baptist, for they would 

be in open contradiction to the report of the alleged success of Jesus’ 

preaching in 3.26. No such difficulty arises if the verse is attributed to the 

evangelist, affirming that The One who comes from heaven bears witness 

to what he has seen and heard, yet no one is accepting his testimony.

33. oJ labw;n aujtou' th;n marturivan. oJ labwvn (aorist) must, because 

of its tense, designate the Baptist, and must mean that he, during his 

lifetime, had accepted the testimony of Jesus (aujtou'). 20 ejsfravgisen
(3.33; 6.27) here means to authenticate, to certify something as genuine,

as a seal does when affixed to a document (BDAG 4). ajlhqhv" here = 

true to his word. Therefore: One who did accept his witness put the seal 

of his own authority to this—that God is true to his word. The meaning of 

this statement is explained in 34 (gavr).

34. o}n ga;r ajpevsteilen oJ qeo;" ta; rJhvmata tou' qeou' lalei'. The 
last five words indicate clearly that ‘the one whom God sent’ refers 

primarily to Jesus ( 3.11 on lalei'n), but without excluding the Baptist; 
he too was ‘sent from God’ (1.6; 3.28), and therefore he too ‘speaks the 

word of God’ (again, 3.11 on lalei'n). He whom God sent speaks the 
words of God. ouj ga;r ejk mevtrou divdwsin to; pneu'ma. ‘ejk mevtrou is 

20

 The insertion of ou|to" (after marturivan) in ∏66c

 emphasizes this.  
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found nowhere else in the Greek language’ but must be the opposite of 

ejn mevtrw/, and must therefore mean without using a measure (BDAG). 
The subject of the clause is unexpressed. For some, it is God who does

not bestow the Spirit by measuring it out, for others, the One whom God 

has sent, but the resultant possession of the Spirit will be immeasurable, 

whoever bestows it. Thus 3.33-34 affirm (1) that the Baptist during his 

lifetime accepted the testimony of Jesus; and (2) acknowledged that 

Jesus’ preaching was (like his own) the word of God. The evangelist is 

entreating the disciples of the Baptist to recognize that they will not lose 

anything by accepting the teaching of Jesus, because God’s Spirit is not 

quantitatively divisible.  

35-36. Apart from the two references in the Prologue (1.14, 18), and the 

one cryptic allusion in the Temple (  2.16), the word ‘Father’ has not 

appeared in the Gospel until now. This makes it most improbable that 

3.35-36 were intended to be read as uttered by the Baptist, for nowhere in 

the NT is he ever presented as speaking of the Fatherhood of God. Nor 

are the verses intended to be read as words of Jesus, for the last (and 

only) speaker mentioned in this passage (3.27) was the Baptist, and in the 

Fourth Gospel the reader is always told whenever Jesus begins to speak. 

3.35-36 are therefore the comment of the evangelist (or of an editor) as he 

ends this section. Here he addresses to the disciples of the Baptist the 

same gentle but clear admonition with which he concluded the previous 

section, addressed to Nicodemus and the Jews: compare 3.35-36 with 

3.15-18.  

 35. oJ path;r ajgapa'/ to;n uiJovn. On ajgapa'n, 3.16, noting the 

context there and in 3.17. Here the simple fact is stated, as the ground for 

the second clause, kai; pavnta devdwken ejn th'/ ceiri; aujtou'. There is 
no significant difference in meaning between the wording here and that 

in 13.3 (JG 2334c), unless 13.3 refers to the act of conferring power 

(e[dwken21

…eij" ta;" cei'ra"), and 3.35 to its resultant possession

(devdwken ejn). On the Father’s love for the Son, see  10.17; 15.9; 17.24, 
26.  

 36. oJ pisteuvwn eij" to;n uiJo;n e[cei zwh;n aijwvnion. 3.15-16. oJ
de; ajpeiqw'n tw'/ uiJw'/. ajpeiqw'n, a hapax legomenon in the Gospels, is 
here best interpreted as ‘refusing to accept the testimony of the Son’ (who 

speaks the words of God, 3.34). Thus BDAG; EDNT I 118 (‘a technical 

term for non-acceptance of the Christian faith’, P. Bläser); and Bultmann, 

TWNT I 118-19, citing Rom 11.30, 32; Gal 3.22; Heb 4.6, 11; Eph 2.2; 

5.6. Anyone who does not accept that testimony oujk o[yetai zwhvn,
shall never see life. The phrase recalls Jn 3.3, that only those who are 

‘reborn from above’ can ‘see’ the kingdom of God. To enable this to hap-

pen, there is One who stands in no need of rebirth, oJ a[nwqen ejrcovmeno"
(3.31), the uiJo;" monogenhv", the utterly unique One who came into this 

21

 If this is the true reading: 13.3.  
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world (1.10; 3.16) para; patrov" (1.14), in order to show all humankind 

what the Fatherhood of God entails. ejn aujtw'/ zwh; h\n (1.4), and ejjkei'no"
ejxhghvsato: 1.18; 3.11, 32. If anyone refuses to accept his testimony, 

hJ ojrgh; tou' qeou' mevnei ejpÆ aujtovn. To refuse to accept the teaching 
of Jesus, Son of God, revealing the Father’s all-merciful love, as 

epitomized for example in the passage ‘God loved the world so dearly’ 

( 3.16-18), is to place oneself in a relationship with God in which strict 

justice, as between creature and Creator, and that alone, must hold sway. 

Then one thinks instinctively of Ps 130.3, and is relieved to recall the 

verses which follow after it. hJ ojrghv (here) is a hapax legomenon in John.  
 According to the Synoptic tradition, the Baptist began his ministry by 

calling upon sinners to save themselves from ‘the wrath that is about to 

come’ (Mt 3.7 || Lk 3.7), and he was possibly perplexed (his disciples 

certainly were) to learn later that Jesus was preaching not of the wrath but 

of the mercy of God.
22

 But among the great prophets of Israel, the wrath 

of God is never the final word, and neither could ‘the wrath about to 

come’ be God’s final word to his people. The Fourth Evangelist, in these 

last verses addressed to the followers of the Baptist, is appealing to them 

to reconsider their position, to remember that their master had always 

insisted that ‘God is true to his word’ (3.33), and to reflect that, even after 

the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, manifold mercies as yet 

undisclosed must still be awaiting God’s people, to give them a future 

and a hope (Jer 29.11). 

22

 See Mt 3.7-12 || Lk 3.7-9, 15-17, and Mt 11.2-11, 16-19 || Lk 7.18-35. T. W. 

Manson, The Sayings of Jesus, London, 1949, 40-41 and 66-71, is outstanding on these 

verses.  



EXCURSUS VIII 

THE INTERPRETATION OF JOHN 3 

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 

The shifts in twentieth-century exegesis of this chapter are instructive. In 

the early years, much of the discussion about the Fourth Gospel turned on 

how far any of the discourses record the actual words, or represent at 

least the substance, of Jesus’ teaching, during his life on earth. Some, like 

Westcott, Zahn and B. Weiss, continued to uphold very conservative 

positions, while others such as Loisy (cautiously, 1903), H. J. Holtzmann 

and Wellhausen, Schmiedel and Jülicher, contended that the discourses in 

John represent not the teaching of Jesus during his earthly life, but the 

evangelist’s exposition of the faith of his own generation, presented as 

having been uttered on earth by the Logos.
1

 The Nicodemus pericope is 

an ideal test case. 

 Some British writers sought to circumvent many of the problems sim-

ply by rearranging the text of the Gospel. Thus Moffatt, in his translation 

of the NT (1913), placed 3.31 after 3.21, and 3.22-30 between 2.12 and 

2.13. Bernard (1928) suggested (pp. xvi-xxx) that 3.22-30 should be 

transposed to follow (instead of preceding) 3.31-36, a simple adjustment 

(adopted also by Bultmann) whereby the verses about the Baptist (22-30) 

lead smoothly into 4.1;
2

 in exchange, vv. 31-36 become a comment 

confirming the statements in 3.19-21, about bringing light into the world.  

 More radical relocations were also proposed. G. H. C. MacGregor, in 

the Moffatt NT Commentary (1928), proposed to read: (1) 3.1-13, 31-33, 

22-30; 4.1-2, and (2) 12.30-32; 3.14-15; 12.34; 3.16-21; 12.35-36 (with 

12.33 as a gloss, or possibly a doublet of 3.14-15).
3

 Shortly afterwards, 

Greville P. Lewis sought (like others) to resolve two problems at the 

same time, the awkwardness of some texts in ch. 3, and the dating of the 

Cleansing of the Temple. In his view, the original order in the Gospel 

was: 12.1-19; 2.13–3.11; 12.20-32; 3.14-15; 12.34; 3.12-13, 16-21; 

1

 For references, see Sanday, Criticism, 1-41; W. F. Howard, Fourth Gospel, 33-83.  

2

 C. J. Cadoux had suggested this in ‘The Johannine Account of the Early Ministry of 

Jesus’, JTS 20 (1919), 311-20, on 317.  

3

 MacGregor had previously set out his ideas in ‘A Suggested Rearrangement of the 

Johannine text (Jn 3.14-36 and 12.30-36)’, ExpTimes 35 (1923–24), 476-77. In his 

commentary, see both 77-85 and 268-69. 
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12.35-41, but many of these verses were relocated by the evangelist, who 

added 12.33 as a comment.
4

 But mere rearrangement of verses was not enough to answer the 

fundamental question raised by Liberal Christianity. If the Gospels do not 

represent (at least substantially) the teaching of Jesus, then whose 

teaching do they represent? Bultmann judged much of ch. 3 to have been 

composed by the evangelist on the basis of a ‘Revelatory Discourse’ of 

(pre-Christian) Gnostic origin, the closest parallels to which are found in 

Mandaean texts (see his footnotes on 3.9-21). His commentary on ch. 3 

rests on the hypothesis that John applied to Jesus a Gnostic view of the 

Redeemer. Schnackenburg, while open to the possible influence of 

Hellenistic religions, finds parallels rather in Jewish texts: see his com-

mentary, and his Excurses V and VI. Like Bernard and Bultmann (and for 

the same reason), he too places 3.22-30 immediately before 4.1; but he 

prefers to close the Nicodemus narrative after 3.12, and to insert at that 

point first 3.31-36, and then 3.13-21. He takes both passages to be the 

evangelist’s reflections on the dialogue with Nicodemus set out in 3.1-12, 

to answer the question left hanging in the air at 3.12. 

 Since 1970, none of the major commentaries on the Greek text 

(Barrett, 2nd ed., 1978, B-L 1978, and the posthumous commentary from 

Haenchen ([†1975] 1980; ETr 1984), has significantly altered (or sought 

to alter) the classical methods of searching for the doctrinal content of the 

Nicodemus passage. Nor have the various articles of narrative or rhetori-

cal criticism. And the repositioning of allegedly dislocated texts is no 

longer so fashionable. The most profound change in the understanding 

of John 3 has been the gradual, slow but sure, acceptance in the major 

Christian Churches that the truth of the Gospel’s teaching does not 

depend upon, and therefore does not stand or fall with, subjective cer-

tainty that the believer is there reading (at least substantially) the very 

words of the historical Jesus. By contrast with the position prevailing in 

1900, it is now widely agreed that the doctrinal message of the New 

Testament (for those who accept it as revelation) is to be found in the 

canonical text of the written Gospel, whether the words are those of the 

historical Jesus or of the evangelist or of an editor. 

4

 ‘Dislocations in the Fourth Gospel. The Temple Cleansing and the Visit of 

Nicodemus’, ExpTimes 44 (1932–33), 228-30. Similar ideas were advocated by F. 

Warburton Lewis, ‘The Arrangement of the Texts in the Third Chapter of St John’, 

ExpTimes 37 (1925–26), 179-81; J. H. Michael, ‘The Arrangement of the Texts in the 

Third Chapter of St John’, ExpTimes 37 (1925–26), 428-29; and J. G. Gourbillon, ‘La 

parabole du serpent d’airain et la “lacune” du chapître III de l’Evangile selon s. Jean’, 

Vivre et penser 2 = RB 51 (1942), 213-26, who advocated 12.20-31; 3.14-21; 12.32-36a; 

12.44-50; 12.36b-44. 



EXCURSUS IX 

JOHN THE BAPTIST AND HIS FOLLOWERS 

There is nowadays general agreement that the Baptist summoned his 

generation to seek pardon for their sins before God’s judgment descended 

on the land in the not far distant future. The NT gives no details about the 

manner in which the baptizands confessed their sins, but it may well have 

been in words similar to those used on the Day of Atonement (Yoma 3.8; 

4.2; 6.1),
1

 or in the ceremony at Qumran for the renewal of the Covenant 

(1QS 1.22–2.1). The rite of baptism in water would then have set a public 

seal on the declaration of willingness to repent, and to turn to a life of 

obedience to God as revealed in the Law. In all likelihood an individual 

confessed and was baptized only once, given that the day of judgment 

was held to be imminent. There is still debate about the nature of the 

‘baptism by fire’ and ejn pneuvmati (storm-wind? or a later Christian 
interpretation?), and about who was to initiate this baptism of judgment. 

Would it be God himself, or the Son of Man, or some other figure, or 

possibly God working with and through the Son of Man (compare 1 En

48–50: OTP I 35-36)?  

 Unlike the Synoptics, the Fourth Gospel nowhere presents the Baptist 

as preaching of an imminent judgment, and does not explicitly mention 

his ‘baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins’ (Mk 1.4). This 

silence about the possibility of securing pardon for sins by receiving 

John’s baptism, and the various negative statements about him (‘he was 

not the light, not the Messiah, not the prophet’ etc.) led Wilhelm Balden-

sperger to assert (in 1898) that the writer of the Fourth Gospel was 

distinctly hostile to those disciples of the Baptist who did not eventually 

follow the way of Jesus.
2

 His thesis was so widely accepted that Kümmel 

could write in his Introduction to the NT that ‘Baldensperger first proved 

that there was in John a recognizable polemic against the disciples of 

John the Baptist’.
3

 At the close of the twentieth century, judgments are 

1

 Cited in H. Danby, The Mishnah, 165, 166, 169. 

2

Der Prolog des vierten Evangeliums, sein polemisch-apologetischer Zweck,

Freiburg-im-Br., 1898. 

3

 ETr revised ed. 1975, 199. Goguel, too, Jean-Baptiste, 1928, 76 represents the 

thesis as virtually proven, citing among other supporters M. Dibelius, Die urchristliche 

Ueberlieferung von Johannes dem Täufer, FRLANT, Göttingen, 1911, 119, and W. 

Bauer, Das Johannesevangelium, Tübingen, 2nd ed., 1925, 15-16 (contrast the 1st ed., 

1913, 12).  
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more qualified, and though many exegetes would agree that there was at 

least tension, and perhaps even a measure of antagonism, between the 

Johannine community and the ‘Baptists’, many of them add that it should 

not be exaggerated. For a survey of the arguments on this issue, see 

Schnackenburg, I 148-50 = ETr I 167-69, and (for detail), his article ‘Das 

vierte Evangelium und die Johannesjünger’, Historisches Jahrbuch 77 

(1958), 21-38; R. E. Brown John I LXVII-LXX and 69-71; Birth of the 

Messiah, 282-85; Community, 68-71.  

 John has three references to ‘the disciples of the Baptist’.
4

 John 1.35 

and 37 contain not a trace of hostility, but begin the story of the calling of 

Jesus’ first disciples. Neither is there is any proof that 3.25-26 betray 

antagonism on the part of the writer towards the Baptist’s disciples, 

unless the words attributed to them are construed as an expression of 

envy, an interpretation which is not self-evident (see the commentary).  

 Given the paucity of NT evidence, it is not surprising that some have 

interpreted the figure of John the Baptist by appealing more to the wider 

historical background. One example is Robert Eisler, according to whom 

the Baptist was, like the Zealots, a champion of Jewish national inde-

pendence, a man who spent over forty years (5 B.C.–A.D. 35) calling 

upon the people to revolt against any ruler (such as the Herods, or the 

Romans) not of pure Israelite stock as prescribed in Deut 17.14-15. 

Inevitably, he came in the end to believe that the Baptist was himself the 

Messiah.
5

 The fragility of the foundations was exposed by Maurice 

Goguel even before the final version of Eisler’s work was published, a 

judgement which subsequent scholarship has, with few exceptions, 

confirmed.
6

 Goguel himself accepted that Jesus and John did for a time 

exercise parallel ministries, but thinks they separated before John’s 

imprisonment because of differences over the role of John’s baptism 

( 3.24-25).
7

 It is, however, an assured fact that a number of religious groups 

claiming to trace their origin to John the Baptist survived after NT times, 

though their profile is obscure because the documentation, mainly from 

the Pseudo-Clementine literature, is scanty, and of uncertain interpre-

4

 The term figures also in the Synoptics: Mt 9.14 || Mk 2.18 || Lk 5.33; Mt 11.2 || Lk 

7.18; Mt 14.12 || Mk 6.29; Lk 11.1.  

5

IHSOUS BASILEUS OU BASILEUSAS, Heidelberg, I 1929; II 1930: ETr 

(abridged) The Messiah Jesus and John the Baptist, 1931, 221-311. Eisler’s prodigiously 

erudite work (and his theory) is now virtually forgotten, because (as he himself admitted) 

it rests upon the postulate that the interpolations in the Old Slavonic translation of 

Josephus (made in Lithuania around A.D. 1250–1260) are based upon historically 

trustworthy fragments written in Aramaic. These additions in the Old Slavonic version 

are most easily accessible (in English translation) in H. St. J. Thackeray’s edition in the 

Loeb Library, Josephus III 635-61 (prepared with the assistance of Dr Eisler). 

6

Jean-Baptiste (1928), 20-33 and 297-302 (the latter written on the basis of proof-

sheets obligingly supplied by Dr Eisler, but not published until 1930). For the judgment 

of subsequent scholarship on Eisler’s work, see Hengel, The Zealots, Excursus I, 16-18. 

7

Jean-Baptiste, 86-95, 257-71; Jésus, 2nd ed., 210-13.  
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tation. One group, separated from, and even hostile to, the Christian 

Church, existed in Syria and in Asia Minor around A.D. 230, and may 

have survived until around A.D. 300. The most one can say for certain is 

that some of these groups believed that John the Baptist was the Messiah, 

and others that he was at least superior to Jesus.
8

 For a summary of the historical questions concerning the Baptist, see 

J. Gnilka, Jesus of Nazareth, 71-79; and for an exhaustive treatment, J. P. 

Meier, A Marginal Jew II (with extensive notes), ‘John without Jesus’, 

19-99; ‘Jesus with and without John’, 100-233. 

8

 The most complete study is still that by Joseph Thomas, Le mouvement baptiste en 

Palestine et Syrie 150 av. J.C.–300 ap. J.-C., Gembloux, 1935: on this topic see pages 

114-39, ‘Les Johannites aux premiers siècles chrétiens’. For the evidence that these 

disciples, around A.D. 230, regarded the Baptist as the Messiah, see Clem. Recogn. I 53-

54 and 60 (PG 1.1237-38 and 1240); for their view of him as superior to Jesus (around 

A.D. 300?), see Hom. II 17 = Recogn. 61 (PG 1.1308) and Hom II 23-24 = Recogn. II 8. 

See also, G. N. Stanton, ‘Jewish Christian Elements in the Pseudo Clementine Writings’, 

in eds. O. Skarsaune and R. Hvalvik, Jewish Believers in Jesus, Peabody, 2007, 305-24.



3. The Samaritan Woman:  

 The New Order Presented to the People of Samaria (4.1-45)

4.1

As soon as the Lord became aware that the Pharisees had heard that he, 

Jesus, was making, and baptizing, more disciples than was John 
2

 (and yet 

Jesus himself was not baptizing personally—only his disciples), 
3

 he left 

Judea and went back again to Galilee. 

It is generally agreed that 4.1-3 are an editorial insertion to explain how 

Jesus came to be in Samaria. For that, however, vv. 1 and 3 would have 

been sufficient, and the awkward parenthesis of v. 2 is therefore com-

monly attributed to a second editorial hand. This hypothesis would 

account for the clumsiness of the final shape of the sentence, and for the 

textual variants in it, which are discussed separately.
1

4.1. wJ" ou\n e[gnw oJ Kuvrio" o{ti h[kousan oiJ farisai'oi o{ti 
ÆIhsou'" pleivona" maqhta;" poiei' kai; baptivzei h] ÆIwavnnh"…
According to Josephus (Ant. XVIII v 2 = 116-19), Herod had arrested the 

Baptist because he feared that John’s preaching might lead to political 

unrest (Schürer I 345-48); perhaps Jn 4.1 is intimating that the Pharisees 

in Judea had similar fears about civil disorder being aroused by Jesus’ 

preaching (cf. 11.47-48). Or they might have been apprehensive about the 

religious implications of his activity in Jerusalem (2.14-25, noting 24): 

established authority is by nature suspicious of novel teaching by a 

popular but unauthorized preacher. If 4.1-3 are indeed redactional, then 

whoever inserted these verses may have had both political and religious 

factors in mind. This understanding of the verses accords well with the 

translation of e[gnw as became aware (  3.2a).

2. …kaivtoige ÆIhsou'" aujto;" oujk ejbavptizen ajllÆ oiJ maqhtai; 
aujtou… kaivtoige, hapax legomenon in the NT, is an emphatic 

adversative,
2

 and the imperfect tense (oujk ejbavptizen) is striking, an 
affirmation that ‘throughout this period’ Jesus did not personally take part 

in the baptisms. The verse is intended to clarify the statement in 3.22 that 

‘Jesus was baptizing in Judea’. Some say that 4.2 was inserted in order to 

correct 3.22 on a matter of historical fact, others that it is 4.2 which needs 

deleting, but both suggestions reflect modern preoccupations (‘What 

really happened?’), rather than those of first-century Ephesus. The pur-

pose of 4.2 is to ensure that 3.22 is not understood as implying that Jesus 

had during his earthly life admitted people to what was later called 

1

 See Excursus X, ‘KURIOS OR IHSOUS IN 4.1a?’ The omission of h Iwannh" in 

4.1 by some major uncials (A B* L W
s G Y) may be similarly explained, as a move to 

lighten an overloaded sentence.  

2

 Compare J. D. Denniston, The Greek Particles, Oxford, 1954, 555-64. 
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Christian baptism (7.39), for the first-century disciples knew instinctively 

that there was a genuine difference between baptisms before, and 

Christian baptism after, Jesus’ death: compare Acts 1.5; 2.38, 41; 11.16; 

19.3-5. It would have been important to underline this distinction if Jesus 

and his followers had in fact practised some form of baptism (Jn 3.24) 

akin to the rites used by the Baptist and other religious groups in the 

region,
3

 including a general confession of sins, similar to those made in 

the Temple on the Day of Atonement or at Qumran during the ceremony 

for the renewal of the Covenant.
4

3. …ajfh'ken th;n ÆIoudaivan kai; ajph'lqen pavlin eij" th;n 
Galilaivan. …he left Judea and went back again to Galilee, where the 

Pharisees were less numerous, and probably not overly sympathetic to the 

rigorism of some leaders of the party in Jerusalem (Schürer II 402 fn.73; 

Freyne, Galilee, 319-23). For ajfh'ken (Chrysostom, ajnecwvrhsen ajpov)
with an impersonal object, compare Josephus, Ant. II xvi 1 = 335, 

stratw'/ tw/' ajfevnti th;n Ai[gupton. On th;n ÆIoudaivan, meaning the 
administrative territory of Judea,  3.22. pavlin, with verbs of going,
usually means back (BDAG 1 a): some major uncials (A B* Y) and 

Chrysostom (see Tischendorf) omit it, perhaps to polish the text by 

eliminating a superfluous adverb. See also TCGNT.

4.4-12: THE ENCOUNTER AT JACOB’SWELL

4

 Now he had to go through Samaria. 
5

 Consequently he came to a village in 

Samaria called Sychar, near the parcel of land which Jacob had given to his 

son Joseph.
6

 Jacob’s well was there, and so Jesus, exhausted as he was by the 

journey, without more ado sat down beside the well. It was about the sixth 

hour.  

3

 For further detail see p. 243, or consult Joseph Thomas, Le mouvement baptiste en 

Palestine et Syrie (1935). 

 Tertullian (De baptismo 11,4: CChr 1.286) and Chrysostom (In Ioannem 29,1, 

commenting on Jn 3.22: PG 59.167) both affirm that baptism with the Holy Spirit was 

not given until after the Resurrection (Jn 7.39; 16.7). So also Leo (Epist. 16,3: PL 

54.699), Theophylactus, Euthymius and Rupert of Deutz. 

 Augustine was perhaps the first to propose that the baptism mentioned in Jn 3.22; 4.2 

imparted both forgiveness and the gift of the Holy Spirit, though without the latter being 

openly perceived. ‘Baptizabat, quia ipse mundabat; non baptizabat, quia non ipse 

tingebat’ (In Ioannem 15,3); ‘sic etiam Spiritus sanctus latenter dabatur ante Domini 

clarificationem’ (DeDiv. Quaest. LXXXIII, fn. 62). See also Epist. 44,10 and 265,5, which

assert that Jesus had most probably already baptized his own disciples. Thomas Aquinas 

(on Jn 4.2, Lect. I, ii, fn. 554) preferred Augustine’s view over that of Chrysostom, and 

Maldonatus (on Jn 3.22) unwisely refused to countenance any other (see Lagrange, Jean

91, on 3.22). For some twentieth-century discussions see the Bibliography on p. xxxvi.  

4

 For an example of the former, see H. Danby, Mishnah, Yoma 3.8 = 4.2 = 6.2 

(pp. 165, 166, 169); of the latter, 1 QS 1.22–2.1.  
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7

 There came a woman of Samaria to draw water. Jesus said to her, ‘Give 

me a drink!’ 
8

 (for his disciples had gone away into the city to buy food). 

9

 The Samaritan woman said to him, ‘How is it that you, being a Jew, ask for a 

drink from me, being as I am a Samaritan woman?’, for Jews do not associate 

with Samaritans. 
10

 In answer, Jesus said to her, ‘If you had been aware of the 

bountiful gifts of God, and who it is that is saying to you, “Give me a drink”, 

it would have been you that would have made the request, and he would have 

given you living water’. 
11

 The woman said to him, ‘Sir, you have nothing to 

draw with, and the well is deep; where do you get that living water? 
12

 Surely 

you are not greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well, and drank 

from it himself, and his sons, and his livestock?’ 
13

 Jesus said to her, ‘Every 

one who drinks of this water will thirst again, 
14

 but whoever takes one sip of 

the water that I shall give him will never thirst; on the contrary, the water that 

I shall give him will become in him a spring of water welling up into eternal 

life’. 
15

 The woman said to him, ‘Sir, give me this water, that I may never 

again know thirst, nor always be coming through here to go on continually 

drawing water’.  

4. e[dei de; aujto;n dievrcesqai dia; th'" Samareiva". Now he had to 
go through Samaria. This was the normal route from Jerusalem to 

Galilee, shorter than that along the coastal road or by way of the Jordan 

Valley (Josephus, Life 52 = 266-70; Ant. XX vi 1 = 118; War II xii 3 = 

232-33, all succinctly summarized in Barrett), and Jesus was at the time 

perhaps only 7 miles = 11 km from the boundary with Samaria ( 3.22). 

e[dei. Josephus writes that ‘for rapid travel, it was essential (pavntw" 
e[dei) to take this road’ (Life 269); in John the further implication of a 

divinely ordained plan cannot be excluded.
5 ou\n at 4.5. 

 John 4.4-42 has no parallel in the Synoptic Gospels, though according 

to Lk 9.52 and 17.11, Jesus did on at least one occasion travel through 

Samaritan territory, and both Acts 8.1-25 and Jn 4.35 imply that, by the 

time the Fourth Gospel was written, many Samaritans were already 

followers of ‘the Way’ (Acts 9.2). One motive for the narrative in Jn 4.4-

42 is no doubt to make clear that the Samaritans are not second-class 

citizens in the household of God (compare Eph 2.11-22), but to 

understand fully the importance of their inclusion among the new people 

of the New Jerusalem, one must bear in mind the centrality of Samaria in 

the ancient history of Israel.  

 When Abram was called to leave his home, ‘he went out, not knowing 

where he was to go’ (Heb 11.8); only when the family came to the 

(Canaanite) sanctuary at Shechem, the oak of Moreh, was he assured that 

this was the land God had chosen for him and his descendants. Here he 

built an altar, so that in OT tradition Shechem is the place where true 

worship in the promised land began (Gen 12.1-7). The location is 

significant, for Shechem stands at the geographical centre of the ‘Holy 

5

 Thus Cullmann, Heil als Geschichte, 255 = Salvation in History, 278.  



 4.1-45 265 

Land’.
6

 Abraham never returned there, but went on southward to Bethel, 

Mamre and Beersheba (12.8; 13.18; 21.22-31), peacefully grazing his 

livestock as he went, and so staking out a claim to be accepted as a 

friendly alien by those already resident there. Two generations later, 

Jacob returned to Shechem, and there bought a parcel of land, the first 

demesne acquired by and for the heirs of Abraham (33.18-20). Here 

Joseph’s bones were, at his own request, buried (Gen 50.24-25; Exod 

13.19; Josh 24.32; Acts 7.16). Here Joshua summoned the tribes for the 

foundational ceremony of the inter-tribal federation (Josh 24). And 

though in the course of history the Northern Kingdom became a tradi-

tional adversary of Judah, the restoration of Samaria remained a constant 

element in the hope of God’s people, certainly until the Exile (Ezek 

16.51, 53; with ch. 23 compare 37.21-28; note also Hos 1–3; 11, and Jer 

31.1-9).  Jn 4.20-24. After the Return from Babylon, Samaria was 

increasingly regarded by the majority of Jews as a region corrupted by 

the transportation into it of ‘people from Babylon, Cuthah, Avva, Hamath 

and Sepharvaim’ (2 Kgs 17:24), five cities with five patronal gods ( Jn

4.18). All these facts are relevant for understanding the present story.  

5. e[rcetai ou\n. ‘Setting aside instances where ou\n introduces words of 
the Lord, we find that it either introduces an act of special solemnity, or 

else— as is most frequently the case— it is applied to His various 

journeys’ (JG 2198). It is as a result of the decision to travel through 

Samaria, itself a result of the decision to leave Judea for Galilee, that 

Jesus comes to Sychar: the triple ou\n (4.1, 5, 6) calls attention to those 

contingent circumstances without which the drama would not have taken 

place.  

 eij" povlin th'" Samareiva". For eij" with the sense of prov" = to,
but not into, see BDAG 1 b; BDF 207 (1). povli" here means (like the 

Italian paese) simply an inhabited locality, not necessarily a large one, 

and in this context, a village. legomevnhn Sucavr, called Sychar. Sychar, 
a hapax legomenon in the Bible and up to this point quite unknown to 

history, was presumably, during Jesus’ lifetime, an identifiable locality 

not far from the Well, and is commonly identified with the ancient 

Shechem. Shechem had been destroyed in 128 B.C., and Flavia Neapolis 

was not founded until A.D. 72, so Sychar, a hapax legomenon in the 

Bible and up to this point quite unknown to history, was presumably, 

during Jesus’ lifetime, an identifiable locality very near to the Well. 

Around A.D. 30, it would have been a small but significant place (

6

 Halfway between the foothills of Mount Hermon (= Dan) and Beersheba, at the 

mouth of the only east–west pass through the mountains, surrounded by springs, nature 

made Shechem ‘the uncrowned queen of Palestine’ (J. Murphy-O’Connor, The Holy 

Land, Oxford, 3rd ed., 1992, 377-79). See also G. A. Smith, Historical Geography, 115-

21: ‘The View from Mount Ebal’. 
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3.22, Excursus XI, ‘Shechem and Samaria in New Testament Times’, and 

Excursus XII, ‘The Identification of the Site of Sychar’).  

 plhsivon tou' cwrivou o} e[dwken ÆIakw;b [tw'/] ÆIwsh;f tw'/ uiJw'/ 
aujtou'. The gift is not recorded in the OT, and the statement is probably 
a deduction from the reference in Josh 24.32 to the purchase reported in 

Gen 33.18-20; perhaps the writer also mentally identified that piece of 

land with the mountain slope (Hebrew, shechem) which, according to 

Gen 48.22, was Jacob’s legacy to Joseph (though this was not acquired 

by purchase but by force, Gen 34). In any case, the statement is of little 

help in fixing the location of Sychar. Two villages are nowadays pro-

posed as alternative candidates, ‘Askar, and Balâta, and the debate is still 

open (see Excursus XII, pp. 304-305). One awkward fact is that both are 

blest with a fine supply of water. ‘Askar, about 1100 yards north-

northeast. of Bir Yakub (Jacob’s Well), ‘possède une source abondante… 

dont l’eau entretient de beaux vergers’ (Abel, Géographie, II 473). 

Balâta, about 500 yards west of the Well, has ‘a strongly flowing spring’ 

(Dalman, Sacred Sites and Ways, 214), ‘Ain Balâta. Why should anyone 

want to walk from either place to Jacob’s Well in order to carry back a 

bucketful of water?  

 A traveller from the south comes upon Jacob’s Well before reaching 

either Balâta or ‘Askar, and might be ready to stop at the first source of 

water. This would explain Jesus’ presence there (  Jn 4.6). But why did 

the woman from the village go there? One suggestion is that she was a 

woman of ill repute (see 4.17-18), perhaps anxious to avoid the general 

company gathered at ‘Ain Balâta; another is that she preferred the softer 

rain-water in the Well to the hard, limestone-filtered water elsewhere in 

the neighbourhood.
7

 All such speculations are pointless. The evangelist 

depicts Jesus talking alone with the woman, as he had already done with 

Nicodemus (3.1-9), and would later do with Pilate (18.29-40), because 

she was in God’s plan the divinely designated representative of her 

ancient and elect people. Compare the comments on e[dei in 4.4 and on 
e[rcetai ou\n in 4.5. 

6. h\n de; ejkei' phgh; tou' ÆIakwvb. phghv is technically a spring, not a 
well, but since this one was at the bottom of a deep shaft, there is little 

advantage in deserting the customary translation: 4.11 and ‘Spring of 

Living Water’, on pp. 273-79. The absence of the article before phghv is
normal in Biblical Greek, influenced by the Hebrew construct (MHT III 

179-80): the phrase denotes a definite well (Jacob’s), not just a well of 

Jacob. The gospel narrative presupposes that this well, though nowhere 

mentioned in the OT, was revered by the Samaritans as having been used 

by Jacob (4.12).
8 oJ ou\n ÆIhsou'". Once again, ou\n (  4.5): it is because

7

 On the latter suggestion see G. A. Smith, Historical Geography, 375-76. 

8

 The authenticity of the traditional site is not disputed. Dalman, Orte und Wege, 249-

56 = Sacred Sites and Ways, 209-15, and Kopp, Die heiligen Stätten, 196-211 = The 
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he was exhausted by the journey that Jesus without more ado sat down at 

the well. kekopiakw;" ejk th'" oJdoiporiva" ejkaqevzeto. Even the 
weariness and the sitting down—contingent circumstances—are essential 

to the story, and what was apparently casual was divinely foreordained 

(see JG 2272). ejkaqevzeto, an imperfect with an aorist meaning, (had ?)
sat down (BDAG; BDF 101, s.v.). For ou{tw" = just, simply, at once, 

without more ado, see LSJ IV or BDAG 4: aJplw'" kai; wJ" e[tucen 
(Chrysostom). ejpi; th'/ phgh'/ may mean either on the stone surround or 
on the ground beside the well: Chrysostom’s ejpÆ ejdavfou" can denote 
either, more probably the ground, but sitting down on either might have 

put Jesus at risk of being ritually unclean.
9

w{ra h\n wJ" e{kth. It was about the sixth hour (cf. 19.14). Only one OT 
text links Jacob with a well, Gen 29.1-12, when he is going to seek a wife 

in Haran. Jacob reached this well while it was still broad daylight (29.7), 

and was waiting there when Rachel arrived. Rachel was to be the mother 

of Joseph, father of Ephraim and Manasseh, the tribes who were to 

occupy the territory known throughout history as Samaria. So John 

presents Jesus waiting, like Jacob for his bride, at a well, about midday, 

and in Samaria.  

7-8. e[rcetai gunh; ejk th'" Samareiva" ajntlh'sai u{dwr. Compare 
the comment at 4.5 on e[rcetai ou\n: the woman’s arrival is divinely 
ordained for this moment, when the Saviour is waiting for her at this 

particular spot, in Samaria, when she comes, like Rachel, to draw water.  

 In this region Hosea had been the first of all the prophets to declare 

that God loved his people tenderly, even when they had deserted him 

(Hos 1–3), and to formulate the unsurpassable and immutable quality of 

that divine love in the simple metaphor ‘I will betroth you to me for ever’ 

(2.19). John, in describing Jesus as arriving exhausted at Jacob’s Well, is 

presenting the bridegroom coming in person to Samaria, to take home his 

long-lost bride (compare Hos 2.14-23; 14.4-7). The scene depicts the 

fulfilment of the final words uttered by the Baptist, that the bridegroom of 

Israel is come (Jn 3.28-30).
10 kekopiakw;" ejk th'" oJdoiporiva" (4.6): the 

Son of God is prepared to travel any distance to bring the errant home. 

Recordare Iesu pie quod sum causa tuae viae: quaerens me sedisti 

lassus.
11

3.16

Holy Places, 155-66, relate its post-biblical history, the main primary sources for which, 

from Eusebius to A.D. 1626, are printed in ELS, 2nd ed., 218-28, nos. 269-96. 

9

 Though this cannot be positively demonstrated from contemporaneous Jewish laws, 

the possibility should be borne in mind.  4.9.  

10

 For much of what follows see F.-M. Braun, Jean III, 90-95, and G. Bienaimé, 154-

99 passim and 278-81. 

11

 From the Dies Irae, a thirteenth-century Sequence for the Faithful Departed, to be 

found in editions of the Missale Romanum from 1570 until 1970, and from 1971–72 

onwards, in the Liturgia Horarum vol. IV. 
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 Jesus and the woman were alone at the time, because (8) the disciples 

had gone to seek (earthly) food (by purchase) in the nearby locality 

( 6.5). There is no hint of the number of disciples envisaged, and the 

fact that they all went shopping is doubtless intended to clear the stage so 

that Jesus and the woman may be alone. The statement about ‘buying 

food’ may be intended (like 6.5) to remind the reader of Isa 55.1-2.  

7. The woman came ajntlh'sai u{dwr, literally, to draw water with a 
bucket. levgei aujth'/ oJ ÆIhsou'", dov" moi pei'n. Jesus, like Eliezer in Gen 
24.14, 17, asks for a drink of water. The aorist pei'n implies ‘just a little 

drink’, perhaps ‘just a sip’,
12

 but the Samaritan woman, in contrast to the 

generous Rebecca, at first demurs.
13

9. She does not directly refuse, but reminds Jesus that Jews would not 

drink, even from Jacob’s Well, if the water had been in some way in 

contact with a Samaritan.
14 ouj ga;r sugcrw'ntai ÆIoudai'oi Samariv-

tai". The object of sugcrw'ntai is Samarivtai", and two meanings are 
possible: (1) to associate closely, on friendly terms, with someone, and 

even to trade with (BDAG), or (2) to use the same vessels for eating and 

drinking. The second sense is proposed by D. Daube (JBL 69 [1950], 

137-47), followed by Barrett. On either interpretation, the sentence is 

intended to explain why the woman was astonished. The words are 

omitted in a* D a b e j and by Tischendorf (‘loyal to his codex 

Sinaiticus’, Schnackenburg), probably because they sound odd on the lips 

of the Samaritan.
15

 They certainly read more like an explanatory gloss to 

help the reader than as an utterance of the woman of Samaria. The 

absence of the article before both ÆIoudai'oi and Samarivtai", even when 
both are definite, is unique in John and points with fair certainty to an 

editorial insertion (B-L). 

12

 Compare the Midrash Rabbah on Gen 24.17, ‘“Give me to drink, I pray thee, a 

little water of thy pitcher”—but one mouthful’ (LX 6, Soncino, 529-30).  

13

 B-L sets out several parallels with the marriage of Rebecca, noting also that in Gen 

24.7 Abraham says to his servant, ‘Yahweh will send his angel before you…’: compare 

Mal 3.1 and the role of the Baptist. See p. 136, §81 III A 1 a) in fine.

14

 On the Samaritans, see Schürer II 16-20. ‘Inasmuch as their observance of the 

Torah in regard to tithes and the laws of purity falls short of Pharisaic requirements, they 

are judged by the rabbis to be in many respects on a par with Gentiles’ (19-20). Note the 

references to Niddah 4.1-2; 7.5, and to ‘Purity Laws’ in II 475-79. On factors which 

render an earthenware vessel unclean, see Kelim 2,3,4 (Danby 606-10) passim, and 

especially Roland Deines, Jüdische Steingefässe und pharisäische Frömmigkeit (1993). 

See also R. T. Anderson, ‘Samaritans’ in ABD V 940-47, and R. J. Coggins, Samaritans 

and Jews, London, 1975. 

15

 Modern editions can signify the ending of direct speech by quotation marks or (as 

here in UBS) by the insertion of brackets; ancient scribes not blest with such conventions 

would sometimes be perplexed about the point at which direct speech ended.  
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10. There are four points to note here. (1) eij h[/dei" th;n dwrea;n tou' 
qeou'. The identical phrase th;n dwrea;n tou' qeou' occurs elsewhere in 
the NT only in the story of Simon Magus (Acts 8.20), also set in Samaria, 

where it refers explicitly to the giving of a holy spirit by the laying on of 

hands (8.17). The word dwreav (11 times in the NT), always denotes a 
‘graciously offered’ gift of God, four times with reference to the Spirit 

(Acts 2.38; 10.45; 11.15; Heb 6:4). It differs from its cognates dw'ron and
dwvrhma, in that it is more regularly found in legal contexts which stress 

both the greatness of the gift and the freedom of the giver: munificentia

renders it well. Thus it is used for a legacy and especially for bounty

distributed to soldiers or faithful retainers, of which Aristotle remarks: 

ajnapovdoto" dovsi" hJ dwreav (Topica 125a, 18, cited in LSJ), ‘dwreav is 
an unreturnable, irrevocable gift’. BDAG lists examples from Plato to 

Philo and Josephus referring to the bountiful gifts of God, and it is strange 

that the word is relatively rare in the LXX.
16

 In the papyri it is used also 

for a wedding present, and served as evidence of a contract fulfilled.
17

The Gospel does not at this point make clear in what this bountiful gift of 

God consists, but leaves the reader, like the Samaritan woman, wondering 

what it is.
18

 The explanation is soon forthcoming:  4.15, under ‘Spring 

of Living Water’. (2) kai; tiv" ejstin oJ levgwn soi, dov" moi pei'n.
levgein on the lips of Jesus underlines the importance of the words 

uttered, and alerts one to a possible hidden meaning: had she known the 

identity of the man who was asking for ‘just a sip’ of water (this must be 

the meaning of the aorist pei'n), she would have realized that he was in 
fact seeking not to receive, but to confer, a favour. oJ levgwn soi thus 
initiates a dialogue terminating with a perfectly matching inclusio in v. 

26, ejgwv eijmi, oJ lalw'n soi ( ). (3) su; a]n h[/thsa" aujtovn. In the 
protasis, the personal pronoun was not expressed (eij h[/dei"); suv in the 
apodosis is therefore emphatic (JG 2400). Moreover, in su; a]n h[/thsa",

16

 Disregarding the accusative dwreavn used as an adverb, dwreav used to denote a gift
is found only in 1 Esd 3.5; Wis 7.14; 16.25; Dan

LXX

 2.48; 11.45; Dan
TH

 2.6; 5.17; 2 Macc 

4.30; 3 Macc 1.7.  

17

 Fr. Büchsel in TWNT II 169; and G. Schneider in EDNT I 363-64.  

18

 Odeberg, The Fourth Gospel, 150, is, I think, alone in suggesting that dwrea; tou'
qeou' is here the equivalent of the hrwt @tm (mtn twrh), a technical term among the rabbis 

for ‘the gift of the Torah’, as the supreme gift of God (which Odeberg thinks is to be 

superseded by Jesus). But the Samaritans already possessed ‘the gift of the Torah’, and it 

is hard to construe the meaning as ‘if only you understood it’. Moreover, in the OT 

prophets, the supreme gift of God comes in the outpouring of the Spirit making possible 

the perfect observance of the Law at the End-time (Jer 31.31-33; Ezek 36.26-27; Joel 

3.1-4). See Eichrodt, Theologie II 32-34 = ETr II 57-60. See also Jn 7.37-39.  

  Augustine, and almost all later Latin writers, opt for the Holy Spirit; Chrysostom, 

and most of the Greeks, for the grace of the Holy Spirit. Others suggest Christ himself, or 

the gospel teaching (Ammonius, Euthymius, Theodoretus), or encountering Jesus, and so 

on. Maldonatus lists the various suggestions (with references). Some of these are 

permissible applications for a preacher, some unjustifiable refinements of the writer’s 

thought, which is to be discerned from the significance of water as God’s gift.  
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‘the unusual position of a]n calls strong attention to the hypothesis’ (JG
2553a), stressing that ‘you would most certainly have asked’, by contrast 

with the more normal order in the following clause (kai; e[dwken a[n soi).
(4) u{dwr zw'n provides the first climax, naming the object of God’s 
munificence.  ‘Spring of Living Water’ on pp. 273-79. 

11. The woman
19

 temporizes, but not disrespectfully. After all, she could 

reasonably have asked why Jesus, if he had access to living water, had 

asked her for a drink in the first place (Chrysostom), and the fact that she 

does not put this question is a strong signal not to interpret this dialogue 

as if it were meant to be taken as a stenographer’s account of a con-

versation.
20

 This woman is the first person in John’s Gospel to address 

Jesus as kuvrie, Sir, and does so three times, with increasing respect 

(4.11, 15, 19). The same courteous mode of address to Jesus by those 

who were not yet his disciples recurs in 4.49; 5.7; 9.36, 38, and also (with 

a double meaning, of course) in 20.15. It is not expressly stated that the 

paralytic in 5.7 came to believe in Jesus, but all the others who begin by 

addressing Jesus as Sir soon become his disciples (4.29, 39, 42, 53; 9.36, 

38). ou[te… kaiv, in Classical Greek very rare (MHT III 340), indicates 

that the two facts mentioned are correlative (BDF 445 [3]; pace JG

2258). kai; to; frevar ejsti;n baquv. The water is usually about 100 feet 
or 30 metres below the surface,

21

 lighter and more pleasant to the taste 

than the hard water from the neighbouring springs (Abel, Géographie, I 

448). Where do you get the living water from? is a logical conclusion 

leading into v. 12. 

12. mhv indicates a question expecting a negative answer, = numquid

(MHT III 282-83 and JG 2235). suv is emphatic. Is it really possible that 

you… e[dwken. No OT text attests that Jacob actually dug the well 
(compare Gen 33.18-20), but the woman calls attention to its age and 

importance, affirming that it was bequeathed by Jacob to supply water for 

his family and livestock. (Hence the variant dedwken (∏66.75
 C f

13
) would 

19

 UBS
3

 and NA
27

 place h gunh in square brackets, judging its presence or absence 

equiprobable: UBS gives the evidence, TCGNT its evaluation.  

20

 Contrast D. Fr. Strauss, Life of Jesus (ETr), 305-308. 

21

 The variations in depth cited in different books result from measurements taken at 

different times of the year, or from the amount of rainfall that year, or (all too often in the 

past) from the custom of dropping a stone to illustrate the depth to visitors. G. A. Smith, 

in his Historical Geography (1st ed., 1894) wrote ‘It is impossible to say whether the 

well is now dry, for many feet of it are choked with stones’ (p. 374), and a Scottish 

minister, Andrew Thomson, describes how in the spring of 1869, ‘there was a hole 

without fence around it of any kind, and less than a yard in diameter; - and this was the 

mouth of Jacob’s Well. We looked down, and apparently about fifteen feet from the 

mouth, it was clogged up with great stones’ (In the Holy Land, London, 1882, 213-14). J. 

Murphy-O’Connor quotes both 35 m (in The Holy Land, 1st ed., 1980, 210) and (in 4th 

ed., 1998, 287) 22.5 m. 
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have seemed more natural on the lips of the Samaritan.) In the LXX the 

normal term for cattle is kthvnh, and ta; qrevmmata (hapax legomenon
in the NT and absent from the LXX), a common word for a domesticated 

animal, especially a sheep or goat (LSJ: BDAG; MM), is here the mot

juste to refer to Jacob’s livestock, for he was not a breeder or keeper of 

oxen and cows (LXX, kthvnh), but a semi-nomad.22 The customary 
rendering cattle (so AV to RSV, NEB and REB) is therefore misleading: 

flocks is preferred by Kleist, NAB and NRSV (but that excludes goats and 

donkeys), flocks and herds by NIV. Small livestock would be ideal, but 

seems pedantic. We shall use simply livestock.

 ‘Surely you are not greater than our father Jacob?’ Only one person 

in the five books of the Torah answers to this description, the one who 

having ‘nothing to draw with’ gave Israel ‘living water’ at Rephidim 

(Exod 17.1-7) and Kadesh (Num 20.2-18), where ‘water came forth abun-

dantly, and the congregation drank, and their cattle’ (20.11), passages 

which we should nowadays regard as two versions of the same story 

about water produced from a rock-face. The Samaritan woman is then 

implicitly asking Jesus whether he is the prophet like Moses, the one 

spoken of in Deut 18.15, 18-19. This ‘prophet like Moses’ was some-

times called the Ta’eb, that is, ‘the One who will return’, or possibly as 

‘the One who will restore [everything]’, who was expected to be, like 

Moses, not just a political ruler, but also a teacher.
23

Jn 4.25. But (see 

above, on mhv), she expects the answer ‘No’. Her mindset is locked in the 
past (see also 4.20), so Jesus from this point onwards begins to speak 

only about the future. Note the parallel in 8.53.  

13. Jesus refuses to accept the woman’s challenge to reveal another 

source of drinking-water because drinking-water like that supplied at 

Rephidim and Kadesh does not satisfy for very long. Instead, he rewords 

his earlier conditional (4.10) offer to the woman, implicitly admitting that 

it was rather strange that he had asked her for water when it should have 

been the other way round, and explaining why he had first made a request 

for a drink. It was to open a dialogue, so that she, from recognizing the 

greatness of his gift, might come to perceive the greatness of the giver (

4.10 on tiv" ejstin oJ levgwn soi). pa'" oJ pivnwn (present participle) 

22

 R. de Vaux, Ancient Israel, 3.  

23

ta<eb, baeT; is the participle of the Aramaic verb bWT, meaning both to return and to

restore: see Jastrow 1649. The former is the more common understanding of the term in 

the Samaritan context, but J. Jeremias, in TWNT VII 89
31ff.

, prefers wiederherstellen.

There is no primary material earlier than, or contemporaneous with, the NT to supply 

further detail: see TWNT I 387
17

-88
2

 (A. Oepke); IV 863-64 and VII 90
2-8

 (J. Jeremias) 

and Schnackenburg on Jn 4.25. The importance of this expectation for the Samaritans is 

evident from the fact that Deut 18.18-22 is added to the Tenth Commandment in their 

version of Exod 20 after v. 17, an addition now attested also in 4Q158 (= 4QRP
a

)and 

4QTest (= 4Q175). See E. Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, Minneapolis, 2nd 

ed., 1992, 88. 
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implies that everyone (not just the woman he is addressing) who habitu-

ally drinks or continues to drink of the water from Jacob’s Well will be 

thirsty again. 

14. o}" dÆ a]n pivh/ ktl. (aorist) but whoever takes one sip24

of the water 

that I shall give him will never again know thirst; on the contrary, the 

water that I shall give him will become, in him, a spring of water welling 

up into eternal life. Note the futures, ejgw; dwvsw, ouj mh; diyhvsei, dwvsw, 
genhvsetai. ouj mh; diyhvsei. Compare Isa 49.10 (cited in Rev 7.16) on 
the time of salvation, and Sir 24.21 on the wise person’s ever-increasing 

thirst for more wisdom during this earthly life. So the living water 

promised by Jesus will never fail because it comes direct from the 

ultimate divine source, giving both life and light, as promised in Ps 36.9-

10 (Aquinas). On eij" to;n aijw'na, see below at v. 15. phgh; u{dato"
aJllomevnou was preferred perhaps because of its alliterative assonance 
with the Hebrew hl[ (>lh), used in Num 21.17; but compare also Prov 

18.4 in the LXX:  

 u{dwr baqu;;;; lovgo" ejn kardiva/ ajndrov",
potamo;" de; ajnaphduvei kai; phgh; zwh'".25

15. levgei pro;" aujto;n hJ gunhv. Up to this point in the conversation, 
levgein, whether used of Jesus or of the woman (Jn 4.7, 9, 10, 11, 13) has 
always been followed by the dative. levgein prov" (as distinct from 
levgein tiniv) is in John more formal and more respectful: hitherto it has 

appeared only at 2.3 and 3.4 (and will return at 4.49). Here, especially 

when reinforced by kuvrie, it serves to underline the seriousness and the 
sincerity of the woman’s request. She asks Jesus to give her once for all 

(dov", not divdou) this water (tou'to to; u{dwr),26 that she may not thirst
ever again (i{na mh; diyw') nor keep coming through here (dievrcwmai27
ejnqavde)—to Jacob’s Well!—to go on continually drawing water 

(ajntlei'n, not, as in 4:7, ajntlh'sai). This i{na mhv followed by the 
present subjunctive is hapax legomenon in John (Westcott), and therefore 

among the most emphatic negatives in the Gospel, particularly when 

followed by eij" to;n aijw'na. The tenses of the four verbs used by the 

woman constitute a fourfold affirmation of her complete acceptance of 

Jesus’ offer.  

 [i{{na mh; diyw'] eij" to;n aijw'na provides the first instance in John of 
the phrase eij" to;n aijw'na, which, apart from one exception in 9.32 (ejk

24

 The variant o de pinwn (in a* and D) seems to be a correction, but it loses the 

force of the distinction between the present and the aorist. 

25

 B-L 139-40 quotes three parallel texts from the Samaritan Memar Marqah 2,1 and 

6,3.  

26

 In John, this word, when used as a pronominal adjective, seems to carry a certain 

emphasis if it precedes the noun: cf. ou|to" in Jn 9.24; 11.47; 12.34; 21.23.  
27

 Thus ∏66

and a*, and justifiably preferred by NA27

.
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tou' aijw'no"), is the only form in which aijwvn occurs in this Gospel. 

Elsewhere in the NT eij" to;n aijw'na is not common (15 times),28 but in 
John’s Gospel, it occurs 12 times (4.14; 6.51, 58; 8.35 [×2], 51, 52; 

10.28; 11.26; 12.34; 13.8; 14.16), mostly on the lips of Jesus. In this first 

occurrence, it refers to a woman’s artless desire to have an unfailing 

supply of the most fundamental necessity of life, water, eij" to;n aijw'na.
Jesus, starting from this point, promises to lead her into a richer and more 

profound understanding of what life itself is, by pointing towards an aijwvn
which, far from terminating at bodily death, will then, and then only, 

blossom into full perfection. The full connotation of the concept emerges 

only in the subsequent occurrences of the term until, in its last occurrence 

at 14.6, Jesus promises to his disciples the gift of another Paraclete, the 

Spirit of truth, who will remain with them eij" to;n aijw'na, for all future 
time. Already in 4.14 we have just re-encountered the term zwh; aijwvnio",
here for the first time on Jesus’ lips, a term which occurs 17 times in the 

Gospel (3.15, 16, 36; 4.14, 36; 5.24, 39; 6.27, 40, 47, 54, 68; 10.28; 

12.25, 50; 17.2, 3—always anarthrous except at 17.3); and the adjective 

aijwvnio" occurs nowhere in this Gospel except in this phrase, eternal life.
See the conclusion of the following essay.  

 With the dwvsw of living water in 4.14, compare the dwvsei in 6.27 and 
divdwsin in 6.35 of life-giving bread; and the identical responses—dov"
moi (4.15) and do;" hJmi'n (6.34). 

SPRING OF LIVING WATER

The word !yim' (mayim) is found over 500 times in the Hebrew OT, more 

than 200x in the Torah and about another 100 times in Joshua–Judges, 1–

2 Samuel and 1–2 Kings. Almost everywhere, it denotes just the natural 

element water, and in the books mentioned, its use even in the simple 

simile ‘like water’, is extremely rare.
29

 Similarly, in the Torah, the only 

books accepted by the Samaritans as the Word of God, there are about 40 

references to wells, none metaphorical. Further, the Hebrew phrase 

translated living water (!yYiij' !yIm' [mayim ̇ ayyim]), which occurs eight (or 

seven) times in the Torah, refers on every occasion to the physical 

element alone, and is never a metaphor: thus Gen 26.19, a well of spring 

water (NRSV); Lev 14.5, 6, 50, 51, 52; [15.13?],
30

 and Num 19.17, 

28

 Elsewhere it sometimes denotes the inclusion or exclusion of something for all 

future time in this world (thus Mt 21.19; Mk 3.29; 11.14; Lk 1.55; 1 Cor 8.13), and 

sometimes occurs in connection with a citation from the LXX (2 Cor 9.9; Heb [all six 

relating to Melchizedek] 5.6; 6.20; 7.17, 21, 24, 28; 1 Pet 1.25); the other instances are 

both Johannine, 1 Jn 2.17; 2 Jn 2.  

29

 Gen 49.4 (Reuben’s instability); Deut 12.16, 24; 15.23 (blood poured out like 

water); Josh 7.5 (hearts turned to water) and 2 Sam 14.14—only six instances out of 

more than 300 occurrences.  

30

Living is here omitted in some MSS of the LXX (B A).  
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denoting fresh or running water (NRSV) for cleansing. The phrase a well 

of living water occurs once only
31

 in these five books, with reference to 

the well found by Isaac’s servants (Gen 26.19: LXX, frevar u{dato" 
zw'nto").  
 With this background, it is not surprising that the Samaritan woman 

should understand Jesus’ phrase about ‘living water’ in Jn 4.10 as a refer-

ence to drinking-water. She naturally thinks in terms of her local well, to;
frevar (Jn 4.11, 12), and raises two objections to his offer of ‘living 

water’ in v. 10: (1) Jesus has no bucket and the well is deep; (2) surely he 

cannot be claiming to have found a new well in the vicinity?  

 Jesus counters her first point by discreetly substituting for to; frevar
the word phghv (v.14, without the article) thereby moving the dialogue on 
to a new plane: he speaks not of the well, but of a spring. frevar denotes 
a well purposely dug by human labour, phghv, a natural spring created by 
God (BDAG). A well once dug may run dry, as the Well of Jacob often 

does after a low winter rainfall;
32

 a natural spring is fed by ‘the waters 

that are under the earth’, and flows eternally at God’s behest (Gen 1.9). In 

the LXX phghv appears nearly 100 times. It is the translation always 
given, on more than 50 occasions, for two Hebrew words denoting a 

natural spring which are rarely metaphorical;
33

 but on 14 occasions phghv
stands for r/qm;] (mÂqor), which occurs several times as a metaphor (KBR 

II 627). In eight texts (all in the Wisdom Books) we find phgh; zwh'". In
Proverbs, this fountain of life is said to flow from the mouth of the 

righteous (10.11), the teaching of the wise (13.14), the fear of the Lord 

(14.27), from wisdom (16.22) and from wise counsel of the heart (18.4); 

similarly in Sir 21.13b, from the counsel of the wise.
34

 Psalms 36(35).9 

attributes the origin of this source of life unequivocally to the Godhead: 

‘With you is the fountain-head of life, and it is in your light that we see 

light’.
35

 In short, once Wisdom has built her house and set her table (Prov 

9.1, 2), it is not from any earthly well (frevar) that she summons people 

to drink at her banquet, but from the rivers of delight that flow from the 

‘fountain-head of life’ in the house of the God of Israel (Ps 36[35].9). 

This ‘fountain-head of life’ embraces all that external enlightenment of 

the mind on matters of truth and goodness which flows ultimately from 

God alone, the supreme embodiment of which is to be found, according 

 
31

 Twice, if the LXX reading is accepted at Gen 21.19. 

 
32

 G. A. Smith, Historical Geography, 372; Abel, Géographie, I 144. 

 
33

 @yi[' (>ayin) = spring (around 30 times in the Pentateuch and historical books), and 

@y:[•m' (ma>yān) (around 20 times). They stand in contrast to any well (raeB • [be<er]), cistern 
(r/B [bôr]) or water-tank (bG« [geb]) dug out by human labour.  

 
34

 The RSV here renders (inexplicably) ‘and his counsel like a flowing stream’. 

Contrast NRSV: ‘and their counsel like a life-giving spring’ 

 
35

 The eighth text, Cant 4.15, though metaphorical, contributes nothing to the 

understanding of John.  
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to Sir 24.21, 23, 30-33, in the Law of Moses.
36

 This is the ‘living water’ 

of which Jesus invites the Samaritan woman to drink. 

 Outside the Pentateuch, in strong contrast with the usage there, the 

phrase living water appears only as a metaphor. The LXX twice renders 

the Hebrew phrase as u{dwr zw'n (Cant 4.15; Zech 14.8), but in Jer 2.13 it 

gives phgh; u{dato" zwh'" (A ac have zw'nto"), and in 17.13, phgh;
zwh'".37 In these two texts Jeremiah writes that the people have ‘forsaken 
[Yahweh] the fountain of living water’, and they are the only OT texts 

apart from Ps 35(36).9 which identify this ‘fountain-head of life’ with 

God. In each context Jeremiah is reproaching God’s people for their 

neglect of true religion (Jer 2.8; 17.15-18), while assuring them that there 

are solid grounds for hope (cf. 3.12-14; 17.13a). For the days are coming 

when they will return (30.3) and reconstruct their country (31.2-14), 

when God will establish a new commonwealth, with Israel and Judah 

reunited, on a foundation more solid than the Mosaic Covenant, a 

covenant written in their hearts (31.31-34). In OT terms, this declaration 

is truly breath-taking: the people that had abandoned the very fountain of 

living water are promised a future superior to everything that Moses 

gave. Ezekiel echoes the same message: God will cleanse the people with 

clean water, give them a new heart and a new spirit, enabling them to 

keep the Law (Ezek 36.25-27). His text about water flowing out of the 

sanctuary in the New Jerusalem to bring life to the dried-up land even 

beyond Judah’s borders (47.1-12) is similarly optimistic: ‘future salvation 

is here promised for the territory outside the sanctuary’ (Zimmerli, 

Ezekiel, ETr II 509b). Ezekiel’s message is recalled in Zech 13.1; 14.8: 

living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem. Joel too foretells an age 

when God will pour out his Spirit on all flesh and a fountain shall come 

forth from the house of the Lord (3.1-2; 4.18 = EV 2.28-29; 3.18). This 

living water is, quite simply, the knowledge of the word and wisdom of 

God as contained in the tradition of Israel.
38

 These texts from the Wisdom Books and the Prophets, so clearly 

remembered in Rev 21.6 and 22.1, must have been in the mind of the 

evangelist too (cf. 7.38), for the metaphor was common enough in NT 

times. Baruch 3.12 refers to ‘the fountain of wisdom’. Philo speaks of 

God himself as hJ phghv th'" sofiva", imparting every form of knowledge 
to the mortal race (De Sacrificiis XVII 64: Loeb II 142), and of the 

supreme Divine Word, to;n ajnwtavton lovgon qei'on, as ‘that supreme 
and most excellent Spring, which the All-Father declared by the mouth of 

 
36

 A Thanksgiving Hymn from Qumran uses the same metaphors, speaking about 

God-given wisdom as a well, a fountain of life, a spring of living waters etc. (1 QH VIII, 

listed as fn. 14 in Vermes, DSSE, 4th ed., 213-14).  

 
37

 Jer 2.13 and 17.13 are the only OT texts which mention together a spring and 

living water. Gen 26.19 and Cant 4.15 speak of a well of flowing water, but not a spring 

(of a raeB“ (be<er) = frevar, but not a r/qm;] (māqor) = phghv). 
 

38

 Pancaro, The Law, 473-85, provides a good survey of twentieth-century exegesis 

up to 1975, with ample references to the texts from Qumran.  
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prophets’ (De Fuga XVIII 97 and XXXVI 197: Loeb V 62,116). The 

same expressions are found in Qumran (see below), in the Odes of 

Solomon (11.6-8; 30) and regularly among the Rabbis (SB II 443-43, 483, 

485, 492).
39

 The suggestion that Jesus was inviting the Samaritan woman 

(and by implication her people) to examine more closely how the 

prophets and the teachers of wisdom had interpreted the Books of Moses 

is attractive; but can one argue that the evangelist intended to imply this 

by a simple reference to ‘a spring of living water’? Everyone knows that 

the Samaritans accepted as the Word of God only the Torah. 

 Here the second question put to Jesus, ‘Are you greater than our father 

Jacob?’, becomes relevant, for it allows him to continue his discourse by 

speaking about the Torah. As explained above ( Jn 4.12), the woman’s 

question alludes to the prophet like Moses mentioned in Deut 18.15-18: 

can Jesus, like Moses, provide water for the people on their earthly 

journey? Jesus’ reply in Jn 4.13-14 is ‘Yes—and it will slake all thirst for 

ever!’ The woman’s reference to livestock in Jn 4.12 is proof that she has 

in mind only the water shared by humans and beasts alike, but the phrase 

she uses in John (‘his children and his livestock’) does not occur any-

where in the OT with reference to Jacob. Its equivalent, however, occurs 

both in Exod 17.1-7 and in Num 20.2-13, in the two stories about Moses 

miraculously producing water by striking a rock-face. Indeed, these are 

the only texts anywhere in the OT where such a phrase, equivalent to 

‘ourselves and our livestock’, does occur (Exod 17.3; Num 20.4, 8, 11). 

Thus the wording of the question in John confirms that the challenge 

from Samaria means: ‘Are you greater than Jacob, are you the prophet 

like Moses?’ 4.12 and fn.17. 

 At Exod 17.1-7 and Num 20.2-13 none of the Palestinian Targums 

gives any midrashic interpretation of the Hebrew text: the water from the 

rock at Rephidim and at Meribah is understood to be simply drinking-

water. But after the strife at Meribah, when Moses leads the people along 

the edge of the desert east of Edom and Moab, there is a third revolt, 

again because of the poor food and lack of water (Num 21.5-6). On this 

third occasion, the Lord answers not with abundant water from a rock-

face, but with a scourge of poisonous serpents, until the people repent 

(21.4-9), and it is only after their repentance, when they resume their 

journey (21.10-17), that they come upon a source of water, where they 

dig a well (21.16-18). John, in 3.14-15, has just made use of the story 

about the revolt recounted in Num 21.4-9, and about the bronze serpent 

which brought healing in the desert; he turns now to the well mentioned 

immediately after that episode, in Num 21.10-17. The drinking-water 

supplied earlier at Massah and Meribah was a miraculous gift which God 

did not repeat: the story in Num 21.10-17 is about the last well 

encountered in the desert, which had to supply water throughout the 

39

 For the detail see TWNT VI 135-60 (L. Goppelt). 
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whole journey until Israel reached the edge of the Promised Land, and the 

Targums, alert to the difference, are anxious to explain its significance.  

 In the MT, the key words in Num 21.16-18 are that the water was 

given to the people by God (v. 16), and sprang up for them (v. 17). The 

Palestinian Targums, in sharp contrast to their sober renderings of the 

episodes at Massah and at Meribah, paraphrase this present passage to an 

extent which alters its meaning. ‘It is the well which the princes of the 

world, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, dug from the beginning; the intelligent 

ones of the people perfected it, the seventy sages who were distinguished; 

the scribes of Israel, Moses, and Aaron, measured it… It was given to 

them (as) a gift’ (Neofiti).
40

 Here the well dug in the desert is interpreted 

as denoting the Divine Revelation to the Patriarchs, and its expression in 

the Torah; the place-name Mattanah (MT, v. 18) is translated as a gift;

and this is the well whose waters, in Jewish tradition, followed the people 

and enabled them to reach the Promised Land. These Targums then relate 

that ‘swelling torrents’ of this water, ‘[going] up with them to the tops of 

the high mountains’, then ‘down with them to the deep valleys’, accom-

panied the Israelites ‘as a gift of God’ until they reached the steppes of 

Moab (Neofiti, Num 21.19-20).
41

 Such a gravity-defying stream needs 

explaining, and so the Damascus Document (written around 100 B.C.?) 

affirms not merely that the Well symbolizes the Torah (‘they dug a well 

rich in water’, CD III 17) but boldly states in a comment on Num 21.18, 

that ‘The Well is the Law’ (CD VI 5). Philo too interprets the Well of 

Num 21 in a figurative sense: it symbolizes wisdom which lies deep 

below the surface, to drink of which is needful and delicious above all 

things (De Ebrietate XXIX 112-13: Loeb III 378); and also under-

standing (ejpisthvmh) which has long been hidden but is finally found (De
Somniis II, XLI 271: Loeb V 564).

42

 The evidence of Qumran and Philo is 

proof that the symbolic interpretation represented in the Palestinian 

Targums was broadly known when the Fourth Gospel was written: and 

this is the key to understanding Jn 4.14-15. Jesus is telling the Samaritan 

woman that this is how the stories in the Torah concerning water should 

be understood. Far better than to drink of Jacob’s Well is to drink deep of 

the living water of the Word of God. 

 The narrative in John opened with Jesus asking the woman to let him 

have a drink of water from Jacob’s Well (dov~ moi pei'n, 4.7) and this first 
part ends with her begging him to give her that special, living water of 

which he had just spoken (kuvrie, dov" moi tou'to to; u{dwr, 4.15). The 
reversal of roles began when Jesus said (4.10) ‘If only you were aware of 

40

 Trans. McNamara, pp. 119-20. The words in italic are those which diverge from 

the Hebrew. McNamara observes (119 fn. 20) that this paraphrase is for the greater part 

found also in Onqelos, in Pseudo-Philo (LAB 10.7; 11.15; 20.8) and the Tosefta.  

41

 Similarly the Fragment-Targums and Pseudo-Jonathan. Compare 1 Cor 10.4 on the 

rock (Num 20.7-11) which supplied water thereafter.  

42

 The Vita Mosis I 255-56 (Loeb VI 408) gives no similar interpretation.  
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the bountiful gift of God’. The verb didovnai occurs 75 times in John,43
and it refers mostly to a gift from God, or from Jesus, in the order of 

grace. didovnai figured twice in the Prologue (1.12, 17) and four times in 
3.16, 27, 34, 35, with reference to God’s gracious gifts to ‘the world’. 

Now, in 4.7-14, in order to stress its importance, didovnai recurs seven 
times,

44

 water being the gift at each step forward in the dialogue. By the 

end of this section (in v.15), petitioner and donor have exchanged roles, 

the nature of the longed-for water has altered, and what began as an 

urgent plea by Jesus for a sip of water proves to be the divinely ordained 

occasion for God’s offering to the people of Samaria the waters of 

salvation (compare Isa 12.3). ‘Ille autem qui bibere quaerebat, fidem 

ipsius mulieris sitiebat’ (Augustine, In Ioannem XV 11).  

 The question, ‘Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the 

well?’ (Jn 4.12), also opens the path to a further level of interpretation. 

There is no allusion in the OT to Jacob’s finding or digging any well: 

indeed, only one OT text links Jacob with a well, Gen 29.1-12, when he 

is seeking a wife in Haran. The Palestinian Targums interpret this episode 

as follows ‘When our father Jacob raised the stone from above the mouth 

of the well, the well overflowed and came up to its mouth, and was over-

flowing for twenty years—all the days that he dwelt in Haran’ (Neofiti).
45

If this midrashic interpretation was commonly known when the Gospel 

was being written, then the woman is possibly asking (perhaps ironically) 

whether Jesus can (like Jacob) provide a supply of natural spring-water 

that will surge up to the surface. The idea has its attraction partly by 

reason of the word aJllomevnou in Jesus’ reply ( 4.14), but there is 

another, stronger, argument in its favour.  

 The evangelist is here portraying Jesus as the bridegroom of Israel 

( 3.29) come to offer to the long estranged people of Samaria access to 

a spring of living water (Jer 2.13; and Jn 4.6). Jeremiah, in 2.13, is 

reiterating the theme of Hosea, of God’s enduring love even for his 

faithless bride (2.2; 31.32), summoning both the Northern and Southern 

Kingdoms to return together to Yahweh (3.11-25); then Samaria and the 

fertile hills of Ephraim (31.5-6) will joyfully worship together with Judah 

in Zion (see also 31.7-34).
46

 Ezekiel too had spoken of Samaria’s 

returning to life (16.51, 53; with ch. 23 compare 37.21-28), as well as 

Jerusalem (40–48). See also Zech 10.6-7. The Prophets, like the Wisdom 

writers, are convinced that the source of new life will be the knowledge 

of the one true God as known and handed down in Israel.  

43

 Seldom with a purely secular meaning, and even then only in conventional phrases: 

e.g. Jn 1.22; 19.9 with ajpovkrisin, and in 18.22; 19.3 with rJavpisma.
44

 Not counting o} e[dwken ÆIakwvb in 4.5, because it is outside the dialogue.  

45

 Trans. McNamara, 139-40. Note that this text occurs at 28.10. Similarly in the 

Fragment-Targums,and Pseudo-Jonathan (at 28.10), but not in Onqelos. 

46

 On the texts mentioned, see W. McKane, Jeremiah (ICC), and particularly his 

comments (II clvii-clx) on chs. 30–31.  
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 The Fourth Gospel, in presenting the New Jerusalem, had to include 

Samaria, and the evangelist, by glossing spring of living water as a spring 

of water welling up into eternal life, has superimposed on Jeremiah’s 

words a new dimension. zwh; aijwvnio", a concept practically unknown in 
the LXX (only Dan 12.2; 2 Mac 7.9, 36), is central to John, where its full 

meaning is only gradually disclosed as the Gospel proceeds (cf. 17.3). So 

far, the term has occurred three times (3.15, 16, 36), always to affirm that 

everyone who believes will have life eternal. The spring of water surg- 

ing up into life eternal is thus a metaphor for the knowledge of God 

continuous with, but even more profound than, that revealed in the Torah 

(see 1.17). oJ dev qeov" plevon ti h] zwhv, phghv tou' zh'n, wJ" aujtov"
ei\pen, ajevnnao". ‘God is something more than Life, an ever-flowing 

Spring of living, as He Himself says’ (Philo, De Fuga XXXVI 198: Loeb 

V 116). This leads into the second part of the narrative.  

In the prophets, the promise of living water is sometimes accompanied by 

the promise of the gift of a new spirit (Ezek 36.25-27; Joel 3.1-2 = EV 

2.28-29; also Isa 44.3 and Zech 12.10 [pour out a spirit] with 13.1; 14.6), 

for the Spirit of God was regarded as the power which would bring into 

being and sustain the new Age of the End-time.
47

 So far, in John’s 

Gospel, the Spirit has been only briefly mentioned, in 1.32-33 by the 

Baptist; by Jesus in 3.5, 6, 8; and in 3.34, ‘God is not parsimonious in 

bestowing the Spirit’. In 4.16-26, Jesus, as he describes the future age 

which is coming into being, introduces into the dialogue the motif of the 

Spirit. 4.23. 

POSTSCRIPT: ON A SUGGESTION BY BULTMANN

‘That the water of Jn 4.10-15 is not the water of the Messianic age of 

salvation…, but is based on the Gnostic usage, specifically as in Od. Sol., 

is shown by the parallels and by the fact that the meaning of u{dwr zw'n is

governed by the contrast with natural spring-water’ (Bultmann, ETr 185 

fn. 3 = German 136 fn. 3). The footnotes on pp. 184-85 (= German 135-

36) supply copious references to the Odes and to other writings. Today, 

few (if any) consider the Odes as inspired by non-Christian Gnosticism.
48

F.-M. Braun, Jean le théologien, I 242-45, argued in 1959 that the author 

of the Odes was fully familiar with the Gospel of John, and in 1977 J. A. 

Emerton considered the debate closed: ‘The Odes are plainly Christian in 

their present form’.
49

 J. H. Charlesworth expressed the general consensus: 

while there are ‘striking and significant parallels’ with the Gospel of 

John, one should not readily assume that the Odes are dependent on John, 

47

 See W. Eichrodt, Theologie des AT II §13 III. 32-34 = ETr II 57-60. 

48

 It is a matter of regret that in his first volume, published in 1965, Schnackenburg 

wrote of ‘the Gnostic Odes of Solomon’ (I 463,466 = ETr 427, 430).  

49

 ‘Notes on Some Passages in the Odes of Solomon’, JTS 28 (1977), 507-19.  
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but should inquire whether they do not come from the same type of 

Christian community, during the late first or early second century.
50

 Of the other texts cited by Bultmann, the majority come from 

Mandean literature, of which the dates and places of origin are quite 

uncertain. Kurt Rudolph writes that ‘the most ancient go back to the 4th 

century’ and ‘are connected in many ways with the ancient gnostic 

tradition as we encounter it especially in Syria (Gospel of John, Odes of 

Solomon)’ (Gnosis, p. 346), but this assessment is hardly sufficient to 

sustain the weight of the thesis of Bultmann stated above.  

4.16-30: SEEKING THE HAND OF THE BRIDE

16

 He said to her, ‘Go, call your husband and come back here’. 
17

 In reply the 

woman said to him, ‘I have no husband’. Jesus said to her, ‘You have done 

well in saying, I have no husband, 
18

 for you have had five men and the one 

you have at present is not your husband. What you have just said is true.’ 

19

 The woman said to him, ‘Sir, I perceive that you are a prophet. 
20

 Our 

fathers have worshipped on this mountain, but you say the place where one 

must worship is in Jerusalem.’ 
21

 Jesus said to her, ‘Woman, believe me, an 

hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor 

in Jerusalem. You are at present worshipping something of which you are 

unaware, for salvation is from the Jews.  

23

 ‘But the hour is coming’ [and now is] ‘when those who are genuine 

worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for indeed those are 

the people the Father seeks to have as his worshippers. 
24

 God is spirit, and 

those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.’ 
25

 The woman said 

to him, ‘I am aware that a Messiah is going to come’ [the one we call Christ]; 

‘when he comes, he will disclose everything to us’. 
26

 Jesus said to her, ‘I who 

am speaking to you am he’. 

27

 At this point his disciples arrived and were amazed that he was talking 

with a woman. (No one, however, said, ‘What are you trying to find out?’ or 

‘What are you talking about with her?’) 
28

 In consequence, the woman left her 

water jar, and went off to the village, and said to the people, 
29

 ‘Come and see 

a man who told me everything I have ever done! Is it really possible that this 

is the Messiah?’ 
30

 They came out of the village and began to make their way 

towards him.  

16. u{page, Go, is the popular word for ‘go, depart’, used only in the 
present, and in the NT, most frequently in John (BDF 101 under a[gein). 
It is regularly used with the meaning to go home (see BDAG; JV 1652a, 

1655, 1658; and note Jn 7.33; 8.14 etc.). fwvnhson to;n a[ndra sou. 
Chrysostom suggests this was in order to share the gift; Augustine 

interprets it symbolically, as meaning ‘bring your intelligence into play’ 

(and see that the promise concerns spiritual water). Bengel submits, more 

prosaically, that the woman seems to have thought it was to help her to 

50

 In his Introduction to the Odes of Solomon, OTP II 725-34, noting particularly pp. 

728, 730, 732.  
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carry home more of the new water! These three interpretations are 

evidence enough that the clause is meant solely to carry the narrative 

forward. kai; ejlqe; ejnqavde. English usage demands come back here.

17-18. kalw'" ei\pa" o{ti a[ndra oujk e[cw. ‘Sad irony’, writes 

Westcott, citing Rupert: ‘clementiae manum porrigens pepercit pudori’. 

English idiom suggests that e[sce" be translated you have had, but it 

would be just as acceptable to use you had, thus making a sharp contrast 

with e[cei". tou'to ajlhqev" is a ‘predicate adjective’ (BDF 272; MHT 

III 225 JG 1894), which, taken with ei[rhka", gives the sense, ‘This 

statement you have just made is true’.
51

 The interpretation of vv. 17-18 turns on how one understands the 

words pevnte ga;r a[ndra" e[sce", which may for the moment be 

translated as You have had five husbands. Some deny a priori that these 

words represent an actual historical saying of Jesus, for how could he 

possibly have known that this woman had had five husbands? Others try 

to maintain their authenticity by introducing unattested and unprovable 

hypotheses;
52

 and yet others (including many fundamentalists) regard the 

statement as clear evidence of Jesus’ preternatural knowledge. All three 

groups take it for granted that the Gospel represents Jesus as saying that 

the woman had herself, as a matter of historical fact, had five husbands 

(or men) during her lifetime. Against this, the fact that the woman is not 

portrayed as overcome by guilt, shame or even embarrassment at Jesus’ 

words suggests that one should not too readily impute to her personally a 

life-time of unchastity, or assume that the evangelist is implying this.  

 Since D. Fr. Strauss published Das Leben Jesu in 1832, many have 

interpreted the five husbands symbolically, arguing that, just as the 

woman is a symbol of the Samaritan people, so the five husbands repre-

sent the five foreign cults introduced into Samaria after its inclusion into 

the empire of Assyria (2 Kgs 17.24-34). This interpretation has some-

times been rejected on the ground that ‘not 5 but 7 divinities are men-

tioned, some of which are female’ (Bultmann); to which one may reply 

that in many such cults, a god was worshipped along with his consort (as 

at Sepharvaim 17.31), and that Josephus certainly saw them as five cults, 

not seven (Ant. IX xiv 3 = 288). Another argument adduced against the 

allusion to 2 Kgs 17 is that those foreign gods were worshipped simul-

taneously, whereas the Samaritan woman had her husbands successively; 

51

 The variant alhqw" could be interpreted as meaning You have truly said this - but 

that is a fact which is not in dispute; the variant may therefore be set aside as an attempt 

to clarify the sense by using simpler wording.  

52

 Of which quite the most charming is that of H. E. G. Paulus, cited by Strauss. 

‘While Jesus sat at the well, and the woman was advancing from the city, some passer-by 

hinted to him that he had better not engage in conversation with her, as she was on the 

watch to obtain a sixth husband’ (Life of Jesus, ETr 306, referring to Paulus’ Das Leben 

Jesu I a 187 and his Commentary in loco.) Detail on Paulus in W. G. Kümmel, The NT: 

The History of the investigation of its Problems, London, 1975, ETr 90-93.  
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but this is to interpret the parallelism as an allegory, and ‘the Evangelist 

does not use allegorization, but rather symbolic representation as his main 

literary device’ (again, Bultmann).
53

 The word a[nhr occurs only eight times in John’s Gospel, five of them 

in this text, 4.16-18 (elsewhere only at 1.13, 30; 6.10): compare the five 

loaves and the two fish in ch. 6, where loaves occurs five times (6.5, 7, 9, 

11, 13) and fish twice (6.9, 11).
54

 The fivefold repetition of a[nhr is very 

probably an intimation that one should be on the watch for symbolism. 

Further, in Aramaic (or Hebrew, or Samaritan) one term for husband is 

ba‘al, the name of the god of the Canaanites, the plural of which 

(be‘alim) was used by the Israelites as a designation for all false gods. 

Hence pevnte a[ndra" e[sce" can signify either You have had five 
husbands or You have had five be‘alim (that is, five false gods), or both.

55

The woman in the story is naturally presented as understanding Jesus’ 

words in the first sense as five husbands or (more probably?) five men,

whereas the evangelist intended to intimate also that Samaria had not 

always given its worship exclusively to the God of Israel.  

19. The woman, astounded at Jesus’ knowledge of such intimate details 

of her life (compare 4.29), replies: Sir,
56

I perceive that you are a prophet

(compare Lk 7.39). Now if he was in truth a prophet, he would be able to 

speak on behalf of God. By asking for a drink (Jn 4.7), Jesus had already 

shown that he did not consider the drinking vessel she had touched to be 

unclean; the woman, by asking for a drink from him (4.15), had recipro-

cated the courtesy. Clearly, he did not consider himself bound by every 

Jewish custom; how far was he prepared to go in overriding convention 

and tradition? Would he be prepared to abandon even the principle of 

worship solely in the temple at Jerusalem?  

In 20-24 proskunei'n is the dominant verb.
57

 It appears to have entered 

the Greek language around 600 B.C., when the Greeks came into contact 

with the Persians, to denote prostrating oneself before a superior being 

such as a king or a deity or their images. Greeks found this custom of 

prostration repugnant (Herodotus VII 136 in contrast with VIII 118; 

Demosthenes, Or. XXI c. Median 549, 106), but in classical times 

53

 Bultmann also cautiously wonders whether the number five was chosen at random, 

or because of its importance in Gnosticism, but remains studiously non-committal. 

54

 Compare also the seven instances of didovnai in 4.7-14 (see the essay ‘Spring of 
Living Water’ on pp. 273-79).  

55

 The same problem may be observed in the modern translations of texts like Jer 3.14 

(RV, husband; RSV NRSV JB NAB, master ); 31.32 (RV RSV NRSV, husband; JB 

NAB, master ). One may wonder whether the ancient Israelites (or the Samaritans) 

would have known the difference (DCH II 237; KBR I 143). 

56 kuvrie is omitted by a* pc:  on ejn ÔIerosoluvmoi" at 4.20.  

57

 For detail consult LSJ; BDAG; JV 1640-51; JG 2019; TWNT VI 759-67 

(HGreeven); EDNT III 173-75 and KBR I 296a. 
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accepted the verb into their language while moderating its significance: 

oujdevna ga;r a[nqrwpon despovthn ajlla; tou;" qeou;" proskunei'te
(Xenophon, Anabasis III ii 13). In Attic Greek its meaning ranges from

adoration to receiving respectfully, but it is followed by the accusative, 

thus effectively eliminating any hint of prostration. After Alexander, as 

Greece came into closer contact with Oriental cultures, the original mean-

ing of the verb as to show reverence by prostration, and kissing the feet, 

the hem of a garment or even the ground, re-emerged on many occasions 

(especially in descriptions of foreign etiquette) and with it the custom of 

employing the dative for the person so honoured. The Koine admits both 

constructions, with the accusative and the dative. For examples see LSJ; 

BDAG. 

 In the LXX proskunei'n is almost everywhere the translation
58

 of the 

Hebrew form hw;;j}T'v]hi (hi¡ta˙ăwāh), a verb which itself originally stressed 
the physical gesture of bowing down in reverence (KBR I 296a), and 

which in the Hebrew Bible was regularly used for worshipping Yahweh 

(or some other deity): note Ps 95.6. In the LXX, therefore, proskunei'n 
may be used absolutely as a technical term for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem 

(e.g. Ps 5.7); it is usually followed by the dative of the deity adored, or of 

the person to whom deference is shown (e.g. 1 Kgdms 2.36; 25.23; 2 

Kgdms 14.33). On those few occasions where proskunei'n is followed by 
the accusative, the Jewish writer may be indicating disapproval of the 

acts of obeisance there described, and is certainly distinguishing between 

them and the worship of God.
59

  

 Outside Revelation (24 times) and Matthew (13 ), the NT is sparing 

and cautious in its use of proskunei'n,60 and of the 11 instances in John, 
nine occur here in 4.20-24. 

 

In 20 proskunei'n occurs twice, referring once to this mountain and once 

to Jerusalem. ejn tw'/ o[rei touvtw/ that is, on Mount Gerizim, overlooking 

Shechem. According to the Samaritans, this mountain, not Jerusalem, was 

‘the place which Yahweh had chosen’ for the liturgical worship enjoined 

by Moses in Deut 12.5, 11, 14; 16.2; 26.2 (note the proximity of 11.29 to 

ch. 12). This, they held, was the site of the altar demanded by Moses in 

27.4 (the Samaritan text here reads Gerizim instead of MT’s Ebal),
61

 

58

 On more than 150 occasions, TWNT VI 761, fn 23. See HR. 

59

 Gen 37.7, 9; Exod 11.8; 2 Chr 24.17; Isa 44.15; EpJer 5 has both accusative and 

dative; Esther 4.17 (×2). JV 1642a gives brief comments on them.  

60

 It occurs only twice in Mark, at 5.6 (the Gadarene demoniac) and 15.19 (the 

soldiers’ mockery). In Lk 4.7, 8 (|| Mt 4.9, 10) Satan uses it in the Temptation story, only 

to be rebutted by Jesus’ citation of Deut 6.13 || 10.20 (according to the reading in A); 

elsewhere in Luke it is found only in a doubtful reading at 24.52. In Acts it occurs only at 

7.43; 8.27; 10.25; 24.11.  

61

 In Deut 27.4, where the command to set up an altar reads in the MT ‘on Mount 

Ebal’, the Samaritan text reads ‘on Mount Gerizim’; and in the text of the Decalogue, the 

Samaritans count the first precept as introductory, and then add as the Tenth Command-
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which Joshua had built and where he had first offered sacrifices in 

Canaan (Josh 8.30-33). Everyone knew that the sanctuary at Jerusalem 

had come into existence many centuries later: compare Ps 78.54 with vv. 

67-68. And at some to us uncertain date, probably after 425 B.C., the 

Samaritans had built their own temple on Gerizim.
62

 It was destroyed in 

129–128 B.C. and there is no record that it was ever rebuilt. pros-
ekunhvsan. The woman speaks of Samaritan worship as something in the 
past (aorist), but of the Jerusalem Temple as still functioning.

63 ejn 
ïIerosoluvmoi" (as distinct from ÆIerousalhvm) is the form always found 
in John: there is no significance in the fact (see BDAG). The omission of 

kuvrie in Jn 4.19, and of oJ tovpo" in 4.20, by a* pc, is probably not a 

scribal error but a deliberate correction by scribes who judged it inappro-

priate that the Samaritan woman should (in spite of her polite kuvrie in 
v.11) at this stage address Jesus as kuvrie or refer to the Jerusalem 
Temple as oJ tovpo", that is ‘The [Holy] Place’ (5.13; 11.48; 14.2-3) 

‘where one must (dei'') worship’. Our fathers have worshipped on this 
mountain, but you say the place where one must worship is in Jerusalem. 

‘To a Samaritan no question could appear more worthy of a prophet’s 

decision than the settlement of the religious centre of the world’ (West-

cott). Later, undatable, Samaritan tradition places both the call to sacrifice 

Isaac on Mount Moriah, and the dream of Jacob at Bethel (Gen 22.2; 

28.1-22) on Mount Gerizim.

21. The woman had addressed Jesus, very courteously, as a prophet 

(4.19). Jesus replies with equal courtesy that her question about the 

proper place for worship is no longer relevant. pivsteuev moi, guvnai.
With pisteuvein, the present (not the aorist) is the form normally used for 
the imperative (MHT III 75), and always in John. Jesus’ use of guvnai 
commends the retention of kuvrie (contra a*) in v.19. These words form a 
fine inclusio with Jesus’ words in v.26. o{ti e[rcetai w{ra. An hour is
coming. This phrase, without the article, is always best interpreted as 

denoting the time after Jesus’ departure; it occurs seven times in Jn (4.21, 

23; 5.25, 28; 16.2, 25, 32). o{te ou[te ejn tw'/ o[rei touvtw/ ou[te ejn 
ïIerosoluvmoi". After the destruction of their Temple by Hyrcanus, the 
Samaritans did not cease to worship on Gerizim,

64

and they have in fact 

continued to do so (perhaps with interruptions) until the present day. It 

has also been suggested (without much success) that some form of 

sacrificial worship may have continued for a while in Jerusalem after 

ment the order to worship on Mount Gerizim, by inserting as Exod 20.17b and as Deut 

5.18b the following verses, in this order: Deut 11.29a; 27.2b-3a, 4a, 5-7; 11.30. See E. 

Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, Minneapolis, 2nd ed., 1992, 94. 

62

 See Schürer II 17-19. 

63

 See Excursus XI, ‘Shechem and Samaria in NT Times’, pp. 302-303.  

64

 For NT times compare Josephus, Ant. XVIII iv 1 = 85-87, observing particularly 

note c in the Loeb edition, p. 61. 
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A.D. 70.
65

 The gospel, however, is not concerned to determine the correct 

locality for earthly liturgy, but to transcend that question by declaring that 

the very principle of worship is about to be altered, irrevocably. Neither 

on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. pros-
kunhvsete tw'/ patriv. In v. 20 the woman had used the verb prosku-
nei'n absolutely, and in the past tense, of her own community; here in 

v. 21 Jesus speaks of the future, uses the dative (the common LXX form 

for offering liturgical praise to Yahweh), and introduces the term tw'/
patriv. Since the Prologue (1.14, 18), God has been referred to as Father 
once in the presence of the Jews (2.16), once in the context of the 

followers of the Baptist (3.35), and now three times in a conversation 

with a Samaritan (4.21, 23 [×2]). The term will become frequent from ch. 

5 onwards, but 4.21 is the first occasion on which the Father is used on 

its own,
66

 ‘a usage characteristic of John and almost peculiar to him’ 

(Westcott). proskunhvsete, you will worship: this, the first declaration in 
John that God is in future to be adored as Father, is here addressed only 

to the Samaritans. It is uttered at the most ancient holy place in the Land 

( 4.4), and is presented as the solution to the ancient inter-tribal schism, 

in an elegant and subtle counter-balance to ‘our fathers’ in 4.20. The 

principle will be extended to everyone in 4.23-24. 

22. In v. 20 the woman had spoken of the past, and in v. 21, Jesus had 

spoken of the future. In v. 22 Jesus, by-passing entirely the nature or 

legitimacy of Samaritan worship in the past, proceeds to speak about the 

present. The Samaritans are not to be required positively to renounce 

worship on their holy mountain, any more than Jews are to be required 

positively to renounce worship in the temple at Jerusalem. uJmei'" 
proskunei'te o} oujk oi[date. You are worshipping something of which 
you are unaware, or alternatively, paraphrased, you are unaware of what 

you are at present worshipping. On this sense of oi[date, 3.2a, 

eijdevnai, pp. 221-23. The Samaritans are certainly worshipping the God 
of Abraham and the God of Moses; it is simply that they are unaware of 

his solicitude for them as their Father. They treasure the five books of 

Moses, but undervalue their own prophet, Hosea, who before, and more 

than, any other prophet, spoke of Yahweh’s fatherly love for his people: 

‘When Israel was a child, I loved him, …it was I who taught Ephraim to 

walk, picking them up in my arms, even though they did not realize 

[LXX: oujk e[gnwsan] that it was I who was caring67

 for them’ (Hos 11.1, 

2-4). hJmei'" proskunou'men o} oi[damen. Jesus, and those for whom he 
speaks (that is, those who were later to follow him) are fully aware of 

what they are worshipping (again, note oi[damen, not ginwvskomen,
3.2a). 

65

 The texts adduced are discussed in Schürer I 521-23. 

66

 In 3.35 it is used in conjunction with to;n uiJovn.
67

 For this figurative sense of apr (rp<) see, among others, Macintosh (ICC), 443-44. 
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 o{ti hJ swthriva ejk tw'n ÆIoudaivwn ejstivn. swthriva, a hapax 
legomenon in John, is never found in 1, 2 and 3 John, and only three 

times (in hymns) in Revelation (7.10; 12.10; 19.1); swthvr is equally rare 
in the Johannine writings ( Jn 4.42; 1 Jn 4.14; never in Revelation). 

The clause is probably redactional, not intended to be regarded as an 

utterance of Jesus to the woman at the well. On swthriva, BAG wrote: 
‘… 2. quite predominantly, salvation, which the true religion bestows’, a 

definition which would be acceptable not only throughout Judaism 

(LXX) and the Christian Church, but also among the many Mystery 

Religions of the ancient world. (BDAG deletes that definition, but sup-

plies numerous examples where that sense would apply: see also TWNT

VII 1003-1004; EDNT II 327, 329.) Whoever wrote this clause in John 

felt the need to assert strongly, perhaps to Christian converts among the 

Samaritans, perhaps also to any non-Jewish readers, that salvation 

originated among (ejk) the Jews. This accords with the evangelist’s 
iterated reminders that many Jews were favourable to Jesus during his 

earthly life (2.23; 8.31; 10.21; 11.45; 12.9-11).
68

4.42, o swthr tou 
kosmou. 

23-24. ajlla; e[rcetai w{ra 4.21. The words kai; nu'n ejstin should 
not be understood as Jesus’ words, but as a clarification inserted by the 

evangelist or an editor. oiJ ajlhqinoiv means genuine, authentic. On 
proskunhvsousin tw'/ patriv 4.21, 22, and Excursus XIII, ‘In Spirit 

and Truth’. The OT prophets had promised that the Spirit of God would 

bring into being and sustain a New Age in the End-time,
69

 and so Jesus, as 

he begins to describe that new age which is beginning to take shape 

(e[rcetai w{ra), calls attention to the role of the Spirit. The worship of the 
community will be essentially different from the liturgy previously 

practised on Gerizim and in Jerusalem, because it will be conducted ejn 
pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/.70

25. oi\da o{ti Messiva" e[rcetai oJ legovmeno" Cristov". oi\da and 

its ancient variant oidamen (∏66c a2) attest that the woman is stating an 

article of her belief, and of that of her people. Many commentators have 

interpreted Messiva" here as a reference to the Ta’eb, the Restorer 
predicted in Deut 18.18 ( 4.13, fn. 17); Odeberg and Bultmann, for 

example, suggest that the woman is explaining that this Ta’eb is the 

68

 H. Thyen, ‘Das Heil kommt von den Juden’, in FS Bornkamm, 163-84.  

69

 See W. Eichrodt, Theologie des AT II §13 III. 32-34 = ETr II 57-60. See also above 

pp. 273-79, ‘Spring of Living Water’. 

70

 The original text of Sinaiticus (a*), en pneumati alhqeia", is attested nowhere 
else; it may have been influenced by a recollection of 14.17; 15.26 and/or 16.13, but it 

was rejected even by Tischendorf in favour of the corrector’s emendation to ejn
pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/. This may be significant for judging the value of a* and of a

c

 in 

other places.
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Samaritan equivalent of ‘the one whom you (Jews) call Messiah’, but it is 

uncertain whether the Samaritans ever called their Ta’eb ‘Messiah’.
71

 The 

woman is using the terminology of Judaism, and it is reasonable to 

perceive in her use of ‘Messiah’ a pointer by the evangelist to the text of 

Gen 49.10, which all the Targums interpret as ‘until the King Messiah 

comes’, that is, the Anointed King of the tribe of Judah, and of the house 

of David.
72

 The same interpretation has been accepted by virtually all 

Jewish scholars in later times.
73

 The translation, oJ legovmeno" Cristov",
is best taken as an editorial gloss interpreting Messiva" for those 
(Greeks?) unfamiliar with that word.

74

 It is also a typically Johannine clue 

to notice (  4.29).  

 o{tan e[lqh/ ejkei'no". The resumptive ejkei'no" underlines her use of 

the Jewish term Messiah. Contained in this usage is the idea that she 

would be quite prepared to accept from Judaism a Messiah, that is, a new 

David, who would be—like her interlocutor—open and full of kindliness 

towards her people. For David was the only king who had ruled over the 

two kingdoms of Judah and Israel in an age when each was fully inde-

pendent of the other, and when there was certainly no Temple in Jerusa-

lem, and probably none on Gerizim either. Unlikely though it is that the 

woman herself thought so profoundly, the evangelist may well have had 

this vision in mind when he placed on her lips the word ‘Messiah’. 

ajnaggelei', a word meaning generally report, announce, proclaim, is 

prominent in the LXX with the meaning disclose, proclaim what is 

unknown (HR, 4 columns, with 184 examples rendering the Hiphil of ngd

(ngd); see BDAG 2). hJmi'n a{panta. Nothing in the OT or in Judaism 
suggests that the Messiah was to be omniscient, much less that he was 

going to disclose or proclaim all things, but even so, a{panta [or panta]
is emphatic (because it stands at the end of the sentence) and deserves 

attention. Classical Greece said of prophets that ‘they knew all things’. 

Thus in the Iliad I 70, Chalcas knew all things present, past and future, 

h[/dh ta; tÆ ejovnta tav tÆ ejjssovmena prov tÆ ejovnta; Oedipus Rex 300 
reads, w\ pavnta nwmw'n Teiresiva; in Euripides’ Helen 922, the 
prophetess Theonoe is upbraided with aijscron ta; mevn se qei'a pavntÆ 
ejxeidevnai. pavnta eijdwv" was used derogatively to mean ‘a know-all’ 

(Dio Chrysostom, Or. xxxiv, 4; xxxv, 2), but also as the distinctive 

71

 The wide acceptance of the identification was probably due to the work by the 

distinguished Orientalist Adalbert Merx, Der Messias oder Ta’eb der Samaritaner,

Giessen, 1909. The earliest text to mention a Messiah of the Samaritans is Justin, 

Apologia 53,6, but maybe Justin’s evidence was sound: he was born in Shechem-

Neapolis. 

72

 The Hebrew text of Gen 49.10 is awkward, but probably means ‘until Shiloh 

comes’ (as in AV = KJV, RV): see the footnotes in RSV NRSV NEB REB (which 

interpret it otherwise).  

73

Bereishit-Genesis, translation and commentary by Rabbi Meir Zlotowitz, Brooklyn, 

1986, II 2152-53.  

74

 It is therefore, in my English version, placed in brackets. 
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characteristic of a true prophet. It is thus attributed to Apollonius of 

Tyana (Life vii 8) and in the Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, we read ‘The 

true prophet is the one who always knows everything (oJ pavntote pavnta 
eijdwv"), things past as they used to be, things present as they are, and 
things future as they will be’ (Hom. II 6,5; see also III 11,2-15).

75

 The 

Samaritan woman is simply stating, in her own way, an obvious truth, 

universally accepted, that a prophet knows everything. See Jn 14.26; 

16.13-15 (14, 15, ajnaggelei'), 30; 18.4; 21.17.  

26. levgei aujth'/ oJ ÆIhsou'", ÆEgwv eijmi, oJ lalw'n soi. This is the first of 
the ‘I am’ Sayings in John’s Gospel, in which Jesus reveals himself, here 

as the Messiah awaited by, and sent to, Israel (understanding by Israel all 

the Twelve Tribes). The sudden appearance of this claim, and in this 

context, is astonishing, since nowhere in the NT are the traditional Jewish 

beliefs about a royal Davidic Messiah more firmly laid aside than in the 

Fourth Gospel (Dodd, Interpretation, 228-40). But a re-examination of 

the conversation shows that it starts with the woman addressing Jesus as a 

Jew (v. 9) and with Jesus entering into dialogue on that presupposition 

(v.10: tiv" ejstin oJ levgwn soi), after which she inquires whether he is 
greater than Jacob (v. 12), then concedes that he is a prophet (v. 19), and 

finally learns that he is the Messiah (vv. 25-26). Note (an inclusio ) that oJ
levgwn soi at the start of the dialogue (v. 10) is replaced at the end by oJ
lalw'n soi (v. 26), the verb signifying revelation. 

76

oJ lalw'n soi defines the true function of his messianic role. It is 

insufficient to translate this phrase as who am conversing with you: see 

the comment at 3.11 on lalei'n, illustrating that in John this verb is 
virtually restricted to those, principally Jesus (45 times), who speak the 

word of God (cf. 18.36-37). Compare the five very clear examples at 

8.25, 26, 28, 30, and contrast Jesus’ refusal to reveal himself to the 

Pharisees in 10.24. Thus this first occurrence of ÆEgwv eijmi on Jesus’ lips 
carries a powerful doctrinal statement, partly concealing and partly 

revealing for those with eyes to see, who and what he is, the Word of God 

incarnate.  

 After the mention of Jesus as the bridegroom in 3.29, the scene in 

ch. 4 is therefore a pictorial representation of the fulfilment of Hosea’s 

words of hope. All that Hosea had hoped for, all that the down-trodden 

Samaritans had longed for during more than a century, are here presented 

as fulfilled in the coming of Jesus to bring to the poor the water of life 

eternal: 

75

 Many other examples in van Unnik, 219-28. 

76

 See Judith M. Lieu, ‘Messiah and Resistance in the Gospel and Epistles of John’, in 

eds. M. Bockmuehl and J. N. Carleton Paget, Redemption and Resistance: The Messianic 

Hopes of Jews and Christians in Antiquity, FS W. Horbury, London, 2007, 97-108. 
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‘I will speak tenderly to her, 

and make the Valley of Misfortune a Gateway of Hope,
77

and there she shall answer as in the days of her youth… 

I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; 

and you shall know the Lord’ (Hos 2.14c-15bc, 19-20).  

27. h\lqan, widely used in the Koine as an alternative to h\lqon (BDF 81 
[3]), is found in John only here and at 1.39. Even here the great majority 

of witnesses read h\lqon (ac AB3
CDL and all other uncials), as did 

Lachmann, Tischendorf and Souter; but a* B* have h\lqan, followed by 
WH and most modern editors. h\lqan here may be a signal to a reader in 
the liturgy that the verb is third person plural, not a first person singular 

continuing Jesus’ words in v.26 so as to read (with the variant in E K U 

69.124) kai epi touto hlqon. 
 o{ti meta; gunaiko;" ejlavlei. gunaikov", with a woman, i.e. any 
woman at all. This was held to be inappropriate for any man, but 

especially for a rabbi: see Pirke Aboth 1,5 (Danby 446), and Aboth Rabbi 

Nathan 2,1d: ‘No one should hold a conversation with a woman on the 

street, not even with his own wife, and certainly not with any other 

woman, because people talk’ (full texts in SB II 438, and I 299-301). tiv 
zhtei'". ‘zhtei'n in John hardly ever means a vague “wish”, but “to 

seek”, “to strive for”’ (Schnackenburg): therefore, ‘What are you trying 

to find out?’ or ‘What is the purpose of your conversation?’. tiv lalei'" 
metÆ aujth'"É All the leading English-language versions from Tyndale 
and AV up to NRSV and REB inclusive render this as ‘Why are you 

talking with her?’ (REB) or the equivalent. In contrast, all the German-

language versions I have consulted, from Luther to the present day, give 

‘Was redest du mit ihr?’ or the equivalent. The first rendering probably 

arose from an over-emphasis on the astonishment of the disciples, but it 

makes the two verbs zhtei'n and lalei'n almost tautologous. The 

alternative, ‘What are you talking with her about?’ (NJB, in line with the 

revised [French] Bible de Jérusalem), makes the second question a happy 

complement to the first. It appears also in the ‘Wycliffian’ NT of 1384: 

What spekest thou with her?

 Translating tiv lalei'" as ‘What are you talking about with her?’ also 

preserves the typically Johannine double meaning both of zhtei'n and of 

lalei'n. At the mundane (‘earthly’) level, the disciples ‘never asked’ 
about the purpose or the topic of their conversation. As a result they 

forfeited the opportunity to learn there and then that Jesus was seeking to 

fulfil the will of the Father by taking the first step towards the recon-

ciliation and restoration of Samaria, in revealing himself as the Messiah. 

The fact that the disciples did not ask even tiv lalei'" directs attention to 
4.26, ejgwv eimi, oJ lalw'n soi ( ): in John, lalei'n is virtually restricted 

to Jesus speaking the word of God. Compare and 3.11; 4.26; 5.30; 8.25, 

26, 28, 30. 

77

 For this rendering compare Macintosh, Hosea, 74-75.  
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28. ajfh'ken ou\n th;n uJdrivan aujth'" hJ gunhv is a neat phrase to take 
her off-stage while Jesus holds a private discussion with his disciples (= 

vv. 31-38), and at the same time to make clear that she will certainly soon 

be back. On ou\n compare the note at 4.5.  

29. a[nqrwpon (anarthrous).78 This is the first occurrence of a[nqrwpo"
referring to Jesus, the Word made flesh. In John, Jesus applies the term to 

himself only once (8.40), preferring to describe himself as ‘Son of Man’ 

(Excursus VI). The Samaritan woman here in 4.29, and the blind man 

before he comes to faith, who courteously speaks of oJ a[nqrwpo" oJ
legovmeno" ÆIhsou'" (9.11), are the only future disciples who, in John, 

refer to Jesus as an a[nqrwpo". Otherwise (ou|to") oJ a[nqrwpo" is used
of Jesus only by the Jews (5.12; 7.46; 9.16, 24; 10.33; 11.47, 50; 18.14, 

17) and by Pilate (18.29; 19.5). Here in 4.29, deu'te i[dete a[nqrwpon o}"
ei\pevn moi pavnta o{sa ejpoivhsa marks the start of the woman’s journey 

into faith. pavnta o{sa is slightly stronger than the variant panta a:
hence have ever done (NRSV). She does not summarize the conversation, 

but merely states the central fact, a fact which is sufficient to prove that 

the stranger just arrived must certainly be a prophet ( 4.25). mhvti
usually indicates that a negative reply is expected, but it can also be used, 

where the questioner is in doubt, to mean perhaps (as here): see BDAG; 

MHT III 283; BDF 427 (2) and (3). ‘Is this man perhaps the Messiah?’ 

The double occurrence of Messiah in 4.25 and 29 may represent an 

intentional inclusio with its only previous appearance at 1.41 (the next 

instances are at 7.26-27, 41-42). Compare the final paragraph on o swthr 
tou kosmou at 4.42.

30. Many scribes sought to rectify the initial asyndeton (see the apparatus 

in NA
27
), but it is not uncharacteristic of John (MHT III 340). ejxh'lqon 

… kai; h[rconto. On the aorist followed by an imperfect see JG 2465. 
Note the parallel to 4.30 in 6.5. 

4.31-37: AN INTERLUDE

66

 In the meantime the disciples were imploring him, saying, ‘Rabbi, have 

something to eat!’ 
32

 but he said to them, ‘I have food to eat which you are 

unaware of’. 
33

 So the disciples said to one another, ‘Could anyone have 

brought him something to eat?’ 
34

 Jesus said to them, ‘My food is to do the 

will of him who sent me, and to accomplish his work. 
35

 Don’t you say, 

“Another four months and the harvest will be here?” Look, I tell you! Raise 

your eyes, and behold the fields, how they are already white for harvesting. 

36

 The reaper is already taking in what he deserves, and gathering fruit for life 

78

 The choice of a[nqrwpo" over ajnhvr is not significant, for with the solitary 

exception of 1.36, ajnhvr in John always refers to a husband (5 times in 4.16-18) or a male 
(1.13; 6.10). ajnhvr is found nowhere in 1, 2 and 3 John, and in Revelation once only, at 

21.2.  
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eternal, so that sower and reaper rejoice together. 
37

 For in this case the saying 

is true, “One sows and another reaps”. 
38

 I sent you to reap that for which you 

did not labour; others have laboured, and you have entered into their labour.’  

31-38. Several words in this ‘Interlude’ are found nowhere else in John’s 

Gospel. They are metaxuv (31), oJ qerismov" (35 [×2]*) and oJ qerivzwn
(36 [×2], 37, 38), misqov" (36), oJ speivrwn (36, 37, and compare kovkko" 
12.24), to which one may add kopia'n (4.6, 38 [×2]) and kovpo" (4.38). 
Even brwvsi" (4.32; 6.27, 55), brw'ma (4.34) and fagei'n (only in 4.31-33 
[3 times]; 6 (11 times); 18.28) attract attention by their presence here. As 

a result, several writers judge that these verses originate from someone 

other than the author of the main part of the Gospel; unfortunately, these 

unusual features of vocabulary do not enable one to determine whether 

the verses were inserted into the text after this part of the Gospel was 

completed, or whether the Evangelist took over a passage written earlier 

by someone else, and put it into his Gospel at the time he was composing 

this narrative about the Samaritans. 

31. metaxuv is scarcely found in the LXX (see HR), and then (as in the 

NT) it is nearly always as a preposition. Most modern English versions 

translate ejn tw'/ metaxuv as meanwhile, but this rendering hardly brings 
out the emphasis (compare BDAG 1 b a): better, in the meantime. The 
three words then make a tight connection with v. 30: the reader knows 

that the townspeople of Sychar are already on their way and In the 

meantime, Jesus is informing the disciples that the fields of Samaria are 

ripe for harvesting, as they will presently see (4.39-42; JG 2668). The 

deferential form rJabbiv, hitherto used only by those who were not yet 
Jesus’ followers (1.38, 49; 3.2), indicates the disciples’ respect for, and 

distance from, him: compare 6.25; 9.2; 11.8. hjrwvtwn. In the Koine (as 
distinct from Classical Greek), ejrwta'n means, not merely to ask a 

question, but also to invite, beseech, or implore.

32-34. On oi[date (32) 3.11. On ou\n (33) 4.3; on mhv ti" mhvti
at 4.29. ‘Is it possible that someone…’ ejmo;n brw'ma, without the article 
may be, grammatically, the predicate (JG 1994; MHT III 183-84; BDF 

252; 393 [6]; 394) but here it makes no difference to the sense.  

 brw'sin e[cw fagei'n (32)…ejmo;n brw'ma (34). The distinction 

between brw'si" and brw'ma is a very fine one, if one exists at all: perhaps 
brw'si" denotes food as that which nourishes, brw'ma, as that which is 
eaten. In 32 Jesus uses the less concrete word, brw'si", to express himself 
in a figurative sense, but when the disciples fail to comprehend (33), he 

switches to the more concrete term brw'ma, and defines it in words that 
exclude any possible misunderstanding of it as physical food (i{na
poihvsw ktl.). In both Greek and Oriental religious texts, words for food 
and drink are commonly used metaphorically (trofhv, a[rto", gavla), but 
brw'si" and brw'ma are hardly ever so employed, either in Classical 



292 JOHN 1–4

Greek or in the Koine, and never once in the LXX (TWNT I 642-43). In 

the NT, the two nouns are used figuratively only here in Jn 4.32, 34 and 

in 6.27, 55, unless one counts also 1 Cor 3.2; 10.3. B-L suggests as a 

possibility that Jesus’ declining to eat at this juncture is meant to recall 

that Abraham’s servant, when seeking the hand of Rebecca, would not eat 

until he had delivered his (divinely ordained) message.  

 On 4.34 (poiei'n) to; qevlhma tou' pevmyantov" me, see 5.30 and 6.38, 
39; on kai; teleiwvsw aujtou' to; e[rgon, see 5.36. 

35-36. h[dh. The textual evidence (see NA27
) does not warrant a firm 

decision whether this word should be attached to the preceding or to the 

following sentence, and in this context it does not make too much 

difference. It seems, however, to give a better sense if it is taken with 

v. 36, especially since John elsewhere places h[dh at the beginning of a 

clause (4.51; 7.14; 9.22; 15.3). 36. misqovn, without article, is a regular 
Greek usage (Mt 10.41; LSJ and BDAG): it can mean either pay or 

reward.

35. There is no evidence that the words e[ti tetravmhnov" ktl. are a 
proverb, or that they are not. They may simply be a statement that four 

months still remain to harvest-time, tetravmhno" being an adjective, with
crovno" understood (BDAG): this clause, so understood, has often been 

used to date the incident at some time in the winter.
79

 The sense in this 

context would then be ‘There is time enough yet’. Jesus counters that 

expectation of the disciples by an emphatic ijdou; levgw uJmi'n, with the 
ancient Hebrew phrase ejpavrate tou;" ojfqalmou;" uJmw'n,80 and with 
the aorist imperative qeavsasqe (not the future indicative!): they con-

stitute a threefold command, ‘Look! Raise your eyes, and behold!’ 

Though JG 2246 suggests translating ijdouv (4.35; 12.15; 16.32; 19.5) here 
in 4.35 as but, it is better to take it (compare BDAG) as serving to arouse 

interest at a new turn in the story.
81

 It is not fanciful, only logical, to infer 

that Jesus already sees several Samaritans coming down the road with the 

woman. There has been no interval of waiting for the gradual ripening of 

the crop: ‘the harvest is ripe on the same day on which the seed has been 

sown, for already the Samaritans are pouring out of the village and 

coming to Jesus’ (R. E. Brown). 

 
79

 There is always at least a four-month period of waiting between the last sowing and 

the first harvesting, dependent on the land, the crop, the weather and the time of year (SB 

II 439-40; Dalman, Arbeit, III 1-12, ‘Die Zeit der Ernte’).  

 
80

 [In the OT] ‘the expression nÂ¡Â< >enayim, “to lift the eyes” is extremely 

widespread and refers to eager looking, particularly since it is normally followed by har 

rā<ā “to see” (35 times)’ (TDOT X 38). 

 
81

 This is the only instance of ijdou; levgw uJmi'n in the NT (unless one counts 1 Cor 

15.31, ijdou; musthvrion levgw uJmi'n). Is it here preferred to ajmh;n ajmh;n levgw uJmi'n (25≈ 

in John), in order to introduce the word ijdouv, Look!, albeit in the singular?  
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36-37. The interpretation of these verses turns upon the identification of 

oJ qerivzwn. The term is certainly not used generically, to mean ‘any 
harvester’ (BDF 252 [2]). Schnackenburg suggests that Jesus is the 

harvester, his Father the sower. Those, however, who take h[dh as making 
a close connection with v. 35 generally interpret ‘the harvester’ as Jesus, 

and ‘the sower’ as the Baptist. This dovetails with the interpretation of 

3.23 given above, arguing that the Baptist exercised his ministry in the 

vicinity. misqo;n lambavnei means that the harvester is collecting his due 
reward, that is, the approaching Samaritans, whom he will shepherd 

towards and into life eternal. i{na in the last clause of v.36 is not final but 
consecutive,

82 oJ speivrwn is the subject, and oJmou' can mean either at the 
same place or at the same time (BDAG), or, obviously, both. The sense is 

therefore that the Baptist can share in the rejoicing over the success of 

Jesus’ ministry in Samaria. Thus [oJmou'] caivrh/ / / matches 3.29 (oJ de;
fivlo" tou' numfivou… cara'/ caivrei), just as the thought of 3.28-30 

harmonizes with the interpretation preferred here, and leads smoothly 

into v. 37. ejn ga;r touvtw/ oJ lovgo" ejsti;n ajlhqinov" ktl. For on this 
occasion the saying holds true, that while one sows, another reaps. In the 

context, this saying is most appropriately referred to the ministry of 

Jesus’ disciples mentioned in 3.26 and 4.1-2, reminding them that their 

success has been built on the labours of others—especially of the Baptist 

and his followers.  

38. The aorist ajpevsteila is the most awkward word in the sentence
83

because John, in contrast to the Synoptic writers (e.g. Mt 9.27–10.8 || Mk 

3.13-19; 6.6-13 || Lk 9.1-6; 10.1-12), does not record that Jesus ever sent 

his disciples on a missionary journey until after his Resurrection (Jn 

20.21). Most commentators would probably agree that ajpevsteila is here 

a word ‘spoken in anticipation with prophetic assurance’ (GANT); 

compare the same verb in Jn 17.18
84

 and cf. 6.62-65, 70-71.  

 If that is so, and if an editor inserted v.38 after the Gospel was com-

pleted, then this editor may have intended by these words to indicate that 

others besides Jesus and his disciples, or even others besides the Baptist 

and his disciples, had taken part in preaching the Word of God in 

Samaria. Lagrange thinks of Moses and all the prophets as the sowers, 

citing for this interpretation ‘Origen and all the Fathers’; so also Aquinas, 

who interprets the past tense misi of the pre-resurrection preaching of the 

Apostles to Israel according to Mt 10.5 (n. 654). John often views the 

present as a completed result of the past (JG 2477) and out of chrono-

logical order (2480).  

82

 Compare IBNTG 142. Abel, Grammaire §79f, observes that the usage is frequent in 

the LXX, influenced by the Hebrew, which used the same construction for purpose and 

for consequence.  

83 apestalka in a and D is perhaps an attempt to smooth over the difficulty.  

84

 The future perfect had dropped out of use (BDF 65 [1b]; 352).  
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 Cullmann suggested that perhaps the writer had in mind that the 

success of Peter and John in their mission to Samaria (the reapers) rested 

in part on the labours of Philip and the Hellenists (the sowers) (Acts 8.4-

40). Brown surmised that the story in John might have been preserved as 

an argument against Christians in the Jerusalem Church who might have 

wanted even Samaritan converts to change their allegiance to Jerusalem 

as part of the Christian life (compare Acts 2.46). Perhaps Jn 4.38 might 

be interpreted as an (otherwise unattested) Saying attributed to the Lord 

in the early Church and inserted here to affirm a universal principle.  

4.39-45: JESUS ACCEPTED IN SAMARIA AS THE SAVIOUR OF THE WORLD

39

 Many Samaritans from that village came to believe in him because of the 

woman’s word testifying that ‘He told me everything I had ever done’. 
40

 So 

when the Samaritans reached him, they implored him to stay awhile with 

them; and he stayed there a couple of days. 
41

 Many more came to believe 

because of his word 
42

 and said to the woman, ‘It is no longer by reason of 

what you said that we are believing, because we have heard for ourselves, and 

are now aware that this is in truth the Saviour of the world.’ 

43

 After the two days he departed from there into Galilee. 
44

 For Jesus 

himself had testified that a prophet has no honour in his own country. 
45

 When 

therefore he came to Galilee, the Galileans welcomed him, having seen all 

that he had done in Jerusalem at the feast, for they too had gone to the festival.  

39. ejk de; th'" povlew" ejkeivnh". John, in contrast with the Synoptics, 
uses povli" sparingly: seven times only before the Passion Narrative, at 
1.44 (Bethsaida) and 11.54 (Ephraim), with both places identified, five 

times here (for Sychar), and then once at 19.20.  

 Compare the comment  at 4.18 on the woman’s five partners. One may 

surmise that in this section entitled ‘The New Jerusalem’, John is 

implying that this New Jerusalem is beginning to take shape in Samaria, 

as oJ uiJov" oJ monogenhv" (  3.16) comes to claim his bride. This inter-

pretation calls attention to the full significance of polloi; ejpivsteusan 
eij" aujtovn: it is the first instance of this phrase in John, and the first of 
seven occurrences (4.39; 7.31; 8.30; 10.42; 11.45; 12.11, in the imperfect; 

12.42). The omission of eij" aujtovn in a*pc a e may have originated from 
a scribal reluctance to attribute to the Samaritans faith ‘in Jesus’ before 

the Resurrection; but at this point, the faith alluded to is simply faith in 

Jesus as Messiah (4.29). Mark the wording dia; to;n lovgon th'"
gunaiko;" marturouvsh", for it affects the understanding of v. 42.

40. wJ" ou\n h\lqon pro;" aujto;n oiJ Samari'tai, that is, the Samaritans 

who had been accompanying the woman down the road ( 4.35), 

hjrwvtwn85 aujtovn mei'nai (aorist), to make his abode, to take up 

85

 The imperfect tense is normal with this verb whenever it awaits a fulfilment in a 

further action by another agent (MHT III 65; BDF 328).  
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residence there, the aorist indicating a new act (as distinct from mevnein,
denoting the continuation of an action already begun).

86 parÆ aujtoi'". 
mevnein parav tini is John’s normal usage for to stay (physically) with

someone, as in 1.39, here at 4.40 and in 14.25. kai; e[meinen ejkei'. 
Origen observes that John does not write that Jesus stayed ‘in their 

village’, or ‘in Samaria’, but simply there, with those who had come to 

believe. There, where Abraham had offered the first sacrifice in Canaan, 

where Jacob had bought the first parcel of land, below the mountain 

where Joshua had proclaimed the first Constitution of Israel (Josh 24) and 

where a temple lay in ruins, near the site of Shechem where no walled 

town remained, there he stayed. Rupert of Deutz observes that Jesus 

never ‘stayed’ in Jerusalem (contrast 2.12; 7.9; 10.40; 11.6, 54). 

duvo hJmevra". The English idiom, a couple of days, like the German 
ein paar Tagen, indicates just a short stay, without chronometric 

exactitude (as the translation two days would in modern speech imply). 

Instinctively one thinks of Hos 6.2 (‘after two days he will revive us’: 

LXX, uJgiavsei hJma'" meta; duvo hJmevra"), for given the prominence of 
Hosea in the interpretation preferred above, this verse would then make 

an ideal conclusion to the narrative.
87

 Two days was all he needed to 

bring his long-lost bride back home (  Jn 4.6). 

41. Many more came to believe because of Jesus’ word (dia; to;n lovgon 
aujtou') than had come to believe because of the woman’s testimony in 

v.39. 42. dia; th;n sh;n laliavn. In Classical Greek laliav meant chatter,
but by NT times it meant simply speech, denoting spoken language in

any form: in Mt 26.73 = Mk 14.70 Peter is identified by his Galilean 

accent. In the light of Jn 4.39 and 41, we should have expected rather dia;
to;n lovgon sou, for John restricts the verb lalei'n almost exclusively to 
those who ‘speak the word of God’. The choice of laliav over lovgo" 
here in 4.42 depicts the Samaritans—the many believing Samaritans (v. 

39)—as recognizing that the woman had indeed been speaking to them 

the word of God.
88 aujtoi; ga;r ajkhkovamen, because we have heard for 

ourselves, the perfect signifying completeness (thus JG 2450), or perhaps 

because we have just heard for ourselves ( 4.18 on ei[rhka"). kai; 
oi[damen, and are (now) aware: see the note at 3.2a on eijdevnai. o{ti 
ou|tov" ejstin ajlhqw'" oJ swth;r tou' kovsmou.

86

 Chrysostom’s commentary reads (XXXV 1) ejbouvlonto dihnekw'" aujto'n
katevcein, but Boismard contends that this phrase is added by the Compiler of the 

Homilies (Un évangile pré-johannique II, 2, 181).  

87

 On this text see Macintosh, Hosea (ICC), 220-24 

88

 The variant shn marturian in a* D may have arisen from a desire to avoid using 

lalia since it was considered a less precise and rather plebeian term, or from a desire to 

render explicit the interpretation proposed above. The only other occurrence of laliav in 
the NT is at Jn 8.43.  
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O SWTHR TOU KOSMOU

This title, so common in later Christian worship, occurs only twice in the 

NT, here and at 1 Jn 4.14.  

 In the LXX the noun swthvr is applied almost everywhere (over 30 
times) to Yahweh alone (e.g. Isa 45.15, 21; Wis 16.7; Bar 4.22). Three 

exceptions refer to ancient ‘judges of Israel’ as saviours (Jdg 3.9.15; 

2 Esd 19.27 [= Neh 9.27]), but otherwise swthvr is never applied to any 
human figure (not even to the Davidic Messiah). In fact, the LXX seems 

deliberately to avoid using it of the Davidic Messiah, as at Zech 9.9: ijdou;
oJ basileuv" sou e[rcetaiv soi, divkaio" kai; swv/zwn aujtov", and at Isa 
49.6: ijdou; tevqeikav se … eij" swthrivan (G. Fohrer in TWNT VII 1013). 

 At the other extreme, Josephus never uses swthvr with reference to 

God, but does use it of Vespasian (War III ix 8 = 459; VII iv 1 = 71) and 

even of himself (Life 47 = 244, and in 50 = 259, koinai; para; pavntwn 
ejgivnonto fwnai; kalouvntwn eujergevthn me kai; swth'ra). In Greek 
literature swthvr was an honorific appellation, applied to benefactors and 
philanthropists, to philosophers and statesmen, to kings and emperors 

(e.g. Antiochus Epiphanes): see the extensive documentation in TWNT

VII 1006-1014 (W. Foerster). Thus Hadrian is regularly called oJ swth;r
th'" oijkoumevnh" or tou' kovsmou (101115-26), not for any single achieve-
ment, but for his many individual acts of beneficence, and the title swthvr
was in no way reserved to him alone (1011

28-44
). In the Corpus Hermeti-

cum the title never occurs, and it is rarely found in any Gnostic Writings 

except under Christian influence (1019-1020).  

 In the NT swthvr occurs with reference to God at Lk 1.47; 1 Tim 1.1; 

2.3; 4.10; Titus 1.3; 2.10; 3.4; Jude 25, and also, 16 times (see the next 

paragraph), to Jesus Christ, predominantly in the later books, from which 

one may reasonably infer that the title was neither claimed by Jesus nor 

attributed to him during his earthly life. The carefully restricted LXX 

usage might have made the first Jewish Christians wary of calling Jesus 

swthvr; it might have seemed too much. Among non-Jewish Christians, 
however, the same word might have seemed on its own too little (see the 

preceding paragraph), endangering the unique role of Jesus by attributing 

to him a term normally used to designate a political saviour.
89

 Its exact 

connotation must always be discerned from the context. 

 Thus in Lk 2.11 the meaning of swthvr is clear from the fact that Luke 
1–2 presents Jesus as the long-expected, freedom-bringing Messiah (see 

1.68-75), born in ‘the city of David’; ‘Saviour’ would have been an 

indispensable title in the protocol for the proclamation of this royal birth. 

Likewise in Acts 5.31 (see Barrett in loco) and 13.23 Jesus is called 

Saviour for bringing his people forgiveness from their sins. In Phil 3.20 

Jesus is the Saviour awaited from heaven at the end of time (compare 

89

 That is, reversing the argument of W. Bousset in Kyrios Christos, 1913, 293-99, 

that Christians adopted the title swthvr because it was used in pagan cults, particularly of 

rulers. See Barrett, Acts, 290, on 5.31. 
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1 Thess 1.10, though this parallel lacks the term swthvr). Ephesians 5.23 
refers to the exalted Christ, as do 2 Tim 1.10 (note v. 10cd); Tit 2.13; 3.6 

(and therefore 1.4 as well). 2 Peter 1.11; 2.20; 3.2, 18 show that around 

A.D. 100 kuvrio" kai; swthvr was an accepted title of Jesus Christ (for 
swthvr see also 1.1).  

 The lexical data from the LXX and Greek literature clarify the import 

of oJ swth;r tou' kovsmou in Jn 4.42 (and compare 1 Jn 4.4). The 

adjunction of tou' kovsmou makes clear that in Jn 4.42 swthvr is not just 

the equivalent of a local civic honour (as in Josephus), and the LXX 

usage compels one to ask what oJ swthvr might connote when applied by 

a Jewish writer to a man. Placed on the lips of the Samaritans, and being 

neither Judaic nor specifically Samaritan, it raises profound questions 

about Jesus.
90

 The reader of this Gospel is fully aware of the great significance of the 

term kovsmo" in the mind of the evangelist (  1.9), and of the writer’s 

predilection for inclusio. It is worth noting that after the Prologue, in the 

section running from 1.19 to 4.54, kovsmo" first occurs at the point where 
Jesus enters into the narrative, at 1.29 (oJ ajmno;" tou' qeou' oJ ai[rwn th;n
aJmartivan tou' kovsmou), and that its seventh and last occurrence is at 
4.42 (oJ swth;r tou' kovsmou). The other five occurrences, in 3.16, 17 [3 
times], 19, are all concerned with God’s love for this world, contain the 

only mention outside the Prologue of monogenhv" (to;n uiJo;n to;n
monogenh' e[dwken. The monogenhv", the utterly Unique One, is truly the 
Saviour of the World, the One who discloses how God so loved the 

world. Aquinas observes that the Samaritans here ‘confitentur Christum 

Salvatorem singularem, verum et universalem’, citing Isa 45.15 (vere tu 

es Deus absconditus, Deus Israel, Salvator) and Acts 4.12 (n. 663).
91

43. meta; de; ta;" duvo hJmevra". When the evangelist uses a cardinal 

number with hJmevra, he does not use the article (2.19, 20; 11.6, 17; 12.1; 
20.26) except here in 4.43. Therefore, the two days, probably because the 

writer saw them as fulfilling the promise in Hos 6.1-3, by initiating the 

conversion of Samaria.
92

 4.40.  

90

 Where swth;r tou' kovsmou is found in The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs

(Levi 10.2; 14.2; Dan 6.7 [and 9, tw'n ejqnw'n]; Benjamin 3.8, oJ ajmno;" tou' qeou' kai;
swth;r tou' kovsmou), it is safe to say that this comes from Christian authors or editors, 

and so contributes nothing to a better understanding of the phrase in the NT. See H. W. 

Hollander and M. De Jonge, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: A Commentary,

1985, 82-85.

91

 The addition of oJ cristov" at the end of the verse, though supported by a 

quantitatively large number of witnesses and consequently accepted for centuries in the 

Textus Receptus, is unjustified by the manuscript tradition (see NA
27

) and has been 

rejected in every modern critical edition beginning with Tischendorf’s 8a in 1869. See 

NA
26

 Appendix II Textuum Differentiae = NA
27

 Appendix III Editionum Differentiae on 

Jn 4.42, where this variant is not once recorded.  

92

 Though no OT text looks more appropriately matched to the NT than Hos 6.2, 

neither the NT nor the early Fathers cite this text as evidence for the Resurrection. The 
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 44. The saying about a prophet’s being unwelcome ‘in his own 

country’ is found in Mt 13.57 || Mk 6.4 || Lk 4.24, but its presence here at 

Jn 4.44 is puzzling. Why should Jesus go ‘into Galilee’, knowing that he 

will not be welcome there? ‘The text appears to be utterly illogical’ 

(Origen XIII 53; GCS 10:283 = SC §364).  

 Origen therefore suggested that ‘his own country’ must refer to Judea, 

where Jesus had already experienced antagonism (compare Jn 2.18-20, 

23-25; 4.1-3), commenting that patri;" dh; tw'n profhtw'n ejn th'/
ÆIoudaia/ h\n (XIII 54; GCS 10:284 = SC § 372). Some modern exegetes 

adopt a similar view, arguing that Jerusalem, the home of every Jew, 

must be pre-eminently the home of the Messiah (Schlatter), and so for 

Jesus too his ‘proper home’ (Hoskyns), but this seems to read too much 

into ijdiva/, which is here simply the equivalent of the possessive pronoun: 

see MHT I 87-90; III 2, 4, 191-92, and note that all three Synoptic 

parallels read not ijdiva/, but aujtou'. Bultmann and Brown suggest that 
Jesus knew that the welcome he would receive in Galilee (Jn 4.45) would 

be as shallow as that which, according to 2.23-25, he had received 

in Jerusalem, just the popular enthusiasm given to a wonderworker. 

Schnackenburg suggests that Jesus might have been seeking to retire for 

the moment from the stress of conflict in Jerusalem (compare 7.3-8), 

while knowing that he would encounter non-acceptance in Galilee too, 

simply because he was a Galilean (6.41-42, 52, 60-66). None of these 

views seems entirely satisfactory. 

 patriv" can denote either a large geographical territory, a native 

country, or a very small locality, such as someone’s home town. As 

parallels to the saying that a teacher is unwelcome in his own patriv",
BDAG mentions Dio Chrysostom 30 (47), 6, pa'sin toi'" filosovfoi" 
calepo;" ejn th/' patrivdi oJ bivo"; Apollonius of Tyana, Letter 44, to his 
brother, movnh mevcri nu'n hJ patri;" ajgnoei', in Philostratus I 354,12 = 
Loeb II 436; and Epictetus 3,16,11, asserting that the philosopher avoids 

his patriv". All three parallels refer to the teacher’s native ground, the 
home town or neighbourhood where his family background is only too 

well known, exactly as in Mk 6.2-4 ||s and Jn 6.42. In Jn 4.44, therefore, 

patriv" is best taken as referring not to Galilee in general, but, specifi-

cally, to Nazareth, in accordance with Jn 1.45-46; 18.5, 7; 19.19.
93

 The traveller from Samaria would cross the boundary and enter the 

district of Galilee at a point not two miles distant from Nazareth.
94

 At no 

first to do so was Tertullian in Adv. Marcionem IV 43 (CCL I,161) and Adv. Iudaeos 23 

(CCL 2.1389): Wolff, Hosea, ETr 1974, prints the two texts both in Latin and in 

translation, together with many useful references. See also J. Dupont, ‘Ressuscité “le 

troisième jour”’, Biblica 40 (1959), 742-61, particularly 745-46. 

93

 This represents a slight variation from the interpretation given by Chrysosotom 

(XXXV 2) who says that Jesus went to Cana because his patriv" was Capernaum, which 
rejected him (Lk 10.15). 

94

 Josephus states that the most southerly point of the frontier of Galilee was ‘a 

village in the Great Plain called Xaloth’ (War III iii 1 = 39: Loeb II 587), to be identified 
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other time in John’s narrative is Jesus so close to his native town. Perhaps 

that is why the writer feels it imperative to explain why Jesus did not go 

there, but instead, travelled on further into Galilee. ejmartuvrhsen in 

v. 45 has a pluperfect sense,
95

 and provides the explanation: because he 

had openly affirmed that a prophet finds no honour on his home ground.

45. o{te ou\n h\lqen, 4.5. So it was that when he reached Galilee, the 

Galileans welcomed him. ejdevxanto, hapax legomenon in John, was 

chosen perhaps (Schnackenburg) under the influence of the proverb in the 

form found at Lk 4.24, dektov". They welcomed him, as others had done 
in Jerusalem, because of what they had seen him do there ejn th'/ eJorth'/,
at the festival: Jn 2.23. Significantly, John does not here use labei'n,
which would imply that they accepted him, the verb he prefers to 

designate genuine faith (1.12; 5.43; cf. 3.11, 32-33; 12.48; 13.20 [4 

times]; 17.8).  4.48. 

with the modern Iqsâl = Iksal (map reference 1807 2320), only 3 km south-east of 

Nazareth. See also his Life 44 = 227: Loeb I 85; Dalman, Sacred Sites and Ways, 62, 190.  

95

 See SMTNTG 48, 52; IBNTG 11.  



EXCURSUS X 

KURIOS OR IHSOUS IN 4.1a? 

In 1869 Tischendorf, induced presumably by the reading in his newly 

found treasure, the Codex Sinaiticus, was the first editor to print Ihsou"
in the Gospel text at Jn 4.1a, but for ninety years thereafter, until 1960, 

nearly all others (H S V M N
25
) continued to retain kurio", as in the TR. 

The only exceptions were Friedrich Blass (1902)
1

 and J. Bover (1943).  

 In 1960 G. D. Kilpatrick, in his Greek–English Diglot (1960), pro-

duced privately for translators of the British and Foreign Bible Society, 

replaced kurio" by Ihsou"; so did R. V. G. Tasker in The Greek New 
Testament (1964), but he was merely supplying the Greek text underlying 

the NEB. Since that time Ihsou" has usually been preferred in editions of 

the Greek text, as in all those from the United Bible Societies or from the 

Institute in Münster (including NA
27
), plus the Synopses of J. B. Orchard 

(1983) and B-L (1986); the solitary exception is the (revised) Synopsis

of A. Huck and H. Greeven (1981). Most modern English-language 

Versions since 1960 have also followed the Bible Societies, adopting the 

reading Ihsou", though the commentators have been rather more 

reluctant to abandon kurio". See Van Belle 173-74. 
 There is good external evidence for either alternative (see NA

27
), and 

in the TCGNT, the reading accepted, Ihsou", is classed only {C}, indi-
cating ‘a considerable degree of doubt’ as to which is the superior reading 

(xxviii). The editorial committee judged that if kurio" had stood (as 

subject of egnw) in the original text, it is unlikely that it would ever have 
been displaced by Ihsou", because the triple occurrence of Ihsou"
makes the text irksome to read; whereas if Ihsou" had originally been 
the subject of egnw, ‘more than one copyist may have smoothed the 
passage by changing the first instance of Ihsou" to kurio"’ precisely to 
avoid this clumsiness. Perhaps in the original text the subject of the verb 

was not expressed, so that some scribes later supplied Ihsou", others
kurio" (often written as IÑSÑ and KÑSÑ). Thus TCGNT 205-206.  
 In 2002 Gilbert Van Belle entered a powerful plea for the reinstate-

ment of kurio".2 In assessing the external evidence (set out fully in 
UBS

3
), he draws attention to Aland’s ‘five Categories’ of witnesses, of 

1

Evangelium secundum Ioannem, Leipzig, 1902. See Lagrange, Critique textuelle II

(1935), 8-9, on the idiosyncratic character of this work.  

2

 G. Van Belle, ‘KURIOS or IHSOUS in John 4.1?’, in ed. J. Denaux, New Testa-

ment Criticism and Exegesis, FS J. Delobel, BETL 161, Leuven, 2002, 159-74.
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which the first three (‘very special’, ‘special’ and ‘distinctive’) are of 

primary significance.
3

 In Category I, Ihsou" is found in a alone; in II, in 
Q alone; in III, only in 086 and f

1
. kurio", by contrast, occurs in 

Category I, in ∏75
 B; in II, in C and 083; in III, in A D Y and f

13
. (Van 

Belle concedes that the original reading of ∏66
 is uncertain, though the 

‘corrected’ one is KÑSÑ.)
But Van Belle insists also on the ‘intrinsic probability’ of kurio" in 

this context. After an encyclopaedic survey of editions, versions and 

(from 1826) commentaries, he concludes that here in 4.1 (and in 6.23; 

11.2) kurio" represents the original text. Many would agree, but would 

ascribe the term to a redactor or a glossator (so, e.g., Bernard I 132, also 

XXXIII). Van Belle, however, contends that it was the evangelist himself 

who wrote kurio", to recall attention to the content of the passage 
immediately preceding, in which the heavenly status of him whom the 

Father has sent is explicitly declared (3.31, 34-35). Thus F. Godet 1902, 

292; ETr 1886 (repr. 1978), 417. C. F. Keil (1881) likewise suggests that 

kurio" is there to remind the reader that Jesus was throughout his life 
fully aware of the mission assigned to him by God, and left Judea, to 

withdraw to Galilee, because that was at this point an integral part of 

God’s plan (4.3; e[dei in 4.4); compare also the more than human 

knowledge ascribed to him in 4.16-18, 29. kurio" as a designation of 
Jesus is indeed, in John, a resurrection-title, but the evangelist knew this, 

and therefore employed it, sparingly and significantly, at critical points in 

the narrative. Here its presence would signal a powerful inclusio with 

4.42.  

 To sum up, the simplest way of accounting for the origination of the 

two readings is to posit that originally the subject of egnw was not 
expressed (thus Barrett, R. E. Brown, TCGNT); but no surviving manu-

script attests its absence—all contain either Ihsou" or kurio". It seems 
virtually certain therefore that neither word was written in scriptio plena,

but only as IÑSÑ or KÑSÑ. There is no clear and objective criterion to deter-
mine which of the two nouns was the earlier or the original, or whether 

the noun was first inserted in the text by an editor, a glossator, or by the 

evangelist himself. kurio" is preferred in this commentary, partly 

because of its earlier attestation, but mainly because it is so unusual, and 

is therefore the more difficult reading. 

3

 See Van Belle 161-62, and K. Aland, Text of the New Testament, ETr, Grand 

Rapids, 1987, 106, 159-63.



EXCURSUS XI 

SHECHEM AND SAMARIA 

IN NEW TESTAMENT TIMES

It is impossible to say when the Samaritan temple on Gerizim was first 

built, perhaps around 330 B.C. (see Josephus, Ant. XI viii 1 = 322-24, and 

Appendix B p. 509, in the Loeb edition, vol. VI; Schürer II 17-19), but it 

was totally destroyed in 129–128 B.C. by John Hyrcanus I (Ant. XIII ix 1 

= 255-56; Schürer I 207). That it was never rebuilt is clear from the fact 

that the Jews observed the anniversary of its destruction as a day of 

rejoicing (Megillat Taanith §8). In the same campaign Hyrcanus captured 

Shechem and no doubt left it ravaged, with any fortifications in ruins; but 

it is too much to state (with Schürer II 161) that Josephus asserts that the 

town was, like the temple, destroyed at the same time. In Ant. XIII ix 1 = 

255; War I ii 6 = 63, the verb Josephus uses is aiJrei'n, and aiJrei'n
implies rather that the localities mentioned as ‘captured’ continued to 

exist thereafter. Twenty years later, however, between 111 and 107 B.C., 

when Hyrcanus conquered the ‘massive stronghold of Samaria’ (Samav-
reian povlin ojcurwtavthn), he ‘utterly effaced’ that ancient historic 
capital (pa'san aujth;n hjfavnisen) of the Northern Kingdom (1 Kgs 
16.24), destroying its very foundations, ‘until no sign remained that a city 

had ever been there’ (Ant. XIII x 2-3 = 275-81; War I ii 7 = 65: Schürer I 

209-10). For the next two centuries the region was under the control 

either of the Hasmoneans or of the Herodians or of the Romans.  

 After Pompey’s conquest of Jerusalem in 63 B.C., the city of Samaria 

was refounded by the proconsul Gabinius (57–55 B.C.: Schürer I 245-

46), repopulated by the Romans and later considerably enlarged by Herod 

the Great, but as a Roman colony and a Hellenized city, renamed in 

honour of the Emperor Augustus, Sebaste, the modern Sebastiyeh (Ant.

XIV v 3 = 88; XV vii 3 = 217; viii 5 = 292; War I viii 4 = 166; xxi 2 = 

403; Schürer II 160-64). Non-Jewish and firmly loyal to Rome, it sup-

plied a substantial part of the troops stationed in Judaea under successive 

military governors (Schürer I 363-64). 

 While Sebaste flourished, the ancient Shechem became, to judge by 

the size of Tell Balâta, a mere village which had never recovered from the 

destruction wreaked by John Hyrcanus and his sons, all bitterly hostile to 

the Samaritan nation. The episode in John 4 is therefore located about 8 

miles (12 km) away from Sebaste, in an economically depressed area, 
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where the native population had been under the dominion of alien rulers 

for over one hundred years.
1

 In A.D. 67, the fighting men of Samaria gathered on Mount Gerizim, 

planning to join in the revolt against Rome, only to be virtually 

annihilated (War III vii 32 = 307-15). After the War, new coloniae were 

of course established by the Romans, one of them in A.D. 72 across the 

strategic defile of Mabartha
2

 between Ebal and Gerizim; it was entitled

Colonia Prima Flavia (thus Pliny), and also Neapolis. This new founda-

tion soon became the principal city of the region, eclipsing even Sebaste, 

and, because of its location, about one Roman mile from the site of Tell 

Balâta,
3

 came in time to be identified with the ancient Shechem (Schürer I 

520-21; II 163-64). Nevertheless, between A.D. 72 and 90, ‘the creation 

of this cosmopolitan city at the foot of their holy mountain must have 

seemed to the natives of Samaria an outrage’ (M. Baillet, DBS XI 1001). 

It was in these years after the foundation of Neapolis that the story of 

Jesus’ encounter with the woman of Samaria was being publicly pre-

sented as part of the Christian Gospel to the world. 
4

1

 On Josephus’ animosity against the Samaritans, see Ant. IX xiv 3 = 290-91, plus, in 

the Loeb edition, the other references listed in vol. VI, fn. a. on p.155: Ant. XI 19ff., 

84ff., 114ff., 174ff., 340ff.; XII 257ff.  

2

 An indigenous local name, War IV viii 1 = 481, erroneously given as Mamortha in 

Pliny, Natural History V xiii = 69 in fine.

3

 Eusebius, Onomasticon, the Pilgrim of Bordeaux, and Jerome, Epistula 108, cited in 

ELS, 2nd ed., 269-71. 

4

 See also at Jn 3.23, the comments on ‘The Location of Aenon’, pp. 245-47. 
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THE IDENTIFICATION OF THE SITE OF SYCHAR 

The first to localize the site was the Pilgrim of Bordeaux (A.D. 333) who 

records that it was one [Roman] mile from Joseph’s funeral monument ‘at 

Sechim’ ‘to Sechar’ (ELS, 2nd ed., fn. 270 = CSEL 39, 20). ELS, 2nd 

ed., 218-28 prints 28 texts, ranging from Eusebius of Caesarea to 1626.  

 Sychar is a hapax legomenon in the Bible, and until recently it was 

commonly identified with the village of ‘Askar, 1100 yards north-

northeast. of Bir Yakub (Jacob’s Well), at grid 1776–1806. Many still 

favour that location, but others now prefer the little village of Balâta, 

about 500 yards west-northwest of the Well (grid 1769–1798). Joseph’s 

memorial is today shown some 300 yards north of the Well, but perhaps 

the site of his tomb has altered since A.D. 333 (for the convenience of 

pilgrims?).  

 The main arguments are stated concisely both by Brown I 169 (in 

favour of Balâta) and by Schnackenburg I = ETr 422-23 (in favour of 

‘Askar). The fullest presentations are by Kopp and Delcor, both favour-

ing ‘Askar. See also J. Briend, who has a slight preference for ‘Askar. 

Everything turns on whether there was during the lifetime of Jesus an 

inhabited locality at the site of the modern ‘Askar. Some think there was, 

partly because of the similarity (though not identity) of name. They 

identify it as Sychar, and then interpret the evidence of Eusebius, Jerome 

and others accordingly. Those convinced that there was no village at all at 

modern ‘Askar until Arab times (the Arabic word means simply ‘military 

camp’) locate the ancient Sychar at the site of the modern Balâta. The 

Sinaitic and Curetonian Syriac both read Suchem, not Sychar, perhaps to 

replace an obscure name by a well-known one (Pons Aelii is more 

familiar as Newcastle-upon-Tyne), an indication that the scribes had in 

mind ancient Shechem, close by modern Balâta. Some suggest that the 

name Sychar may in the course of time have moved from there 1 km 

north-east, and later have been assimilated with ‘Askar.  

 There can be no conclusion to the debate until new and decisive 

archaeological evidence is forthcoming (thus Kopp, very firmly), and 

since the exact identification of the site does not affect in the slightest the 

interpretation of the Gospel’s teaching, the wisest counsel is to await 

reports of future excavations. There have been no excavations since 1967.  

 For further discussion, see the following:  
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C. Kopp, Die heiligen Stätten (1958), 196-211 (= ETr The Holy 

Places, 155-66) (both with fine photographs). The evidence from 

Eusebius, Jerome and other witnesses presented on pp. 205-10 of 

the German edition is omitted from the ETr (p. 154, see fn. 48). 

M. Delcor, ‘Vom Sichem der hellenistischen Epoche zu Sychar des 

Neuen Testaments’, ZDPV 78 (1962), 34-48 = Religion d’Israël et 

Proche Orient Ancien, 1976, 389-403. 

J. Briend, ‘Puits de Jacob’, in DBVS IX (1975), 386-98. 

Z. Stefanovic, ‘Jacob’s Well’, in ABD III 608-609. 



EXCURSUS XIII 

‘IN SPIRIT AND TRUTH’ 

The interpretation of this phrase in Jn 4.23-24, has long been a paradigm 

of the changing patterns of NT scholarship. The two nouns will be 

examined first separately
1

 and then as a pair.  

ejn pneuvmati

Several Greek writers, under the influence of Platonic philosophy, 

interpreted pneu'ma here as that which is distinguished from, opposed to, 
and contrasted with, the material body, because it is neither sw'ma nor 
savrx nor u{lh in any way. Thus Chrysostom writes: ‘When he says, God

is Spirit, this means simply that he does not have a body. Therefore the 

worship of the one who is not corporeal must also be of the same kind, 

and performed by that which in us is incorporeal, that is, by the soul and 

by purity of mind.’
2

 The same interpretation recurs in Theodore of 

Mopsuestia, Ammonius, Theophylactus and Euthymius, the last of whom 

writes ouj swmatikw'" - ajlla; pneumatikw'", because pneu'ma [oJ qeo;"]
toutevstin ajswvmato" (PG 129.1196). Many Latin writers thought much 

the same, but, following Augustine, judged the principal teaching of the 

verse to lie in the implication that the new worship would not be 

restricted to any particular localities on earth: thus the Glossa ordinaria

(‘non in templo, non in hoc monte, sed interius in intimo templo cordis’).  

 Unsurprisingly, at the time of the Reformation, some began to ask 

questions about the relevance of this text to the forms of Christian 

worship. For the Lutherans, Philip Melanchthon declared in 1531 that it 

excluded all theories which argued that some sacrifices had value ex 

opere operato.
3

 John Calvin in his Commentary (1553) wrote that it 

certainly excluded ‘an excessive multitude of ceremonies’ (immodica 

caerimoniarum turba), and called for ‘inner faith of the heart,…purity of 

1

 As in de la Potterie, La Vérité, 673-79: note also 680-706.  

2 o{tan de; ei\ph, Pneu'ma oJ Qeo;", oujde;n a[llo dhloi', h] to; ajswvmaton. dei' toivnun 
tou' ajswmavtou kai; th;n latreivan toiauvthn ei\nai, kai; dia; tou' ejn hJmin ajswmavtou
prosfevresqai: toutevstin, dia; th'" yuch'" kai; th'" tou' nou' kaqarovthto". In 
Ioann. 33, 2 = 191 DE.  

3

 ‘Haec sententia clare damnat opiniones de sacrificiis, quae fingunt ex opere operato 

valere, et docet, quod oporteat spiritu, id est motibus cordis, et fide adorare.’ Apologia 

Confessionis, Art. XXIV De Missa 27, in Die Bekenntnisschriften der evangelisch-

lutherischen Kirche, Göttingen, 2nd ed., 1952, 357
7-11

.
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conscience and self-denial’ (interior cordis fides, quae invocationem 

parit, deinde conscientiae puritas, abnegatio nostri). In his Institutes he 

pleaded that any external ceremonies should be few, easy of observance, 

dignified, and clear in meaning (IV 10, 14; ETr II 1191-93), but neither 

there nor in his Commentary is he specific about the implications of these 

principles.
4

 Some Spanish Jesuits alleged indeed that ‘Protestants’ were 

invoking Jn 4.23 to justify the abolition of all liturgical ceremonies,
5

 but 

such was never the teaching of the Churches of the Reformation, and it is 

significant that Robert Bellarmine, at the very point where he is arguing 

against the chapter of Calvin’s Institutes just mentioned, does not make 

this accusation (see his De Controversiis III, II, c. 32, arg. 7
um

 15-17). 

The first introduction of a regular pattern of ‘purely interior and spiritual 

worship’ without any external ceremonies at all is generally ascribed to 

George Fox (1624–1691) and the Society of Friends (from around 1650 

onwards). 

 The eighteenth-century Enlightenment led inevitably to a radical re-

examination of the practical implications of Jn 4.23, ‘in spirit and in 

truth’. It was soon widely accepted that spirit here referred to the human 

intellect and will, that is, to those elements by which a human being is 

identified and distinguished from all other animals. Then the year 1859 

saw the publication of Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species and of John 

Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, and many previously hallowed presuppositions 

were called into question. In 1863 Ernest Renan (1823–1892) published a 

Vie de Jésus which immediately became a best-seller (60,000 copies in 

the first four months), partly because of its exquisite French prose, and 

partly because it expressed what many people of that era wanted to 

believe: that a gentle, tolerant Jesus had preached a religion in which 

difficult dogma and uncomfortable law would have no place. Chapter 

XIV opens with the statement that ‘Jesus despised all religion which was 

not of the heart’ and ends with a paragraph pronouncing that ‘the day on 

which Jesus uttered this saying [“shall worship the Father in spirit and in 

truth”] he was truly Son of God. He pronounced for the first time the 

sentence upon which will repose the edifice of eternal religion…until the 

end of time.’
6

 Though Renan’s book is not a work of scholarship and was 

never highly esteemed in the academic world,
7

 its influence was none the 

4

 He comments on 4.23: ‘Quid sit Deum colere in Spiritu et veritate, ex superioribus 

dilucide patet, nempe, ablatis veterum rituum involucris, simpliciter retinere quod 

spirituale est in Dei cultu.’  

5

 De la Potterie (675 fn. 91) cites ‘especially Salmeron, Maldonatus, Ribera, Bellar-

mine and Toledo’, the last of whom writes: ‘omnes ceremonias, et ritus Ecclesiasticos 

tollunt, et sola conscientiae mundicia, adorandum Deum existimant’.  

6

Vie de Jésus, 13th ed., Paris, n.d. (1916?), 235 and 244 = ETr (Everyman’s Library) 

1927, 136 and 140.  

7

 Charles Gore concludes his Introduction to the edition in Everyman’s Library by 

describing it as ‘an exquisitely conceived and executed romance rather loosely or 

remotely based upon history’.  



308 JOHN 1–4

less immense, and its publication may serve as a marker of the start of the 

popularization of ‘liberal theology’. Even unquestionably conservative 

exegetes interpreted the phrase in Jn 4.23 in language which would have 

been quite acceptable to Renan and other liberal theologians. 

 Thus Godet commented in 1864: ‘Spirit here denotes that deepest 

element of the human soul by which it can hold communion with the 

divine world…’ and truth is its corollary: ‘the worship rendered in the 

inner sanctuary of the spirit is the only true one, because it alone corre-

sponds to the nature of God—its object: “God is a spirit”’ (ETr II 116). 

Similarly Westcott in 1880 (and 1908): ‘In biblical language [spirit

denotes] that part of man’s nature which holds, or is capable of holding, 

intercourse with the eternal order, in the spirit (1 Thess 5.23). The spirit 

of man responds to the Spirit of God. Compare [John] 6.63.’ Zahn (1908) 

draws out at some length the implications of this interpretation: the 

genuine worshipper will never be obliged to frequent particular places or 

buildings, or to conform in the observation of days, times or forms.
8

Lagrange too could write in 1925 (Jean, 113) : ‘Il faut entendre…ejn
pneuvmati d’une disposition humaine; l’esprit de l’homme est ce qu’il y a 
en lui de plus pur, de plus semblable à Dieu… L’action de l’Esprit Saint 

peut être aisément déduite, mais n’est pas indiquée expressément.’ 

 The most obvious weakness of this interpretation is its banality. 

Neither Jews nor Greeks needed to be reminded that the inward devotion 

of an upright heart was superior to merely formal acts of external 

worship, even liturgical ones: compare 1 Kgs 8.27-30; Isa 66.1; Mal 1.11; 

1 Sam 15.22 and Hos 6.6. Moreover, ‘the cultic worship of God is [in Jn 

4.23] contrasted, not with a spiritual, inward form of worship, but with 

the eschatological worship’ (thus Bultmann 140 and fn. 3 = ETr 190 and 

fn. 4).  

 A second defect in the interpretation of ejn pneuvmati proposed above 
lies in its understanding of pneu'ma oJ qeov" in Jn 4.24a. BDAG (here 

reproducing BAG) gives as the fourth sense of pneu'ma an independent 

noncorporeal being, in contrast to a being that can be perceived by the 

physical senses, spirit, and then cites Jn 4.24a as the solitary NT text 

where pneu'ma bears this meaning when applied to God (833b). The 
definition is indubitably applicable to God; but it is difficult to concur that 

it furnishes a complete and fully satisfactory statement of what the 

evangelist, when referring to God as Spirit, intended (in the light of his 

Hebrew background) to intimate and to imply.
9

8

 ‘Geist bildet auch hier den Gegensatz zum Fleisch und zu allem, was des Fleisches 

Art hat, zu bestimmten Örtlichkeiten, wohin man wallfahren, zu Gebäude, in denen man 

sich einfinden, zu sinnlich wahrnehmbaren Handlungen, die man vollziehen muss.’ See 

also the rest of the page (244). 

9

 Every other NT reference to God as Spirit is classified under the fifth, sixth or 

eighth sense, and Jn 4.24a should have been listed under the fifth or eighth.  
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ejn ajlhqeiva/

Similar problems arise when ejn ajlhqeiva/ in Jn 4.23-24 is interpreted 
solely in terms of a Greek background.  

 All Greek writers were familiar with Plato’s allegory of the cave 

(Republic VII 514-17A), in which a group of prisoners believed that 

some shapes they were watching on a wall in front of them were the only 

reality in the world, until they were released from their chains, and saw 

that those pictures were but shadows of true reality.
10

 The same Platonic 

background was part of the mind-set of Christian Greek writers too; 

earthly things were for them a terrestrial reflection of heavenly realities.  

 This naturally affected their interpretation of the Bible. They saw the 

persons and events of the OT presented as ‘types and shadows’ pre-

figuring the ‘true reality’ to be revealed in the NT, so that the figures and 

events in the NT are interpreted by reference to figures and events in the 

OT, and the ‘true meaning’ of OT figures such as Adam and Melchizedek 

is ‘finally revealed’ in the NT. Thus we find references to type and anti-

type in tuvpo" tou' mevllonto" (Rom 5.14), or skia; tw'n mellovvntwn 
(Col 2.17; Heb 10.1), and even aujth;n th;n eijkovna tw'n pragmavtwn
(Heb 10.1). Origen employs this typological method all the time, and on 

Jn 4.22-23 writes that true worshippers are those who adore the Father ‘in 

spirit and not in the flesh, in truth and not in prefigurative types’ (ejn
pneuvmati kai; mh; sarkiv, kai; ejn ajlhqeiva/ kai; mh; tuvpoi", XIII xviii: 
SC 109). Many other writers, of the patristic, medieval and Renaissance 

periods interpret Jn 4.22-23 similarly, as a statement advocating and 

authorizing the employment of typology in Christian preaching and 

worship, among whom the most concise is Euthymius: oujk ejn skiai'"
kai; tuvpoi", ajllÆ ejn ajlhqeiva/ (PG 129.1197 A).11 The ejn ajlhqeiva/ in Jn 
4.22-23, thus understood, highlights the element of covenantal fulfilment 

in the worship of the new, Christian, era.
12

 With the Enlightenment, the use of typology became in academic 

theology unfashionable for many generationss. Even the staunchest of 

conservative exegetes regularly interpreted ejn ajlhqeiva/ in Jn 4.23-24 
solely in terms of a (Classical) Greek background. Zahn and Lagrange, 

for example, took the phrase to mean in sincerity, without duplicity (as in 

1 Jn 3.18 and 2 Cor 7.14; 2 Jn 1 and 3 Jn 1), and though this is certainly 

10

 F. M. Cornford noted that ‘a modern Plato would compare his Cave to an 

underground cinema, where the audience watch the play of shadows thrown by the film 

passing before a light at their backs’ (The Republic of Plato, Oxford, 1941, p. 223 fn.1.)  

11

 De la Potterie II 677 fn. 98 lists Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Cyril of 

Alexandria, Ammonius, Theophylactus, and Didymus of Alexandria (De Spiritu Sancto

57: PG 39.1081 BC); then Thomas Aquinas, Bonaventure, Calvin, Maldonatus, Ribera 

and Grotius.  

12

 It is strange that de la Potterie (II 677) should decline to accept this interpretation 

of Jn 4.23 on the ground that hJ ajlhvqeia is never found in the NT with reference to a 
Christian antitype. It is even more strange that his work contains not a single reference to 

Jn 6.55 or 15.1.  
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one possible meaning of the Greek, it can scarcely be the distinguishing 

hallmark of the new eschatological form of worship. Bernard’s comment 

reads (149): ‘This is a general statement, and we must not bring in here 

thoughts which are peculiar to Christian docrine, because of that fuller 

revelation of God which was granted in the Incarnation’. Nowadays, it 

would be difficult to propose these last interpretations as satisfactory 

exegesis, but it is well to remember that they represent an over-reaction 

against the idea that typology is the primary key for unlocking the mean-

ing of the Bible.  

ejn pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/

The thrust of Bultmann’s commentary (1941) is easy to perceive. Index 

IV
13

 reveals the preponderance of references to Gnosticism, Hermeticism, 

Mandaeans, Mysteries and Neoplatonism over Judaism, Rabbinism and 

particularly over the OT. The commentary on Jn 3.1-21 (92-115 = ETr 

131-60) illustrates the author’s conviction that whereas the Synoptics 

reflect in their form and content the world in which Jesus, the Rabbis and 

the primitive Church moved, ‘in John one feels that one has been 

transported into the world of C. Herm. 13 and the Lovgo" tevleio"’ (93 = 
ETr 132). These principles are applied at Jn 4.23. The clue to the ejn
pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/ is, he writes, that ‘the cultic worship of God is 
contrasted, not with a spiritual, inward form of worship, but with the 

eschatological worship. The pneu'ma is God’s miraculous dealing with 

men which takes place in the revelation.
14

 The ajlhvqeia is the reality of 
God revealed in Jesus, the ‘Word’ of God by which the believers are 

‘sanctified’, i.e. are taken out of this worldly existence and set in the 

eschatological existence (17.17,19)’ (140 = ETr 190-91). Here there is a 

cross-reference to the comment on 1.9, which declares that ‘the formal 

sense of ajlhvqeia in Johannine and in Hellenistic Greek’ is truth and 
reality (32 fn. 1 = ETr 53 fn. 1). For Bultmann, therefore, ejn pneuvmati
means that God first commands the attention of the human being by the 

revelation spoken in Jesus; and ejn ajlhqeiva/ means that the only genuine 
worship, truly worthy of God, is that in which the creature, by acknowl-

edging God’s call as divine (pneu'ma), responds to that call in the manner 
in which God intended and so is ‘sanctified’ and set free. 

 Dodd’s Interpretation took shape in the same era as Bultmann’s 

Commentary. In Part I: The Background, after a brief introductory 

chapter, the five essays are devoted to the Hermetic Literature, Hellenis- 

tic Judaism (Philo), Rabbinic Judaism, Gnosticism and Mandaism. 

Though Dodd’s style is utterly different from Bultmann’s, and though he 

argues that there is in John ‘a singularly close interweaving of Hebraic 

13

 On Religio-historical Relations (562-63: ETr 738-40). 

14

 Here Bultmann (98 fn. 3 = ETr 139 fn. 1) argues at length that pneu'ma represents 
‘the divine power not as it is in itself, but as it impinges on human existence’. 
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and Hellenistic conceptions [of the Spirit]’ (223), his chapter on ‘Spirit’ 

(213-27) is replete with references to Philo and the Corpus Hermeticum, 

and gives far more attention to them than to the OT. The statement that 

God is pneu'ma means that he is not savrx, and does not belong among
ta; kavtw, cf. Jn 3.6 (258). The phrase ejn pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/ is for 
Dodd ‘a virtual hendiadys’ (223), meaning ‘in spirit, that is, in reality’ 

(258) Similarly, in 4.23 oiJ ajlhqinoi; proskunhtaiv denotes not ‘sincere 
worshippers’ (with reference to their subjective faith) but ‘real worship-

pers’, that is, those whose religious exercises are in fact and in reality an 

approach to God, and not a ritual which at best merely symbolizes the 

approach to God (170). It is not unfair (it is meant as a compliment), to 

say that Dodd’s masterpiece presents the Gospel as Philo might have 

reviewed it.  

 Both Bultmann and Dodd intended to interpret the Gospel for twenti-

eth-century readers by examining it against the background of the Greek 

world of its time. Bultmann’s commentary was first published in 1941, 

Dodd’s Interpretation in 1953 (dedication 1950). Each represents a high 

point of the Hellenizing schools of interpretation which were dominant in 

the first half of the twentieth century. But just at that conjuncture, the 

very foundations of a purely, or even predominantly, Hellenist interpre-

tation of the Fourth Gospel were about to be swept away by the totally 

unforeseen discovery in 1947 of the great library at Qumran.  

 One of the early articles based on Qumran texts appeared in 1959, 

when Schnackenburg published a short essay on Jn 4.23, soon summa-

rized in his commentary (1965). He argued that the association between 

spirit and truth is found several times in the writings of the Qumran 

community, citing first 1QS 4.20-21 (‘He will cleanse him of all wicked 

deeds with the spirit of holiness; like purifying waters He will shed upon 

him the spirit of truth’). The Qumran community believed itself to be, in 

nascent form, the eschatological community of the Lord; so we read, of 

the postulant entering, that ‘he shall be cleansed from all his sins by the 

spirit of holiness uniting him to His truth’ (1QS 3.6-7). ‘When these 

become members of the Community in Israel according to all these rules, 

they shall establish the spirit of holiness according to everlasting truth’ 

(1QS 9.3-5). Similar language recurs in the Thanksgiving Hymns, at (for 

example) 1QH 7.6-7; 12.11-12; and 16.11. The frequency with which the 

terms spirit and truth and holiness recur in conjunction with one another 

can now be checked by referring to the DCH.  

 With this in mind, we may turn to the text of Jn 4.23: ejn pneu'mati 
kai; ajlhqeiva/. The two abstract nouns, both anarthrous and governed by a 
single preposition, are here so closely linked that they must be considered 

a pair, and should be understood in terms of Biblical, not Classical, 

Greek, corresponding to the Hebrew j'Wr (rūa˙) and tm,a, (<εmet). Taken 

together as a pair, they mean ‘in accordance with the inspiration and 

teaching of God as given through the Law, the prophets and the Wisdom 

literature, and through contemporary preachers such as the Baptist and 
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Jesus’, and the key to their meaning in Jn 4.23-24 is to be found by 

considering their position in the Fourth Gospel.  

 The climax of the Prologue is the assertion in Jn 1.14 that the Word 

made flesh is full of grace and truth, a phrase which echoes the ending of 

Exod 34.6: ‘Yahweh, Yahweh, is a God merciful and gracious, slow to 

anger, and abounding in merciful love and faithfulness (tm,a>w< ds,j,Abr": rab-

˙ēsēd wē<ēmεt)…’
15

 The Word made flesh is also presented in Jn 1.16-17 

as the source of a new cavri" ajnti; cavrito", of a grace which supersedes 
the very greatest blessings imparted in the Law. In place of novmo", Jesus 
brings cavri" kai; ajlhvqeia. This text in 1.17 marks the final occurrence 
of cavri" in the Fourth Gospel.16  
 Given the importance of cavri" at the conclusion of the Prologue, and 
given the centrality of the same term in Pauline theology, it is natural to 

inquire why the word disappears so soon, and so completely, from John. 

That question makes this an appropriate point at which to ask also why 

the term kingdom of God (or: of heaven) which occurs more than 100 

times in the Synoptics (Matthew, 55 times; Mark, 20 times, Luke, 46 

times), appears only twice in John (3.3, 5),
17

 after which it too disappears 

from the narrative. The word ajlhvqeia supplies a clue to answering both 
questions. ajlhvqeia is found only seven times in the Synoptics, but not 
once as a technical ‘theological’ term.

18

 By contrast, it occurs 25 times in 

John’s Gospel and 20 times in the three Johannine Epistles,
19

 and always 

in a sense pregnant with ‘theological’, that is ‘God-related’, meaning. 

Similarly, the noun pneu'ma occurs 24 times in John’s Gospel, referring 

always to the Spirit of God or the Spirit of Jesus,
20

 until it is finally 

revealed as ‘the Spirit of Truth’ (14.17; 15.26; 16.13). In John, pneu'ma 
and ajlhvqeia take over the roles allotted in other NT books to cavri" and 
the kingdom. 

 For if pneu'ma and ajlhvqeia are linked together as a pair, the grace 
(cavri") which supersedes the Law (1.16-17) is the gift of the Spirit 
which brings into existence upon earth a kingdom that does not originate 

in this world (3.3-8
21

), and the truth (ajlhvqeia) which supersedes the Law 
is the revelation that Jesus embodies, and presents to this world, an 

15

 The same phrase is in mind at Num 14.18; in the two penitential services after the 

Exile, at Joel 2.13 and at Neh 9.17 (cf. also Jon 4.2); and regularly in the liturgy of the 

Second Temple: see Pss 25.10; 40.11-12; 57.11; 61.8; 85.11; 89.15; 115.1; 138.2 (nb); cf. 

26.3; 117.2. Jn 1.14e.  

16

 In the other ‘Johannine’ books of the NT, cavri" occurs only in 1 Jn 3.12 (as cavrin 
tivno"); in 2 Jn 3, Rev 1.4 and 22.21 as an epistolary greeting.  

17

 Plus, if you wish, ‘my kingdom’ in 18.36 (3  but nowhere in the Johannine 

Epistles

18

 Mt 22.16 || Mk 12.14 || Lk 20.21; Mk 5.33; 12.32; Lk 4.25; 22.59. ‘As an attribute 

of God, or a subject of Christ’s teaching, it is non-existent in the Three Gospels’ (JV

1727m).

19

 Out of a NT total of 109 occurrences (none of them in Revelation).  

20

 Of 12 instances in 1 John, four refer to deceitful spirits (4.1 [×2], 3, 6). 

21

 Compare oujk e[stin ejk tou' kovsmou touvtou, 18.36.  
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entirely new teaching about the Fatherhood of God. It is not therefore 

surprising that an ancient tradition interprets the Johannine phrase in

spirit and truth as referring respectively to the Holy Spirit and to Jesus, 

the Truth Incarnate. This interpretation is first witnessed in the anti-Arian 

Fathers, Athanasius, Basil, and Hilary,
22

 and it is powerfully presented by 

Cyril of Alexandria.
23

 It lived on through the Middle Ages, where it is in the West most 

clearly presented by Rupert of Deutz.
24

 On this interpretation, ‘Spirit and Truth’ in Jn 4.23-24 entail a con-

sciousness of the abiding presence of Jesus’ Spirit in the minds and hearts 

of his followers after his (apparent) physical departure. They are inwardly 

assured that Jesus, though now to human eyes invisible (cf. ‘closed 

22

 Athanasius, The First Letter to Serapion, final paragraph (33), in PG 26.605-608 = 

SC 15.144; Basil, De Spiritu Sancto xxvi 64, in PG 32.186 B; Hilary (in very difficult 

Latin), De Trinitate II 31. Origen is disappointing: his long comment in XIII xviii-xxv 

109-53 (SC 109 pp. 94-115) contains little of exegetical value.  

23

 Cyril’s comment on Jn 4.23-24 reads: shmaivnei me;n th'" eJautou' parousiva" to;n
h[dh parovnta kairo;n, metaskeuasqhvsesqai de; tou;" tuvpou" fhsi;n eij" ajlhvqeian, 
kai; th;n tou' novmou skia;n eij" latreivan pneumatikhvn. dia; de; th'" eujaggelikh'"
paideuvsew" eij" eujavreston tw/' Patriv politeivan ceiragwghqhvsesqai levgei to;n
ajlhqino;n proskunhth;n, to;n a[nqrwpon dhlonovti to;n pneumatiko;n eJtoimovterovn
pw" eij" oijkeiovthta trevconta th;n pro;" qeovn. pneu'ma ga;r o qeo;", wJ" pro;"
ejnswvmaton noei'tai fuvsin. (Pusey I 28419-26). ‘Referring to the time (now come) of his 

own Parousia, he asserts that prefigurative types are going to be transformed into truth, 

and things foreshadowed in the Law will be transposed into spiritual worship. He 

declares that the genuine worshipper is going to be led by the hand, through that 

education which the Gospel provides, into a society that is well pleasing to the Father, 

and by the genuine worshipper is meant, of course, the spiritual person, who is tem-

peramentally better prepared to hasten towards an intimate relationship of kinship 

(oijkeiovthta) with God. For to an embodied nature, God is understood as Spirit’ (Pusey I 

284
19-26

). (On oijkeiovth" see PGL 5a).  
  This should be read in conjunction with Cyril’s comment on Jn 15.1 in Book X 2: 

o{nper gavr trovpon th'" ajmpevlou to; prevmnon th'" ijdiva" kai; ejnouvsh" aujtw'/
poiovthto" fusikh'" diakonei' te kai; dianevmei toi'" klhvmasi th;n ajpovlausin, 
ou{tw" oJ Monogenh;" tou' Qeou' Logo", th'" te tou' Qeou' kai; Patro;" kai; th'"
eJautou' fuvsew" th;n oiJonei; suggevvneian toi'" aJgivoi" ejntiqhsi to; Pneu'ma didou;",
a{te dh; kai; sunenwqei'sin aujtw/' diav te th'" pistevw" kai; th'" eijsavpan oJsiovthto": 
trevfei de; pro;" eujsevbeian, kai; aJpavsh" aujtoi'" ajreth'" kai; aJgaqiourgiva" ei[dhsin
ejnergavzetai. (Pusey II 53525-362). ‘Just as the root of the vine ministers and distributes 

to the branches the enjoyment of its own natural and inherent qualities, so the Only-

begotten Word of God imparts to the Saints as it were an affinity to His own nature and 

the nature of God the Father, by giving them the Spirit, insomuch as they have been 

united with him through faith and perfect holiness’ (Vol. II, translated by Thomas 

Randell, p. 364). 

24

 ‘Adorabitis, inquit, Patrem, Spiritum adoptionis filiorum ab ipso percipientes… 

Patrem enim in Spiritu adorare quid est, nisi spiritum adoptionis filiorum accepisse in 

quo clamamus: Abba Pater. …Quid est adorare Patrem in veritate, nisi in Filio eius 

manendo (qui dicit, Ego sum veritas) Patrem invocare? Idem ergo est ac si dixisset: Veri 

adoratores manifesta ac necessaria distinctione personarum adorabunt unum Deum, 

Patrem et Filium et Spiritum Sanctum’ (PL 169.363).  
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doors’ in 20.19,26) remains with them. The relevance of Jn 4.10 and 14 

then becomes clear. ‘The gift of God’ ( 4.10) and ‘the spring of living 

water’ ( 4.14) both refer to that fuller understanding of the word and 

wisdom of God which will, with the coming of the Spirit of Truth, 

inaugurate and establish a New Age. Then in 4.21-24, in answer to the 

Samaritan’s entreaties, Jesus discloses, for the first time in this Gospel, 

that the epicentre of the liturgy of this New Age will be the worshipping 

of God of Israel as Father (4.21). 

 The verb proskunei'n figures for the first time in this Gospel at 4.20, 

where it occurs twice, on the lips of the Samaritan; but it now recurs, in 

vv. 21-24, seven times, on the lips of Jesus—seven being a sacral number 

symbolizing in Hebrew thought, totality.
25

 The sevenfold recurrence 

signals the need for close attention to the use of this verb by Jesus, and 

the syntactical variations which accompany its use (without object, or 

followed by the accusative, or followed by the dative: 4.20, p. 284) are 

also significant (compare MHT III 245; JV 1641-51; JG 2019). In the two 

occurrences on the lips of the Samaritan in 4.20, the verb is absolute, and 

refers to both past and present, to what we may call ‘indeterminate time’.  

 In strong contrast, the first occurrence on the lips of Jesus (4.21) is 

emphatically future, and is followed by the dative, the normal construc-

tion in the LXX for the liturgy in the OT: e[rcetai w{ra o{te ou[te ejn tw'/
o[rei touvtw/ ou[te ejn ÔIerosoluvmoi" proskunhvsete tw'/ patriv. The 
mention of the two Temple-mountains calls attention to the liturgical 

context, and therefore underlines the declaration that authentic adoration 

will in the future be directed not just tw/' qew'/ but specifically tw/' patriv.
In 4.22 Jesus uses the present tense of proskunei'n twice, followed by the 
accusative, while declaring that the Samaritans are unaware, the Jews 

aware ( eijdevnai at 3.2), of what (o{) is the object of their worship; the 
difference lies in the fact that the Samaritans are unaware of so many of 

God’s promises. Then in 4.23a comes the central statement of the 

septenary, the fourth instance. Jesus speaks again, as in 4.21, of the future 

(e[rcetai w{ra), but with a further comment. He repeats that worship will 

in the future be given to the Father (proskunhvsousin tw'/ patriv), but 
adds that this genuine worship will be offered ejn pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/.
(The reader is also reminded that this hour is now come.) The final three 

occurrences of proskunei'n draw conclusions from this pronouncement 

in v. 23a. The fifth instance (4.23b) is a present participle (tou;" pros-
kunou'nta" aujtovn) of indeterminate time, applicable to all time—past, 

present and future—and to all peoples. Here the term oJ pathvr appears, 

for the first time in John, with reference to the human race.
26 kai; ga;r oJ

path;r toiouvtou" zhtei'. These are the type of people whom the Father
is seeking out (zhtei'), those who are (already) worshipping him (tou;"
proskunou'nta" aujtovn) so that they may in the future worship him with 

25

 Compare Boismard and Lamoville, Synopse, 7 l on p. 61ab.  

26

 The only previous reference was at 3.35: oJ pathvr ajgapa' to;n uiJovn.
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a more informed devotion as Father (hence the ‘liturgical’ dative
27

), in 

spirit and in truth. The septenary closes in 4.24 with two references to 

those who are already worshipping him, though not yet as Father (tou;"
proskunou'nta" aujtovn); it reminds them that God is Spirit, and 

therefore, that all who worship him (aujtovn) should do so in spirit and 
truth (ejn pneuvmati kai; ajlhqeiva/ dei' proskunei'n).
 In this sevenfold statement Jesus declares that God wills to be 

worshipped as Father, by those who already worship him as God. Jesus 

‘declares that the genuine worshipper is going to be led by the hand, 

through that education which the Gospel provides…towards an intimate 

relationship of kinship’
28

 with the Father; this ‘guiding by the hand’ will 

come to pass by the perception of the uniqueness of Jesus’ own Sonship 

( monogenhv" at 1.14,18). This journey into perceiving the fullness of 

the truth about God as Father and about Jesus as his Unique Son begins 

through the enlightenment of the Spirit (3.3-8), and is brought to com-

pletion through him whom this Gospel calls ‘the Holy Spirit, the 

Paraclete’ (14.26), ‘the Spirit of Truth’, who will lead the disciples in all 

truth (15.26; 16.13, oJdhghvsei).
 This interpretation, by Cyril of Alexandria, of what is meant by ador-

ing the Father in Spirit and Truth, supplies the foundation for worship in 

the New Age. This scene is set at the place where Abraham built the first 

altar in the very centre of the Land (Gen 12.7), and where the Samaritans 

worshipped. The second great statement about the gift of the Spirit will 

be proclaimed in the Temple at Jerusalem, on the final day of the Feast of 

Tents (Jn 7.37-39). 

27

4.20-24 on proskunei'n.
28

 See Cyril, quoted at length above, p. 313.  



4. The Officer from Capernaum:  

 The New Order Presented to the God-fearing among the Gentiles 

(4.46-54)

Since it is widely accepted that Jn 4.46-54 is a retelling of the story of the 

healing of the centurion’s servant given in Lk 7.1-10 || Mt 8.5-13, it will 

be helpful first to recall the points common to those two Synoptic 

narratives. Both Matthew and Luke state that the entire episode took 

place in Capernaum, after Jesus had entered that town (Mt 8.5 || Lk 7.1). 

Both state that a centurion there had a servant (Luke) or a boy (Matthew)

who was grievously ill; that he begged Jesus to restore him to health by 

simply giving a word of command; that Jesus affirmed that nowhere in 

Israel had he found such great faith (implying that the centurion was not 

Jewish); and that when Jesus gave the word of command, the servant (or 

boy) was restored to health, without Jesus ever having set eyes on him.  

 The principal differences between the two Synoptics and Jn 4.46-54 

are that in John the action takes place in Cana, not in Capernaum, and 

that where Matthew and Luke write of a centurion, John writes of a 

basilikov". basilikov" is in itself simply an adjective meaning royal,

and could be applied to any member of a royal family, or of the royal 

household.
1

 In John 4, the word almost certainly denotes an official in the 

service of the king, that is, of Herod Antipas, tetrarch of Galilee, who, 

though not technically a king, was often given the title.
2

 In consequence, 

basilikov" is now usually translated a (royal) official, or officer.
3

 It is 

impossible to be more precise about the man’s role.
4

 Exegetes differ over the man’s civic status, some preferring to see him 

as Jewish because of his official position at court, others, to envisage him 

as a Gentile because of the Synoptic narrative about the centurion. 

Bultmann writes: ‘It is evident that he is a Jew, since nothing is said to 

 
1

 For parallels to the first sense, BDAG refers to Lucian, Dial. Deor. 20,1; Ps.-Lucian, 

De Salt. 8; Plutarch, Moralia 546e. For parallels to the second sense, see the Lexicon to 

Josephus, War II xxi 3 = 597; V II v 2 = 106.  

 
2

 Compare Mt 14.1 || Lk 9.7, ‘the tetrarch’, with || Mk 6.14 ‘the king’, the term used 

also in Mt 14.9; Mk 6.22, 25-27. See BDAG 1.  

 
3

 Translators have struggled to render this term. After the AV = KJV and RV had 

opted for nobleman, the RV margin introduced king’s officer. Then came RSV, official, 

followed by NRSV NIV NAB, royal official (so also BDAG); NEB REB, officer in the 

royal service; JB NJB, court official. There is no exact equivalent in the ancient world for 

the modern distinction between the terms officer and official; I have preferred officer in 

order to reflect the influence of Matthew and Luke’s centurion.  

 
4

 As is, for example, Günther Schwarz, ‘“kai; h\n ti" basilikov"...” (Joh 4.46)’, ZNW 

75 (1984), 138, who suggests that perhaps basilikov" here represents, by retroversion 

into Aramaic, ak;iylim; (mālykā<) (others read ak;wolm; [mālôkā<]), meaning counsellor, as in 

the Targum of 2 Sam 15.12. 



 4.46-54 317 

the contrary. Also, Jesus’ reply in v. 48 in John can have been addressed 

only to a Jew’ (152 Anm. 3 = ETr 206 fn. 7). Schnackenburg is less 

certain. He writes first: ‘The term can mean a court official or—less 

probably—a military man. In the latter case, he would most likely be a 

pagan’ (I 497 = ETr I 465-66).
5

 Then he adds that according to v. 48 

Jesus seems to include the man among the Jews of Galilee (though this 

could be just an impression evoked by the wording of the evangelist), but 

decides in the end that the evangelist does not seem at all interested in 

whether he is a Jew or not. See further in Schnackenburg I 504 = ETr 

I 473. 

 Bultmann suggests that the Johannine narrative has introduced into the 

original story a number of variations, among them, changing the heathen 

officer into a Jewish court official, to illustrate the motif of faith and 

signs. But when one recalls the generous tribute paid to the centurion by 

the Jewish elders in Lk 7.4-5 (‘he is worthy—he loves our nation and has 

himself had a synagogue built for us’), it seems likely that Luke (at least) 

regarded his man as being, in religious terms, not a heathen, but rather 

one of those God-fearing Gentiles who regularly took part in Jewish 

worship.
6

 See Schürer III 161-73 for the extent of their presence.  

 If the basilikov" in John is thus understood, as one of these God-

fearers (compare Acts 13.16, 26 and 43
7

), then this fourth and final 

section of John 3–4 completes the picture of the New Jerusalem by pro-

viding within it a prominent place for all who, though not of the Jewish 

race, shared in the worship of the people of Israel. If this hypothesis is 

true, some may wonder why John altered the term centurion. The most 

probable explanation is that centurion might have seemed to imply 

positively that the soldier was a Gentile and in no way associated with the 

people of Israel. John’s Gospel is so ordered that Jesus never speaks with 

a Gentile (not even with the Greeks in 12.20-23) until its climax, when he 

comes face to face with Pontius Pilate in 18.33-38. The God-fearers (or 

proselytes), however, were not classed simply as ‘Gentiles’ without quali-

fication. 

4.46

 So he came again to Cana in Galilee, where he had made the water wine. 

Now there was in the service of the king an officer, who had a son that was ill, 

in Capernaum. 
47

 This man, having heard that Jesus had come from Judea into 

Galilee, set off to contact him and started begging him to come down and heal 

his son, for he was nearly dying. 
48

 So Jesus said to him, ‘Is it the case that, 

unless you first see signs and wonders, your party will not believe?’ 
49

 The 

king’s officer said to him, ‘Sir, come down before my little boy dies.’ 
50

 Jesus 

said to him, ‘Go on your way; your son is going to live.’ The man believed the 

5

 A footnote directs the reader to Josephus, Ant. XVII viii 3 = 198, which lists by 

nationality the guards at the funeral of Herod the Great—Thracians, Germans, Gauls.  

6

 See Excursus XIV, ‘The Roman Centurion’.  

7

 Acts 13.16, a[ndre" ÆIsrahli'tai kai; oiJ fobouvmenoi to;n qeovn, ajkouvsate; 13.26, 
a[ndre" ajdelfoiv, uiJoi; gevnou" ÆAbraa;m kai; oiJ ejn uJmi'n fobouvmenoi to;n qeovn; and 
13.43, polloi; tw'n ÆIoudaivwn kai; tw'n sebomevnwn proshluvtwn. 
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word that Jesus had spoken to him and went his way. 
51

 While he was still on 

his way down, his servants met him and told him that his boy
8

 was going to 

live. So he inquired of them the hour when he had begun to mend, and they 

said to him, ‘Yesterday at the seventh hour the fever left him’. 
53

 The father 

knew that was the hour when Jesus had said to him, ‘Your son is going to 

live’; and he himself believed, and all his household. 
54

 This was, yet again, a 

second sign that Jesus did when he had come from Judea to Galilee.  

4.46. h\lqen ou\n pavlin eij" th;n Kana; th'" Galilaiva", o{pou 
ejpoivhsen to; u{dwr oi\non. kai; h\n ti" basiliko;" ou| oJ uiJo;" 
hjsqevnei ejn Kafarnaouvm.Cana in Galilee has already been identified 
with Khirbet Qana (map reference 1787 2478), some 9 miles = 15 km due 

north of Nazareth ( 2.1). It is approximately 25 miles = 40 km distant 

from Capernaum, by a road which climbs from more than 600 feet (212 

metres) below sea level to some 750 feet (250 metres) above it. On the 

word basilikov", see the introductory paragraphs above to this section.9

47. ou|to" ajkouvsa" o{ti ÆIhsou'" h{kei ejk th'" ÆIoudaiva" eij" th;n 
Galilaivan ajph'lqen pro;" aujto;n kai; hjrwvta i{na katabh'/ kai; 
ijavshtai aujtou' to;n uiJovn, h[mellen ga;r ajpoqnhv/skein. To travel 
from Capernaum to Cana would normally require an early start and a 

midday break for food and rest, both for the travellers and for their 

mounts; and a person equivalent in rank to a centurion would not under-

take such a journey alone, or on foot (Lagrange). So, where Matthew and 

Luke begin their narratives by stating that Jesus had already entered 

Capernaum, John begins by telling his readers that the father had already 

left his ailing son and undertaken a very arduous journey in order to 

present his request to Jesus. The implication is that this man has real 

faith. ajph'lqen pro;" aujtovn, set off to contact him, is aorist, but hjrwvta is 
imperfect, therefore started begging him, because the petition is held to 

be as yet unachieved (BDF 328; MHT III 64-65). katabh'/ is well chosen 
for the long descent, and the present tense of ajpoqnhv/skein brings out 
clearly that the boy would soon be dying.

48. ei\pen ou\n oJ ÆIhsou'" pro;" aujtovn. Jesus’ words to a single person 
are normally introduced not by ei\pe(n) but by levgei. In John, ei\pe(n) 
on its own (i.e. without ajpekrivqh kaiv) occurs in nine cases only, each of 
considerable importance, six of which concern miracles,

10

 as here (thus 

JG 2456). Jesus neither consents to nor declines the request, but 

addresses to the speaker (pro;" aujtovn) a sentence in the plural, implying 

8

 The only instance of the word pai'" in John, who elsewhere always prefers uiJov":
see TCGNT, which rates the reading pai" {B}.  

9

 The variant basilisko", supported, in Jn 4.46 and 49, by D a and some bohairic 

witnesses, is a diminutive, meaning a petty king, possibly inserted to correspond with the 

rendering regulus in the Old Latin and the Vulgate (Lagrange). 

10

 Jn 1.42; 12.7; 19.11, and (in the context of a miracle) 4.48; 5.14; 9.7, 35, 37; 11.25.  
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that the man has not come alone, and that Jesus is speaking to the whole 

party. Compare the retinue in Lk 7.4-7.

 [eja;n mh;] shmei'a kai; tevrata [i[dhte]. In the LXX shmei'a kai;
tevrata always translates the Hebrew !ytip]mob]W t/taoB (be<otot ubemo-
petim), which, whenever it is found in the plural, refers always, with the 

one exception of Isa 8.18, to the signs and wonders worked at the 

Exodus. In this sense, it occurs 15 times in the HB  Exod 7.3; Deut 4.34; 

6.22; 7.19; 26.8; 28.48; 29.2; 34.11; [Isa 8.18;] 20.3; Jer 32.20, 21; Pss 

78.43; 105.27; 135.9; Neh 9.10 (HT = LXX Esdras B 19.10, where some 

codices carry kai terata, but not all). The same pair of Hebrew words 

in the singular occur together in three texts, at Deut 13.2-3 (HT: EVV 

13.1-2) and 28.46, but these texts in the singular do not refer to signs 

worked at the Exodus. Otherwise the two words are not found together in 

the HB. The same usage, always with reference to the Exodus, is found in 

the LXX, at Bar 2.11; Wis 8.8; 10.16, and compare Sir 36.5 (s. kai
qaumasia); the phrase occurs also, once only, in the OTP (see CGPAT
735), in Ezekiel the Tragedian at line 226 in the OTP II 817. For Philo 

and Josephus see TWNT VII 220-21 and 221-23 respectively (K. H. 

Rengstorf). In short, shmei'a kai; tevrata (in the plural) always refers to 
signs and wonders comparable to those at the Exodus. 

 eja;n mh; ... i[dhte. ejavn followed by the aorist subjunctive ‘represents 
a definite event as occurring only once in the future and conceived as 

taking place before the time of the action of the main verb’ (MHT III 114 

[a] [2]): therefore, Unless you first see… ouj mh; pisteuvshte. ouj mhv to 
express emphatic denial is in the NT almost restricted to the book of 

Revelation (16 times quotations from the LXX, and the words of Jesus 

(57/61 occurrences in the gospels): see Zerwick–Smith §444; MHT III 

96. ouj mh; pisteuvshte here is consequently taken by many, perhaps 

most, as an emphatic denial (BDF 365). Another interpretation is, how-

ever, possible: the words can, alternatively, be construed as a question 

(compare Lk 18.7; Jn 18.11; Rev 15.4). Jesus would then be saying, Is it 

the case that unless you first see signs and wonders, your party will not 

begin to believe? (your party, to represent the plural verb). On either 

interpretation, Jesus deprecates the desire to see signs and wonders as a 

precondition of believing, but the second interpretation seems to lead 

more smoothly into v. 49. 

49. levgei pro;" aujto;n oJ basilikov", Kuvrie, katavbhqi. This officer 
is, after the Samaritan woman (4.11, 15, 19), the second person in the 

Gospel to address Jesus by the title kuvrie. katavbhqi, come down (to 
Capernaum). pri;n ajpoqanei'n to; paidivon mou. The diminutive to;
paidivon mou (contrast the narrator’s formal to;n uiJovn in v. 47) is as 

affectionate as it is natural, and is placed, for emphasis, at the end of the 

sentence. The aorist in pri;n ajpoqanei'n contrasts sharply with the 

present infinitive ajpoqnhv/skein in v. 47: the aorist (‘does in fact die’) 
expresses trust in Jesus. ‘Sir, come down before my little boy dies’.
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 Kuvrie, katavbhqi, shows that the speaker has in a very real sense trust 
in Jesus as a healer of the sick. Yet this trust cannot be called, without 

qualification, faith. Indeed, kuvrie, katavbhqi is the very opposite of the 
centurion’s entreaty in Mt 8.8 || Lk 7.6-7, begging Jesus not to come to 

his house; and Jesus’ reply in Jn 4.50 (recalling the centurion’s words?) is 

admirably glossed by Theodore of Mopsuestia as ‘It is not necessary for 

me to come down; for me, it is sufficient that I should simply speak’. 

levgei aujtw'/ oJ ÆIhsou'", poreuvou. Was this first occurrence of 

poreuvesqai in John perhaps inspired by the centurion’s use of the same 
verb as the first example of the type of command that he was accustomed 

to issue (poreuvqhti, Mt 8.9 || Lk 7.8)? That query is impossible to 

resolve, but Jesus does tell the officer, quite simply, Go on your way. 

Your son is going to live. oJ uiJov" sou zh'/. zh'/ is a futural present, which 
we may define as ‘differing from the future tense mainly in the tone of 

assurance which is imparted’ (MHT I 120) and which is frequently found 

in prophecies (BDF 323). Compare 3 Kgdms 17.23: blevpe, zh'/ oJ uiJov"
sou. ejpivsteusen oJ a[nqrwpo" tw'/ lovgw/ o}n ei\pen aujtw'/ oJ ÆIhsou'" 
kai; ejporeuveto. This statement represents a clear advance on the simple 
trust in Jesus as a healer, depicted in v. 49. To give credence to the word 

which Jesus had spoken to him, and to set off without more ado to return 

to Capernaum unaccompanied by Jesus, was indeed an act of true faith; 

and it was uninfluenced by any signs or wonders. In these words, the man 

is presented as having now reached the same level of faith as that 

portrayed by Matthew and Luke in the story of the centurion.  

51. h[dh de; aujtou' katabaivnonto" is a genitive absolute, common in 
the Koine, where Classical Greek would have a concordant participle 

(BDF 423; MHT III 322). Here it denotes an action going on when 

something else happens: since the participle is in the present tense, h[dh 
must be translated not as already, but as still. While he was still on his 

way down, his servants met him and told him that his boy
11

 was going to 

live. 

52. ejpuvqeto ou\n th;n w{ran parÆ aujtw'n. ejpuvqeto is aorist but there 
is some slight support for the variant ejpunqavneto preferred by Chrysos-
tom and supported by some Old Latin texts (a d f) and the Vulgate 

(interrogabat), which would mean he tried to ascertain (compare BDF 

328; JG 2465c). Turner is judiciously cautious about accepting here the 

imperfect tense and the interpretation which accompanies it; he wisely 

prefers to see in the aorist ejpuvqeto a most urgent query, to which the 
answer was already known (MHT III 65). So he inquired of them the hour 

when he began to mend. ei\pan ou\n aujtw'/ o{ti ejcqe;" w{ran eJbdovmhn. 
For the accusative to denote the point of time, Turner cites Demosthenes 

11

 The only instance of the word pai'" in John, who elsewhere always prefers uiJov":
see TCGNT, which rates the reading {B}.  
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54,10 ejkeivnhn th;n eJJspevran on that evening, and for the Koine refers to 
MHT I 63 (MHT III 248). There is no particular symbolism in the fact 

that the hour was the seventh, though we may deduce that the officer and 

his party must have set off from Capernaum very early indeed, perhaps 

before first light, in order to have arrived in Cana just one hour after 

noon. The customs of hospitality imply that the group spent the night as 

guests at Cana, and returned the following day.  

53. e[gnw ou\n oJ path;r o{ti ejn ejkeivnh/ th'/ w{ra/ ejn h|/ ei\pen aujtw'/ oJ 
ÆIhsou'", oJ uiJov" sou zh'/, kai; ejpivsteusen aujto;" kai; hJ oijkiva 
aujtou' o{lh. In the o{ti clause, some verb such as h\n must be understood: 

in John, ‘Ellipse is rather frequent after o{ti, 4.53’ (MHT III 304, citing 

further instances). ejpivsteusen. This concluding statement, that the 

officer believed, and all his household, can only mean, in Johannine 

usage, that their new faith in Jesus was complete and absolute. Compare 

the two statements about the centurion Cornelius in Acts 10.2 (‘before’), 

eujsebh;" kai; fobouvmeno" to;n qeo;n su;n panti; tw'/ oi[kw/ aujtou', and 
11.14 (‘after’), swqhvsh/ su; kai; pa'" oJ oi\kov" sou. 

54. tou'to [de;] pavlin deuvteron shmei'on ejpoivhsen oJ ÆIhsou'" 
ejlqw;n ejk th'" ÆIoudaiva" eij" th;n Galilaivan. As Jn 2.11 marked the 
ending of the First Week with the first sign at Cana, so this second sign 

marks the ending of the second section of the Gospel.

 This verse is regularly cited in support of the hypothesis that the 

Gospel writer took this narrative from an earlier source (sometimes called 

a ‘Semeia-Source’) which contained also the account of the first ‘sign’ at 

Cana (2.1-11). That Jn 4.54 is consonant with that hypothesis cannot be 

doubted; but it is also compatible with other proposals, such as that John 

based his narrative on written documents (now lost) which pre-dated the 

written texts of Matthew and Luke, or even, and perhaps more attrac-

tively, on an oral tradition. If this last hypothesis were accepted, Jn 4.46-

53 could represent a version that was cherished in the family circle at 

Khirbet Qana ( 2.12, on Kaukab), of which a more condensed variant 

was preached elsewhere (see the comment on ejpivsteusen in 4.50), and 
subsequently incorporated into the Gospels of Matthew and Luke. But in 

the end, none of the above hypotheses is proved or is, in the absence of 

first-century literary texts, demonstrable, nor does any one of them appear 

seriously to affect the meaning of the text.  

THE DOUBLE MEANING OF POREUOU IN JOHN 4.50 

The Greek text of Jn 4.46-53 contains exactly 160 words, the first 80 

ending in v. 50 with levgei aujtw'/ oJ ÆIhsou'", and the second half begin-
ning with poreuvou, oJ uiJov" sou zh/'. These are the central words of the 
narrative.  
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 John’s normal and preferred word for locomotion is e[rcesqai (157 
times) with its compounds (ajpevrcesqai, 21 times; eijsevrcesqai, 15
times; ejxevrcesqai, 30 times; plus 8 others).12 He uses also ajnabaivnein 
(16 times) and katabaivnein (17 times , but always to emphasize the 
prefix up or down (the simplex baivnein does not occur in the NT). 
poreuvesqai is used less frequently, but, it would seem, with a purpose.  

 The verb poreuvesqai occurs 16 times in John,13 and ejkporeuvesqai,
twice (5.29; 15.26). BDAG gives three meanings: (1) to proceed, to 

travel; (2) to conduct oneself, to live, to walk, as in Lk 1.6; Acts 9.31; 

14.16; 1 Pet 4.3; 2 Pet 3.3; Jude 11.16; (3) to go to one’s death (Lk 22.22) 

as a figurative extension of (1). The first meaning, to proceed, to travel,

certainly applies to the first two occurrences in John, at 4.50 (poreuvou…
kai; ejporeuveto), and to the last one, Jesus’ command to Mary Magda-

lene in 20.17 (poreuvou pro;" tou;" ajdelfouv" mou).14 If we discount the 
three occurrences in the pericope de adultera (7.53–8.11), the remaining 

ten instances in John all refer to Jesus himself, the first two (in 7.35) 

being a question by the Jews (‘Where is he about to go?’), and the other 

eight, all statements by Jesus about where he is going (10.4; 11.11; 14.2, 

3, 12, 28; 16.7, 28). For this evangelist, there is something special about 

the verb poreuvesqai, which can best be illustrated from its use in the 
LXX.  

 In Classical Greek the verb is scarcely ever used in a metaphorical 

sense (see LSJ: TWNT VI 567
18-25

: Oedipus Tyrannus 884 is a rare 

example). In the LXX, by contrast, the verb poreuvesqai is regularly 
used to denote walking in the paths set down by Yahweh. The best 

example is Ps 118(119).1: makavrioi oiJ a[mwmoi ejn oJdw'/ oiJ poreuovmenoi
ejn novmw/ kurivou, but there are numerous others (see TWNT VI 570

29
-

71
38
). In the NT, poreuvesqai, when used of the travels of Jesus, is never 

simply a statement about his movements from one locality to another: it 

always connotes the concept of his divine mission (TWNT VI 574
9-24

). It 

is to be regretted that the authors of the article in the TWNT VI write that 

the use of poreuvesqai ‘in a figurative sense’ is, by contrast with the 
LXX, rare in the NT, and with the exception of Lk 1.6, totally absent 

from the Four Gospels and Paul (TWNT VI 575
3-17

). As far as John is 

concerned, the ‘figurative’ use so common in the LXX is always there: 

Jesus’ affirmations that he is going to the Father (Jn 14.12, 28; 16.7, 28), 

and going to prepare a place for his disciples (14.2, 3) can hardly be 

restricted to an assertion of local separation from the disciples. This 

journey is to be understood as an action on earth undertaken in perfect 

harmony with the will of his Father in heaven: walking in his ways.

 It is logical, therefore, to interpret the three instances of poreuvou in Jn 

4.50; 20.17 also as referring to something more than physical travel. In 

12

 The figures are taken from NTVoc 105 and include the pericope de adultera.

13

 If we include the three occurrences in 7.53–8.11. 

14

 And to the three occurrences in 7.53–8.11. 
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the LXX, poreuvou or the aorist poreuvqhti is regularly used for the 
unconditional command of God summoning a person to a mission. So it 

was with Abraham (Gen 22.2); Nathan (2 Kgdms 7.5); Elijah (3 Kdms 

19.15); Isaiah (Isa 6.8-9; 38.5); Jeremiah (Jer 3.12 [LXX]; 42[= Heb. 

35].13); Ezekiel (Ezek 3.1); and Hosea (Hos 3.1) (TWNT VI 571
34-38

). So 

it was with the officer in Jn 4.50: poreuvou, the present imperative, 

signifies not Commence, but Continue your journey, first undertaken in 

faith and hope of healing. The man believed the word which Jesus had 

spoken to him, kai; ejporeuveto (imperfect), and continued his journey 
back to Capernaum. So ch. 4 concludes with the affirmation of the 

establishment of a household of followers of Jesus consisting of people 

not of Jewish blood, in Capernaum.

* * * 

Here the part entitled in this commentary ‘The New Jerusalem’ ends. Its 

first part, ‘The New Temple’ (2.13-22) concluded with the statement that 

after Jesus had risen from the dead, his disciples remembered what he had 

said, and ‘believed in the scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken’ 

(2.22). The second section, here designated ‘The New People’ (2.23–

4.54), was introduced by two somewhat disconcerting statements: that 

while Jesus was in Jerusalem at the festival of Passover, ‘many began to 

believe (ejpivsteusan) in his name’, but that Jesus ‘would not trust 

himself to them (oujk ejpivsteuen aujto;n aujtoi'")’ (  2.23-24). The two 

statements in 2.23-24 imply that the meaning of pisteuvein needs 

clarification, and it is in chs. 3 and 4 that this clarification begins. 

 In Jn 3.1-21 (Nicodemus and Judaism), pisteuvein occurs seven 
times four of them in a positive sense (3.12, 15, 16, 18) and three with a 

negative attached (3.12, 18 [×2]). In the passage addressed to followers of 

the Baptist, the verb occurs but once, in a very firm and formal positive 

sense (3.36). In all these texts, seven relating to the Jews and one to the 

disciples of the Baptist, the ‘believing’ concerns accepting Jesus as the 

heaven-sent Son of God, to;n uiJo;n to;n monogenh', and perceiving that 
pa'" oJ pisteuvwn eij" aujto;n e[ch/ zwh;n aijwvnion (3.16, cf. 36). In John 4 
there are again seven occurrences of pisteuvein, four in vv. 1-45 and 
three in vv. 46-54, but there is no reference to Jesus as ‘Son’, and only 

one short, though significant, passage about worshipping God as Father 

(4.21, 23). In Samaria, Jesus is presented as a prophet (v. 19), as the 

Messiah (vv. 25, 26, 29), and finally as the Saviour of the world (v. 42). 

The four occurrences of the verb pisteuvein in vv. 21, 39, 41, 42, there-
fore always apply to Jesus as a heaven-sent eschatological, but human, 

figure. In the tale of the official from Capernaum pisteuvein refers to 
‘believing’ the word of Jesus (vv. 48, 50, 53). At this stage, then, the 

Gospel asks the Samaritans, and the God-fearers among the Gentiles, 

simply to accept the teaching of Jesus as a holy man sent from heaven, 

and to continue to listen to him.  



EXCURSUS XIV 

THE ROMAN CENTURION 

There is so far no archaeological or epigraphic evidence for the presence 

of units from the Roman army in Galilee during the years of Jesus’ 

ministry, but that is not proof that there were no individual officers there, 

perhaps on loan to Herod Antipas, perhaps in retirement.
1

 Capernaum was 

no great distance from Bethsaida Julias to the east of the Jordan, and 

wherever exactly the latter be located ( 1.44 fn ), it was certainly close 

to the border of Philip’s territory, and on land which, upon Philip’s death 

childless in A.D. 34, passed by the terms of his will to Tiberius and was 

thereafter incorporated into the province of Syria (Ant. XVIII iv 6 = 106-

108). It would not be surprising to find, even before that date, some 

Roman centurions assisting with the supervising of customs, trade and 

migration across the borders of the two tetrarchies, the Decapolis and the 

Province of Syria.  

 Roman army personnel were employed to do all manner of things, 

especially in peace-time, notably road-building, bridge-building and tax-

collecting; they also served as messengers, interpreters and effectively as 

a police force, as arbitrators in boundary disputes and as diplomatic 

envoys. The centurions, who formed the backbone of the army, generally 

served a life-time in that rank and normally died in service. One striking 

feature of their rank is the extent to which they were cross-posted from 

legion to legion, and from province to province, according to need. One 

man, Petronius Fortunatus, probably by birth an African, served over a 

period of 46 years in no less than 13 different legions. Given that the 

Roman army was also deeply religious, even superstitious, and therefore 

careful to show proper reverence to the genius loci, it is not unlikely that 

some centurions serving in the East should have begun to worship with 

the Jews, as God-fearing Gentiles. In fact, it would have been more 

surprising if there had been none. 

1

 See A. von Domaszewski, Die Rangordnung des römischen Heeres, 2nd ed. revised by 

Brian Dobson, Köln, 1967, 109; Graham Webster, The Roman Imperial Army of the First 

and Second Centuries A.D., London, 1969, 2nd ed., 1979, especially Chapter VI, ‘The 

Army in Peaceful Activities’, 261-80; plus, on the centurion, 117-20, on their pay, 259-

60, and on Petronius Fortunatus, 119; G. R. Watson, The Roman Soldier, London, 1969,  

143-46 (the soldier in peacetime); Benjamin Isaac, The Limits of Empire: the Roman 

Army in the East, rev. ed., Oxford, 1992, 434-45. 
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