With reference to one of the four canonical gospels, consider the extent to which narrative criticism can shed greater light than titular christology (a study of christological titles) on the presentation of the identity and significance of Jesus. 
Christological titles have been in use from when Jesus was alive. They express a timeless and absolute truth about what makes Jesus unique. When Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother tells him “We have found the Messiah, (that is the Christ)” (John 1:40) he is using a formal title with an existing meaning familiar to Jewish people of his time. It described a role, and communicated an expectation of work to be accomplished.  These three attributes of prior meaning (within Judaism), function and action separate the titles that have dominated the study of christology, from other descriptors about the person and work of Jesus which are more human such as teacher, preacher, prophet. Relatively few in number, christological titles do not explain or elaborate on what makes Jesus the Christ, or how he is both divine and human.[footnoteRef:2] This is important because the latter question in particular, is the fundamental problem of christology. Titular christology studies are more concerned with establishing the history and origin of each title and the difference in what it meant to different communities and periods of Christianity, e.g. early Palestinian Jewish Christians, Hellenistic Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians. Most titular christology is based on dogma and is therefore immutable. [2:  Oscar Cullman, The Christology of the New Testament, (London: SCM Press Ltd 1963)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk164736495]Where titular christology presents fixed points in the revelation of who Jesus is, narrative criticism engages with the narrative of the gospels[footnoteRef:3], as they expose and elaborate on the christology of the writer. The purpose of the gospels is to engender a belief in Jesus, and John makes this plain, in writing ‘this book has been written that you may believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God and that by believing you may have life in his name’ (John 21:30-31). This is why gospels have been called narrative christology[footnoteRef:4]. There are discourses of christological significance that have no titles, but others include explicit and implicit titles.  There are events of christological significance, for example in John’s style of storytelling, miracles like the raising of Lazarus, act as christological metaphors into which he places explicit christological teaching from Jesus – in this case about the resurrection and the life - that reinforces the message (John 11:17-44). In this way the narrative of the gospel provides a more comprehensive source of material than mere christological titles which narrative criticism takes advantage of, to present a more detailed picture of Jesus’ identity and purpose.  [3:  The term audience is used throughout the essay to refer to hearers or readers of the gospel.]  [4:  Mark W.G. Stibbe, John as Story Teller: Narrative Criticism and the Fourth Gospel, (Great Britain, Cambridge University Press 1992) p.12] 

Story telling is intrinsically, a powerful means of communicating a wealth of information with an economy of words and the gospels are a series of stories. But not all tools of narrative criticism are suited to analysing the gospel because unlike fiction where the emphasis is on the intention of the text, the gospel is a good news message carried by the text with the intention of the author. It is not always possible to distinguish them, nor is it desirable according to Stibbe.[footnoteRef:5] as the author’s intention unifies the message.   [5:  Stibbe, John as Story Teller p 17] 

Narrative criticism starts with an overview of the narrative, then considers the genre and plot, before moving on to various literary devices that help communicate the story such as metaphors, irony and repetition, the characterization and finally vocabulary.  It is important when doing narrative criticism to look at the text as a whole before zooming in to the details. 
In summary, John’s gospel is a short biography of Jesus, with selected sayings, teaching, miracles, featuring his conflicts with authority, his death and resurrection. It is bookended by a prologue which speaks of his cosmic existence and significance, and an epilogue that provides two alternative endings, one in John 20 telling the story of the empty tomb and Jesus appearing to his disciples after his death while the other in John 21 adds a detailed post-resurrection encounter involving Simon Peter. In this last chapter the author identifies himself as the disciple who Jesus loved and testifies that the events described are true.
Moving on to the characters, Jesus is the protagonist and the main group of antagonists are simply referred to as the Jews. The term Jew is not being used as a description of their faith as most of the characters practised Judaism including Jesus himself.  The term is routinely used to describe people who are hostile to Jesus, who have made a christological decision, that Jesus is not the Son of God, and/or does not come from heaven, and against his ability to give eternal life[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  C.W. Skinner, Reading John (Oregon: Cascade Books, 2015),53] 

Stibbe draws on function-based structural analysis (by Burke and Fergusson) to show that John is written in the genre of a Greek tragedy. This genre would have been familiar with audiences at that time and sets Jesus up as a hero. Usually, a king or a god is sent down to the world, or their family with a divinely appointed purpose, but their importance and pre-eminence is not recognized. This leads to them being humiliated, exiled or expelled or murdered.  At this, the social group realises realise their mistake and recognises the need to change its perspective. While it is important to keep in mind that gospel about a real person and real events, not fiction, structural analysis illuminates the mental framework by which John, the writer understood the story, and within which he is seeking to communicate it to the audience. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Mark W.G. Stibbe, John as Story Teller 128] 

This plot of this gospel matches its genre and is replicated in the words of the prologue. The prologue introduces the Logos, through whom God created the world. The Logos is divine (John1:1), present at the beginning of the world (John 1:2) and was crucial to giving life to humanity. The audience learns that in the present day, the Logos is the true light (John 1:4), that enlightens every person (John 1:5,9)[footnoteRef:8]. When the Logos came into the world as a human (John 1:14), he was not recognized and his own people did not receive him. This theme of rejection and exclusion aligns with the tragedy genre and will be repeated throughout the gospel whenever Jesus is rejected by the Jews. At this point the narrator interrupts the story to remind the audience that those who did receive Jesus and believed were given the right to become children of God. This alludes to the reason for which Jesus was sent, and the audience is thus informed early on to look out for the characters who will receive him and distinguish them from the characters who will not. This aside has the effect of directing the audience on how to understand the story. The genre directs the audience to view the death of Jesus as the climax. [8:  Blue Letter Bible John 1:9 Interlinear tools, available at: https://www.blueletterbible.org/ [Accessed: 01 April 2024].] 

Then John introduces John the Baptist as a witness sent by God for that purpose (John 1:7). As a non-disciple he can be considered an objective witness.  In his witness statement responding to the Pharisees’ questions (John 1:19-34) John the Baptist tells them that Jesus who was born after him, also existed before him. This implicitly connects Jesus with the Logos. He also describes seeing the Spirit descend from heaven like a dove and remain on Jesus, which is a sign of divinity.
Many writers have noted that the purpose of John’s prologue (John 1:1-18) is to give the audience insight and information about Jesus that the characters do not know, so that they can understand the story better.[footnoteRef:9] In addition it sets out several motifs that will be repeated throughout the gospel, that of being sent, being light, being life, and Jesus as giver of gifts to those who believe and receive him. Unlike titular Christology, narrative christology is able to connect these motifs to Jesus’ divinity. They are not separate labels.  [9:  C.W.Skinner, Reading John pp.9-12.] 

Having foretold the plot the gospel commences with the narrative of Jesus adult life. John does not assign significance to his birth or childhood. The setting is now characterised by journeys, meals, Jewish festivals and visits to the Temple (John 2: 13, 6:4, 11:55, 13:1) which are strongly associated with followers of Judaism. They portray the human Jesus as a practising Jew going to Jerusalem for the religious feasts. Four festivals are mentioned, Passover, the Feast of Tabernacles, the Feast of Dedication (Hannukah) and an unnamed festival in John 5:1. The festivals are important because large numbers of pilgrims see the signs performed while in Jerusalem (John 4:45). The crowd identifies Jesus from the signs he performs and while many people come to believe, his public success concerns his most powerful opponents, the Chief Priest, rulers of the temple and the Jewish authorities. A lamb must be sacrificed at Passover, and Jesus was earlier called the Lamb of God by John the Baptist. It is not clear how much agency John affords Jesus but with this metaphor his sacrificial destiny is foretold.
The temple court in Jerusalem was considered a place of refuge in Jewish religion but as Jesus teaches that God is his father, it becomes a place of danger because the authorities angered by his claim, plan to kill him, and John 5 makes clear they do so more than once.  With each visit to the temple, waves of tension flood the story. By the time Jesus goes to the Festival of Tabernacles, the crowd is anticipating his arrest (John 7:25). Dorothy Lee describes these pilgrimage festivals as a metaphorical field, pushing the narrative towards its climax of his death on the cross. [footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Dorothy Lee, ‘Paschal Imagery in the Gospel of John: A Narrative and Symbolic Reading’, Pacifica : Journal of the Melbourne College of Divinity 24, no. 1 (February 2011),pp.13. https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/paschal-imagery-gospel-john-narrative-symbolic/docview/1011006540/se-2] 

John moves on from the role of the temple authorities to that of the crowd of those who heard but did not believe. The arguments for and against Jesus being the anointed one are presented as a rhetorical debate in John 7 with the ‘people of Jerusalem’. Their words “When the Christ appears will he do more signs than this man has done”. (John 7:31) are juxtaposed to highlight the Christ, meaning the anointed one with “is the Christ to come from Galilee? Has not the scripture said that the Christ comes from the offspring of David, and comes from Bethlehem, the village where David was” (John 7:42). John’s audience is in on the secret that Jesus was born in Bethlehem, but the gospel characters are not. This rhetoric reflected two people Jewish people of 1 CE were waiting for, Son of David and Messiah both of which became Christological titles early on but then Jesus suddenly says “you know where I come from” (John 7:28). Jesus is the one who came from heaven – a Christian belief in Jesus’ identity that is distinctly different from Judaism. 
For narrative critics of John, the metaphors in the the ‘I am’ statements are important.  Skinner explains the predicated ‘I am’ statements as being christological because they describe Jesus’ identity in relation to life-giving, and illuminate the relationship he will have with those who believe in him, and how his work will be significant to them[footnoteRef:11]. Each statement is grounded by a reference to the Hebrew Bible that would have been familiar to the people in Jesus’ time. [11:  C.W.Skinner, Reading John p.78] 

These particular metaphors are unusual. It is used to stretch human understanding from an everyday sense of what he is offering to an otherworldly perspective which cannot be conveyed by simply using the Christological title and is an example of what Corcoran has called ‘stretching  of language through metaphoric or lyric transformations so it can carry theological and relational freight that conceptual language cannot’.[footnoteRef:12] This feature of John’s gospel allows narrative criticism to present ideas about the significance of his work, that would otherwise disappear in the gaps between the different titles of Christ, a major problem of titular christology. For example, in the statement I am the Bread of Life (John 6:35) the everyday meaning of bread is food. The Jews are seeking a miracle of free food when they remind Jesus of the manna that came down during the Exodus to keep their ancestors alive. When Jesus says the Father sends the true bread from heaven, he is talking of himself but they are still thinking of food. On realising that he is claiming to come heaven, they become critical.  Then he stretches the metaphor for a third time to say he is the living bread and whoever eats him will live forever (John 6:51). Taking this literally they are offended. Finally he stretches the metaphor a fourth time saying that only by consuming his body and blood will they be able to have eternal life, the security of current life within him and resurrection.  The bread is his body on the cross, life is being alive as well as eternal life. This reveals a key christological understanding in this gospel, but many of Jesus’ followers abandon him.  [12:  Henry Andrew Corcoran, ‘Viewing Biblical Narratives through a Literary Lens: Practicing Narrative Analysis on Matthew 16:16-20, Christian Education Journal: Series 3, Vol 7,2. (2010) pp.301-302] 

In conclusion narrative criticism yields more coherent and connected information than titular christology. It is the depth and hidden details of John’s storytelling that makes narrative criticism more revelatory than the titles of Christ. Narrative criticism should not create a christology. It is a tool that reveals the christology of the author as presented in the gospel. Titular christology, aims to establish one true christology but narrative criticism is more flexible and at the same time can equally cover abstract, infinite aspects of Jesus’ personality and his more human characteristics. 
Narrative criticism bridges the bounded spaces between the divine Jesus, and Jesus the man which is a key problem in titular christology. It brings those spaces alongside each other repeatedly, in the same way experienced by people who met the historical Jesus.
The literary tools of narrative criticism sometimes reveals information from contradictions and puzzles missed in titular christology and the learner is not compelled to take on the mindset and culture of a first century Christian in order to understand the exegesis. It sheds more light on the Jesus of the gospels than titular christology.  
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