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The relationship between human experience and scriptural authority is an issue

which has taken on renewed urgency with the growing demand for churches of all

denominations to recognize the ministry of openly gay clergy and the legitimacy of

same-sex unions.  Supporters of these radical changes in ecclesial practice often claim,

as biblical scholar Dale B. Martin has, that the Holy Spirit’s presence and guiding is

discernable in the experience of gay Christians, whose prophetic witness challenges the

church to go beyond the limitations of biblical stances on homosexuality.1

Representatives of a more traditional position are apt to reply that such claims devalue

the authority of the Bible and substitute cultural mores and personal preferences for

revealed truth.  Thus, it is no surprise that these debates often become polarized

between two camps: those who assert the authority of the church’s lived experience and

those who emphasize the absolute authority of the text.  The homosexuality debate is

not the only one in which “experience” has been offered as a corrective to Scripture, but

it does provide an excellent example of how important issues of ethics and Christian

political witness are dependent on hermeneutical considerations.  In The Moral Vision

of the New Testament Richard Hays succinctly identifies the heart of this debate by

                                                  
1 See Dale B. Martin, Sex and the Single Savior: Gender and Sexuality in Biblical
Interpretation (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2006).
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posing a provocative question: “Are there cases…” he asks, “where the church as a

whole might acknowledge some new experience as revelatory even against the apparent

witness of Scripture?”2  Certainly this is exactly what the proponents of gay ordination

and marriage hope for, and while Hays has argued against this specific position, he

nonetheless remains open to the possibility of the Spirit’s speaking to the church in

ways that seem to contradict Scripture.  He finds the biblical “paradigm for such a

possibility” in St. Peter’s vision in Acts 10-11, in which God commands the apostle to

disregard the Torah’s restrictions against eating unclean animals, thereby symbolizing

God’s will to incorporate “unclean” gentiles into the Jewish church.

Peter’s vision has been enormously important for the church, but I would

suggest that perhaps an even more startling example can be found in the

acknowledgement by first century Jews that Jesus of Nazareth was “Lord and God”

(John 20:28).  Certainly for the majority of Jews such a claim must have been regarded

as “against the apparent witness of Scripture.”  Indeed, the Torah’s injunctions against

offering worship to anyone but the One God are numerous and well-known (e.g. Ex.

20:2-6; Deut. 5:6-10; 6:4-6; Is. 42:8; 45:22-23), and while it is true that Second Temple

Judaism displays a diversity of scriptural interpretations and a relatively “complex”

concept of monotheism, most Jews of the era accepted these basic scriptural

prohibitions.3

                                                  
2 Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, New
Creation; A Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (New York: Harper
Collins, 1996), 297.
3 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 6.
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There has been a great deal of scholarly discussion in the past decade or so

regarding the exact nature of first-century Jewish monotheism.  In his One God, One

Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism, Larry Hurtado has

shown that although the monotheism of the Second Temple period seems to have

accommodated wide speculation about angels, exalted patriarchs, personified attributes

of God and other heavenly beings, there is no evidence of cultic devotion to such

figures.4  “In the surviving literature of the pre-Christian period…it is not clear that any

of the chief agent figures were seen as sharing the unique veneration due to God alone,

or that Jewish monotheism was fundamentally modified by the interest shown in these

figures.”5 Hurtado concludes that the Christian offering of public, cultic worship to

Jesus marked a decisive “mutation” in Jewish thought and practice.6  At the very least,

therefore, the first believers must have been considered inconsistent as they

simultaneously worshiped Jesus of Nazareth and claimed to be faithful to the God of

Israel and to his Torah.  At worst, this inconsistency would have been considered grave

heresy.  Indeed, as we will note below, the NT reveals that Christian worship was

considered sufficiently heterodox to warrant the expulsion of many believers from their

synagogues and in some cases, their execution.7  Yet, despite this opposition, the

                                                  
4 One God, One Lord: Early Christian Devotion and Ancient Jewish Monotheism,
Second Edition (New York: Continuum, 1998), 7-8, 22-38.
5 Ibid., 19.
6 Ibid., 99-114.  See also Bauckham’s discussion in God Crucified, 2-4, 13-226.
7 J. Louis Martyn, Theology and History in the Fourth Gospel, Third Edition
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox, 2003), 69-83.  However, Daniel Boyarin,
“The Gospel of the Memra: Jewish Binitarianism and the Prologue to John,” HTR 94:3
(2001) 243-84, claims that the Hellenized Judaism of the first century would have been
able to accommodate the Jesus movement had it not been for the conservative influence
of the Pharisaic party. Boyarin’s comments, however, refer primarily to the
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believers insisted that their experiences of the risen Jesus not only compelled them to

make the audacious claim that he was “equal with God,” but also enabled them to

interpret the Scriptures as his witness (e.g. John2:22; Luke 24:27).8

Traditionally, NT scholars have been reluctant to give much credence to theories

of Christian theological development that emphasize religious experience, preferring

instead to view Christology primarily as a product of Hellenistic influences.  Recently,

however, a growing number of scholars have been more willing to take seriously the

claims of the early Christians.  Without dismissing the importance of Greco-Roman

influence, Hurtado argues that “the new development in religious devotion [i.e. the

worship of Jesus]…was the result of religious experiences” which gave “the early

Christians…an altered standpoint from which to reinterpret many elements of their

Jewish tradition, including the limits of monotheism.”9  As Hurtado notes, these “actual

encounters” seem to have included visions of the post-resurrection Jesus as well as

Charismatic worship experiences analogous to phenomena found in contemporary

Pentecostal churches.10  The cumulative effect of these experiences, Hurtado claims,

was not only to give the believers a “heightened sense of the place of the risen Jesus in

the divine plan,” but also to produce “creative effects that included a new hermeneutical

standpoint from which to reinterpret the Old Testament.”11

                                                                                                                                                    
compatibility of Christian and Jewish logos theology, and not to the distinctively
Christian claim that the logos became flesh.
8 See also Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven:
Yale, 1989), 150.
9 Hurtado, 114.
10 Ibid., 121-122.
11 Ibid., 117-118.
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Such experiences, of course, can hardly be historically verified, but the writings

of the NT suggest that these early Christian communities did, in fact, believe these

experiences to be revelatory and hermeneutically important.  Indeed, the early church

seems to have considered these encounters with Jesus, whether in the flesh or in spirit,

to be compelling enough to warrant a thorough reevaluation of Torah.  Thus, while the

worship of Jesus as “equal with God” (John 5:18), may have appeared to most Jews to

stand “against the apparent meaning of Scripture,” it was accepted by the church, on the

basis of their experience, as expressive of the true meaning of Scripture.

It is obviously not the case, however, that the NT writings are limited to

accounts of visionary experiences, or that their Christology appeals exclusively to those

experiences.  Rather, it is clear that although the church came to accept a Christology

that eventually distanced it from traditional Judaism, it did so as a result of what

Richard Bauckham has called a “mutually interpretive interplay” between the “texts of

the Hebrew scriptures and the history of Jesus.”12  Yet, ultimately it is experience that

makes the difference between their reading and that of their co-religionists.

These experiences may not have replaced exegesis nor caused the early

Christians to abandon Torah, but they seem to have formed a hermeneutical context in

which radically novel interpretations of Torah developed, interpretations which were

incomprehensible to most Jews.  Paul recognizes this when he writes “Indeed, to this

very day, when they hear the reading of the old covenant, that same veil is still there,

since only in Christ is it set aside.  Indeed, to this very day whenever Moses is read, a

veil lies over their minds; but when one turns to the Lord, the veil is removed” (II Cor.

                                                  
12 Bauckham, 72.
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3:14-16). 13  According to Paul, an irreconcilable difference exists between “Jewish”

and “Christian” interpretations, for which the experience of Jesus the only explanation.

Those who have not experienced the risen Christ or the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in

Christian worship simply cannot read the Scriptures like those who have.  Indeed, for

such people, the Christological reading of Torah can only seem like blasphemy.

From a certain perspective it may appear counterintuitive to emphasize the

apparently heretical nature of early Christology and its discontinuity with Judaism.

Clearly the writers of the NT do not consider their theology “heretical” or “anti-

Jewish.”  For them the Christological reading of Scripture is simply the true reading,

intended by the one God of Israel.  Nevertheless, their Christology places them in an

ambiguous relationship to the Torah and necessitates some kind of theological

justification if only for the sake of the community’s own members,14 who were keenly

aware that they were considered heretics and law-breakers by the Jewish authorities.  I

draw attention to this because in recognizing that the Christian faith itself was initially

seen as a heresy we may be in a better position to listen with more charity to the claims

of contemporary “heretical” theology.  Regardless of one’s position with regard to

current debates between “traditionalists” and “liberals,” however, it must be agreed that

in the eyes of first century Judaism, the worship of Jesus and the doctrine of his divinity

would have constituted a major challenge to the dominant forms of theology.  Indeed, it

is perhaps not too anachronistic to use the term “liberal” when describing the first

Christians.  But if they were “liberals,” they were also completely convinced that their

position was in agreement with the Scriptures.  Despite the claims of their

                                                  
13 See Hays, Echoes, 140-149,154
14 Hurtado, 123.
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contemporaries (and unlike many today), they did not see a need to abandon Torah.

Instead they developed a way of reading Scripture that enabled them to explain how it

was that their community could consider themselves faithful Jews and yet worship a

man, despite the Torah’s injunctions against such practice.

In this thesis I focus on this Christologically motivated hermeneutic as it appears

in the Gospel of John.  I will argue that John’s hermeneutic allows his community to

affirm the previously unheard-of (and seemingly blasphemous) doctrine of Jesus’

divinity without thereby denying the authority of the Torah.  John does this, however,

not by making complex exegetical arguments, but by appealing primarily to the

community’s direct experience of Jesus Christ as God’s Word-Made-Flesh.  For John,

experience validates Jesus’ “contra-Scriptural” claim and inexperience invalidates the

seemingly Scripturally-based arguments of the “orthodox.”15  Those who have “seen the

Lord” with the eyes of faith know him to be the Word of God and, hence, the proper

subject of the Torah, while those who claim to “see” remain “blind” despite their

constant study of Scripture.

In the first section of this thesis I will lay out these two conflicting assessments

of Jesus’ identity and relationship to the Torah.  I will show that John sets his argument

over against the arguments of certain Jewish religious authorities who believe God has

                                                  
15 In using the terms “orthodox” and “orthodoxy” I do not mean to suggest the existence
of some monolithic and uniform “normative Judaism” during the Second Temple
period.  Clearly Jewish belief and practice was diverse.  Nevertheless, John’s
community does seem to be competing with a group that was sufficiently powerful to
impose its version of “orthodox” interpretation upon others and to “excommunicate”
those who disagreed.  See James F. McGrath, John’s Apologetic Christology:
Legitimation and development in Johannine Christology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 42.
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only spoken through Moses and the prophets whose words are codified in Torah.16  In

contrast, John claims that God’s voice is not limited to the pages of Scripture, but is

audible in the experience of the community and above all in the life of Jesus.

Furthermore, John claims that only the experience of Jesus can unlock the meaning of

those sacred words.

In the second part of the thesis I will examine several conflict pericopes to

reveal John’s response to various accusations of infidelity to the Law.  As we will see,

John does not attempt a midrashic argument, but simply asserts Johannine dogma and

claims that those who have truly experienced Jesus need no further proof.

Lack of experience alone, however, cannot account for the Jewish leadership’s

refusal to recognize Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God, for certainly many Pharisees

interact with Jesus in John’s narrative.  In the third section I will show that John

recognizes this and attributes their disbelief to two causes: they are morally bankrupt

and they are not “children” of God.  In doing so, John effectively delegitimates the

power of the authorities to pass judgment on what constitutes an “orthodox” reading of

Scripture and simultaneously claims the status of “orthodoxy” for his own sectarian

community.  In the final section I will explore the role of the Spirit in keeping the

experience of Jesus alive for the generations of believers who come after the Ascension.

In conclusion we will see how John makes correct Scriptural interpretation dependent

upon 1) experience of Jesus, 2) correct moral orientation, and 3) spiritual rebirth.

John’s hermeneutic is complex, but at its core is the doctrinal claim that Jesus is

equal to God.  Despite the Torah’s seeming objection to such a claim, it can be

                                                  
16 We will address the identity of these authorities in more detail below.
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acknowledged as true by those who have come into a faith-filled encounter with Jesus

and who have been “reborn” of the Spirit.  Thus, John’s hermeneutic is not so much a

general strategy for reading the text, but a claim that the text points to Jesus when read

through the lens of spiritual experience.

As I work through John’s Gospel, I will examine several key passages that

exemplify these hermeneutical moves.  Since this thesis is an attempt to reveal the

overall shape of John’s hermeneutic, the attention given to any one passage will

necessarily be brief.  I believe, however, that such a method will in fact show that

John’s hermeneutic represents a vindication of religious experience against those who

would claim that God’s revelation is confined to the text of Scripture.  Although this

thesis only begins to address the complexities of Johannine hermeneutics, I hope it will

suggest a model for interpretation that may be useful in our contemporary struggle to

understand God’s living Word.

Part One:

Conflicting Views on the Identity of Jesus and the Authority of Torah

Our examination of John’s hermeneutic begins with the recognition that the Fourth

Gospel is the product of a bitter intra-religious conflict. At the narrative level this

conflict appears to lie between Jesus and a group of opponents variously referred to as

“the Jews,” “the Pharisees,” and the “chief priests.”  Scholars have attempted, with

varying results, to determine exactly who John has in mind when he refers to “Jews,”

“Pharisees” and “chief priests.” J. Louis Martyn suggests that they are members of the

influential council at Jamnia (ca. 85 C.E. - 115 C.E.),17 but his interpretation of this

                                                  
17 Martyn, 58.
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council has come under scholarly critique.18  Whether the “Jews” and “Pharisees” in the

Gospel represent the Jamnia council or simply a local synagogue or Bet Din,19 however,

is of little significance for our argument.  The important point is that the Johannine

community was under attack from these leaders because of its confession of Jesus.20

We should also note that while the evangelist no doubt preserves a great deal of

historical information, he is more concerned with describing the significance of the

Jesus’ event for his own community.  There are, as Martyn points out, significant clues

in the text to support the argument that the Gospel is actually a “two level drama,”21 in

which the “characters” of Jesus and “the Jews” play the roles of the Johannine

community and their antagonists. According to Martyn:

…the evangelist has extended the Einmalig, not because he discovered

additional information about what the earthly Jesus did on this occasion, but

rather because he wishes to show how the Risen Lord continues his earthly

ministry in the work of his servant, the Christian preacher.  In what follows…we

will have to keep constantly in mind that the text presents its witness on two

levels: (1) It is a witness to an einmalig event during Jesus’ earthly lifetime…(2)

The text is also a witness to Jesus’ powerful presence in actual events

experienced by the Johannine church…Where the two levels overlie one

another…one does not hope to distinguish them with absolute clarity.22

                                                  
18 See D. Moody Smith’s discussion in Martyn, 21-22.
19 Martyn, 60; McGrath 48.
20 Martyn, 42-60.
21 Ibid., 30-46.
22 Ibid., 40.
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Thus, when Jesus speaks we ought to hear this as the voice of the Johannine community

and not necessarily the ipsissima verba Christi.  Similarly, the arguments of the “Jews”

and “Pharisees” and “chief priests” should be heard as the arguments of John’s

opponents.

As we have said, John’s hermeneutic is essentially an attempt to integrate the

novel doctrine of Christology with a traditional respect for the authority of Torah.

Because this doctrine involves the seemingly idolatrous worship of a human being, it

naturally arouses fierce opposition among the religious authorities, who charge the

believers with blasphemy (10:32-33), ignorance of the Law (7:49) and “leading Israel

astray”(7:12).23  As a result of these accusations, followers of Jesus have been thrown

out of the synagogue, publicly humiliated, and in some cases, killed (16:2).24

Given this context, it is not surprising that the author of the Fourth Gospel

devotes a considerable portion of his text to clarifying the relationship between Jesus

and Torah.  Indeed, in many respects, John’s Gospel appears to be an apologetic

response to the accusations of the authorities. 25  In other ways, the Gospel appears to be

an attempt to bolster the faith of potentially wavering members of the minority

community, convincing them that the new sect does not reject the teaching of the

prophets but rather provides the true interpretation of that teaching.  Possibly both

concerns are present for the author.  In any case, the Gospel is certainly polemical and

fraught with difficulty for the modern interpreter, particularly in light of the seemingly

                                                  
23 Martyn,  69-83.
24 Ibid.
25 McGrath, 34-47.



Klopp 12

anti-Semitic references to “the Jews” (oi˚ ∆Ioudai√oi).26  Of most significance for this

present essay, however, is the fact that this conflict provides the perfect showcase for

the presentation of two distinct views on the nature of the relationship between Jesus

and Torah.  In this section we will examine the arguments of John’s opponents who

claim that the Johannine community commits blasphemy and repudiates Torah with its

doctrine of the divinity of Christ.  We will then examine the Johannine understanding of

Jesus as God’s Word who both fulfills and exceeds the words of Torah.

The Pharisaic Accusation: Johannine Christology Repudiates Torah

While the historical identity of John’s opponents may be somewhat unclear, it is

apparent from the Gospel that this group considers themselves the guardians of Israel’s

traditions, and as such they are certain that those who believe the claims about Jesus are

an “accursed mob,” ignorant of the Law and easily led astray by this deceiver (7:45-49).

27  By contrast, they present themselves as staunchly loyal to Moses and his Law, as

evidenced by their response to the blind man healed by Jesus:  “You are his disciple, but

                                                  
26 Craig Keener, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
2003), suggests that “John employs the term ‘Jews’ ironically, as a response to his
opponents’ functional claims that the Johannine Christians are no longer Jewish” (218).
The Pharisaic elite had defined “less cooperative groups as sectarian,” and claimed
themselves to be the representatives of “orthodox” Judaism, while the Jewish Christians
were deemed minim.  Thus the Jewish Christians, having been cut off “from the centers
of their own communities” may have responded by defining “Jewishness” quite
differently than their opponents (218-219).  If the Pharisees represented “orthodox”
Judaism, then these so-called “Jews” “… are precisely the antithesis of what their name
implies” (226-227). “The whole tenor of [the] Gospel shows this concession to be an
ironic one that in principle is repudiated by the practice of [their] opponents”(227).
While Keener’s solution is not the only plausible one, it makes sense given the
historical background and the literary style of the Gospel itself, which is well known for
its use of irony in other respects.
27 See Martyn, 69-83 for discussion of the “beguiler” motif in Jewish law.
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we are disciples of Moses.  We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this

man, we do not know where he comes from” (9:28-29).

For the authorities Moses is the revealer of God’s law and the symbol of their

own power, for they identify themselves as his disciples.  They attempt throughout the

Gospel to make the question of Jesus’ identity and relationship to Torah an exegetical

and midrashic one, claiming that they alone (and not this “accursed mob”) have the

authority of interpret Scripture.28

In the section that follows we will see that their objections are based on the

perception that Jesus, a mere mortal, is attempting to claim the divine identity.

Ironically, this inability to see beyond the humanity of Jesus is one of John’s chief

arguments against the validity of the authorities’ interpretation, as we will see shortly.

As we have already noted, the primary objection raised by the Pharisees has to

do with the claim of Jesus’ divinity.  Certainly other features of Christian belief were

also suspect, but it was the claim to divinity that drew the most ire. 29  For example, an

incident in chapter five suggests that Sabbath-breaking was one of the charges leveled

against Jesus and his followers, but that this quickly gave way to more serious charges.

John records the following results of Jesus’ healing of a paralyzed man (5:8-9):

The man went away and told the Jews that it was Jesus who had made him well.

Therefore the Jews started persecuting Jesus, because he was doing such things

on the Sabbath.  But Jesus answered them, “My Father is still working, and I

also am working.”  For this reason the Jews were seeking all the more to kill

                                                  
28 See Martyn, 112, 114, 117-118, 123; McGrath, 50, 151ff.
29 Hurtado, 13; McGrath, 48-49.
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him, because he was not only breaking the Sabbath, but was also calling God his

own Father, thereby making himself equal to God (5:15-18).

The idea that a man might claim God as his “Father,” is by no means foreign to the

Torah or other Jewish literature (e.g. Deut. 14:1, Ps. 82:6; Sir. 4:10; 51:10), and need

not automatically lead to such a strong reaction.  Indeed, at the time of Jesus this kind of

divine sonship language (i.e. “you are my son, today I have begotten you”; Ps. 2:7) was

often taken to refer to the messiah.30  In this context, however, the editorial gloss in v.

18 makes it clear that Jesus’ opponents understand it as not simply a messianic claim,

but a claim for divinity.31  It is important to recognize that Jesus’ opponents clearly

understand the way in which the father/son language of the Torah is being reinterpreted

in this passage.  Thus, the problem lies not in their ability to hear the claim correctly,

but in their inability to perceive its validity, limited as they are to a perception of his

humanity.

A second objection to Jesus’ divinity occurs in chapter six after Jesus concludes

his bread of life discourse with this proclamation:

…I have come down from heaven, not to do my own will, but the will of him

who sent me.  This is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of

all that he has given me, but raise it up on the last day.  This is indeed the will of

my Father, that all who see the Son and believe in him may have eternal life;

and I will raise them up on the last day.”  Then the Jews began to complain

                                                  
30 See Joseph Klausner, Jesus of Nazareth: His Life, Times and Teaching (New York:
Bloch, 1989), 377-379.
31 Klausner calls the Christian usage a “more or less idolatrous belief in Jesus as the
‘Paraclete,’ the advocate for man before God.  Such a conception of the messianic title
‘Son of God’…Judaism was unable to accept” (379).
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about him because he said, “I am the bread that came down from heaven.”  They

were saying, “Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and mother we

know? How can he now say, ‘I have come down from heaven’?” (6:38-42).

Once again, Jesus uses the father/son language as a claim for divinity, and once again

his opponents object because of their limited, “fleshly” perspective. 32  For John the

“Son” is the one who has descended from heaven, who bestows eternal life, and who

raises the dead on the day of judgment.  To the “Jews” however, Jesus is merely the

“Son of Joseph, whose father and mother we know.”

As significant as this reinterpreted “Son of God” language may be, John’s

Christology emphasizes the full significance of Jesus’ identity by incorporating not only

the transformed messianic title, but also by applying to Jesus the divine “I am.”33  The

significance of this title is clearly understood by his opponents, and in chapter eight it

nearly results in his death.  Speaking of his own superiority to Abraham, Jesus claims:

“Your ancestor Abraham rejoiced that he would see my day; he saw it and was

glad.” Then the Jews said to him, “You are not yet fifty years old, and have you

seen Abraham?”  Jesus said to them, “Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham

was, I am.”  So they picked up stones to throw at him, but Jesus hid himself and

went out of the temple (8:56-59).

This is the second time that the proclamation of his divinity has engendered a violent

response, but it is by no means the last.

                                                  
32 We will say more about this limited or “earthly/fleshly” perception below.
33 Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John (New York: Doubleday, 1966),
367.
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We find a similar example in chapter ten.  Jesus has just completed a lengthy

discourse about his relationship to his Father and about the nature of his identity as the

“Good Shepherd” (a term with divine overtones)34, which he concludes with an explicit

statement of his equality with God: “The Father and I are one” (10:31).  This claim

enrages his opponents, who as usual, hear and understand his claim quite well, but can

only judge that claim on the basis of their perception of Jesus’ humanity:

…The Jews took up stones again to stone him.  Jesus replied, “I have shown you

many good works from the Father. For which of these are you going to stone

me?”  The Jews answered, “It is not for a good work that we are going to stone

you, but for blasphemy, because you, though only a human being, are making

yourself God” (32-33).

Ultimately, the violent result of their limited perception of Jesus’ humanity is

given its fullest expression when the Jewish leaders come before Pilate:

When the chief priests and the police saw him, they shouted, “Crucify him!

Crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and crucify him; I find

no case against him.”  The Jews answered him, “We have a law, and according

to that law he ought to die because he has claimed to be the Son of God” (19:6-

7).

As we have seen in the exchange between Jesus and “the Jews” in 5:16-18, the term

“Son of God” does not simply mean “messiah.”  Rather, the authorities are making the

                                                  
34 e.g. Gen. 48:15; 49:24; Ps. 23:1; 28:9; 80:1; Is. 40:11; Ezek. 34:15; Amos 3:12
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argument that Jesus, a mere mortal, has claimed the divine identity, and for this reason

must be put to death according to the law’s requirements.35

Conclusion:

Before we too quickly criticize John’s opponents for their lack of insight and

their recourse to violence, we should consider how such claims were likely to have been

heard by orthodox Jews.  How could any Law-observant Jew possibly accept the claim

that this man from Nazareth was the fulfillment of the Torah’s prophecies, that Moses

and Isaiah wrote about him (5:46; 12:41), that eternal life was to be found in him (3:16),

that he was “in the beginning with God” (1:2)?  How could they fail to be deeply

offended by a man who claimed (according to John), “Before Abraham was, I am”

(8:58)?  How could they have viewed Johannine Christology as anything more than

sheer blasphemy?  The Jewish authorities are by no means merely capricious in their

rejection of Johannine claims; they are attempting to follow the dictates of Torah as

they have understood them for generations.  One who makes these claims would be,

from their perspective, clearly violating the teachings of Moses and the prophets.  As far

as the religious authorities are concerned, then, there exists a permanent antagonism

between Jesus and Torah.  He is a law-breaker, a false messiah, and a blasphemer, and

those who follow him are counted among the ignorant rabble, and liable to expulsion

from the synagogue.  The opponents have stated their case that Jesus and Torah are

enemies, that only Scripture is revelatory, and that Jesus cannot be God’s Son, since he

is merely a man.

                                                  
35 e.g. Lev. 24:16: “One who blasphemes the name of the LORD shall be put to death;
the whole congregation shall stone the blasphemer. Aliens as well as citizens, when
they blaspheme the Name, shall be put to death.”  See Brown, 367; Martyn, 74-83.
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The Johannine Response:  Jesus is the Word Made Flesh

The Johannine community’s own estimation of the relation between Jesus and

the Torah however, is more complicated.  As the Gospel’s exchanges between Jesus and

the Jewish leaders indicate, John’s community is not ignorant of the fact that their

claims could only appear incomprehensible or blasphemous to most other Jews.

Furthermore it seems likely that, as Jews themselves, having spent their entire lives to

this point with a certain understanding of God, the experience of worshiping Jesus

would have posed enormous challenges to their own reading of Scripture.  They must

have known that according to the Torah, God shares his glory with no one (Isa. 42:8).

Yet, for them the experience of Jesus is the catalyst for a reevaluation of the authority of

the Torah.

The Prologue first draws attention to this reevaluation with the following

statement: “The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through

Jesus Christ” (v.17).  This passage seems to posit some kind of conflict between the

Jesus and Moses, the new and the old, the Word and the Torah. As we have seen, such a

reading would appeal to the Pharisees, and given the dualistic framework in which the

Prologue operates (believers against nonbelievers, flesh against spirit, the community

against the “world”), we might be led to understand this verse as a description of the

Johnnine community’s rejection of Torah.  But is this what John intends?

On one hand, it is clear that the Gospel arises from a community that sees itself

as essentially continuous with Israel’s Scripture and tradition.  Indeed, the Gospel is
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replete with examples of the way in which the Torah points to Jesus.36  On the other

hand John recognizes that those who have prided themselves on being “disciples of

Moses” (9:28), that is, diligent students of the Law, have completely missed God’s

Word among them.  An exchange between Jesus and his opponents exemplifies this:

You search the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life;

and it is they that testify on my behalf.  Yet you refuse to come to me to have

life. …Do not think that I will accuse you before the Father; your accuser is

Moses, on whom you have set your hope.  If you believed Moses, you would

believe me, for he wrote about me.  But if you do not believe what he wrote,

how will you believe what I say? (5:39-40;45-47).

Thus, on one level there can be no conflict between Jesus and Torah, because the

Scriptures testify on behalf of Christ.  Indeed, Moses himself wrote about Jesus.  The

authorities’ unbelief, therefore, is portrayed, ironically, as a failure to understand the

writings of Moses on whom they have “set their hope” (5:45).

At another level, however, the Johannine community does seem to recognize a

certain tension between Jesus and Torah, for despite its function as a witness to Jesus,

its capacity to reveal God has been surpassed by the Word who has come to dwell

among them.  The Law, given through Moses, serves John’s community as a forerunner

of the Word, but only the Word himself can claim to reveal God fully.  Thus, the

Prologue claims:  “No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to

the Father’s heart, who has made him known” (v.18).  The Word reveals God in a way

that Moses, having never seen God, cannot.  Thus, unlike the religious authorities, the

                                                  
36 1:23, 45; 2:17; cf. Ps. 69:9; 19:24; cf. Ps. 22:18; 19:28; cf. Ps. 69:21; 19:36-37; cf.
Ex. 12:46; Zech 12:10; 20:9.
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Johannine community no longer sees the Scriptures as the sole repository of revelation,

for God has spoken to them directly through his Word.

By itself, however, the claim that God speaks directly to his people need not

have constituted a scandal to the Jews; indeed, the Torah itself is the result of God’s

speaking through prophets and sages.  Both the Johannine sectarians and the Pharisees

agree that God can and has spoken through his prophets.  The difference, however, is

that John does not simply claim that the Word has come to Jesus, but that Jesus is the

incarnation of that Word.  Furthermore, John claims, the Word was “in the beginning”

with God and “was God” (qeo\ß h™n oJ lo/goß; 1:1).

It is the incarnation, however, that makes John’s Word Christology seem to be

utterly foreign to the Torah’s concept of the unity of God.37  In taking on human flesh,

the Word moves not only “beyond” Torah, but in a significant way, “against” Torah,

because there is simply nothing in the Torah or in Jewish tradition to allow for the

worship of a human being.  It is no surprise then, that Jesus’ “own people” do not

accept him.  What the Johannine community sees as the incarnation of the Word, seems

to their Jewish opponents to be nothing but idolatry.

Conclusion:

                                                  
37 Michael Wyschogrod, “A Jewish Perspective on Incarnation,” Modern Theology 12:2,
April 1996, 196-209, reminds us, however, that even from an orthodox Jewish position
there is no a priori reason why the God of the Torah could not take on human flesh:
“…it must be emphasized that the Jewish objection to an incarnational theology cannot
be based on a priori grounds, as if something in the nature of the Jewish concept of God
made his appearance in the form of humanity a rational impossibility” (204).  This
would be “substituting a philosophical scheme for the sovereignty of God.  No
Biblically oriented, responsible Jewish theology can accept such a substitution of an
ontological structure for the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob whose actions humanity
cannot predict and whose actions are not subject to an overreaching logical necessity to
which they must conform” (204).
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The juxtaposition of Moses against Jesus in the prologue need not indicate a

perception of conflict on the part of the believers, but it does indicate a perception of

tension.  For the Johannine community, the Word, full of grace and truth, has

simultaneously overcome the revelatory limitations of Torah and, by taking on flesh,

has done so in a manner that is incomprehensible to the strict “disciples of Moses.”

Part Two:

The Significance of Encountering Jesus

In the last section we saw that the Christology of the Johannine community is

considered blasphemous and anti-scriptural by the Jewish authorities.  We also saw that

the basis by which the Johannine community can affirm this Christology without

repudiating scripture is the portrayal of  Jesus as the Word of God who speaks directly

to Israel, both fulfilling and exceeding the previous words of Moses and the other

prophets whose writings make up the Torah.  We turn now to examine specific

instances of conflict in order to see more clearly how John appeals to the community’s

experience as a defense of this Christology.

Beginning with the Prologue, the Gospel affirms that the community has “seen

his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth” (1:14), and

throughout the text, John invites his interlocutors to “see” and “hear” Jesus as the

community has done.  In the first four chapters of the Gospel the evangelist provides us

with a picture of the ideal response to Jesus’ call to “come and see” (1:39), making it

clear that this direct experience is sufficiently authoritative to convince people of the

truth of Christian claims.  For example, John the Baptizer knows that Jesus is the Son of

God because he has “heard” from God and “seen” the Spirit descend upon him (1:31-
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34).  Because of his testimony (1:35-37) John’s disciples come to believe that Jesus is

the “Lamb of God” (1:37) and the messiah (1:41). After initially doubting whether

“anything good can come from Nazareth” (1:46), Nathaniel comes to believe when he

experiences Jesus’ supernatural vision (1:48-49).  Thus, he proclaims, “You are the Son

of God…the King of Israel” (1:49).  At the wedding in Cana, Jesus’ disciples put their

faith in him when they witness the miracle of changing water into wine (2:11).  When

Jesus first travels to Jerusalem during Passover, many people believe because of the

“signs” he performs (2:23).  The Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well (4:7) believes

because Jesus reveals a supernatural knowledge of her marital situation, and in turn she

leads many to faith through her testimony (4:28-29).  When Jesus appears in person in

Sychar, however, they no longer depend the woman’s testimony, because they have

encountered him for themselves:  “They said to the woman, ‘It is no longer because of

what you said that we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is

truly the Savior of the world’” (4:42).

This response of the Samaritans emphasizes an important point about the

encounters with Jesus in chapters one through four.  In each of these cases the

characters proclaim the Johannine dogma about Jesus after seeing and hearing him in

person.  In some cases this personal experience is preceded by second-hand testimony.

Thus, John first hears God, and then sees the spirit descend, as he says: “And I have

seen and have testified that this is the Son of God” (1:34).  Likewise, John’s disciples

initially hear John’s testimony (1:36), and then follow Jesus themselves.  This motif of

first-hand encounter, which in many cases follows upon second-hand testimony, may be

seen as a kind of analogy for the Johannine community’s relationship with Scripture.
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The Torah may have functioned as a testimony to God, but now the community has

experienced God for themselves in the person of Jesus.  In this way they are able to

attribute to Jesus titles such as “Savior of the World” (4:42), “King of Israel” (1:49),

“Good Shepherd” (10:11, 14), and “Lord and God” (20:28) that would be inappropriate

if Torah were their sole source of revelation.

Nevertheless, the evangelist also recognizes that there are many who “see” and

“hear” Jesus and yet remain “blind” and “deaf.”  Tragically, those who refuse to accept

the testimony of experience justify their unbelief by referring to the Torah. John

prepares us for this in two key passages early in the narrative.  The first occurs in the

Prologue when the Baptizer “testifies to what he has seen and heard, yet no one accepts

his testimony” (3:32).  The motif arises again during Jesus’ conversation with

Nicodemus, a representative of the ruling establishment.  Jesus speaks for the Johannine

community as he replies: “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify

to what we have seen; yet you do not receive our testimony” (3:11).  By the time we

reach the fifth chapter the opposition to Jesus becomes the dominant theme of the story,

and in several pericopes we see that the religious authorities reject Jesus primarily on

the basis of the law.  Significantly, however, John’s Jesus does not respond to this

unbelief with detailed Scriptural exegesis or midrash (although he does indulge in a few

choice prooftexts, for the purpose of confounding the scriptural experts).  Rather, he

responds by pointing to the “testimony” of his preachers, his deeds, his Father and

finally the Scriptures.  He does not attempt to “prove” his identity as divine Son of God

and Messiah.  Instead, he proclaims it.  When questioned about his identity he simply

replies with the dogmatic confession of Johannine Christology and tells his enemies that
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if they would simply look and listen, they would also come to believe.  Their refusal to

accept the testimony of direct experience, John suggests, is the basic moral failing of

Israel’s leaders (9:39-41).  To see in more detail how this contrast between “seeing” and

“not seeing” forms the basis of John’s response to the allegations that his community

has rejected the Torah, we will examine several of the conflict pericopes in chapters

five through ten.

John 5:16-47

The Gospel reports that the “Jews started persecuting Jesus” for healing a man

by the pool of Bethzatha on the Sabbath (5:16), in other words, for acting contrary to

the Law.  Their opposition increases when he makes the even more unlawful claim that

he is “equal to God” (5:18).  While the Jews have accused Jesus of working on the

Sabbath, a clear violation of Torah,38 John does not respond with arguments from

Scripture to prove the validity of Jesus’ actions (although such arguments could

legitimately be made).39  Instead, he uses this incident as an opportunity to expand the

community’s understanding of Jesus’ relation to his Father, claiming “Very truly, I tell

you, the Son can do nothing on his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for

whatever the Father does, the Son does likewise” (5:19).  He claims that the Father will

show Jesus “greater works than these” so that his opponents will be “astounded” (5:20).

These works are identical with God’s: giving life to the dead (5:21, 25-26) and

executing judgment (5:23, 27, 29).

This is hardly the way to win an exegetical debate, but John is not interested in

exegesis at this point.  He responds to the claim that Jesus is unlawfully making himself

                                                  
38 e.g. Ex. 31:14-15.
39 cf. Mark 2:26; 3:4; Luke 13:14-16; John 7:23.
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equal with God by reiterating the community’s belief in that very thing.  Rather than

simply asserting this belief, however, John goes on to point out that Jesus has many

“witnesses” who will corroborate his claims:

If I testify about myself, my testimony is not true.  There is another who testifies

on my behalf, and I know that his testimony to me is true.  You sent messengers

to John, and he testified to the truth.  Not that I accept such human testimony,

but I say these things so that you may be saved…But I have a testimony greater

than John’s. The works that the Father has given me to complete, the very works

that I am doing, testify on my behalf that the Father has sent me.  And the Father

who sent me has himself testified on my behalf (5:31-34, 36-37).

Having provided this impressive list of witnesses, Jesus moves on to a statement that

concisely indicates the reason for his opponents’ misguided use of the Scriptures:

You have never heard his voice or seen his form, and you do not have his word

abiding in you, because you do not believe him whom he has sent.  You search

the scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they

that testify on my behalf.  Yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (5:37b-40).

The word of God does not “abide” with them despite their constant study of Torah,

because they refuse to believe the Word God has sent. Thus, the first encounter with the

Scripture scholars ends with Jesus’ claim that the Torah points to him, and that his

opponents stubbornly refuse to acknowledge that fact.  John does not offer further

“proof” than this, but for those who have accepted the testimony it is enough.
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John 6:41-71

The second incident follows upon Jesus’ bread of life discourse.  Here Jesus

explicitly quotes Scripture to confound those who supposedly know Scripture and

would use it against him: “It is written in the prophets ‘And they shall all be taught by

God.’  Everyone who has heard and learned from the Father comes to me” (6:45).  If his

opponents truly listened to God as they claim, they would come to Jesus and recognize

him as the true bread from heaven (6:50), the fulfillment of the sign of the manna.

Fully conscious of the high esteem in which his opponents hold Moses, both as a

worker of miracles and as the giver of the law, he deliberately shows Jesus to be

superior to Moses.  Jesus, as the Bread of Life, is far superior to the manna God

provided under the leadership of Moses.  Indeed, “the one who eats this bread will live

forever” (6:58).  When the crowds desert him because of “ the “hard saying” about

eating his flesh and drinking his blood (6:60), his disciples choose to remain, affirming

that his words are the “words of eternal life.”  Thus John introduces  another point of

conflict with those who believe that only the words of Torah are life-giving.40

John 7:12-52

A third incident of conflict occurs in chapter seven.  At the “Festival of the

Booths” Jesus returns to Jersusalem where considerable public discussion has arisen

after his last visit, although the crowd is divided in their opinion of his identity (7:12-

13).  Jesus begins to teach in the temple and the “Jews” are amazed at his teaching:

“How does this man have such learning, when he has never been taught?”  (7:15).

                                                  
40 Throughout the Gospel, the words of Jesus are understood as the very words of God,
imbued with power, life, spirit, and authority. In a sense, Jesus’ words come to form a
“new scripture” for the Johannine community (e.g. 2:22; 3:34; 5:25-29, 47; 7:16; 8:32).
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Jesus’ answer points to his identity as one who has heard directly from God and is sent

by God: “My teaching is not mine but his who sent me” (7:16).  The proof of this claim,

lies not in any scriptural argument, but in the response of his audience.  Jesus says,

“Anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know whether the teaching is from

God or whether I am speaking on my own” (7:17).  After this Jesus accuses them of

“looking for an opportunity to kill me” (7:19), thereby indicating that his opponents

neither seek God’s will nor keep the law of Moses, whom they ostensibly venerate as

God’s revealer par excellence (7:19).  Since they do not obey God they cannot accept

Jesus’ teachings or his identity.  Jesus goes on to further accuse them of

misunderstanding the very Sabbath they seek to defend (thus offering an immanent

critique on their own terms):

Moses gave you circumcision (it is, of course, not from Moses, but from the

patriarchs), and you circumcise a man on the sabbath.  If a man receives

circumcision on the sabbath in order that the law of Moses may not be broken,

are you angry with me because I healed a man’s whole body on the sabbath?  Do

not judge by appearances, but judge with right judgment (7:22-24).

This reference to the law should be understood as a sarcastic jab at those who pride

themselves on their knowledge of Scripture, not as an attempt to found Jesus’ claims in

the authority of the law.  This becomes apparent when a question arises from the crowd:

Now some of the people of Jerusalem were saying, “Is not this the man whom

they are trying to kill?  And here he is, speaking openly, but they say nothing to

him! Can it be that the authorities really know that this is the Messiah?  Yet we
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know where this man is from; but when the Messiah comes, no one will know

where he is from”  (7:25-27).

Rather than offer Scriptural proofs about the Messiah’s origin, Jesus simply says, “You

know me, and you know where I am from. I have not come on my own. But the one

who sent me is true, and you do not know him.  I know him, because I am from him,

and he sent me” (7:28-29).

Here as in the previous pericopes, Jesus responds to a scriptural question with an

assertion of Johannine Christology, and as in the other examples, his answer provokes

the authorities to attempt to arrest him (7:30).  The ultimate result of this proclamation,

however, is that “many in the crowd believed in him and were saying, ‘When the

Messiah comes, will he do more signs than this man has done?’” (7:31).

The discussion about the origin of the Messiah continues at the end of the

chapter (7:40-52), after Jesus again makes a Christological proclamation that links his

identity to the identity of Yahweh:

On the last day of the festival, the great day, while Jesus was standing there, he

cried out, “Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes

in me drink. As the scripture has said, ‘Out of the believer’s heart shall flow

rivers of living water’” (7:37-38).41

As with other proclamations, this statement divides the crowd, some of whom believe

on the basis of the words they hear (7:40-41a), while others base their disbelief on their

                                                  
41 In Jer 2:13 and 17:13 Yahweh is called a “fountain of living water.”  The prophet
accuses the people of Israel of forsaking that fountain in order to dig “cisterns for
themselves…that can hold no water…” (2:13).  John seems to have the same critique in
mind with regard to the religious leaders of his own era.
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interpretation of Scripture: “But some asked, ‘Surely the Messiah does not come from

Galilee, does he?  Has not the scripture said that the Messiah is descended from David

and comes from Bethlehem, the village where David lived?” (7:41b-42).42  Following

this, there is another “division in the crowd” (7:43) which results in the authorities’

desire, if not outright attempt, to arrest him (7:44).

The chapter concludes with a striking display of the ignorance of the scripture

scholars.  The temple police have failed to arrest Jesus because they have experienced

his words as authoritative (7:46).  The Pharisees respond to this dereliction of duty with

the following comments: “Surely you have not been deceived too, have you?  Has any

one of the authorities or of the Pharisees believed in him?  But this crowd, which does

not know the law—they are accursed” (7:47-49).  When Nicodemus calls them to task

for their own selective use of the law (7:51) they accuse him of being one of Jesus’

Galilean followers, dismissing the whole incident with this statement: “Search and you

will see that no prophet is to arise from Galilee.”(7:52).  In fact, as the reader knows,

Jesus is God’s prophet, and he has arisen from Galilee.

John 8:12-20

In chapter eight a Christological claim is once again met with a Scriptural

rebuttal.  Jesus proclaims, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never

walk in darkness but will have the light of life” (8:12).  The Pharisees respond, “You

are testifying on your own behalf; your testimony is not valid” (8:13).  Jesus’ answer

immediately asserts his divine identity: “Even if I testify on my own behalf, my

                                                  
42 This is ironic because, as the Synoptics record, Jesus is from Bethlehem.  John most
likely knows this and is simply allowing the crowd’s ignorance to display itself.  See D.
Moody Smith, John (Nashville, KY: Abingdon, 1999), 175.
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testimony is valid because I know where I have come from and where I am going, but

you do not know where I come from or where I am going” (8:14).  Here Jesus affirms

the validity of his testimony on the basis of his identity as messenger and Son.

Furthermore, he affirms his harmony with the law because he does in fact have two

witnesses (8:17).  “I testify on my own behalf, and the Father who sent me testifies on

my behalf” (8:18).  The Pharisees’ response is indicative of a deeper problem (which

we will address in the next section).  They ask Jesus, “Where is your Father?” and Jesus

replies, “You know neither me nor my Father. If you knew me, you would know my

Father also” (8:19).   The pericope ends like the others with an indication that the

authorities still wanted to arrest him.  “He spoke these words while he was teaching in

the treasury of the temple, but no one arrested him, because his hour had not yet come”

(8:20).

John 9:13-41

The pericope of the healing of the blind man provides another example of this

pattern.  Jesus has performed a healing on the Sabbath by making a paste of earth and

spittle (9:14), an action which leads the Pharisees to claim that he cannot come from

God since he does not observe the Sabbath (9:16).  Once again, the crowd is divided.

Some of them cannot see beyond Jesus’ supposed violation of the law, while others

wonder, “How can a man who is a sinner perform such signs?” (9:16).  Here the

experience of the signs is beginning to convince some of them of Jesus’ identity.  The

man who has personally experienced this healing proclaims, “He is a prophet” (9:17).

Wanting public acknowledgement of Jesus’ lawbreaking, the council calls the

blind man to testify: “Give glory to God! We know that this man is a sinner” (9:24).
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The man’s response indicates an unwillingness to engage in legal disputes and an

affirmation of the power of his first-hand experience:  “I do not know whether he is a

sinner. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see” (9:25).  When they

continue to question him, the man replies, quite boldly, “I have told you already, and

you would not listen. Why do you want to hear it again? Do you also want to become

his disciples?”(9:27).  The Pharisees’ response, as we have previously seen, reveals

their perception of conflict between Jesus and the law: “You are his disciple, but we are

disciples of Moses.  We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do

not know where he comes from” (9:28-29).  The man’s answer represents the triumph

of Johannine experience over blind dogma:

Here is an astonishing thing! You do not know where he comes from, and yet he

opened my eyes.  We know that God does not listen to sinners, but he does listen

to one who worships him and obeys his will.  Never since the world began has it

been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind.  If this man were

not from God, he could do nothing” (9:30-33).

For this answer, the Pharisees drive him out with a caustic remark:  “You were born

entirely in sins, and are you trying to teach us?” (9:34).

When Jesus later meets the man again he pronounces judgment against all who

refuse to accept the evidence that God has placed before their eyes: “I came into this

world for judgment so that those who do not see may see, and those who do see may

become blind” (9:39).  When the Pharisees ask him, “Surely we are not blind, are we?”

(9:40), Jesus replies, “If you were blind, you would not have sin. But now that you say,

‘We see,’ your sin remains” (9:41).
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John 10

Once again, Jesus’ Christological proclamation is the occasion of division

among the audience (10:19).  Jesus claims identification with Yahweh as the one who

saves (10:9), and who gives life abundantly (10:10).  He also claims to be the “Good

Shepherd,” who lays his life down for the sheep (10:15) and has “power to take it up

again” (10:18).  Such assertions cause some in the crowd to accuse him of being

possessed, while others ask, “These are not the words of one who has a demon. Can a

demon open the eyes of the blind?”(10:21).  Again, it seems that the direct experience

of Jesus’ works has led at least some of them closer to accepting his claims.

John continues the confrontation in the passage that follows.  As Jesus walks

through the temple during the feast of the Dedication (10:22-23) the “Jews” gather

around him and ask, “How long will you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah,

tell us plainly” (10:24).  Jesus’ answer points to the evidence of his actions: “I have told

you, and you do not believe. The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me”

(10:25).  He goes on to explain why they do not believe in him: “…you do not believe,

because you do not belong to my sheep.  My sheep hear my voice. I know them, and

they follow me” (10:26-27).  We will examine this claim in more detail below, but for

now we should notice that Jesus’ proclamation of Johannine Christology again enrages

his opponents: “I give them eternal life, and they will never perish. No one will snatch

them out of my hand.  What my Father has given me is greater than all else, and no one

can snatch it out of the Father’s hand.  The Father and I are one” (10:28-30).  Once

again, his opponents attempt to kill him (10:31), and as we have already seen, the

reason for their anger is his claim to be equal with God (10:33).  Jesus’ use of the
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Scriptures in response to their anger is calculated to prove that the supposed experts do

not understand their own texts, because they do not accept the evidence that God has

provided them in the person of Jesus:

Jesus answered, “Is it not written in your law, ‘I said, you are gods’?  If those to

whom the word of God came were called ‘gods’—and the scripture cannot be

annulled— can you say that the one whom the Father has sanctified and sent

into the world is blaspheming because I said, ‘I am God’s Son’?  If I am not

doing the works of my Father, then do not believe me.  But if I do them, even

though you do not believe me, believe the works, so that you may know and

understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father.”  (10:34-38).

Following this, they attempt to arrest him once again (10:39), and once again, the

conclusion of this pericope reveals the contrast between unbelieving Scripture scholars

and the faithful, yet biblically ignorant crowds:  “Many came to him, and they were

saying, ‘John performed no sign, but everything that John said about this man was true.’

And many believed in him there” (10:41-42).

Conclusion:

From this very brief survey of the interactions between Jesus and his opponents

we find that a pattern emerges. While not structurally identical, each of these pericopes

contains the following elements: an accusation of incompatibility with the law, a

response from Jesus and an attempted or desired killing or arrest.  As we have

mentioned earlier, because of John’s “two-level drama” approach to the narrative,

Jesus’ responses may be seen as the community’s responses to their opponents.  Jesus

avoids an argument about the law by simply asserting Johannine Christological beliefs,



Klopp 34

grounding them in experience and claiming that the Pharisees and other “Jews” have

failed to accept the testimony of these experiences.  In several cases Jesus also indicates

that a deeper reason lies behind their failure to accept his word.  We turn to examine

this in the next section.

Part Three:

Children of God and Children of Satan

We have seen that the Johannine community and their opponents, the “Jews”

and “Pharisees,” have conflicting interpretations about the identity of Jesus and his

relationship to the Torah.  We have also seen how John appeals to experience as the

proof and defense of his Christology.  Furthermore, we have seen that John’s opponents

react violently against Jesus and his followers.  But until now we have not addressed in

detail the reasons why these two communities have such different reactions to Jesus.

Simply put, John claims that these radically different reactions are due to conflicting

moral and spiritual orientations: the authorities are murderers and children of Satan,

while the Johannine community are those who “do the truth” and are children of God.

This classification, however, is not merely the angry reaction of a persecuted minority

against its persecutors.  It actually serves an important hermeneutical function.  By

making the claim that the defenders of tradition are refusing to hear and obey God, and

thus unable to properly interpret Scripture, John effectively undermines their authority,

making room for his own community’s version of orthodoxy.43  But John is not content

with merely criticizing his opponents.  He also wants to provide an explanation for his

own community’s decision to take the seemingly incoherent step of worshipping Jesus,

                                                  
43 McGrath, 199ff.
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a step which, as we have seen, places the community outside the bounds of traditional

Judaism.  John does this by portraying the members of his own community as children

of God, who although persecuted, are able to hear directly from God, and as such, are

the only ones able to properly interpret the Torah.  In this way, John makes correct

interpretation dependent upon spiritual rebirth and moral rectitude, rather than simply

adherence to the traditions of their ancestors.

To follow this theme as it unfolds throughout the Gospel we return once again to

the Prologue.  Beginning with a bold declaration of the community’s belief in Jesus

(“the Word was God”), John casts the conflict between his community and the

authorities in cosmic, dualistic terms, as he reveals the central irony of the Gospel: “He

was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not

know him.  He came to what was his own [ta» i¶dia], and his own people [oi˚ i¶dioi

aujto\n] did not accept him” (1:10-11).  Through the use of this parallelism, John

conflates the “world” with “his own people,” thereby classifying “the Jews” with the

goyim as those who do not know or accept Jesus as God’s Word.  By juxtaposing his

own community, those to whom Jesus has given “power to become children of God”

(1:12), against those who are merely “born…of blood…of the will of the flesh…of the

will of man” (1:13), John portrays his opponents as part of the unspiritual “world.”

This is significant because in OT tradition, the nations of the world are often seen as

enemies of God and his anointed (e.g. Deut. 11:23; Num. 24:8; Ps. 9:19; 33:10; 44:2).

Thus, John’s comparison would not only be offensive to his opponents, who pride

themselves on being “children of Abraham,” but it also serves to explain why the

authorities react with such violence against Jesus, God’s anointed (cf. Ps. 2:2).



Klopp 36

The contrast is developed further during Jesus’ conversation with Nicodemus

(3:1-21), in which John encapsulates all the major themes of the Gospel:44 experience of

Jesus, moral orientation and spiritual rebirth. Nicodemus begins the conversation:

“Rabbi, we know that you are a teacher who has come from God, because no one can

do the signs you do unless God is with him” (3:2). By answering with an apparent non-

sequitur, Jesus turns the conversation in another direction.  It is not enough that

Nicodemus (the Jews) recognize that God is “with” Jesus, he must recognize that God is

“in” Jesus.  Unless Nicodemus is born of the Spirit, he will never come to this

conclusion.  Thus, Jesus tells him, “No one can see the kingdom of God without being

born “from above” (3:3).  In typical Johannine fashion, Nicodemus misunderstands him

and asks how a person can be born “again.”  Therefore, Jesus clarifies the meaning of

a‡nwqen: “Very truly, I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being

born of water and Spirit.  What is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the

Spirit is spirit” (3:5-6).  This distinction between flesh and spirit recalls the dualism of

the Prologue and indicates once again that John sees the world as divided between two

types of people.

He goes on to explain that the authorities’ inability to understand the Christian

proclamation is due to their inexperience with the mysterious ways of the Spirit: “The

wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where

it comes from or where it goes” (3:8).  Those who have been “born of the Sprit” (i.e. the

Johannine community) are likewise an enigma to the “fleshly”: “So it is with everyone

                                                  
44 Brown, 135
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who is born of the Spirit” (3:8).  Indeed, Jesus himself also appears to the authorities as

one whose origin and destination is unknown or contested (e.g. 7:27, 33-36; 8:14).

When Nicodemus expresses his inability to understand the spiritual significance

of Jesus’ teaching (3:9), Jesus replies with an ironic question: “Are you a teacher of

Israel, and yet you do not understand these things?” (3:10), implying that the

supposedly authoritative teaching of the “Pharisees” is completely ignorant of the ways

of the Spirit.  If so, then their very status as “authorities” is being called into question.

This is not the only way John undermines their hegemony, however.

Immediately following this question John asserts the central conflict of the

Gospel: “Very truly, I tell you, we speak of what we know and testify to what we have

seen; yet you do not receive our testimony” (3:11).   Not only are they unacquainted

with the Holy Spirit, they also refuse to accept the testimony of eyewitnesses.

Ironically, however, the authorities actually have seen what the Johannine community

has seen, but their perception has been clouded by their lack of spiritual discernment.

As we have seen throughout the text, this inability to perceive the spiritual dimension of

Jesus’ identity has not only formed the basis for the authorities’ rejection of him, but for

their use of violence as well (cf. 10:32-33).

Thus, in John’s discussion about “earthly” and “heavenly” birth the inability to

receive the Christian testimony is connected with a certain moral cowardice and evil

intention.  Although the Son was not sent into the world to condemn it, John argues,

God’s judgment rests on those who, like the authorities, prefer darkness to light:

And this is the judgment, that the light [Jesus] has come into the world, and

people [the Jewish authorities] loved darkness rather than light because their
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deeds were evil.  For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light,

so that their deeds may not be exposed. But those who do what is true come to

the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God

(3:19-21).

As we have seen in our discussion above, the religious leaders are a shadowy group

who plot against Jesus in secret, afraid of the crowds of ignorant rabble who follow

Jesus, and willing to use the power of the Gentiles against their own king.  In contrast,

the followers of Jesus are those who “do what is true” and “come to the light.”

John continues this differentiation between the moral and the immoral with the

claim that “Anyone who resolves to do the will of God will know whether the teaching

is from God or whether I am speaking on my own” (7:17).  Here John explicitly links

understanding with correct moral intention.  This is a significant hermeneutical point

because it moves interpretation away from the mere investigation of texts and makes it

depend on the moral condition of the interpreter.  To put it quite bluntly, John claims

that those who desire to obey God will know when God is speaking.  Although John

realizes that the content of Jesus’ teaching appears anti-Scriptural, he seems to suggest

that if his opponents would simply “resolve to do the will of God” they would come to

accept Jesus’ words.  The reason they cannot hear God’s voice through Jesus is that

they, in fact, do not want to obey God, bent as they are on killing God’s messenger.  To

further convict the authorities of their immorality, Jesus asks, “Did not Moses give you

the law? Yet none of you keeps the law. Why are you looking for an opportunity to kill

me?” (7:19), thereby revealing the irony that those who are so intent on disproving

Jesus by means of the law are actually lawbreakers themselves.
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The delegitimation of the reigning orthodoxy is nearly complete, but John is not

content to simply expose the murderous intent of his opponents.  Rather, he explains

that this intent is the result of a deeper spiritual problem. This is most clearly stated in

an exchange in chapter eight, after Jesus rebukes them for attempting to kill him and

charges them to “do what you have heard from the Father” (8:38).  Their protestation

that “Abraham is our father” (8:39) sets up an ironic dialogue in which it is revealed

that Jesus’ opponents are, in fact, children of the devil:

Jesus said to them, “If you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing what

Abraham did, but now you are trying to kill me, a man who has told you the

truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did.  You are indeed

doing what your father does.” They said to him, “We are not illegitimate

children; we have one father, God himself.” Jesus said to them, “If God were

your Father, you would love me, for I came from God and now I am here. I did

not come on my own, but he sent me.  Why do you not understand what I say? It

is because you cannot accept my word.  You are from your father the devil, and

you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning

and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he

speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies.  But

because I tell the truth, you do not believe me.  Which of you convicts me of

sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me?  Whoever is from God hears

the words of God. The reason you do not hear them is that you are not from

God” (8:39-47).
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Here, as in previous passages, John connects interpretive blindness with moral

blindness, but his critique goes even deeper.  In a very significant sense, John seems to

claim that those whose father is the devil actually cannot accept the word of God (8:43).

This is almost an ontological claim, and alludes to the conversation with Nicodemus in

which Jesus claims that in order to understand the ways of the Spirit, one must be “born

from above/again” (3:3).  As we will see in the following section this birth by the Spirit

has important implications for the community’s ability to keep the authority of Jesus

alive.

Conclusion:

In this section we have seen that John sets up a dichotomy between the two

types of people whose views about Jesus are in conflict.  On one hand the Johannine

community are people who “come to the light” and “do what is true” ( 3:21), are from

and belong to God (8:47).  On the other hand, their opponents “hate the light”(3:20), do

the work of the devil and are from the devil (8:44), and thus do not belong to God

(8:47).  Thus, John completely destroys his opponents’ credibility.  Any member of the

Johannine community whose resolve may have been wavering can now be certain that

there is absolutely no validity to their influential opponents’ arguments against Jesus,

since the authorities are not actually children of Abraham, but children of the devil.  We

have also seen that John’s own community is portrayed as children of God who obey

God and are empowered to understand Jesus’ teaching.  John has thus simultaneously

removed the barrier of traditional “orthodoxy” and opened space for his own

community to promote its own version.
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Part Four:

The Spirit of Jesus in the Community

All that John has said about the significance of encountering Jesus as God’s

Word, however, means nothing to his community if they are unable to experience the

presence of their Lord for themselves.  Written some sixty years after the ascension of

Jesus,45 John’s Gospel must address this very important concern.  How is his

community to have the assurance that they are indeed hearing the voice of Jesus, if he is

no longer present with them?46  Quite simply, John claims that Jesus does, in fact,

remain with them through the agency of the Spirit.  As Martyn reminds us,

[While] the problem posed by Jesus’ departure to the Father is a real one…the

Johannine church would emphatically deny that Jesus is now absent from the

world in any absolute sense.  John has not the slightest intention of limiting his

message to the affirmation that during Jesus’ earthly lifetime he was the Light of

the World.”47

Indeed, Jesus continues to be the “light” for his community in and through the work of

the Holy Spirit.  In this section we will briefly examine the way in which the Spirit

makes Jesus present for John’s community.

The first reference to the Spirit in John’s Gospel comes at the baptism of Jesus

(1:32-34), upon whom the Spirit descends like a dove.  Not only does this “vision” or

“spiritual experience” signal to John the Baptizer that Jesus is the Son of God, but it

marks Jesus out at the one who is preeminently “born of the Spirit.” Jesus is both the

                                                  
45 Smith, 43.
46 Ibid., 38.
47 Martyn, 39.  Italics original.
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one on whom the Spirit “remains” and the one who baptizes others with the Holy Spirit:

“He on whom you see the Spirit descend and remain is the one who baptizes with the

Holy Spirit’” (1:32-33).  This is an important point for John because it means that the

Holy Spirit comes from Jesus and is in a significant sense his Spirit. Before we develop

this point, however, we should notice two other hermeneutically significant features of

John’s pneumatology.

The first occurs during Jesus’ conversation with the Samaritan woman in

chapter four, in which he says:

Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when you will worship the Father

neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem. You worship what you do not know;

we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is

coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in

spirit and truth, for the Father seeks such as these to worship him.  God is spirit,

and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth (4:21-24).

This passage appears to indicate that the ever-widening scope of salvation (from the

Jews to the world) is related to the Spirit’s ability to universalize the worship of God.

No longer will worship be tied to geography, but all will worship in “spirit and in truth.”

Would it be too much to suggest that what is true of temple worship may also be true of

Torah?  Now that the Word has appeared and spoken directly to Israel, has not the truth

of God’s revelation been freed from the limitations of the Torah?  Undoubtedly, just as

the Temple or Mt. Gerizim will continue to be an important locus of worship, so will

Scripture be for revelation, but now that the Word has spoken definitively in Jesus, it is

no longer the only one.
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Perhaps to make this connection between the Spirit and the widening revelation

of God’s truth, John has Jesus claim that “It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is

useless. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life” (6:63).  In its immediate

context this applies to the “hard saying” about eating his flesh and blood, but it may

have a wider application to the relationship between the Spirit and the words of Torah,

for if the “spirit gives life” then to interpret the Torah without this spirit would be an

exercise in meaningless literalism, if not legalism.

The most sustained discussion of the role of the Spirit in the community occurs

in the Farewell Discourse.  Here, as in chapter three, John continues to emphasize the

distinction between the world and the community in terms of spiritual discernment and

its absence.  As Jesus explains to his disciples, “the world cannot receive [the Spirit of

Truth] because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, because he abides

with you, and he will be in you”(14:17).  Those whom Jesus has baptized in the Spirit

are marked out from the unseeing, untruthful, unbelieving world.  As we have already

noted, this “world” includes even the supposed “children of Abraham” who refuse to

heed God’s Spirit.

The Spirit does not simply mark the disciples out as “different,” however.

Rather the Spirit serves two very important functions for the community: to testify as an

advocate to the truth of Jesus’ teachings and to continue the teaching authority of Jesus

after he is gone.  As the “Advocate” (para¿klhtoß) who “testif[ies] on my behalf”

(15:26), the Spirit will convince the disciples of the rightness of their dogma despite the

seemingly Scriptural arguments of the authorities.  As a teacher the Spirit will impart

knowledge to the community which is not shared with humanity in general (or with “the
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Jews” in particular).  Jesus claims that the Sprit will “teach you everything, and remind

you of all that I have said” (14:26).  This teaching role is especially important for

Johannine hermeneutics, because it enables the church that lives after the ascension to

hear the teachings of Jesus authoritatively through the mediation of the Spirit.  In the

flesh, Jesus has “told you these things while I am still with you” (14:25), but when he

“goes away” the Advocate will come and continue his teaching ministry (16:7, 12).

Jesus claims that he has much more to say, but the disciples “cannot bear” to hear them

at present (16:12).  When the Spirit comes, he will “guide you into all truth.”  Thus,

although Jesus is not physically present with the community, he is nonetheless, truly

present through the Spirit who speaks on his behalf and continues to teach in Jesus’

authority.  Thus the Johannine church can claim that they truly hear the voice of Jesus.

Conclusion:

Through baptism into the Spirit, the church that lives after the ascension is brought into

relationship with Jesus.  The Spirit continues Jesus’ presence and Jesus ministry so that

the generations who, unlike Thomas, have never seen their “Lord and God” (20:28)

may, in fact, see him and hear him through faith.

Conclusion:

“My Sheep Hear My Voice”

This thesis is partially the result of my struggle to come to terms with the

contradictions and deficiencies of my theological inheritance, an inheritance that

emphasizes the absolute authority of the text of Scripture while limiting the possibility

of genuinely new interpretations of that text.  As part of an effort to escape what I have

experienced as an oppressive hermeneutic, I have begun to seriously reconsider the
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relationship between the authority of the Scriptures, the authority of Jesus Christ and the

authority of the church.  Perhaps, had I been raised with the benefit of the Catholic

understanding of the Magisterium, I would feel less need to raise these questions

(though I would certainly raise others), but as an inheritor of a tradition that may best be

described as “conservative evangelical,” my struggle remains.  In particular, the

question that haunts me is this:  does an affirmation of  “biblical authority” require the

church to accept the teachings of the biblical authors despite our changed political and

social situation?

In his recent work on homosexuality and biblical interpretation, Dale Martin

argues that it does not.  He writes

I firmly believe that Christians should read Scripture and make it relevant to our

lives. But I also believe that we need new ways of thinking about how we read

Scripture. We need to move beyond the false claims of modernism that looked

to the text of the Bible as a reliable and objective “source” for knowledge or as a

“foundation” for ethics. We need to think about Scripture more theologically

and with fresh imaginations. Far from urging the irrelevance of the Bible, I am

advocating a more robust use of the Bible and a more sophisticated and adequate

theology of Scripture.48

Thus, for Martin, the “authority” of Scripture is not found in its function as a “source”

or “foundation,” but then what is the nature of its authority?  Martin is less clear about

defining exactly what kind of a claim Scripture does exert on our common life, or how

are we to make use of these ancient texts as a community that would follow Jesus.  He

                                                  
48 Martin, 161-162.



Klopp 46

does suggest, however, that the church “learn to live faithfully without foundations – or

without any other foundation than faith in Jesus Christ.”49

I must admit that I am sympathetic with this suggestion, particularly because I

have often attempted to set the authority of Jesus over against the authority of the text.

In some ways the statement that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to

me” (Matt. 28:18) may be a claim that Jesus’ teaching and example takes precedence

over the authority of scriptural writers, so that life, death and resurrection of Jesus are

seen as providing a clearer, better, revelation of God than all the words of the Bible.

Critics of such an approach would call this the fallacy of the “canon within a

canon,” and perhaps it is, but it seems that there may be another way to look at it.

According to the New Testament texts themselves, the church has been invested with

Jesus’ own authority (Matt. 16:19; 18:18), and his Spirit, says John, leads believers into

“all truth.”  In this way, the church continues the teaching ministry of Jesus even after

his death and ascension, and the authority of the church may permit her to make

theological formulations as if they were in some way the “word of God.”  But I

continue to wonder whether the church has been granted authority to make claims of

“new revelation” especially if that revelation contradicts what has previously been

revealed.

Clearly, these questions cannot be resolved in a NT exegetical paper of this

limited scope, but they do form the context in which I have attempted this investigation

of John’s hermeneutic.  Thus, I have tried to show that John’s hermeneutic is related

intimately to the community’s experience of Jesus Christ.  Having “seen his glory” the
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community has found it necessary to return to the Torah and attempt to reconcile their

new experience with their sacred Scriptures.  By presenting Jesus as God’s Word

spoken directly to the community, John is able to affirm the new doctrine of the

incarnation without abandoning Torah, for just as God spoke his word to the authors of

sacred scripture, so he now speaks to the community through his incarnate Word.  The

immediacy of the Word, however, means that no complex exegetical maneuvers are

necessary to convince the community of the truth of Jesus’ identity.  Rather, God

convinces those who are willing to be convinced through the experience of Jesus and

the witness of the Holy Spirit.  Those who are unwilling to obey God, and who smugly

assert their knowledge and ownership of the Torah remain unconvinced and are unable

to see God at work in Jesus.

I have examined a number of passages in John’s Gospel to see his hermeneutic

at work, but there remains one important image we have not yet discussed, but which I

believe summarizes John’s entire project.  In the tenth chapter, Jesus declares himself to

be the “good shepherd” whose “sheep hear his voice” (10:3).  This Shepherd “calls his

own sheep by name and leads them out… and the sheep follow him because they know

his voice.  They will not follow a stranger, but they will run from him because they do

not know the voice of a stranger (10:3-5).  A second time Jesus claims, “I am the good

shepherd.  I know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I

know the Father” (10:14-15).  Those who do not believe “do not belong to my sheep.

My sheep hear my voice.  I know them, and they follow me” (10:26-27).

Given that John portrays Jesus as the “Word of God” this proclamation about

the Shepherd’s “voice” seems significant.  What does it mean for John’s hermeneutic?
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I would suggest that John is describing a kind of spiritual assurance his community can

have as they go about their task of interpreting the Torah.  Quite simply, they can know

that their interpretation of Jesus’ identity and his relation to the Scriptures is correct

because they have the inner “testimony” of the Holy Spirit, which enables them to

discern the voice of their Shepherd.  Such a “method” of interpretation, if one can even

call it that, certainly appears too nebulous for contemporary hermeneutics, but for a

community that has experienced Jesus daily through the Spirit, it seems to have

sufficed.  Indeed, in some very real way, these Christians seem to have actually heard

the voice of the Lord in their midst.

Can such a hermeneutic be useful to the church?  I believe it can, if only because

it suggests that what is needed in biblical interpretation is not simply a better application

of various critical methods (as helpful as those methods can be), but a greater

appreciation of the revelatory power of the Spirit.50  In order to properly hear within the

text of the Bible a living word addressed to the church, and not simply a “dead letter,”

we need to develop hermeneutical methods that rely more explicitly on attentiveness to

the active presence of Christ within the gathered community.51

Obviously, my brief sketch of John’s Gospel cannot begin to adequately address

the hermeneutical significance of religious experience in the NT, but it may perhaps

suggest a fruitful critique of many of the ways interpretation is practiced today, both in

                                                  
50 I do not intend to draw a false dichotomy between “higher criticism” and
“spirituality,” but to simply highlight the need to take prayer, worship, Eucharist,
communal discernment, and other forms of Christian experience more seriously as
exegetically informative.
51 I confess that I am not entirely sure what such methods would look like, although
John Howard Yoder’s description of communal discernment moves in the right
direction. See Preface to Theology: Christology and Theological Method (Grand
Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2002).
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the academy and in the church.  Interpretation in the NT communities was certainly not

conducted with the assumption that Scripture had just one historical meaning that could

be discovered by the application of certain critical methods.  Nor was it a matter of

interpreting Scripture in strict conformity to a traditional orthodoxy.  Instead, through

prayer, worship, visions and other experiences, the believers relied upon direct

encounters with the Holy Spirit for illumination as they read their inherited texts.  In

this regard, Hays’ commentary on Pauline hermeneutics is an apt description of the

project of NT interpretation in general: “True interpretation depends neither on

historical inquiry nor on erudite literary analysis but on attentiveness to the promptings

of the Spirit, who reveals the gospel through Scripture in surprising ways.”52

Finally, if John’s Gospel suggests that it is only by close attention to the Spirit

that we are able comprehend the Word in Scripture, it also suggests that the

community’s lived experience of the Word may be the locus of ongoing revelation.

And if John’s doctrine of the Word who exceeds the words of Torah can be taken as any

kind of guide, it seems that the ongoing revelation may, in fact, seem to contradict the

“witness of the Scripture.”  Of course, just as John’s Gospel draws lines of continuity

between the new revelation and the old, contemporary interpretation ought to bear the

same responsibility, always attempting to moor new meaning to themes already present

within Scripture.  We ought also to be very careful to conduct our “surprising” readings

squarely within the fold of the church.  As John reminds us, however, we must be

careful not to disregard revelation that seems to speak “beyond” the text, for it may

truly be the Word of God.  As Peter Berger writes: “It is not given to men to make God

                                                  
52 Hays, Echoes of Scripture, 156.
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speak.  It is only given to them to live and to think in such a way that, if God’s thunder

should come, they will not have stopped their ears.”53

                                                  
53 The Heretical Imperative: Contemporary Possibilities of Religious Affirmation
(Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1979), 189.
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