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Foreword

This volume had its inception in the fall of 2012 when Jan van der Watt
invited Alan Culpepper and Udo Schnelle to join with him, as a steering
committee to organize the Colloquium Ioanneum. The Colloquium was
inspired by the Colloquium Oecumenicum Paulinum (https://de.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Colloquium_Oecumenicum_Paulinum), which was organized in
1968 and meets every two or three years to discuss portions of the Pauline
letters and topics related to Pauline theology. We agreed to invite eleven
others to constitute the membership of the Colloquium Ioanneum, based on
the ideal of constituting a group of scholars distinguished by their contrib-
utions to Johannine studies that would be broadly representative of differ-
ent nationalities, religious traditions, and approaches to the Gospel. Each
will hold membership in the Colloquium as long as they participate active-
ly. In time, others will be invited to fill vacancies.

The following comprised the founding membership of the Colloquium
Joanneum:

R. Alan Culpepper, McAfee School of Theology, Mercer University,
Atlanta, GA, USA

Jorg Frey, Theological Faculty, University of Zurich, Switzerland

Christos Karakolis, Faculty of Theology, National and Kapodistrian
University of Athens, Greece

Craig R. Koester, Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN, USA

William R. G. Loader, Emeritus Professor, Murdoch University, Perth,
Western Australia

George L. Parsenios, Princeton Theological Seminary, Princeton, NJ,
USA

Adele Reinhartz, University of Ottawa, Canada

Udo Schnelle, Martin-Luther-Universitit, Halle-Wittenberg, Germany

Michael Theobald, Catholic Theological Faculty, University of Tiibingen,
Germany

Marianne Meye Thompson, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA,
USA

Jan G. van der Watt, Radboud University in Nijmegen, The Netherlands

Catrin H. Williams, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Lampeter,
Wales
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Ruben Zimmermann, Johannes Gutenberg-University of Mainz, Germany
Jean Zumstein, Emeritus Professor, University of Zurich, Switzerland

Meetings will be held biennially. The 2013 meeting was held on the Island
of Patmos, and the 2015 meeting at Ephesus. The theme of the inaugural
meeting in 2013 was the prologue, John 1:1-18, which invites analysis and
interpretation from so many vantage points. Its background, relation to the
rest of the Gospel, structure(s), themes, theology, and literary and rhetori-
cal functions have all been studied intensively. Alan Culpepper and Udo
Schnelle delivered the two main lectures, each of which introduced one of
the main sections of the program. Craig Koester, George Parsenios, Mari-
anne Meye Thompson, and Jean Zumstein were asked to contribute short
papers on the philosophical background of the prologue or philosophical
interpretations of the prologue. John Ashton was invited to attend the con-
ference as a distinguished guest. Jan van der Watt convened the Colloquium
on the first day and offered closing comments at the end of the program.
Alan Culpepper’s lecture, which was intentionally introductory, ad-
dressed the relationship between the prologue and the Gospel, noting its
literary themes and theological perspectives. The question of how the pro-
logue portrays God’s work in the world leads to the observation that it
speaks of five divine initiatives: (1) the work of creation through the Logos
(v. 3), (2) the giving of the Law through Moses (v. 17), (3) the sending of
John the Baptist (vv. 6-8, 15), (4) the coming of the light (v. 9)/the incar-
nation of the Logos (v. 14), and (5) the birth of the children of God
(vv. 12-13). The opening verses of John refer to the role of the Logos in
creation and interpret the Logos in light of the Wisdom tradition. John sig-
nals that God’s creative work is ongoing and not limited to the originating
act of creation. The incarnation reframes God’s act of creation as Jesus
goes on giving life. The prologue securely establishes the work of God
through the Logos in creation and the incarnation before recognizing the
role of Moses and the giving of the Law. The roles of both Moses and the
Law are also reframed when they are brought in relationship to the incar-
nation: they have become witnesses to Jesus. Similarly, by introducing
John the Baptist as a witness, the prologue anticipates the trial motif in the
rest of the Gospel. The incarnation is clearly the central theme of both the
prologue and the Gospel. Culpepper considers only two points related to
this all-encompassing theme: (1) the points at which the prologue speaks
of the incarnation, and (2) Jesus’ mission as the incarnate Logos. Although
the titular use of the term logos does not occur in the rest of the Gospel,
the continuity between the work of the Logos in creation and Jesus’ work
in giving life continues to shape the Gospel’s characterization of Jesus. This
theme is further articulated, and indeed brought to its fullest expression in
the prologue, in the fifth of the prologue’s divine initiatives: giving power
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to those who believe to become “children of God.” What the prophet Isaiah
looked forward to in the future had already begun in the ministry of the
Revealer and was being accomplished in the mission of the church. It was
no longer a future expectation but a reality already in process. This intro-
ductory analysis illustrates how the prologue provides the theological
framework needed to understand Jesus’ ministry, death, and resurrection in
the rest of the Gospel.

John Ashton asks the fundamental question whether the first eighteen
verses of the Gospel are really a prologue. His essay serves as an un-
planned rejoinder to Culpepper’s, thereby illustrating at the outset of this
volume the extent to which even the basic questions surrounding the “pro-
logue” are still unsettled. Agreeing with Harnack, and in opposition to Bar-
rett, Ashton contends that the Prologue was built round a previously exist-
ing Logos-hymn, and that at some point the evangelist substituted this for an
earlier introduction to his Gospel. Do these verses, Ashton asks, which were
originally composed as a hymn to the Logos, really constitute “a proper
introduction to a narrative in which the Logos is never mentioned, and
where there is not even a hint of the idea that forms the climax of the hymn,
the startlingly novel concept of incarnation”? The Prologue does not per-
form the usual function of a preface or introduction, which is to summarize
the content of what follows. Rather, the differences between the prologue
and the rest of the Gospel, in both terminology and theological vision,
confirm that it was originally a hymn to the Logos, to which Ashton assigns
verses 1-4, 10-11, the beginning of 12, most of 14, and 16. Affirming the
necessity of adopting a multi-staged understanding of the composition of
the Gospel, and the prologue, Ashton contends that “the Prologue was
added to the Gospel just before (or at the same time as) the new material of
the second edition, notably chs. 6 and 17.” Both the author of the hymn
and the evangelist pointed to the glory that was manifest in Jesus, and this
was probably what drew the evangelist to the hymn composed by another
member of the Johannine community, but they saw it differently. Ashton
explains: “What astounded the author of the hymn was his vision of wis-
dom in the flesh, whereas what preoccupied the evangelist was such an
overwhelming sense of the divine glory of the man whose story he was
telling.”

William R. G. Loader addresses the significance of the prologue for
understanding John’s soteriology. Among the alternative views described
by Ashton in the previous essay, Loader is persuaded “by the view that the
prologue functions rhetorically as an introduction to what follows ... and
that for that purpose the author has employed the Jewish wisdom/logos tra-
dition already developed christologically.” After surveying three ways in
which the Logos tradition might have been developed Christologically,
Loader observes that all three share “an understanding of soteriology ac-
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cording to which one receives life and enters a relationship with God through
responding positively to God’s word, God’s wisdom.” In Johannine soteri-
ology, as in Judaism, God offers a relationship. In Judaism one accepts this
gift by taking on the gift of God’s word in Torah. In John’s soteriology it
is the same, but one accepts by identifying Jesus with Torah, or as God’s
new initiative to offer the life and truth to which Torah pointed. Therefore,
“in both Judaism and in the christological version the offer and the response
are essentially the same or of the same kind: believing, accepting the offer,
entering the relationship, living out the consequences, and enjoying the
privileges of being God’s children.” This essentially Jewish soteriology of
the prologue is repeated time after time in the Gospel as Jesus offers
eternal life and confronts those who reject it. The prologue’s soteriology is
therefore thoroughly consistent with what one finds in the Gospel. Similar
in focus and structure as it may be to Judaism, however, John’s soteriology
leads to a new social reality, identifying with the community of believers
and participating with them in the new life mediated by the Spirit.

Jan van der Watt considers the question of whether John 1:1 is indeed
intended to be clear in its meaning: was the intention not rather that it
should have riddle-like qualities? The first verse of the Gospel appears to
confront the reader with ambiguities that invite further clarification, clari-
fication that is not directly available in the verse itself, but is rather, infer
alia, to be looked for in the rest of the Gospel. In this essay the question is
approached from the angle of the grammar and syntax, and whether these
aspects contribute to the idea that this verse has riddle-like qualities. Three
grammatical constructions in John 1:1 receive specific attention: the first is
the fact that the phrase, 'Ev épyfj (v. la), is anarthrous, although it seems to
be definite. The second is the use of mpég in mpdg Tov Bedv (v. 1b); and the
third is the prepositional use of the predicate in the phrase xal feds Hv ¢
Adyos (v. 1c). All three aspects are investigated, considering different ex-
planations in each case. In all three cases van der Watt concludes that the
grammar is clear according to what could be expected from Greek speakers
at the time the Gospel was written. The syntactical character of 1:1, with
short conjunctive sentences following in a stair-like parallelism, seems to
provide some support for the riddle-like nature of 1:1. The syntax opens up
various and interrelated options for understanding the different statements
in relation to one another. No final decision on the “correct” reading is
really possible, as re-reading and re-thinking in light of the rest of the
Gospel seems to be invited. Apart from the syntax, arguments in favor of
riddle-like qualities for John 1:1 should be looked for elsewhere, including
theological, socio-historical, narrative, and other aspects of the text. It is
however noted that the nature of the grammar would also not exclude the
possibility of, or argue against, 1:1 being riddle-like, if these other aspects
indeed show that to be the case.
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Catrin Williams explores the theme of seeing (or not seeing) God in the
prologue and body of John’s Gospel. This theme is central to John’s Chris-
tology, which maintains that while no one can see God, God can be seen in
Jesus. As these two assertions are expressed in v. 18, it appears that this
verse serves as a bridge between the prologue and the body of the Gospel,
and hence verses 17 and 18 may be the evangelist’s addition to the earlier
hymn to the Logos. Absent from v. 18, however, is any statement to the
effect that Jesus himself has seen God. The theme of “seeing God” appears
elsewhere in the Gospel narrative to highlight the exclusive revelation of
God in Jesus, such as one finds in 6:46. Acceptance of the one sent by God
is crucial for not only seeing but also hearing the Father (5:37-38). Verse
18 may be formulated to deny the validity of any heavenly ascent or
vision. The contrast between Moses and Jesus, therefore, continues into
v. 18. The grace and truth that was previously associated with the Law and
the glory of YHWH (Exod 34:6) has now become manifest through Jesus
Christ. On the other hand, Isaiah is presented more positively in the Gospel
in that it affirms that Isaiah “saw” the manifestation of divine glory in
Jesus’ earthly life (12:41). Williams interprets the effect of this verse,
which comes at the end of Jesus’ public ministry in John, as follows:

The visionary language of Isaiah’s call is therefore turned on its head and takes on new
meaning, for, in view of the denials expressed elsewhere in the Gospel, the evangelist
asserts that it is a true “seeing” of the earthly Jesus, not heavenly ascents or visions, that
is required in order to experience a true “vision” of God’s glory.

Consequently, Williams concludes, the emphasis in the prologue is on
Jesus as the one who enables others to see God: “For the evangelist, then,
the proper way to behold Jesus’ earthly form is to see it as the locus of
God’s glory — the glory that Isaiah saw ahead of time.”

Ruben Zimmermann examines the role of John the Baptist as a character
in the prologue and the rest of the Fourth Gospel. While John the Baptist is
widely recognized as a witness to Jesus in the Gospel of John, his role on
both the story level and the discourse level is “anything but ‘flat’ and
monotone.” His testimony to Christ is multifaceted; it does not simply
repeat stereotypical titles. Instead, Jesus is illuminated by tradition-rich
symbols and spatial and temporal metaphors. As a man, but one divinely
commissioned, John is a liminal figure. He stands between the temporal
and the eternal, the divine and the human. He is a “connecting link” and a
“threshold,” the “gatekeeper.” Neither is the characterization of John simp-
ly static. As Zimmermann observes:

John arrives in prominence, but in every scene he fades more and more into the back-
ground. The “development” of this character consists of a successive disappearance. The
testifying John leaves the scene — but precisely in this way he fulfills his function since
others take over his role, a fact recognized at the latest by John 10.
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John testifies, then others testify to his testimony, and in this way they
fulfill his role as they too become witnesses.

Michael Theobald finds in the “witness” terminology, and the place-
ment of its occurrences in the Johannine writings, a key to understanding
the origin of these writings and the communities that lie behind them.
Taking Gerd Theissen’s observation that the early Christian writings were
often found in “canonical clusters” of a gospel with other writings, Theo-
bald postulates the early existence of the Johannine corpus of the Gospel
and three letters. Witness terminology, often in the “we” statements that
function as authorization formulas, occurs at significant points in this
corpus, especially in the prologues to John and 1 John and at the end of the
Gospel and 3 John. The occurrences in the Gospel connect the testimony of
John the Baptist with that of the Beloved Disciple, and the authorization of
the “we” who speak in John 21:24 and indirectly in 19:35. John 21, seen in
this light, confirms the truth of the witness of the Johannine tradition
contained in the Gospel and interpreted by the Elder following the schism
of the community referred to in 1 John 2:19, and affirms its truth for others
outside the Johannine communities. This “we” may be the “Johannine
school” in which the writings were composed, the Johannine communities,
or the group that prepared the corpus for circulation. 3 John embraces the
testimony of Gaius, Demetrius, and those who receive them, and 3 John
12, coming at the end of the corpus, provides a fitting conclusion and
authorization for it with the Elder’s affirmation, “and you know that our
testimony is true.” Taken together, therefore, these references provide im-
portant clues to the origin of the Johannine corpus in a community of
witnesses (“Gemeinschaft der Zeugen”).

Christos Karakolis demonstrates how the prologue functions as the
basis for dramatic irony in the Johannine narrative. Dramatic (or situation-
al) irony, he explains, “presupposes the existence of a story in the back-
ground of the narrative level, which is already known to the implied author
and readers, but not to the characters of the narrative.” Whereas almost all
of the characters in John are ignorant of Jesus’ true identity, from the pro-
logue readers of the Gospel receive a plethora of detailed information
about the Logos that no character in the Johannine narrative possesses.
Karakolis highlights elements of the prologue’s story of the Logos that are
instrumental in the function of dramatic irony within the Fourth Gospel.
For example, the reader knows that every time Jesus, the incarnate Logos,
speaks, his words are as authoritative and true as the words of God him-
self. The story of the healing of the lame man (5:1-18) illustrates how
these elements function to set up dramatic irony in the body of the Gospel.
When the lame man tells Jesus that he has no one (&vBpwmov 0dx &yw) to
put him into the pool when the water is troubled, the reader, who knows
Jesus’ identity, perceives the irony of the lame man’s response to Jesus —
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the creative Logos in whom there is life! John’s dramatic irony then takes
a bitter turn when, by “not receiving” Jesus (cf. 1:11), the Jews (in 5:18)
seek to kill Jesus and thereby miss the opportunity to become real children
of God (1:12). In this way, the prologue’s Logos-concept is presupposed in
the Johannine narrative, although it is never clearly mentioned per se.
Finally, Karakolis suggests that rather than enmity, “sympathy on the part
of the audience (observer) towards characters who are trapped within their
own ignorance (victims) is an important effect of dramatic irony,” and this
sympathy may blunt the reader’s sense of hostility toward those whose
who do not share the privileged information conveyed by the prologue.
Udo Schnelle’s essay on the presuppositions, methods, and perspectives
of philosophical interpretation of the Gospel of John opens the second part
of the volume. New Testament scholarship is moving beyond the catego-
ries that once dominated the study of the relationship of the early Christian
writings to the intellectual currents of their day (e.g., the influence of
Hellenism on Judaism, or tradition history). We may now ask whether the
authors of the New Testament deliberately participated in the general phi-
losophical/theological discourses of antiquity. Five considerations guide
this inquiry. First, in antiquity philosophy and theology belonged together
and were seen not merely as a theoretical business but as concrete forms of
life. Consequently, understanding the popular mainstream of ancient
philosophy in the New Testament period (i.e., Stoics/Cynics, Epicureans,
Platonists) as concrete forms of life opens up numerous thematic and prac-
tical convergences. When compared with other philosophical-theological
thinkers of the first two centuries C.E. (Seneca, Plutarch, Dio of Prusa,
Epictetus), Paul and John hold their own admirably. Second, the sophisti-
cated composition of the Fourth Gospel, with its memorable language and
images, indicates a high level of education. In particular, the adoption of
philosophical concepts such as logos, truth, and spirit distinguishes John as
somebody who intentionally interacts with the educational tradition of his
time. Third, the place of the early Christian writings in the broad history of
ancient literature needs to be fundamentally reconsidered. Earlier scholars,
especially Martin Dibelius, assigned the New Testament writings to the
category of Kleinliteratur because they do not measure up to the stylistic
sophistication of the Greek literature of the classical period (5th—4th c.
B.C.). When compared with the literature of its own period, however, they
are not in any sense deficient. Fourth, parallels with the ancient philo-
sophical schools and indications within the writings themselves suggest
that the Pauline and Johannine writings were not purely individual achieve-
ments but the work of a Pauline and a Johannine school respectively. Fifth,
the success of Johannine Christianity in such an intellectually and cultural-
ly demanding surrounding becomes comprehensible only because it was
able to participate in the discourses of ancient religion and philosophy. The
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remainder of the essay offers methodological guidelines for a philosophi-
cal interpretation of the Gospel of John and discusses its reformulation of
the philosophical concepts of Logos and Truth, and its definitions of God
as examples of the importance of such study for a fuller understanding of
John’s creative achievement. Philosophical interpretation of the Gospel of
John is not only an important addition to the common methods and ques-
tions, but it modifies our understanding of these texts: they are not merely
religious but intellectual achievements in the context of ancient philosophy
and theology.

In his contribution, “Between Torah and Stoa: How Could Readers Have
Understood the Johannine Logos?” Jorg Frey focuses on the term and
concept of the Aéyog in John 1:1-2 and beyond, which has been a stimulus
and an enigma for interpreters from the church fathers until modern history-
of-religions interpretation. Drawing on the observation that the majority of
recent commentators rather quickly point to Hellenistic Judaism (esp.
Philo) and the Jewish Wisdom tradition as the only appropriate background
for understanding the term in John, Frey argues for a wider perspective. He
calls for a consideration of not only the biblical and early Jewish tradition
but also the Greco-Roman usage of the term or concept from Heraclitus
and the Stoics down to Middle-Platonism and the Hermetica, including the
usage for deities such as Hermes and Osiris. Only when considering that
wide range of meanings, does the hermeneutical value and force of the
term in the opening of the Gospel become clear. Frey, there-fore, takes a
reception-historical perspective and points to the readings of Valentinian
authors (Heracleon and Ptolemaeus) who interpreted (and modified) the
Johannine concept from their Platonic worldview. Even if this may be a
“misunderstanding,” it shows how the term could stimulate readers with a
very different education. And although the setting of those late second-
century Valentinians clearly differs from that of the Johannine communi-
ties at the end of the first century, Frey argues that we cannot preclude that
Jews and Jewish or Gentile Jesus followers in the diaspora were also basi-
cally acquainted with philosophical thoughts and concepts and thus could
read the term within the wide range of meanings and perceive the various
resonances the term could inspire in different contexts.

In the last part of his contribution, Frey thus explores “clarifications in
the reading process.” In an experimental reader-response reading, he con-
siders how readers of different backgrounds could understand the Adyos in
the beginning of John, connect it with their own views of the Logos,
perceive difficulties or differences, and follow the way the Adyog concept is
unfolded in the course of the prologue until its “incarnation” is mentioned
and he is finally identified with Jesus Christ in 1:17. In this perspective,
the Johannine prologue with its opening appears as a text with an enormous
hermeneutical potential. It is not only a philosophical lure but a hermeneu-
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tical tool with the power to attract readers from a wide range of back-
grounds and draw them to the message of the Gospel.

Methodologically, Frey’s article is a plea for reading John in a cross-
cultural perspective and for utilizing the reception perspective in connec-
tion with the history-of-religions issues in order to not only “explain” the
most probable background of a text or its author but also discover the com-
municative force and hermeneutical potential of the text.

Craig R. Koester, following Schnelle’s lead, examines the philosophical
content of “Spirit” (mvelua) and its use in the Gospel of John. Given the
pervasive presence of Jewish associations in John’s references to pneuma,
it is challenging to ask how this theme might have engaged readers whose
outlook was informed primarily by philosophical discourse. The Stoics gave
pneuma a central place in their understanding of the world, which they
understood to be a unified whole. Everything that comprised the world was
understood in material terms. The union of wind and fire creates the special
combination called pneuma, which they understood to be a kind of energy
that operated in the world, and most fully in human reason. The Gospel, on
the other hand, does not derive its understanding of the divine pneuma from
the natural world or any aspect of the human constitution. The Gospel’s
chief interest is in how people receive life in its fullest sense. Such life
involves a framework of thought that differs from Stoicism, although the
pneuma plays an integral role in the process by which believers attain
eternal life through the revelatory work of the Logos incarnate in Jesus.
After reviewing recent proposals that the Gospel of John has been influ-
enced by or adopts a Stoic view of pneuma, Koester concludes that these
efforts are largely unsuccessful: “the differences in perspective are far
more striking than any similarities.” Alternatively, Koester asks how the
Fourth Gospel’s comments about the pneuma might have engaged readers
whose outlook was informed by philosophy. Here he finds that the Gospel
uses language that would have evoked a range of associations for such
readers, and that the narrative both appropriates and transforms those
associations. In particular, “a reader whose perspectives had been shaped
by Stoic thought might have found Jesus’ remarks to the Samaritan woman
appealing, because they call people beyond disputes about holy places to
the higher calling of worship ‘in pneuma and truth’ (John 4:23-24).”
Nevertheless, while Stoics could speak of a pneuma that was inherent in
people, John’s Gospel insists that the pneuma that brings life and empowers
true worship comes from a divine source, outside of the person. The
familiar often becomes unfamiliar as John reshapes notions of the pneuma
Christologically and integrates them into the Johannine worldview.

George Parsenios examines the role of the Greek virtue of mappyoia,
open, frank speech, in the Gospel of John. Frank speech was vital in the
public life of the Greek city-states. In addition, Greek and Roman philos-
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ophers cultivated parrésia as a tool of moral formation; philosophy
depended on bold truth-telling. Parsenios ventures that “If one is careful
not to claim too much, ... one can discern considerable points of contact
between the parrésia of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel and the parrésia of
ancient orators and philosophers.” For example, when the brothers of Jesus
urge him not to act in secret but to adopt parrésia, they repeat a standard
opposition common among orators and philosophers. Even here, in John
7:1-4, when Jesus does not declare himself openly in Jerusalem, he refuses
to do so for reasons that were recognized in ancient discussions of par-
resia: he refuses to speak boldly because he refuses to engage in self-
aggrandizement. On other occasions, before both friends and foes, Jesus
does speak boldly. In response to the high priest, he declares, “I have
spoken openly (mappnoia) to the world. T always taught in synagogues or at
the temple, where all the loudaioi come together. I said nothing in secret
(v xpumtd)” (18:20). Jesus confronts the sins of his opponents publicly
and boldly, and they in turn accuse him of blasphemy. Attending to the
connections between Jesus in John and Parrésiathés in the work of Lucian,
Parsenios shows how it is dangerous to speak boldly. The response to a
person who engages in parrésia is often violence and persecution. Like
Socrates, Jesus was killed for bold truth-telling. Unlike Socrates, however,
Jesus makes no defense and remains silent before his accusers. Still, in
both cases they use parrésia to distinguish the true from the false; it re-
veals what is true beneath a false veneer.

Marianne Meye Thompson reports on the philosophical content of the
term, “light” (¢&s), and its use in the Gospel of John. She finds two patterns
in ancient philosophical sources in which light plays a role, the first cos-
mological and the second epistemological. In the first, light is a phenom-
enon intrinsic to the physical world; its counterpart is darkness. Ancient
Greek philosophy viewed the world in terms of “dualities” or “pairs of
opposites.” The Pythagoreans developed a list of ten such oppositional
pairs, including male/female, right/left, odd/even, and light/darkness. Light
is linked with life and darkness with death. In the second pattern, which
holds greater potential for our reading of the Gospel of John, the connec-
tion of light and vision is developed. In Plato’s analogy of the cave, light
represents both the Good itself and the means by which one knows the
good. Accordingly, light and sight become metaphors for grasping that
which is ultimate or true. Because light makes perception possible, Philo
speaks paradoxically of the “most brilliant and radiant light of the invisible
and Almighty God” (Somn. 1.72). Thompson comments: “To see the light
of God is to see the God who cannot be seen.” When she turns to the
Gospel of John, Thompson observes that the light comes into the world for
the benefit of humankind: the “light of humankind” (70 dé&¢ TéGv dvbpwTwy)
is the light for them (1:4). Furthermore, “one comes to the light, then, by
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faith, because the light has come into the world to make it possible to see
the light: by light one ‘sees’ or believes in the light.” In John as in Greek
philosophy, however, light is set over against darkness. Darkness is a
sphere or power that seeks to overcome the light. As with Plato’s cave
dwellers, some refuse to leave their shadows and darkness. The problem
lies not with the light, but with those who refuse to see it. There are two
levels of seeing in John: there is physical sight and there is insight. Sight
does not guarantee understanding or insight — the eyes are not always sure
witnesses — but the blind man in John 9 is given both sight and insight. Not
surprisingly, John’s use of light imagery has much in common with the
Greek philosophers, and Philo especially. But there are differences. For
John the light is not intrinsic to or inherent in the world but comes from
outside of it. By locating light in the person of Jesus, John’s vocabulary of
comprehension takes on a richer and more complex meaning.

Jean Zumstein assesses the philosophical content of the term, “sign”
(onuelov), and its use in the Gospel of John. He acknowledges at the outset
that there is no evidence of John’s direct dependence on Greek philo-
sophical tradition or Philo. Instead, he asks how “signs” would have been
understood in John’s historical context. As a conceptual approach to this
investigation, Zumstein employs C. S. Peirce’s theoretical model of the
interaction of the sign, the object, and the interpreter. Signs, as a formal
concept, played an important role in Epicurean recognition theory, as signs
make possible movement from the visible world to the invisible, opening
the way to a deeper perception of the cosmos. Ancient sceptics (e.g.,
Sextus Empiricus) introduced the issue of the credibility of the sign, but
signs had no specific religious significance. When one turns to ancient
literature and historiography, one finds, for example in Homer’s Odyssey,
that thunder functions as a sign, not in the biblical sense, since no natural
laws are broken, but in the sense of a divine omen. In Diodorus Siculus
one finds that the signs of God are present in the immanent world, but
especially at holy sites. Plutarch developed a theological theory of signs as
a means of divine communication. The same elements are found in ancient
Jewish literature, where signs function both to convey understanding of a
future reality or a yet unrecognized reality, and as a means of divine
communication with human beings. Turning to the Gospel of John, one
finds that “signs” can be narrated Wundergeschichten, as in the Old Testa-
ment and the Synoptic Gospels. “Signs,” however, designate only Jesus’
deeds, never his words, and they can be perceived visually. It is possible,
but debated, that Jesus’ post-Easter appearances, or the whole of his min-
istry, are to be understood as signs. At the same time, for all John shares
with other ancient literature, it develops the hermeneutical potential of
signs in a unique manner. The term is found almost exclusively in the
words of the narrator, and the simple seeing of signs is problematized in
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John’s interpretation of the meaning (and difficulty) of believing. When
the second element of Peirce’s model is considered, one sees that the ob-
ject of the sign is clarified by the narrator or Jesus. For example, the narra-
tor explains that the Cana wedding miracle confirms the lordship of the
Johannine Jesus. The same conclusion is evident when John’s other signs
are examined: the Johannine signs must be interpreted Christologically.
Consequently, for John the object of the signs belongs not to the realm of
the demonstrable (Gebiet des Feststellbaren) to that of the indeterminate
(Unverfiigbarkeit). The third element of Peirce’s model, the interpreter,
reveals the surprising pattern that in John the signs do not carry unequi-
vocal meanings but are interpreted variously by different characters, a
pattern that is especially striking since the signs are “wonders.” The signs
have a revelatory function that can only be grasped by Christological
interpretation which in turn calls the interpreter to believe.

The prologue is an inexhaustible, literally unfathomable, text. These es-
says summarize the state of research and open new insights into the pro-
logue’s themes and characters, ways it is related to the body of the Gospel,
and the ways it engages ancient Greek philosophy. They also suggest many
avenues for further study, thereby fulfilling one of the chief aims of the
Colloquium Ioanneum.

R. Alan Culpepper
Udo Schnelle
Jan G. van der Watt
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Confronting the Challenges of the Prologue






The Prologue as Theological Prolegomenon
to the Gospel of John

R. Alan Culpepper

The Gospel of John is distinctive among the gospels in that it opens with
an elaborate, initially poetic, prologue (John 1:1-18) that introduces the
narrative that follows. The prologue supplies what Meir Sternberg called
chronological, preliminary, concentrated exposition.! Study of the pro-
logue has generally concentrated on (1) its origin (whether it is based on a
hymnic source or was composed for its present purposes), (2) its structure
(chronological, topical, poetic, and/or chiastic), (3) the logos concept (its
background and role in the Gospel), and (4) the relationship between the
prologue and the Gospel. I propose to share some reflections on this latter
topic, with an interest in both literary themes and theological perspectives
in the hope that my comments will serve as an introduction for more de-
tailed discussion in the rest of the papers prepared for this volume.

The issue of the relationship between the prologue and the rest of the
Gospel is well known.? While noting that “in its present form, it is indis-
solubly linked with the Gospel itself,” Rudolf Schnackenburg raised the
following alternatives: (1) it should be read apart from the body of the
Gospel as “a section with its own significance”; (2) it is an overture which
prepares for the thought of the Gospel that follows; (3) it is an integral part

I'M. Sternberg, Expositional Modes and Temporal Ordering in Fiction (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 1, 98-99. Cf. R. A. Culpepper, Anatomy of the
Fourth Gospel (FF; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 18-19.

2 A. Harnack, “Uber das VerhiltniB des Prologs des vierten Evangeliums zum ganzen
Werk,” ZTK 2 (1892): 189-231; J. A. T. Robinson, “The Relation of the Prologue to the
Gospel of St. John,” NTS 9 (1962-63): 120-29; M. Theobald, Die Fleischwerdung des
Logos: Studien zum Verhdltnis des Johannesprologs zum Corpus des Evangeliums und zu
1Joh (NTA NF 20; Miinster: Aschendorff, 1988), esp. 296-399; E. Harris, Prologue and
Gospel: The Theology of the Fourth Evangelist (JSNTSup 107; Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1994); J. Zumstein, “Der Prolog, Schwelle zum vierten Evangelium,” in
Der Johannesprolog (ed. G. Kruck; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft,
2009), 49-75; and J. Beutler, “Der Johannes-Prolog — Ouvertiire des Johannesevange-
liums,” in Der Johannesprolog (ed. G. Kruck; Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell-
schaft, 2009), 77-106.
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of the Gospel, the “beginning” of its message, taking the existence of the
Redeemer back to before creation.® His conclusion is that the prologue is
“a considered theological composition, placed at the beginning for Christo-
logical reasons.”* Raymond Brown pointed out, however, that in addition
to the difference in the poetic qualities of the prologue, it contains “theo-
logical concepts and terms ... that have no echo in the Gospel.”> Among
these he listed: (1) Adyos does not occur outside the prologue as a Christo-
logical title, (2) ydpts and TARpwpea do not occur in the Gospel, (3) éAyfeia
has a different meaning in the Gospel (“truth” rather than “endurance,
fidelity,” and (4) “tabernacle” in v. 14 is replaced by Jesus as the temple in
the Gospel.6 Since Bultmann, the most common solution has been that the
evangelist edited a Logos hymn, whether drawn from outside the Johan-
nine community or from its own traditions and worship, and used it as the
prologue to the Gospel.” Jean Zumstein, more recently, has argued that it is
impossible to ignore the theological discontinuity between the prologue
and the Gospel because the prologue says nothing about Jesus as the one
sent (Sendungschristologie) or the death of Jesus and does not pro-
grammatically introduce the Gospel.® The theological function of the pro-
logue consists instead in defining the hermeneutics (den hermeneutischen
Rahmen) that must guide the reading of the Gospel.’

Since the Gospel gives particular attention to Jesus’ relationship to the
Father, God’s role as sender, and Jesus’ dependence upon the Father, we
may begin with the question of how the prologue portrays God’s work in
the world.'® A cursory reading of the prologue reveals that it speaks of five
divine initiatives:

3R. Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to St. John, Vol. 1 (trans. K. Smyth;
HTCNT; New York: Herder & Herder, 1968), 221.

4 Ibid.

SR. E. Brown, The Gospel according to John, Vol. 1 (AB 29; Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1966), 19.

6 Ibid.

" For the latter position see P. N. Anderson, The Riddles of the Fourth Gospel: An
Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress, 2011), 68, who holds that the Elder, the final editor
of the Gospel, added the prologue.

8 Zumstein, “Der Prolog, Schwelle zum vierten Evangelium,” 51-52 (n. 2). See fur-
ther his conclusion that “Es ist daher illusorisch, im Logoshymnus eine Kurzfassung der
Theologie des Evangeliums finden zu wollen” (74). As we will note later, however, the
prologue in its current form does introduce the sending motif with the introduction of
John the Baptist as one sent by God (John 1:6).

% Ibid., 75.

10 This topic has been explored notably by P. W. Meyer, “‘The Father’: The Presen-
tation of God in the Fourth Gospel,” in Exploring the Gospel of John: In Honor of
D. Moody Smith (ed. R. A. Culpepper and C. C. Black; Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1996), 255-73; and M. M. Thompson, The God of the Gospel of John (Grand Rapids:
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. The work of creation through the Logos (v. 3)

. The giving of the law through Moses (v. 17)

. The sending of John the Baptist (vv. 6-8, 15)

. The coming of the light (v. 9)/the incarnation of the Logos (v. 14)
. The birth of the children of God (vv. 12-13)

[ O R

These five initiatives will provide the structure for our investigation of the
theological and literary relationship between the prologue and the body of
the Gospel. In particular, we will be interested in how the Gospel’s presen-
tation of Jesus is influenced by setting the incarnation in relationship to the
other four divine initiatives, and how those initiatives are reframed or
reinterpreted when they are set in relationship to the incarnation.

I. The Work of Creation through the Logos (v. 3)

John is unique among the Gospels in connecting Jesus with God’s work in
creation. Raymond Brown observed that “the fact that the Word creates
means that creation is an act of revelation.”!! By beginning with the words,
“In the beginning,” John creates a clear echo of the opening words of the
Book of Genesis, and perhaps suggests that this Gospel should be regarded
as scripture — a continuation of the record of the mighty acts of God in
creation, in history, and in the people of Israel.!* Like Lady Wisdom, the
Logos was with God in the beginning and was the agent of creation. John’s
use of the wisdom tradition for the presentation of Jesus as a wisdom
teacher is also evident in its emphasis on illumination or revelation, abid-
ing, and the sifting of human responses that accompanies it.!*> As the Son
of God in whom the pre-existent Logos became incarnate, all that Jesus
says and does in the rest of the Gospel carries divine authority.'* The char-
acterization of Jesus in the rest of the Gospel flows out of these opening
verses, especially Jesus’ power over and within nature. When Jesus changes
water to wine, heals the sick and restores life, walks on water, multiplies

Eerdmans, 2001); and in various sections by J. G. van der Watt, Family of the King:
Dynamics of Metaphor in the Gospel according to John (BIS 47; Leiden: Brill, 2000).

"1 Brown, The Gospel according to John, 1:25 (n. 5).

12M. J. J. Menken and S. Moyise, Genesis in the New Testament (LNTS 466; London:
Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2012), 88-90.

13 M. Scott, Sophia and the Johannine Jesus (JSNTSup 71; Sheffield: Sheffield Aca-
demic Press, 1992), 152-58. P. Borgen, Logos Was the True Light and Other Essays on
the Gospel of John (Relieff 9; Trondheim: Tapir, 1983), 99, has explored the targumic
character of the prologue at length and concluded that “It can be considered very prob-
able that the evangelist has not only reproduced words from Gen. i ... but that he has also
drawn on learned Jewish exegesis.”

14 So also R. A. Burridge, Imitating Jesus: An Inclusive Approach to New Testament
Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 327.
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loaves and fish, gives sight to a man born blind, and raises the dead, the
reader is expected to understand that Jesus is continuing to exercise the
authority of the divine Logos through whom all things were created. The
prologue fells us about the work of the Logos; Jesus’ signs show us that the
Logos was incarnate in Jesus. Marianne Meye Thompson makes the astute
observation that “although there are no further references in John to God’s
creation of the world through the Logos, the emphasis on God’s gift of life
through the agency of Jesus — the Word incarnate, Wisdom incarnate —
shows the unity of the life-giving work of God and Jesus.”!®> Both confer
life. Further, “This is not so much a creation ethic or theology as it is a
theology of God’s far-reaching dominion and authority, exercised through
the work of Jesus.”!® Therefore there is no sharp distinction between “nat-
ural” and supernatural, and no natural theology of the created order bearing
witness to the Creator.

The key value established in the first five verses is “life.”!” Life has its
origin in the Word, an affirmation that implies something about God’s pur-
pose for creation as well as the ultimate aim or fulfillment of God’s pur-
poses. One of the debated issues, however, is whether the first occurrence
of the word “life” in v. 4 refers to natural life or spiritual or eternal life.
Let’s recall vv. 3 and 4: “All things came into being through him, and with-
out him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was
life, and the life was the light of men” (NRSV). These verses are replete
with problems. Where does v. 3 end and v. 4 begin? How does one read and
punctuate the statement, “What has come into being in him was life?” Is it
“in him” or “in it”? And what is the meaning of the reference to life? Does
it mean the life of the created order, or the life conveyed to those who re-
ceived the Logos incarnate in Jesus? I contend, contrary to many Johannine
scholars, that the first reference to life in v. 4 refers to all created life, not
to spiritual or eternal life. Raymond Brown, on the other hand, claims, “Of
course, in its first chapter Genesis is speaking of natural life while the pro-
logue is speaking of eternal life,”'® and “in v. 4 the Prologue is still speak-
ing in the context of the creation narrative of Genesis. That which had es-
pecially come to be in God’s creative Word was the gift of eternal life.”!

15 Thompson, The God of the Gospel of John, 136 (n. 10).

16 Tbid., 140.

17'S. Harstine, “The Fourth Gospel’s Characterization of God,” in Characters and
Characterization in the Gospel of John (ed. C. W. Skinner; LNTS 461; London: Blooms-
bury, 2013), 137, observes that “The character of God serves a mimetic function in the
text as the source of life, a function established for the audience in 1.1-4.”

18 Brown, The Gospel according to John, 1:26 (n. 5).

19 Tbid.
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Ed Miller identified five interpretations of (w3 (life) in v.4a but, like
Brown, Miller favored the incarnational.?’

John often uses words with deliberate ambiguity and plays on their
multiple meanings. So here John asserts that the Logos, like Wisdom, was
the agent of creation. Wisdom brought into being living things, and then
gave to those who would receive it the revelation that leads to a higher
way of life. John moves step by step in these verses: (1) a positive state-
ment: “all things came into being through him” (which parenthetically
would include the affirmation that the Logos gave life to all living things);
(2) a negative restatement: “and without him not one thing came into
being”; and then (3) a restatement with further specification: “what-came-
into-being-in-him was life.” John often moves from the literal to the spirit-
ual and from the literal to the ironic, challenging readers to grasp the rela-
tionship between the two. In these opening verses John declares the role of
the Logos in creation and begins to lead the reader to the characteristic
sense of life in this Gospel — that of the life bestowed by the Word incar-
nate in Jesus. In the first occurrence of the term in v. 4, however, the sense
is ambiguous, allowing the reader to start from the context of the creation
of life while moving the reader to the full sense of life in this Gospel.?!
John is primarily interested in the nature of eternal life, and will even
affirm (in 17:3) that it is already present and available here and now, but
this first reference does not contain all the meaning John will eventually
load into this term.

The opening verses of John refer to the role of the Logos in creation and
interpret the Logos in light of the Wisdom tradition, both of which suggest
the broad sense of “life.” John often entertains more than one level of
meaning and introduces one sense only to lead the reader to see a higher
meaning. The next line moves from an anarthrous reference to life to a
specific reference (“The life”), which hints that it is already looking toward
the life of the Word that became incarnate in Jesus. Caution should be
taken not to place too much emphasis on this point, however, because the
article is required to identify “life” as the subject since the verb is the verb
“to be” and the complement is definite. “The light” denotes the revelation
that enlightens the created order and gives humanity the knowledge of God
that in turn grants to life its higher quality.

20 E. L. Miller, Salvation-History in the Prologue of John: The Significance of John
1:3/4 (NovTSup 60; Leiden: Brill, 1989), 51.

2I'See G. H. C. Macgregor, The Gospel of John (New York: Harper and Brothers,
1928), 6; M.-E. Boismard, Le Prologue de Saint Jean (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1953),
31-32; I. de La Potterie, “De Interpunctione et Interpretatione Versum Joh. 1:3-4,” VD
33 (1955): 206-07; P. M. Phillips, The Prologue of the Fourth Gospel: A Sequential
Reading (JSNTSup 294; London: T&T Clark, 2006), 166; B. Lindars, The Gospel of John
(NCB; London: Oliphants, 1972), 77.



