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In John’s gospel, Jesus’ fourth sign, the feeding of the five thousand,
provides the context for his claim that he is the bread of life (6.35; see
v. 48) and for the subsequent disputing of that claim by the Jews
(6.41). The issue of Jesus’ identity is soon raised in the Jews’
question: ‘Is not this Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father and
mother we know? How does he now say, “I have come down from
heaven”?’ (6.42). What information about Jesus does the evangelist
expect his readers already to have grasped when faced with this
issue? They know that the Jews’ information about Jesus’ parentage
is correct: Jesus was unambiguously identified as the son of Joseph by
the disciples in 1.45. Yet the evangelist has already informed his
readers that Jesus is at the same time, and paradoxically, he who has
come down from heaven (cf. 3.13, 31; 6.33, 38). It follows that the
readers ought to be able to recognize in the present context that
Jesus’ opponents have not perceived and accepted Jesus’ heavenly
origin. Consequently, they are now in a position to appreciate that
when the Jews ask this question there is an irony in the situation. The
Jews puzzle ovér the contradiction that the one who is the son of
Joseph has come down from heaven, but Jesus’ reply, including as it
does the appeal to believe and gain eternal life (6.47), makes it clear
that the Jews lack the faith which alone would enable them to accept
that the claim of the man Jesus to heavenly origin is justified.

The passage raises two important questions with regard to the
Johannine presentation of Jesus:

(1) What is the content of Johannine Christology? Specifically,
what does the evangelist tell his readers about Jesus in his gospel so
that to raise the issue of Jesus’ identity at any point is sufficient to
perplex his opponents?
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(2) How does the evangelist treat this presentation of Jesus in this
and equivalent passages?

This paper will begin by attempting to provide answers to these
two questions, and this will lead to a consideration of the following
two propositions:

(A) that Johannine Christology has in the gospel a particular
function in that it is used to serve the evangelist’s purpose as
expressed in 20.31;

(B) that John’s gospel should not, ultimately, be treated as a study
in the nature of the person of Christ.

1. The Content of Johannine Christology

We turn first to review briefly the content of Christology in the
fourth gospel.

In his book The Humanity and Divinity of Christ John Knox
writes, ‘We can have the humanity without the pre-existence and we
can have the pre-existence without the humanity. There is absolutely
no way of having both.’! To describe Jesus as at once pre-existent
and fully human is to state a paradox which Knox at least’ finds
unacceptable, yet it seems clear that neither Jesus’ identification with
the pre-existent Logos nor his real humanity is either modified or
denied by the fourth evangelist.

Perhaps the most remarkable feature in Johannine Christology,
and certainly the most striking, is the identification of the man Jesus
with the pre-existent Logos. This theme, introduced in the Prologue,
is never relinquished throughout the gospel. It is implicit in Jonn’s
description of Jesus as sent into the world (e.g. 3.17; see 3.34; 5.23;
etc.), in the ascending and descending motif (e.g. 3.13; 6.62), and in
Jesus’ statements which refer to his ‘having come’ (e.g. 5.43; 7.28;
9.39). It is explicit in the claims placed upon the lips of Jesus himself:
‘before Abraham was, I am’ (8.58); ‘glorify thou me . . . with the glory
which I had with thee before the world was made’ (17.5); ‘my glory
which thou hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of
the world’ (17.24). Thus John presents the man Jesus of Nazareth as
one who, before the incarnation, was a divine being existing with
God from eternity and as one who ‘remembers events which
occurred in his pre-existent state’.3

Equally, however, the references to Jesus’ humanity are not
lacking and there seems here no attempt to modify its reality.*



SPROSTON  Johannine Christology a Challenge to Faith 79

Ranging from the casual detail, such as weariness (4.6), thirst (4.7;
19.28), particular affection for certain individuals (11.5), and the
factual statement of Jesus’ known human parentage (1.45; 6.42) to
the emphasis on Jesus’ agitation in the face of death (cf. 11.33; 12.27;
13.21), the reality of his flesh (6.53-56) and the Passion,’ the
evidence seems to suggest that for the evangelist the humanity of
Jesus was not in question, but that it is simply assumed.®

Futhermore, a full recognition by John of the humanity of Jesus is
surely indispensable to his purpose on two specific counts.

The first of these concerns John’s use of ‘glorification’ to speak of
Jesus’ crucifixion (7.39; 11.4; 12.23; 13.31; 17.1). He believes that the
glory of God, possessed by Jesus and revealed by him only to the eye
of faith throughout his incarnate life,’ is supremely evident in the
humiliation of the cross.® We are left in no doubt that the incarnate
Christ manifests the full glory of God,’ recognizable from the Old
Testament as denoting God’s presence and the revelation of his
nature,'? but there is a new factor here, namely, the means whereby
such revelation takes place. This is nowhere else than in the flesh of
Jesus, that is, his incarnate life and, supremely, his death.!! Thus the
humanity of Jesus is here seen by John as the indispensable medium
of the revelation of the divine glory. Indeed, the very fact that for
John salvation lies in the death of Jesus is in itself sufficient reason
for his assuming that Jesus’ humanity was genuine.!2

Secondly we see the necessity of Jesus’ humanity in John’s
presentation of one feature of the relation of the incarnate Son to the
Father. The following evidence suggests that this relation is envisaged
as one which the believer may attain and which is mediated to him by
the Son. Jesus, who alone has seen the Father, mediates this vision to
the disciple (1.18; 6.46; 14.9). Through him the disciples hear the
words of the Father (8.28; 12.49; see 10.3-4, 27), and they inherit the
glory of the incarnate Son with its connotation of suffering and death
(17.22). The disciples are to participate in the relation of Son to
Father in terms of unity (10.30; cf. 17.21), knowledge (10.14-15; cf.
17.25), and the love which finds its expression in perfect obedience
(8.29; 10.17; 14.31; cf. 15.10, 13-14; see also 13.34-35). Jesus, the one
sent by the Father (see e.g. 5.23-24; 6.44), whose works are proof of
this (5.36; 14.10-11) will, after his death, delegate to the disciples the
power to perform greater works (14.12). Even the risen Christ calls
them ‘brethren’ since they are children of the same God (20.17).3

From this evidence we may draw two conclusions: first, that the
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relation of incarnate Son to Father is presented as a genuinely
human relation of man to God since only thus can it be offered to the
believer as a real possibility in his own life; and second, that in this
case too the genuine humanity of Jesus is vital to the Johannine
presentation.

John’s Christology, then, presents us with a paradox: Jesus is fully
human and yet fully identified with the divine pre-existent Logos.
Both of these elements, moreover, are seen by the evangelist as
essential to what he wishes to say about Jesus.

2. The Johannine Presentation of Jesus

We will now attempt to assess how this paradoxical presentation of
Jesus is treated by the evangelist within the gospel-narrative. Here
our initial passage from ch. 6 will be relevant, and further examples
from the text will be considered.

First of all, it should be pointed out that the evangelist is fully
aware of the disconcerting nature of his presentation of Jesus. This
writer, who is prepared to state in his Prologue 6 Adyos oapé
£YEVETO, is not one to shrink from the impact which this juxtaposition
of humanity and divinity in the person of Jesus inevitably produces.
Indeed, this Christological paradox, far from being avoided, seems to
receive deliberate stress: nothing less than a literal interpretation of
AOY0g as pre-existent divinity and an interpretation of cap as
genuine humanity can do justice to John’s statement in 1.14,!4 and
in the body of the gospel the identity of Jesus continues to perplex
those who encounter him. We have already noted that in ch. 6 the
Jews, who know that Jesus is the son of Joseph, cannot understand
how he can claim to have come down from heaven (6.41-42). To this
other examples can easily be added. In ch. 7 the people in Jerusalem,
because they know ‘where this man comes from’, wonder how Jesus
can be the Christ (7.27). Moreover, Jesus’ opponents’ perplexity over
his claims soon turns to rage and rejection and they seek either to
arrest him (see e.g. 7.30; 11.57) or to stone him (see 8.59; 10.31)
because, as they explain to Jesus, ‘you, being a man, make yourself
God’ (10.33).

Indeed, it is largely in the signs, and the discourses associated with
them, that the issue of Jesus’ identity is constantly raised. That the
man Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph, should heal the sick, give
sight to the blind, feed the hungry and raise the dead in itself calls for
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explanation: ‘When the Christ appears, will he do more signs than
this man has done?’ (7.31); ‘How can a man who is a sinner do such
signs?’ (9.16); ‘Can a demon open the eyes of the blind?’ (10.21).
Thus the signs create an atmosphere of speculation about Jesus’
identity, for in them Jesus reveals more and more clearly who he is,
and this forces a division of opinion about him.

As we turn to consider in detail further examples from the ‘Book of
Signs’ which elucidate John’s treatment of the paradox involved in
the issue of Jesus’ identity, it will be seen that the raising of this
crucial issue (either by a question put to Jesus or to others or a claim
made by Jesus himself) is the first of two elements which are always
present. The second element is the evangelist’s analysis of the
reaction to this issue. He will frequently indicate by skilful use of
irony that Jesus’ opponents have failed to grasp what his own faith,
which he presses upon his readers, knows to be true. Indeed, as we
shall see, it is this perspective of faith which, to the evangelist, is all-
important. However, his emphasis is not on the kind of instant assent
commanded by a super-human act. Thus it is not the recognition
that Jesus can perform the miraculous that leads to faith: Jesus’
ability to do this is never ultimately disputed even by the authorities
who oppose him (see 11.47), and the evangelist certainly entertains
the possibility that merely to witness the signs may not lead to faith
(see 12.37). The real test which faces those who witness the signs is
whether or not they have faith to see beyond the external and
sensational and accept and understand the real meaning which John
intends the signs to convey. Accordingly, he does not intend his
readers to derive their faith from a display of ‘signs and wonders’ (see
4.48), for in these signs what Jesus in fact reveals is his glory (see
2.11), and to see in his work the glory of God demands the faculty of
niotis (see 11.40).

The first example is taken from Jesus’ third sign, the healing of the
paralysed man. Here the Jews’ opposition to him begins to assume
the quality of murderous intent. They initially oppose Jesus because
he has healed on the Sabbath, thus breaking the Sabbath law (5.16).
Jesus answers them by claiming that this Sabbath activity of his is
the activity of God (5.17), and this is why, John comments, ‘the Jews
sought all the more to kill him’ (5.18). R.E. Brown doubts whether, in
view of 14.28, John would intend his readers to understand from the
Jews’ accusation that Jesus is ‘making himself equal with God’ (5.18)
that this is substantially the truth which John wishes them to
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grasp.’> Yet Brown has failed to take into account that there is an
irony in this situation, and that the evangelist is probably exploiting
it to the full. The claim Jesus makes in 5.17 (‘My Father is working
still, and I am working’) is one he alone, as incarnate Logos, is fully
justified in making, for John has already informed us that 6e6¢ WV 6
Adyog (1.1), and the statement implies that as incarnate Logos Jesus
is now at work with God in the new creation as he was in the old (see
1.3). The irony consists in the evangelist’s presentation of the Jews as
failing to perceive what he has informed his readers is the truth of the
matter, namely, that the claim of the man Jesus is justified since he is
the Logos incarnate. The Jews see in Jesus only a man who makes
himself equal with God, and this is why they construe Jesus’
statement as blasphemy. Moreover, the passage beginning at 5.19
does nothing to diminish Jesus’ divinity, for as Son the honour given
to the Father is his due (5.23), but instead it explains that Jesus’
equality with God is not to be understood in the sense that he is
independent of God, but rather that he is the unique revealer of God
(see 1.18).

Here we may include the situation described in 10.33 which is a
good parallel. The Jews object to the fact that one who is so obviously
human is claiming divinity: they stone Jesus ‘because you, being a
man, make yourself God’ (10.33). Of course the form in which their
objection is expressed indicates that they have already judged Jesus
to be a blasphemer. But once more we encounter the Johannine
irony, for, expressed in this form, namely, that Jesus is a man who
makes himself God, the claim could be regarded as genuinely
blasphemous. Yet it is also the case, as Lindars argues, that ‘what
they say (when properly understood) is precisely the truth which
John wishes to assert’.! In this case even Brown has no reservations.
He points out that the error in the statement ‘was not in the
descrigtion of Jesus as divine’ but rather ‘that he was making himself
God'.!

Before he narrates the healing of the man born blind, John
presents us with two whole chapters where an atmosphere of
speculation about Jesus’ identity prevails. Throughout, the evangelist’s
approach to the question of Jesus’ identity is always an ironical one,
and this irony is intended to be instructive to his readers. Thus, when
the people of Jerusalem raise an objection to the authenticity of Jesus’
claim to Messiahship on the grounds that his origin fails to conform
with their tradition that the origin of the Messiah would be unknown,
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their objection is dismissed as irrelevant (7.27-29).!% John does not
enter into any discussion either on this point, or on the question of
Jesus’ birthplace (see 7.41-42), for he knows that Jesus’ claim to
Messiahship does not rest on such proofs, but that faith alone can
perceive it.! In 7.28 Jesus does not deny his human origin.?’ The
irony consists in the fact that these people are able to see nothing
more than this in Jesus. What they manifestly lack, as Jesus himself
indicates, is knowledge of God, and this prevents them from
recognizing in Jesus his divine commission (7.28, 29). In this way
these people have demonstrated by the nature of the objection they
raise that, like the Jews,?! they have failed to perceive the truth of
God in Jesus, and so lack the faith to recognize his Messiahship.
Moreover, this is soon borne out in their reaction for, like the
Pharisees, they attempt to arrest him (see 7.30, 32, 44).

The debate between Jesus and the Jews in ch. 8 follows much the
same lines. As Logos incarnate Jesus is the bringer of life and light
(8.12; see 1.4; 3.19) whose identity will be fully revealed at his ‘lifting
up’ on the cross (8.28). That the Jews lack the faith to recognize this
is made clear when Jesus warns them that they will die in their sins
unless they believe 6t £y® i (8.24). It could be said that it is in the
context of this warning that John presents to his readers a full-scale
analysis of the character and fate of those who reject Jesus. Chapter 8
depicts what amounts to a complete breakdown in communication
between the two sides, and the irony is ever present in the Jews’
constant failure to perceive in Jesus what to the eye of faith would be
obvious. Lacking in faith the Jews can only judge ‘according to the
flesh’ (8.15) (or ‘by appearances’, see 7.24). Thus when Jesus tells
them he is going away, they take it that he means to commit suicide
(8.21-22); when he speaks of the one who sent him, they do not
understand that he speaks of the Father (8.26-27); finally, when he
claims pre-existence, their reaction indicates that they have judged
him guilty of blasphemy (8.58-59). In this they show that their true
origin is diametrically opposed to that of Jesus himself. In contrast to
Jesus they are ‘from below’ and ‘of this world’ (8.23), for in their
rejection of Jesus and desire for his death they cannot claim to be
descendants of Abraham, the man of faith (8.40). On the contrary,
they show that they have ranged themselves on the side of the ruler
of this world who is thus their true father and with whom they will be
judged (8.44; see 12.31). Moreover, even their questions: ‘Where is
your Father?’ (8.19); “Who are you?’ (8.25); ‘Are you greater than our
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father Abraham, who died?’ (8.53)?? are shown, ironically, to derive
from the ignorance of unbelief. Like the people of Jerusalem, the Jews
lack the knowledge of God which would enable them to perceive that
Jesus comes from God (8.19, 42, 54-55).

As the evangelist continues to narrate the events of the public
ministry (chs. 9-12), the tension increases. The more clearly Jesus
reveals in the signs who he is (see 9.5, 39; 11.25) the deeper the
paradox of identity becomes and the more furious the controversy
about him (see 9.27-29; 10.19-21; 11.45-47; 12.34). Again, it is made
clear that it is always the faculty of faith which perceives in Jesus’
activity the activity of God. The man born blind, for example,
recognizes immediately that Jesus is from God while the Pharisees
remain ignorant (9.29-33) for he is able to believe in Jesus and they
are not (9.35-38, 40-41), and when, later, the Jews request Jesus to
tell them plainly that he is the Christ, they are informed that this has
already been made clear in the signs, but that their continued
ignorance reveals their lack of faith (10.24-25). The faith which alone
perceives the glory of God is also requested of the irresolute Martha
who, although she has already affirmed her belief in Jesus (see 11.27),
now quails before the reality of her brother’s return to life (11.40).
Finally, when the crowd asks, ‘Who is this Son of man?’, the answer
they receive is the only answer possible—an exhortation to believe in
the light (12.34-36).

A. The Function of Johannine Christology

In the previous two sections we have attempted to assess the content
of Johannine Christology and the evangelist’s treatment of it within
the gospel drama. The following conclusions have been reached:
first, that John’s Christology consists of a paradoxical presentation in
which the evangelist claims for Jesus real humanity and full divinity;
and secondly, that this is a paradox which John neither avoids nor
attempts to resolve. Furthermore it seems that he prefers to raise the
issue of Jesus’ identity so as to bring into prominence the impact of
his presentation, and that reaction to this issue is, for him, all-
important.

If these conclusions are correct, then we may surmise another,
namely, that John’s interests do not lie in the area of attempting a
solution to the paradox of pre-existence and real manhood in Jesus
Christ?®® such as was later undertaken, for example, by Chalcedon,
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but rather that he seeks to give us a deliberate and uncompromising
expression of that paradox to carefully calculated effect. This leads us
to suggest that the objective of a study of the divinity and humanity
of Christ in John’s gospel cannot be to attempt to resolve the
paradox, but that the very difficulty it presents must have in some
way served the evangelist’s purpose. We must now attempt to
ascertain what that purpose was, and how well it was served by the
divine-human paradox in John’s Christology.

At the end of the gospel proper, the evangelist states his purpose
quite clearly. He has written ‘that you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his
name’ (20.31). John’s intention, therefore, is to persuade his readers
to believe in the significance of Jesus as he himself understands it.>*
But why is he so urgent that they should share his faith?

John believes that as a result of the entry of the Logos into human
history, as light into a world of darkness (see 1.4, 9; 3.19), a situation
of judgment has come about. Thus whereas God’s intention in
seriding his Son is not to condemn the world but to save it (3.17; see
12.47), nevertheless the very presence of the Son in the world effects
a judgment, for he challenges all who encounter him to make the
momentous decision either to accept or reject him and thus to
determine either their salvation or their condemnation (see 3.18-19;
5.24; 9.39; 12.48). Moreover John makes quite clear to his readers
what are the consequences of such a decision. He sees it as nothing
less than a matter of life and death: the man who reacts with faith
enjoys eternal life (see, for example, 3.36), but he who does not
believe will die in his sins (8.24). Thus, in this situation where there
are only two possible reactions to him, Jesus’ presence can have the
effect either of life-giving or of judging.?’ It now seems obvious, in
view of this consideration, that John writes so that his readers may
not ‘come into judgment’ (5.24) but that ‘believing’ they may have
life (20.31).

We have seen what John believes to be the consequences of the
decision which men must make when they encounter the person of
Jesus. But what is there about the incarnate Son which is so startling
that it provokes this decision, and is so unique and unprecedented
that a reaction to him can only be a reaction either of absolute faith
or of absolute rejection? This is the point where, it seems, John’s
paradoxical presentation of Jesus as both human and divine has
crucial relevance, for what is startling about the man Jesus is that he
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makes, explicitly or implicitly, the inherently outrageous claim to be
continuous in existence with the divine Logos. As we have seen, he
claims to have come down from heaven (6.38), to be working with the
Father (5.17), to be one with the Father (10.30), to be sent from God
(see, for example, 7.29), to have existed before Abraham (8.58), and
so on. This is the claim which Jesus’ opponents cannot comprehend
and which causes them to reject him as a blasphemer (see 5.18;
10.33) thus bringing judgment upon themselves (see 8.24). Ironically,
their information about Jesus, that he is the son of Joseph, is
absolutely correct, yet they fail to understand that he is the pre-
existent Logos incarnate because this is something which, unlike his
human origin, can never be demonstrated; only faith can comprehend
this, and faith is what Jesus’ opponents manifestly lack. Thus it is
that for all who encounter the person of Jesus, the moment when the
paradoxical claim presents itself that this man is fully God is the
moment at which all are forced to accept or reject him, and so it is
also the moment in which they will irrevocably determine, by their
reaction, their own destiny.

Thus we may deduce that John’s presentation of Jesus has a
particular function: it serves as a challenge to faith. Not only is this
true for the characters who encounter Jesus within the gospel
drama,? but also for those who read the gospel.”’ However, John’s
readers have the Prologue at their disposal, and thus are in a better
position to understand which reaction to Christ the evangelist would
wish.?8

At this point it will be helpful to add one further, and very telling,
example from the text, for here a single character (in this case the
Roman prefect himself) is seen in the process of having to come to a
decision about Jesus.

By the time John comes to narrate the trial of Jesus before Pilate
(18.28-19.16) the lines of battle have been clearly drawn. Ironically,
the Jews in their rejection of Jesus are about to bring judgment upon
themselves in their seeming triumph in procuring Jesus’ death
(12.31-32) while Jesus himself continues to be presented, paradoxically,
as ‘the man’ (19.5) who nevertheless claims kingship which is ‘not of
this world’ (18.36) and whose mission in the world is ‘to bear witness
to the truth’ (18.37). But there is one individual who has yet to be
challenged to come to a decision about Jesus, and this is Pilate
himself. In this scene Pilate is much more than simply a middleman
who puts the questions.”” We must reckon once again with the now
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familiar Johannine irony, for in what is ostensibly the trial of Jesus,
Pilate, vacillating between Jesus who represents the truth and the
Jews who are now irrevocably committed to ‘this world’, is in effect
the one who is on trial. If we accept this, then we may see in Pilate
the evangelist’s deliberate presentation of one who, in an encounter
with Jesus, is challenged to recognize the truth (18.37). The figure of
Pilate is thus the portrait of a man who now faces the decision which
will determine his salvation or condemnation. We also see that John,
with all the dramatic skill he displays so well, has issued in Pilate’s
question, ‘What is truth?’ (18.38), a challenge to his readers to accept
the claim already made by Jesus to embody the truth (14.6), in itself a
reminder of his own description of the Logos in 1.14.

The scenario for the trial is brilliantly handled. R.E. Brown in his
commentary notes that it involves two stage settings: the first outside
the praetorium where ‘the Jews’ are gathered; the second inside the
building where Jesus is, so that Pilate in his dilemma ‘goes back and
forth from one to the other in seven carefully balanced episodes’.>
Thus the evangelist is able to give dramatic expression to Pilate’s
agony of indecision. Yet Pilate’s story is ultimately a tragic one. This
is not because he decides to reject Jesus—on the contrary, he shows
throughout that his attitude towards Jesus is a favourable one (see
18.38; 19.4; 19.6)—but because he fails to come to a decision at all. In
the evangelist’s eyes this very indecision courts disaster, for Pilate is
now caught up in the struggle between Jesus who reveals the truth of
God and the Jews who are the murderous children of the devil (see
8.44). The situation of judgment prevails, and for Pilate (as well as
for the evangelist’s readers) there can be no temporizing here. The
danger is soon evident, for we see that Pilate, whom Brown calls ‘the
would-be neutral man’,*! having failed to come to a positive decision
in favour of the truth, is eventually coerced into the service of the
world (19.12-16).

From this and the previous examples we hope to have shown that
Johannine Christology has a particular function. The paradox of
genuine humanity and full divinity found here is not by any means
due to an oversight on the evangelist’s part but is indispensable to his
purpose and serves as a challenge to faith. John recognizes that by its
very controversial nature his Christology is the cutting edge which
will divide all men into two opposing categories, the one having
gained eternal life and the other having come under judgment. Thus,
from the very beginning of his gospel, when he asserts that the Logos



88 Journal for the Study of the New Testament 24 (1985)

which he has already described as divine and eternal actually became
a historical person (1.14), John has defined the nature of the
incarnate Christ, to quote Barrett, ‘in the most paradoxical terms
possible’.>? And as throughout the gospel that paradox is constantly
stressed, and human reaction to it is constantly analysed, the
evangelist never ceases to challenge his readers to faith in Christ, for
even though he has contrived to make the decision of acceptance or
rejection as much a reality for them as for the characters in his
gospel-narrative, nevertheless, he never fails to confirm in the
episodes he relates that his aim in writing is ‘that you may believe’
(20.31).

B. Johannine Christology: a Study in Human Reaction

We turn now to our second and final proposition which is that John’s
gospel should not, ultimately, be treated as a study in the nature of
the person of Christ.

Barrett claims that it has been the universal instinct of Christendom
to find in the Johannine Prologue ‘the climax of New Testament
Christology’.?? Yet if we attempt to apply to John’s gospel the view
of John Knox that in defining a Christology there is absolutely no
possibility of having both pre-existence and humanity then it becomes
clear that the fourth evangelist is not prepared to offer assistance.
Our conclusion has been that for John the humanity is as genuine as
the pre-existent divinity and, moreover, that his sole interest has
been to exploit the paradox created by the conjunction of the two in
the person of the incarnate Jesus as a means of bringing his readers to
faith. Thus, for example, while we are fully justified in regarding 0cd¢
nv 6 Aoyos (1.1) and 6 Aoyos oapE éyévero (1.14) as Christological
statements, nevertheless John is not prepared to define or analyse
these tenets of his faith.** How, then, are we to asses John’s
Christology?

In the previous section it was suggested that the fourth evangelist’s
interests do not lie principally in the area of Christology as such, but
that his presentation of Jesus should be seen to serve his purpose in
challenging faith. Perhaps, then, this gospel is, in the last analysis,
not to be treated as a study in the nature of the person of Christ. This
is because once the evangelist has made it clear at the beginning of
his gospel that the man whose story he is about to relate is at the
same time none other than the divine pre-existent Logos, every word
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and deed of Jesus is viewed, no longer from a Christological
standpoint, but from the standpoint of the two contrasting human
perspectives, the one of faith and the other of unbelief. In this way
John’s story of the incarnate existence of the Logos has become, not a
study of Jesus, but a study in human reaction to Jesus.

John Robinson claims that the fourth evangelist is deliberately
telling two stories of Christ and super-imposing them on each other.
However, he defines these two stories as ‘the story of the Logos’ and
‘the history of a human being’.>* We suggest that this is not the case,
but that the humanity and divinity of Christ should be taken together
as amounting to only one of the two ‘stories’ in this gospel. This is
because the story of the real man, Jesus son of Joseph, who is at the
same time, and paradoxically, the divine Logos is the story which
faith alone can tell. This is the content of his own faith which the
evangelist presses upon his readers. Thus, for John, the man of faith
will not deny the reality of Jesus’ humanity, but will accept that the
man Jesus is continuous in existence with the divine Logos. As
Bultmann puts it, ‘“The hearer overcomes the offence. .. through
believing that God meets him in the claim of this man’.3¢ However,
the evangelist has not left it there, for he also presents us with
another portrait contrasting with the first: this is the story, seen
through the eyes of unbelief, of Jesus son of Joseph as a man who
blasphemously claims to be God. Thus the gospel's two stories
correspond with the two different assessments which faith, and the
lack of faith, will independently reach in an encounter with the man
Jesus.

This means that it is not the reality of Jesus’ humanity which is in
dispute: followers and opponents of Jesus alike recognize that he is
Joseph’s son and comes from Nazareth in Galilee,”” and speak of
him quite naturally as a man.3® This constitutes the ‘given’, that is,
what is obvious to all about Jesus. What matters, and where we
encounter the gospel’s two ‘stories’, is the interpretation put upon the
words and deeds of this man such that, to quote A.T. Hanson, ‘what
means one thing to outsiders means something else also to believers’.>

What does the man of faith see in Jesus? His perspective will be
governed by his acquisition of the spiritual sight, hearing and
knowledge of one ‘born anew’ through the faith which alone sees the
Kingdom of God.*’ He will identify Jesus as the Son of man, the
unique mediator between God and man, and thus the sole means of
eternal life.*! He will recognize that Jesus cannot be convicted of sin,
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for he speaks the words of God, does God’s will, and is sent by
God.* Jesus for him will be the Messiah, the true Son of God and
his king.* Because he recognizes that Jesus is the Saviour of the
world who is now working with God in the creation of new men, the
life and the life-giver, the revealer of God, the light of the world, and
the truth,* the man of faith will, with the evangelist, identify Jesus
as the pre-existent Logos.®’ In his view, therefore, Jesus’ claims to
divinity and to an eternal existence with God are entirely justified.*

The man of faith, it seems, has understood correctly what is
indicated in the signs and will, therefore, not take offence at the
reality of the cross*’ but will see its true significance. Accordingly, at
the point where the man Jesus is most deeply humiliated and
degraded, the eye of faith alone will perceive in Jesus’ human
suffering his supreme revelation of that glory which he has possessed
throughout his incarnate life.*® Faith thus attains its object, not by
looking away from the man Jesus, but by perceiving the 86&a Ogod
revealed in his flesh.* It thus perceives precisely in, and not apart
from, this very real humanity the creative and revelatory work of the
divine pre-existent Logos.® While fully accepting the ‘given’, that is,
that the person he has encountered is indeed the son of Joseph,
nevertheless faith is able to perceive ‘something else also’ in Jesus’
words and deeds: his identity as the divine pre-existent Logos.

We are able also to distinguish a quite different portrait of Jesus.
Here the evangelist deliberately depicts Jesus as he appears from the
standpoint of the man who lacks faith, Such a man will judge
‘according to the flesh’ or ‘by appearances’, which judgment, Jesus
warns, ‘is of no avail’.’! To judge by appearances is the equivalent of
being ‘from below’ and ‘of this world’ which is ultimately doomed,’?
and this implies a lack of spiritual sight, hearing, and knowledge of
God, and an ambition to seek nothing but the glory of men and to
labour for ‘the food which perishes’.’? The story of Jesus as told from
this viewpoint is of a man who is a Sabbath-breaker and destroyer of
the Temple, who speaks incomprehensibly of second birth from the
womb, of the eating of his flesh, and of killing himself.** He claims
wisdom beyond his learning, is demon-possessed, shows insolence to
the High Priest, and is no more than a sinner and an evildoer.’> He
possesses no credentials which would justify a claim to be from God,
even his claim to Messiahship is false because he does not conform to
certain traditions about the Messiah.’® Since, therefore, neither
Jesus nor the Father to whom he claims to bear witness can be
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identified,”’ he is indeed no more than a man who, when he speaks of
a divine existence which makes him greater than Abraham and the
prophets, can be regarded only as a blasphemer.’® Jesus’ death on
the cross is thus not only a well-deserved punishment for blasphemy
but is even politically expedient, for in his popularity with the crowds
this man represents a potential threat to the safety of the nation.*

Note that in this story, as in the previous one, the humanity of
Jesus is not in question. But whereas the man Jesus son of Joseph is
as much the subject of this portrait as he was of the first, it is obvious
that here he is seen as a false pretender to something which the first
portrait was prepared to include: his identity as the divine Logos.
This means that for John the humanity of the incarnate Logos has a
very specialized role: it can either become the single factor about him
which destroys the credibility of his claim to divinity; or it can
provide for faith the key which will unlock the door to eternal life.
The disparity between the two portraits stems, therefore, from a
difference of approach: in the second case the vital element of faith is
lacking which alone would have perceived the operation of the divine
Logos in his very real humanity, and consequently Jesus is here
rejected as a blasphemer.

From the juxtaposition of these two portraits springs the gospel’s
distinctive irony as, in the narrative, Jesus’ opponents constantly fail
to perceive in his words and deeds what the faith of the evangelist
knows to be true. Here, once more, we see the evangelist carrying out
his stated purpose, for in highlighting in this way the contrast
between these two understandings of Jesus, he makes it clear which
of the two he intends his readers to choose.

We must now sum up the findings of this paper and draw some
conclusions.

Conclustons

If we are to attempt an assessment of John’s Christology we are
faced with the paradox that Jesus in this gospel is presented as being
fully God and fully man, and moreover we have recognized that this
is a paradox which seems to defy resolution. But the need to resolve
the paradox does not arise if we take into account that the Johannine
presentation of Jesus is orientated towards the evangelist’s purpose to
bring his readers to faith. We then see that it is precisely the claim to
divinity of Jesus son of Joseph which challenges all who encounter
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him to acceptance or rejection, and that their reaction to his
challenge will mean for them salvation or condemnation. Moreover,
this is the challenge which, the evangelist intends, will provoke his
readers to that same decision. Nevertheless, his gospel is no less
genuinely a call to faith, for even though his objective is to bring his
readers to that point where they must decide for or against Jesus, he
never fails to indicate to them that their decision of acceptance in
faith is what he would wish. He achieves this by treating ironically
every understanding of Jesus’ words and deeds which is reached by
those who do not believe in him. By this means he enables his readers
to understand that faith alone will find revealed in the genuine
humanity of Jesus that truth which is essential for salvation, namely,
that Jesus son of Joseph is none other than the incarnation of the
divine pre-existent Logos.

If we accept these arguments then we must conclude that the
unique Johannine presentation of Jesus, remarkable though it is,
cannot be adequately understood except in the light of the evangelist’s
purpose. This is because for John his paradoxical Christology is not
of interest as a separate phenomenon to be analysed or explained
away, and his two portraits, in which he contrasts what is seen in
Christ by the light of faith with what is imagined about him in the
darkness of unbelief, represent no mere exercise of literary talent. On
the contrary, all of this has its motivation in the evangelist’s
overriding concern to bring his readers to understand and accept the
faith which he himself holds. And so he continues to seek from them
that insight of faith which alone will recognize in the person of Jesus,
the son of Joseph, that the divine pre-existent Logos has indeed
entered human history.
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