THE GOSPEL OF JOHN AND THE JxUS:
THE STORY OF A RELIGIOUS DIVORCE
by John T. Townsend'

I§ is not surprising that Rosemary Ruether found the
fullest development of New Testament anti¥Jewish bias within
the Gospel of John.l Her estimate of the gospel's anti-Jewish
stance reflects the opinion of most exegetes.g The reasons

often repeated.
for this evaluation of the gospel are well-known and / First
of all, John proclaims a replacement theology.5' What John's
Jewish contemporaries held dear the evangelist seems to have
abolished and replaced with the Christian Jesus.,

Jobn 15:1-17 represents Jesus as "the vine," a well-known sym-
bol for God's people Israel (Ps. £0:8 MT G -160L7; Hos. 10:1; see
Jer. ©:9; Ezek. 15:1-6; 17:5-10; 19:10-1%4; Hos. 14:7 [: IT Ssdras
5:23).4 Thus Jesus replaces Israel. As for the Jews, they have
no right to call themselves children of Abraham (8:39f.)

In respect to the Jewish Law, Jobn regards it as
something alien to Christians (8:17; 2C:345 15:25), and he
depicts Jesus ignoring it publicly'(5:9-l?§ 9:16). - 4As the one
who truly reveals God's will, Jesus has become the Law's replace-
ment (cf. 1:17; 5:35f., etc.)5 In Rebbinic circles typical
symbols for the Law of lNoses included bread, light, water and
wine.6 According to John Jesus is the living bread from
heaven (6:5?—38) and the light of the world (1:4, 935 32193 83123
9:5; 11:8f.; 12:35f,, 46) Jesus also transforms the watarof‘Jewish
purification into the zo0d wine (:6-10) ani contrzsts the water i'roﬁl
Jacob's well with hiscnﬂ}living‘watex-G+:12~15& Moreover, even though

the Mosaic Law belongs to the Jews, they themselves have failed



to understand it, for they have never known God (5:38-47; 7:28;
8119, 24-27, 47; 15:21; 16:3). .
According to John 2:18-22 there is to be no more Jerusalem

Temple. Jesus has replaced it with his body.7 There is élso
a whole new cult. No longer is worship to be grounded in the
Jerusalem sacrifices; "God is spirit, and his worshipers must wor-
ship in spirit and in truth" (4:24; see vss. 20ff.)8 The new cult
centers about Jesus as the new temple. According to Ezek. 47:1,
Joel %:18 (MT 4:18), and Zech. 14:8 living waters are to fldw forth
from the Jerusalem Temple in the age to come; but John 7:37-39

_ declaﬁes that these waters will flowarom the body of Jesus in a
messianic celebration of the feast of Tabernacles.’  John also
arranges his chronology so that Jesus' death coincides with the
sacrifice of the Passover La@b. Then, to insure that all who read
the gospel understand the symbolism, the evangelist adds that Jesus
fulfille a scriptural requirement of the Passover Lamb in that

- non2 of “his Dbones were broken (19:32-36; cf. Zxod. 12:46; Numb.

#,9:12)}0 another implication that Jesus has replaced the Jewish cult

may lie behind the words of the Baptist in Jobn 1:29, 36: "Behold
the Lamy of God who takés away the sin of the world." The interpre-
tation of this saying, however, is far from certain and may have
nothing to do Qith sacrifice.;l _ ‘
John 10 ﬁepicts Jesus as the door %o the sheepfold (vss. 7, 9)
and as the Good Shepherd of the sheep fvss. 11, 14). Since the Hebrew
Scriptures often depict Israel's leaders as shepherds (Numb. -27:16f.;
Ezek. 31:1-24; et&% the passage in the gospel implies that Jesus has
replacédi&ﬁéwéréditional Jewish leadership. For John the Jewish

; : . : 1 : ; '
leaders are thieves and bandits (vs. 1) e or, at best, mere hire-

lings (vss. 12f.)



-

Since the Hebfew Bible sometimes depicts God as a
Sheéherd (e. gey Gen. 49:24; Pés. 2331 8«52 Micahh2:12f.);
the title Good Shepherd may have implied Jesus' divinity.
Elsewhere-John is mére explicit. He begins his gospel
with the affirmation‘that Jesus is God's divine Word and
has shown no concern over having Jesus addressedxms"God“(EO 2&)15
even though the evangelist general ly prefers the title "Son of
God" (s2e, e. g., 20:30).and regularly .depicts Jesus' relation
to God as a son's relation to his father (e. g., 14:9-11). -
. The evangelist mekes it clear, however, that in Jewish eyés’
Jesug':affirmation-of his diviné sonship implied-a. blasphemous
claim to be .équal with God.(5:18; 10:33; 19:7).

. It is probable that John even'has Jesus- apply God's

name to himself. In Several instances, such as John 8:58 (also
6 203 8:24, 28; 13%:19; 18:5f.; and possibly 14:3), Jesus uses
the words ego eimi (= "I am") of himself without a predicate
noﬁinative.1% For Greek'speéking Jews and Christians these
words could-;tand for the divine. names 'They appear as such
iﬁ the ancient Greek translation of thg Hebrew Scriptures known
as the Septuagint. The-use of "I am" for the divine name is:- - -
especially clear in Isaiah 45:18 where the Greek translator
usad ego eini’? to render "I am YHWH. There is.need for
cautioﬁ, however, in concluding that the Johannine Jesus
regularly uses "I am" in this sense. EQS eimi could occur -
without any theological implication as, for example, in J&bn 9:9,
where a beggar whom Jesus has healed identifies himself with

ego eimi, words translated, "I am the man," in the RSV. Still

the fact that, at least in John 8:58, Jesus uses "I am" of himself



in a context where the words do not quite fit in the normal
secular sense suggests that John regularly uses "I am" on the
lips of Jesus in order to reveal his divinity. Thus for

| John, Jesus is a challenge to all the essential elements of

the Jewish religion: to the concept of Jewish election, to

the Law of Mose$, to the Temple and its cult, to the Jewish

leadership, and even to the beliéf that God is one, an

affirmation which every male Jew was bound to recmte 4t the

core of his daily prayers.l6
The second indication of John's anti-Jewish bias

is his-negative”portrayal of.the Jewish people. Perhapg

the most prominent aspect of this portrayal is simply‘his

use of the terms, "Jew" and "the Jews.“; The very frequency

of-the terms make them stand out: Although they occur in:eich of the

other gospels only five or six times, John uses them seventy-one

timess ‘The othem‘.gpspels identify those opposing Jesus

as particular groups within Judaism: Pharisees, Sadducees; and .

the like, Such specific designations give the impression that,

although certain cliques within Israel. were hostile to Jesus,

the Jews as a whole were not. In contrast.John tends. to

label all of Jesus' oppdnénts "Jews." John makes no attempt

to avoid all spec¢ific designations of the oppohents,l? but:he

calls them "the Jews" far more often than anything else. The‘

effect of this usage upon the reader istheimpligation that

the Jews ns a whole were enemies of Jesus. The Jewé in John

appeaé 50 evil that some exegetes believe them to be, not simply

Jews, but a symbol for the evil hostility of the world to God's



revelation. "The Jews" 6pposc Jesus and persecuté him'
throughout his ministry, and their attack reaches its
climax in the Passion narrativegis“TherejJ:is specifically
the Jews (e. é., 19:14f.), not merely an anonymous crowd
(Mk. 15:8, 11, 153 Mt. 27:15, 20; Lk. 23:4), who cry out for
Jesus' blood; and it is the Jews who have the responsibility
for carrying out the sentence of death (Jn. 19:16).
In spite of the apparently overwhelming evidence

of John's anti-Jewish bias, a substantial minority of
exegetes, including several who are Jewish, have concluded
that tﬁe Fourth Gospel generally and its passion narrative:
in particular are at least no more anti-Jewish than the other
gos?els}Q Some interpreters even'suggest that John was
intended as a missionary tracﬁ for Jews.20

There are indeed good reasons to believe that:,
the:ﬁburtﬁ.Gospel.is not as anti-Jewish as commonly -
supposed. First of all John does not hesitate to affirm
the Jewish setting of his narrative. He readily indi- -
catesithat Jesus himself ‘was a Jew (4:9; efe d2Xls 4520
and “has him,. along with John the Béptist (%3:26), addressed
as Rabbi (1:38, 49; 3:2; 4:31y 6:25; 9:23 11283 ef. 20:16).
The evangelist élso makes liberal use of the Hebrew Scriptureé
and affirms the imbortance of the Jewish people in.God‘s plan
for salvation (4:22), imong exegetes there seems to be a
f growing awareness, if not a conSenSﬁs, of the éﬁfent
to which the Fourth Gospel reflects first-century Judaism.el_'

Not long ago it was commonplace for interpreters of John to



understand the gospel in terms of Hellenism or Gnosticism.22

At present there is a tendency to interpret the Fourﬁh Gospel
with a stress on one or more types of first-century Judaism, |
such as the Qumran community, Hellenistic Judaism, the Samaritans,
etc.22 Such labels, however, may themselves lead to false
interpretations of John. We must always be aware "that
'Palestinian-Jewish' and 'Hellenistic' are not terms denoting
separate plamets."gzJr Bven within Rabbinic Judaism Hellenistic
modes of thought were rife.25 Therefore it is not surprising
that exegetes can approach John with quite difrefent assumptions
regarding background without arriving at radiceally different;
results.

In the second place, if one looks closely at the evidence
for thn's anti-Jewish bias, there are several points at which
the evidence may have been eiaggerated. John may well believe
that in Chrisﬁ the 0ld Israel has been réplaced, but the Fourth
Gsopel is hardly unique in this regard. As early sas the Pauline
Epistles there were Chrisﬁian arguments that Jewish election had
become meaningless (Rom. 4; Gal. 5f.;. Phil. 3:2ff.; etc.)
although ﬁhe Apostle may not have beeﬁ entirely consistent on
the matter (see,.e. g., Rom. 3:1; 11:1-36). Similarly according
to Matt. 3:9f. the Baptist warns the Jews about the danger of
relying upon thkeir lineage from Abraham.26

In order to assess what John says about the Temple and
its cult, it is necessary to remember that, when John wrote,
the Temple lay in ruins and the cult had lapsed.g? The fall of
Jerusalem was a serious blow to both Jew and Christian. Bofb
had their explanations.28 According to John Christians no longer

nced a temple. Their temple is Jesus Christ. John was not



abolishing a living institution.. The temple and cult which

he proclaims has been replaced in Jesus no longer existed. John
never questioned the validity of the Jerusalem Temple before the
hour arrived for worship in spirit and in truth (4:21-23%). 1In

this respect John is considerably more restrained than Acts 7:42-50,
according to.which the Jerusalem Temple and its cult were monuments
to Israel's disobedience from the béginning (cf. Acts 17:24ff.)

In the Fourth Gospel Israel's temple and cult retain their rightful
place in God's plan for salvation.29 _

Although John indicafes_that Jesus has“replacéd the Law of -
Moses, the evangelist is bardly unique in this regard among New °
Testament writers. In-fact what he writes about the Law seems
relatively restrained. Nowhere in his gospel are there assaults
on the Law comparable to the assaults in Galatians and Romens. °
Aé for what John says againsﬁ the leaders of Judaism, his
-attackg are mild -compared to' those of'tbejscriptural-prophefs
(e. g., Jer. 23:1f.; Ezek. 34:1-10) and from the Qumran com-
munity.ao Even the Fourth Gospel's affirmation of Jesus' divine

sonship is not as opposed to the beliefs of first-century Jews

as one might expect. First of all, the-evangelist makes clear tﬁat,
contrary to Jewish assumptions about Jesus claiming equality with God,

‘us as the Son is subordinate to the Father and never acts on

his own behalf (5:19, 30; 6:38; etc.)>! Secondly depicting a’

human being as divine was not entirely alien to the Judaism of
\ John's day. The evangelist's rgferences to Jesus in ivine terms
»are simiiar to the language that Philo sometimes uses of Moscs,—?

Land according to Josephus (Antiquities, 3:180) Moses was a "divine

man" (theios anEr).BeEven in later Rabbinic literature Moses
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occasionally comes to occupy divine status with the title of

"God. "2
One particularly significant section of the Fourth
Gospel for determining the extent of its anti-Jewish bias is
the passion narrative. Its significance is twofold: Passion
narratives generally tend to blame the Jews for the crucifixion,
and the Johannine passion narrativé is the longest section of
the gdspel with parallel accounts in the other gospels for
comparison.54 |
Even though certain aspects of the Johannine passion

narrative seem to heighten the blame placed upon the Jews, at

some points John is less anti~Jewish than the other evangelists.55
;wiereas the other gospels insist that the Jewish charge against
Jesus was blasphemy (Mark 14:64 & //s), John 11:48 makes it

clear that the Jewish. authorities were concerned lest Jesus
'disrupt political relations with Rome.- In the earlj parts ﬁf the
*;;gpel John readily affirms that the Jews wanted to kill Jesus
because he transgressedlthe Sabbath-and made himself equal to

God; however, it is the political concern that dominates the
passion narrativé. There is only one passing reference to the
other accusations (19:7). John laid the groundwork for the
political charge throughout his work. ‘He reports an a@ﬁempt

to make Jesus king by force (6:15) and the triumphal.

entry into Jerusalem to acclamations of "King of Israel" from

the crowd (12:1%). Also reported are an attempt to arrest Jesus,
which was thwarted by the power of his preaching (7:30-32, 44-
49), and official concern over his growing popularity (11:47f.;

12:9f.), a concern that leads directly to the decision to



destroy him. The authorities plan to kill Jesus lest His
growing popuiarity invite Roman intervention (11:48); see also
12:9f.) In contrast to the fourth Gospel, Matthew 26:3%f. reports
the official decision but omits the political concerns behind
it (similarly Mark 14:1; Luke 22:2). |
The first three.eVangelists report Jesus' arrest as a
wholly Jewish action. They all mention thet Judas Iscariot
betrayed Jesus to Jewish authorities (Mark 14:10f. & //s;
Mt. 27:5-‘—10)56 and that, in addition to Judés, those responsible
for the actual arrest were a crowd from the chief priests,
scribes, and elders.  John gakes no mentionugg;{?wish involve-

ment with Judas (cf. 6:71; 12:45 13:2, 26-%0), but he adds that

Roé;;_soldiéfs were present at the arrest. Insteéd of the crowd

mentioned in the other gospels, John reports that Judas came for

Jesus with a cohort of soldiers under a centurion57 along

with some officers from the chief priests and Pharisees (18:3, 12).
,'Thus-accogd}gg to John Jewish authorities were responsible for ‘
\\arresting Jesus, but these authorities had acted uﬁder Roman
'pqgggggg and had carried out the action with a band of Xoman

sol@iggs.' Of the four evangelists John alone was unwilling to

shift responéibility.for.the arrest from Roman to Jew even though
-failure to do so implied that Rome considered Jesus dangerous and

invited Romaﬁ persecution of his followers.

John portrays the Jewish proceedings that follow the arrest
as being relatively unimportant. Apart from the fact that they
take place before the High Priest Caiephas and his father-in-law

Annas there is remarkably little detail about what happened to

Jesus. John is content to say that the High Priest "questioned Jesus

9



about his disciples and bis teaching (18:19).58 John's.meager
treatment of these proceedings stands out in comparison to the
other gospels. They describe a formal inquest,59 if not a tfial,
anﬁ make clear that the charge against Jesus was blasphemy (Mark
l4:63f.)40 The Jewish proceedings tend to overshadow tﬁe trial
before the Roman governor. Thus the Synoptic Gospels emphasize
that the primary Eharge against Jesus was blasﬁhemy, a strictly
Jewish crime. In the Fourth Gospel the opposite has happened.
By making the Jewish proceedings qﬁite informal with no mention
of the accusations against 5esus,-the evangelist has featured
the importance of the Roman triaf”‘inwhichthe charge was a
poiitical crime against Rome.

In the Roman trial al) the gospels agree that Jesus was
Shavgad, with elsintue fo e, Fing of bhe Tews.and bbb tewl sk
pressure forced the governor to condemn Jesus, whom he believed
to be innocent. In the Syncptic Gospels, however, it is the
Jewish crowd that cries out against Jesus (Mark 15:11-15 & //s), '
while in John the Jewish presence at the trial is limited to the
chief priests and their officers (19:6)5”2Even though John rbgularly
refers to those demanding Jesus' deatﬁ as "the Jews" (18:31, 38;°
19:7, 12, 14; cf. 18:36), the context makes clear that these Jews'
are merely the priestly delegation (see 19:6, 15). Certainly John's
account of the Roman ﬁrial contains nothing so anti-~Jdewish as
Matt. 27:25, according to which the Jewish people (lgég)‘deman@
that responsibility for Jesus' death fall upon them and their .
children. Still the fact that John frequently chose to identify
the priéstly delegation as "the Jews" would Jlead the casual reader

to believe that it was the Jewish people who forced the crucifixion.

10



Three vérses.in the Johannine account of the Roman trial
requiré special attention. They are verses 15,"7, and 16 of
chapter 19. According to John 19:15 (ef. vs. 21) the chief
briests declare, "We have no king but Caesar{" These words not
only confirm the political nature of the trial; they also serve
as a self declaration that the chief priests serve no longer
under the kingship of God. No longer are theyltrue Israelites
but loyal Roman underlingsf“BSuch a judgment on the high priest~
was scarcely an exaggeration. During the last decades of the h
Second Tempie Jewish high priests were appointed and deposed at
will by Roman governors wpo geﬁerally controlled their actions.44

John 19:7 appears quite unexpectedly in the context of a
trial about Jesus' kingship. In this verse "the Jews" make the
following accusation against Jesusﬁ "We have a law, and according
to the Law he ought to die because he made himself Son of God."
‘Whatever "Son of God" might have meant in Jesus' day,45 the
evangelist clearly understood the title quite literally,in a =~ °
sense which he believed Jews would pegérd as blasphemous.  Earlier
in® the Gospel 'he is:quite clear;thayfthe'JeWS.were ready to kill
Jesus over the issue of his divine soﬁship (5:18: 10;35-59).
Therefore, although these verses scem out of place in the con-
text of a Roman trial about kingship, they fit in well with the
thought. of the gospel as a whole. '

According to John19:16 (see also vs. 6) The Roman governdr
Pilate handed Jesus over to Jewish authorities for execufion by
crucifi;ion, buf such an act seems highly unlikely. There is
an apparent contradiction: between this verse and vss. 2845 B .0
according to which Jesus was crucified. by the governor's soldiérs.46

. Besides; would Jewish chief ‘priests be-expected to carry out a
11



a Roman exeéution} especially on the day béfore Passover'(lé:EB;
19:31; etc.)? Still, while John.bas given the Jewish authorities
an unlikely role in the crucifixion, that role would not have been
impossible. The position of the chief priests was such that

Pilate could regard them as his subordinates. The derusalem Temple
was:under his control, and he even kept the high priestly vestments in
his p08§esSionL47 Moreover, as:subordinates of a ﬁoman governor,

the chief priests could have used Roman soldiers for the cru-

cifixion as well as for the arrest. Ih ﬁriting John 19:16, however,
the evangelist'was likely less.concerned with historical probability than
with a;ﬁesire'to continve direct Jewish involvement in the passion
through the act of cfucifixion. The Jewish parﬁ'in the crucifixion
also appears in vs. 21 where the chief priests argue with Pilate

over the wording of the inscription on the cross and in vs. 31

where "the Jews" ask Pilate to meke sure that the crucifixion

is finished before the beginning of Passover.

The most commonly cited indication of John's anti~Jewish ;
bias is his use of "the Jews,;ﬁgbﬁt -agzai‘n’the;evidence needs qualification
In the first place, the designation "Jew" does not always |
appear in a negative sense. As mentioned above, John reports
that Jesus himself was a Jew (4:9; cf. 1:11) and that Jews have
a special role in God's plan for salvation (4:22). The gospel
also affirms that many Jews believed in Jesus (2:2%: 7:40;'8:§Of.;
10:4235 11:45-48; 12:11, 19) although their faith was merely a
naive trust'in Jesus miracles (2:3%%; 11:45; 12:9-11).49 Uslor-
tunately such a shallow faith could easily turn to rejection

(6:66) or even hatred (8:49); nevertheless, many Jews did

12



maintain their.pommitment. In fact according to John XI1:45-48
Jesus' popularity among tﬁe.Jews is what led to the decision to .
destroy him. John reports that even some of the Jewish leaders
sebretly'believed in Jesus (12:42; cf. %3:1f.; 7:50-52) and that
after his death two such leaders took his body and gave it a pro-
per Jewish burial (19:38-42).

Other Johannine uses of "Jew," while ﬁof neceséarily ﬁ;o—
Jewish, certainly dé not depict Jews in a negative way. Soﬁetimes
the Greek word for Jew (Ioudaios) is simply an adjective as in
"the Judaean land" (3:22). Other uses of "Jews" simply.identify
certain festivals and customs as Jewish (2664155 Sily ©1d3 7523
11:55; 19:40, 42). Jesus is called "the King of the Jews," and
occasionally "Jew is merely a convenient was of distinguishing
a Jew from a Samaritan (4:9) or from non-Jews generally (18:35;
efa J2l)s

In the remaining places where John mentions Jews; the
context generally suggests hostility to Jesus. There is wide

-agreement among exegetes that in these cases "the Jews" denote
opponents of Jesus, but there is considerable disagreement about
just who the opponents are. According to many "the Jews" in John
represent, not simply Jews, but the sinful world as a whole.5o

On the basis of this interpretation some commentators argue that
John's use of "the Jews" is not anti-Jewish because he is not acfu—
ally referring to Jews at 311.51 Such reasoning, however, is heardl;
logical. As Ruether points out,52 quite the opposite is true.

Using "the Jews" to denote, not only Jewish opponznts of Jesus,

but the whole sinful world is scarcely pro-Jdewish. In such a

case "the Jews" have become the epitome for what is evil!

13



Other exegetes suggest other interpretatidns'of "thé Jews" -
in John and commbnly that their interpretations lessen the
gospel's anti-Jewishness. Most would argue that "the Jews"
denote, not all Jews, but only a limited group.within Israel
such as the authorities, those Jews who oppose Jesus, Jewish non-
believers, JudaganS, etcﬁﬁa., Occasionally one finds
the suggestion that the FourthlGospel is basically Samaritan and
represents a Samaritan attitude toward the Jews.54

A number of interpreters correctly poinf out that John is
quite inconsistent in his use of "the Jews." These exegetes find
that John has used "the Jews" in several senses,'including most
of the ones just listedﬁf58uch varying usage should not be.sur-
prising. .It is common today. M.. Lowe has recently pointed
out that we regularly employ national designations in a number of
different ways.56 He cites the way we might use "the French."

In a strict sense a Frenchman is a French citizen of French ancestry
who lives in France an@ speaks French. However, we may also usé :
"the French" to ﬁeap the French govefnment, in reference to the
French neg@tiating with the Russians, or the French Judicial:
'authorities, when speaking about the French putting someone on

trial. In the proper context one may use "the French" to denote
fbose of French language and culture outside France, such as

French Canadians. Similarly John appears to have used "the Jews"

in a variety of ways.

It is certainly true that the word "Jew" appears in John
far more than in the other gospels; bdut the word also appears

Seventynnine- timesdn Acts, eight times more than in John. Why

14



did?Luke;.who only uses the word "Jew" five times in his gospel,
increase this usage almost sixteen times in the book of Acts?.
Since the same peTSon'wrote both volumes, the difference can-~
not be simply a matter of an author's unconscious choice of words.
k{clue to Luke's use of "Jew" is that tht word is not evenly dis-
" tributed in Acts. In the first eight chapters, where the setting
4g Palestinian, "Jew" appears only three times, and the:word only
becomes frequent when the setting becomes Greek. This distribution
corresponds to Luke's tendency forrmatchingﬂétyle with setting.
As long as his narrative moves in Palestinian circles, his style
is quite Semitic; buf, as the story moves into the Greek world,
the Semiticisms disappear?7 wWhen writing aboﬂt events in Palestine,
hé'fen&s' to distinguish: among the various Jewish groups as any
Palestinian Jew would do. In a gentiie setting Luke refers to
;Jews as a gentile would | and lumps them together as "the Jews"
without distinction. Similarly in John, the frequent use of the
word "Jewh may well be due, at least in part, to an authof who
wfites_from‘a genﬁile point of view.58

ISupport for this explanation comes from other indications
.that John no longer considered himself or his readers part of the
Jewish community. For the evangelist the Law of the Jews is
"their law" (15:2%), and in his gospel even Jesus speaks of the
Law to Jews as "your law" (8:17; 10:34), Moreover,:Joﬁn‘assumes
that his readers are .so far removed from Judaism that he must -
explain the Jewishness of certain cﬁstoms (2:6; 19:40; cf. 18:39) and
of various festivals, including Passover (2;15; G:4; 11:55) with
its Preparation (19:42); Tabernacles (7:2) and possibly Pentecost

(5:1).59 Finally, the gospel mentions that certain followers of

15



Jesus were expelled froﬁ the Jewish community (9:34f.; cf. 16:2)
and that Jews sympathetic to ﬁesus feared being expelled (9:23;
12:42). John also mentions a Jewish agreement "that if anyone
should confess him as Chfist, he would be expelled from the
Sjnégogue"(?:EE). There is even the suggestion that expulsion
was accompanied by severe persecution (16:3). _Thus the evan-
gelist, not only lived in a Christian community that is separate
from Judaism, but he believed that the.separation was forced'upon
them by the Jews. Thus it was natural for John to view the
Jewish comrunity as an outsider andfollow gentile practice in
lunping tozether all segments of this community under the nanme
”Jéw.“ .I |

Althbugh John éenerally uses "Jew" with an unfavorable or
neﬁfral connotation, his occasional use of "Israel" and "Israelite"
always indicates a favorable bias.6o The words appear a total of
- five times: Twice incipient‘believers hail Jesus as "King of
Isréél" (1:49; 12:13%), and John the Baptist declareslthat his mis- '
sibni&;forJesus‘MDbe'ﬁ%vealed to Ispael"(l:§l). Also Jesus deqlares
that Iﬁthanael is "truly an Israelite in whom is no guile" (1:47) .
and refers to Nicodemus as "the teacher of Israel"™ (3:10). These
few examples suggest that John may intend 'Israel to denote a faithful
remnant among fhe Jews.6l .

The_above survey indicates that the anti-~Jewish bias of
John, while real, is not as extreme as commonly believed.l The ..
evangelist was no Marcion. He valued much that is Jewish including
the Hebrew Scriptures; and he affirmed the Jewishness of Jesus,

whom he depicted as the Jewish Messiah. Also in his account of

the Passion, John often appears less anti-Jewish than the other

16



gospels. Nevertheless, in many respects the gospel lives up
to its anti-Jewish reputation. Altbough John affirms the Jewish-
- ness of Jesus, at times the evangelist has Jesus address the

Jews as an outsider. According to this gospel the Jews regarded

Jesus as both lawbreaker and blasphemer. John even implies that .

the Jews as a whole were responsible for the crucifixion. He
~does so0 1aréely by a subtle: use of the word "Jew." By freely
applying "the Jews" to limited groups within Judaism, he manages
to imply that the Jewé as a whole were behind Jesus' execution.
John is mnever quite as anti-Jewish as Matthew in declaring that
the Jewish people deserve God's vengeance (Matt. 27:25); never-
theléss, the Fourth Gospel teaches that rejecfion of Jesus brings
condemnation (3:18; 12:48; see 5:22-30) and that it was the Jews
who rejected him. ' '

That John contains both anti-Jewish and relatively pro=-
Jewlsh elements is a contradiction in need of some explanation.
The common way to explain such divergent-tendencies in a single
work is to regard them as reflecting multiple authorship with
one view stemming from the author or redactor and-the:otﬁer,
from an earlier edition or source.

In the‘case of John there are commonly held source and
redaction theories quite apart from its divergent views on the
Jews. In regard to sources, P. Gardner-—Smith62 and C. H. Dodd65
have persuaded most interpreters that John does not use any.
of the Synoptic Gpspels. John does, however, rely on other
sources, and a considerable number of exegetes believe
it is'possible to detect a source'@z'soufces)behipd the gospel's

miracle stories and passionnarrative. ~ Although some, notably
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E. Schweizer64 and E. Ruckstuhl,65 argue that Johannine editing has

made these sources irrecoverable, there have been a number of attempts

; 2 ? 6 ; .
to recover btoth a sign (or miracle) source6 and a Johannine passion

6 : . .
source. 7 One of the more daring recent studies on Johannine sources

is The Gospel of Signs, by R. T. Fortna.68 Fortna recreates an early

gospel which he believes was a single source behind both the miracle
stories and the passion narrétive in John. In spite of mény disagree-
ments over the details of Fortna's work, especially over his view that
the rediscovered source materials ever formed a single gospel, a num-
ber of interpreters are in basic agreement with him over what lies: . =
behind theée Johannine miracles and passion.69

In regard to earlier editions of the Fourth Gospel, there is
wide agreement that it took shape in several stages within a Johannine
community.7o Exactly what these stages were may be beyond recovery,
but the following four seems to be minimal.71 Stage one would
represent the traditional material about Jesus that circulated in
the earliest Johannine group. Such material, derived vltimately frm£
eje~witness accounts (see John 19:35; 21:24), would have been
similgr to the traditions behind the Synoptic Gospels. Stage two
would represent the deve;opment of stage one into Johannine patterns
through discourses, meditétions, etc. In stage three an evangelist
would have put the Johannine tradition into the form of a gospel,
which in a fourth sfage séems to have been reedited by a
redactor.72 .

As the present ﬁersion of the Fourth Gospel took shépe,
each author or redactor implanted his own views upon the developing

tradition. We should not overemphasize, however, the freedom with

which Johannine writers treated their sources. Iven E. Kasemann,
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who insists that John used "the earthly 1ife of Jesus merely as

w3

a backdrop, must admit that the evangellst found t“adltion

"absolutely necessary"” and that he used narrative from a_mlracle
source '"without great modifications.“174 The evangelist feels
a-responsibility to transmit his tradition, but he also writes as

a theologian who interprets that tradition out of his own experience
and the experieﬁce of his community. L. ﬁartyﬁ in bis book,

History and Theology in the Fourth (}a::‘slr:él,'?5 describes the

tension between tradition and the evangelist's own expérience as

a two-level drama. Onone level John‘iooks,back on the life of

Jesusiwhile on a second‘;evel he relates the past.to the sitgatioﬁ

of his own day.?6 ‘ _
Jdesus and his earliest followers were Jews; yet, as shown

above, by the time that the Gospel of John ﬁad reached its pfesent

form, the Johannine community no lopger considered itself Jewish.

ince the moveme o e ity was awa rom aism e
S Y nt of the community S f Judaism, th

gospel's relatively pro-Jdewish elements must belong to thé earlier
stages of ifs developmenﬁ while the.p?re anti-Jéwishiaspects would
have entered the text with later edit@ng._ Other considerations
tend to confirm this conclusion. In the first place several recent
studies of the'iohannine.sign (or miracle) source find it free of
Ithelanti—Jewisﬁ bias that pervadeé the gospel as a'whole.7? Secondly,
there are places in the gqépel where the editorial nature of "the
Jews" appears fairly obvious.

The following examples are typical: According.to Johﬁ 1:19,
"the Jewé of Jerusalem sent Priests and Levites to ask [John the

Beptist], 'Who are you?'"  Certainly the Jewish people of Jerusalem

had no authority to dispatch priests and Levites. The only Jews
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having such‘authority would have been tﬁe chief priests and those
close to tbém.78 Therefore, én earlier version of these words

might have been the following: “Thé chief priests sent priests
| and Levites to ask [John], 'Who are You? ' "/ A middle stage in

the developing tradition seems represented in John 1:24, according

to which those wbo sent out the questioners are, not simply "the Jews"
!of Jerusalem, but "the Pharisees," the ones.who assumed control of

Judaism after.the destruction of the Temple and its.priesthood in

the year 70. Thus, the John 1:19 would lie at the end of a threefold
development corresponding to three periodds in.Jewish and Christian history.
When the chief priests exercised authority in Jerusalem, they
would have been the ones responsible for dispatching temnple
personnel to the Baptist. After the year 70 it was the chief
Pharisees who would have sent such a delegation, and this changed
situation is reflected in John 1:24, Finally, wher the Johannine
community had severed its ties with the Synagogue,-these Christians
tended to ignore distinctioﬁs within Judaism. At thié stage, t
‘fodhd in Joha1:19, it: dis éimply fthé Jews" from Jerusalem who
dispatched the delegation.so

In telling of Jesus feeding the five-thousand and-then walking

on'the"sea, " John 6'agrees with.fhe Synoptic Gospels (Mark 6:3%2~56)
&//s) in referring to the people involved as a "multitude" (6chlos).
Thréughout the whole narrative section of the chapter and the begin-
ning of the fbilowing discourse, the gospel portrays thelmu;titude
.in a favorable light, Then, comnencing from verse 41 the people
begin to;ﬁurmer against Jesus.. At the same point also they cease

to be a "multitude" and become *the Jews." This change fits in well

with the usual source-critical analyses of the chapter. According to
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these analyses, the narrative section dépends on a relatively early

81 A : .
source; tut. there is no consensus of any source behind the rest

of the chapter.82

redactor._g5

It probably came from the evangelist er his
Thus in John 6 the anti-Jewish element probably

represents a late stage in the development of the gospel.83

John's anti-Jewish bias generally appears to have entered
the developing gospel at a relatively late“stage. This stage
-would have come from a period when the Jobanniﬁé community no
longer considered itself to be Jewish. It is quitelikely that
the gospel's allusions to being expelled from the synagogue, to
the,o:ficial nature of such expulsioné (9:22), and to further
Jewish persecution reflect the living experience of the evangelist
and his church. Having themselves experienced rejection and
suffering at the hands of the Jews whom they knew, they were reaéy
to assume that Jesus ard his'disciples had undergone similar . .
experiences among "the Jews" Yet those who compléted the last
stages of the Fourth Gospel were too conservative to transform
radically the tradition éhat they had feceived. They were ready
“to write lengthy additions and probabiy to make deletions. Thef
{were willing sometimes to modify their tradition through’¢hanges
[ in wording as seen, for example, in thelr use of the - -
1term "Jew." They were apparently unwilling either to ignore what
they had received or transform it entifoly. Rather they generally

chose to retain their source material, even when it contradicted

the way they felt and what they wanted to say. The result became

|

|

a gospel containing a strange mixture of some of the most anti-Jewish
rarts of the New Testament resting upon a relatively pro-Jewish
Johannine tradition.

The next questions concern dating. When did the Johannine )
Z



community separate itself from the Synagogue? and what happened
to cause the_;;;;;;;;;;;h;éhe usual answer to the first question
is that the separation occurred neér the end of the‘first century
when Rabban Gemaliel II was nasi,.i. e., the.chief religious lea-
der of the-Jews?Q'The usual answer to the second question is that
the Jews excluded the Christians from synagogue worship by adding
a curse against them to the liturgy?s

There ié evidence of hostility between some Jews and some
Christians from the earliest days of the Church. The Apostle
Paul testifies that be himself, while still a Jew, had per-
secuted the Church (I Cor. 15:9; Gal. 1:13%, 23; Phil. 3:6) and,
as a Christian, had himself suffered persecution from Jews
(II Cor. 11:24). Even though many Christians of Jewish background
retained their Jewish identity and way of life (see, e. g., Gal..
h2:?~13), hostility between Jew and Christian tended to increase.
\Two events-in particular highlighted the hostility. The first was
the martyrdom of James of Jerusalem, the leader of the Jewish-
Chriétian group at the Ej?ds of Jewigh authorities shortiy before

86

" the firsg JewigE revolts

of Jerusalen juét before the Romans besieged and destroyed it.87

The second’was,the'Christian abandonment

After the revolt and the ioss of the Temple, Jewish leadership
passed to the Pharisees. They became the saviors of Judaism.
In the processlthey_gttemptggnto foqce.Judaism into a narrow
uniformity. To achieve this end they had to deal with tﬁe_gigig
(or heretics)88 either by forcing them to conform or by expelling
them from. the Synagogue. The means chosen was liturgical, Cen-~

tral to the Jewish daily liturgy are the prayers known as the Shemoneh
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+Esreh {or Eighteen Benedictions). At the request of Gamaliel II
a certain Samuel the Small emended (tigoen)89 benediction twelve to
90

address the problem of the minim, and the Rabbinic evidence clearly
shows that the purpose of the prayer was indeed to force their con-
fbrmity or to drive them from Jewish worship.91

Although early Rabbinic sources never claim that Samuel's
emendatioh was directed spécificallyagaingtJéwiShChristians,two
otherkjndsofevidencecompelthisconclusion. The first concerns the
wording of the benediction inﬂlgggr texts. It appeérs in many ver-
sionsy but two felated versions mentioh Christians by name. One
of the latter was published by'S. Schechter from two medieval
Egyptian liturgical fragments in 1898,92 The other comes from a

) a version of .
late manuscript containing /the ninth-century liturgy of Rav Amran

Gaon._g5 The versions read as i‘ollows:94
Schechter fragments - Siddur Rav Amran Gaon
For  anostates (meshummadim) may For Avostates (meshummadim) may there
there be no hovpe _ be no hope
[uniess-they return to thy law]; [another version: unless they return
‘And the kingdom of arrogance95 mayest to thy covenant];
thou quickly uproot in our days; And may the Christians (haNotserim) and
And m=y the Christians (EEEEEEEEEE) ‘the minim be déstroyedjx1aninstant;
and the minim perish inan instant, And may all our enemiecs and those with
[May they be erased from the Book of viclent hatred be quickly cut off;
Life;] And the kingdomofarrogance95 mayest
And along with the righteous may - thou Quickly uproot, break, and
they not be written. humble in our days. |
Blessed art thou, O Lord, who Blessed art thou, 0 Lord, who breakest
humbiest arrogant ones. enemies snd humblest arrogant ones.

The second other kind of evidence consists of patristic
references to benediction twelve, references proving

that the mention of Christians in .the abtove versions
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was not a late addition from Islamic times. The most specific
references are those of Epiphanius and Jerome. In 410 Jerome
{ alluded three times to the benediction in his commentary on
NIsaiah (2:18; 49:7; 52:4). He confirmed that "three times each

-

\day'in'all the synagogues [the Jews] under the name of Nazarenes

{sub némine Nazarenorum) curse the designation Christian" (2:18).
Somewhat earlier in.375/?6'Epiphanius had also written that

Jewish boys, "on rising at dawn, in the midst of the day, and at
evening, three times during the day when they pérform their prayers
in the synagogues, give a curse three times during the day by
saying, 'Curse the Nazarenes (Nazargibus), O God'" (Hzereses, 2£9:9).
Only élightly less specific is Justin.ﬁartyr in. <the

niddle of the second century, who charges the Jews with "cursing

in your synagogues those who believe on the Christ" (Dielogus cum

Iriphone Judzeo, 16:4; similarly 96:2; see also 47:4; O3:4; O5:4;

108:31 117:5; 13?:2).96 Therefore there must have been some

mention of Christians in benediction twelve after Sanuel revised

18,97

The fact that benediction twelve in the Shemoneh ¢Xsreh was re-

T f & ~Adt ]

worded to include Christians suggests that other liturgical changes

nay have come about with Christians in mind. The most likely
change of this type concerned the Decalogue..c‘}8 Lccording to
Rabbinic accounts99 the Ten Commandments were dropped from the
liturgy, even though they had been recited daily in the Temple,

in order to forestall a claim from the minim that Moses had received

no comnandments on Mount Sinai except these ten?lx%he liturgical
form of the Decalogue would haveé been particularly open to this

interpretation because after the commandments came the following:
' 24



"and these are the statutes and the comﬁandments which Moses géve
the Children of Esrael when they went forth from Egypt."lol Since
many. early Christians tended to regard the Ten Commandments as the
whole law from Sinai,log the minim who prompted their deletion from

the Synagogue liturgy may indeed have consisted partly or eﬁtirely

of Christians.

It is important to interpret RabbinicmeaéuresagainstChristians

in the qontexﬁ of the general Jewish situation at the end of the first

century. Judaism was rebuilding and closing its ranks. There was s
new demand for a rigid orthodoxy; and ofher groups, as well as
Christians,were being suppressed.

One such group was the Sadducees, who bad controlled the
“Jerusalen Temple with the-cooperation of Rome. They were known for
their rejection of Pharisaic oral law and particularly for their °

10
denial of a future resurrection. 5 The Rabbinic attitude toward such

minimlo4

e et

was well expressed in the saying, "These are the ones who
have no share in the world to come: he who says there is no resurrec-
tion of the dead, [he who says] the Law is not from Heaven, and

]
‘Epicurus (i. e. a skeptic),105 Significantly there also appears in

benediction two of the Shemoneh ¢Esreh a reference to God as the one-

who.raises the dead. This prayer would certainly have offended aﬁy_

Sadducee, and a relatively early Rabbinic reference specifically states

that berediction two wés used to identify such ggggg.los |
Another group that suffered from an imposed Rabbinic

orthodozy was that segment of the Pharisees which comprised

Bet Shammai (or the School of Shammai). The struggle between

Bet Shamnai and the rival Bet Hillel had been long and bitter. On

one occasion Bet ¢fhzmmai had even resourted to force and had
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imposed its will through arawn swords and murder.lo?

Lfter the fall of
Jerucsalem qu_g;igmalllost much of its influence; =and finzlly under
Gamaliel II czme the deqlaration“that,_while thq dicta of Bet Shzmmai angd

Bet H111 1 were "like the words of the living God," the dicta of §Eﬁ

Shamnai
1086 : N \ { e G

’ /["'\
measures against Christians &né others mztchegd the chardcte“hol

e
Gamzliel. He believed in using his authority 2s Jlzsi znd brooked no opposition

even from t:e sages of  his g ncratlon. On one occasion he excorrunicazted his
. 10 - : :
own trother-in-law. 9 In time Gamaliel's autocratic ways led to his

derosition; tut the fact thzt he loyally continued to te active under his

successor, coupnled with his c“v1ﬂu=ab11 ty, led to kis resto 'at‘on.llo

The effect of the anti -Christian 2ddition to ten=diction tmelve seems
to heve varied zmong the Christians from community to community. A few
cormunities maintained a relatively pesitive attitude to the Synagogue 2s lzte
zs the third century.111 Cne explznation cculd be that the anti-Christizn
emendztion was not zdopted in a2ll synzgogues., Another factor is that the

Jewish congregeticns which did use the emen

d
»zths znd festivels. O©Cn these dzys they
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the last three of the Eighteen Beneliction

=1 the very times that Christians would likely have been precsent,

Tre Johznnine community wes not cre of those thzt maintzined =z rositive
reiziionship with the Synzgogue, It is impossible to say with certainty that
tre Johennine community wasz resnonding directly to the official Jewish litur-

giczl emend-tion cursing Christians; however, such = cnnclusiun seems justified

o

one what seems to be zn officizl Jewish decision to drive !
their synagogues, ané this emendation is th%\égg

or Jewich

officisl zct egainst Chricstizns which could hive =ffscted uhe Jehznnine

cormurity. Thus in the Johannine community the new btenediction apparently
esulted in divorce and mutual hzired, =nd tﬁe‘cﬁsng.d”situation affected the

T e
latter stzges of the developing gosrel. It is these latier stages thet con-
t i

gin the bitter denounciations of "ithe Jews" coupled with implications of
sctuzl or impending rersecution znd even killingel Carisiians (16 2

112
&L 18).
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The Fourth Gospel reflects the situation of the Johannine
community both before and after its divorce from Judaism.113-1n
the earlier stages before the divorce the gospel_betrays no
denunciations of "the Jews." Now after the divorce "the Jews"
ﬁave become the enemy. In the earlier period‘certain Christian
views on Jeéus, the Law, etc., were probably tolerated in local
Jewish circles. DNow these ﬁiews, at least in their @eveloped
fofm, have become central issues in Jewish Christian confronta-
_tions.. In the earlier period there had been ceftain instances of
persecution by Jews throughout the Christian world, but such
pef;ecupionlapparently did not affeéf the Johannine comﬁunity.
Now amid increasing tensions Johannine-christians,-no longer
welcome in fhe Synagogﬁe; were beginning to face Jewish per-
secution themselves; and the community situation left its mark
upon the Gospel of John in its final stages of devglopmént;
Iﬁevitebly the post-divoyce situation of the. Johannine com-
munity affécted its viéw of the past. No longer could an evangelist
from this community simply transmit a tradition that portrayed Jesus'
death in largely political terms. While the Fourth Evangelist
“valued his tradition too highly to iénore it entirely, he did :ein—
terpret it in the light of his own recent experience with the
Synagogue. Thus throughout his gospel  there appearreferenceS'MJ"the
Jews" persecuting Jesus for breaking the Sabbath (5:16) and |
ﬁarticularly over Jesus claim to divine sofdship (5:18; 8:58f.; 10:
33%: 19:7; see 20:31f.) Later a redactorll#apparently added his own
experieﬁce that Jews geﬁerally were repulsed by Christian

eucharistic teaching (6:51-60).
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ﬁnfortunately the anti-Jewish teaching of the Fourth Gospel
did not stop with its final redaction. John soon became one of
of the most influential writings in the early Church, and its
popularity has continued to the rresent day.115 Its popularity ’
.has vastly increasedthe influence of the gospel's—antiuJewish
teaching in‘Christian and pseudo-Christian circles. Today

we may learn to understand the anti-Jewish tenor of the gospel

as.the unfortunate outgrowth of historical circumstances. Such

continuing to broadcast its anti-Jewish message unabated.
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