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Abstract
Recently, and within a very short period of time, several studies have 
appeared that have sought to influence the current direction of 
research on the so-called “Johannine Community” debate, especially 
as it concerns the methods and models used in reconstructing 
elements of John’s audience. This article functions as an addendum 
to an earlier piece that surveyed approaches to the “Johannine 
Community” starting with J. L. Martyn’s influential work in 1968 
and intended to bring the reader up-to-date on recent research 
(Cirafesi 2014). However, due to the rapid rate of publication, that 
piece was unable to treat three important works that are related in 
different ways to the debate. The present article, therefore, represents 
a critical review of these works, and suggests that Johannine 
scholarship is rightly heading in a direction that favours a broad, 
non-sectarian understanding of the Fourth Gospel’s audience. The 
article intends to advance the debate through critical interaction with 
the methodologies used in these studies, offering in certain places 
alternative readings of ancient sources and proposing new analytical 
categories. The overarching aim is thus to assert the basic correctness 
of the non-local/non-geographical approach to gospel audiences, 
especially John’s.
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1 Introduction

Over the course of the last fifty years, few topics within New Testament 
scholarship have been debated more intensely and frequently than the 
audience of John’s Gospel. Rate of publication has been so rapid that my 
recent article surveying the Johannine Community hypothesis from 
“1968-Present” (Cirafesi 2014) was outdated before it was even in print. 
In an effort to bring the reader further up-to-date on scholarship deemed 
influential for study of the so-called “Johannine Community,” this article 
critically reviews three contributions that have appeared approximately 
within the last two years and have challenged the methodological 
directions of much past research.

2 Critical Appraisals of Recent Research

2.1 Richard Last ’s “Communities That Write”

Addressing the gospels as a whole, Richard Last’s 2012 article, published 
in New Testament Studies, is the most recent study of significance, 
attempting to counter Richard Bauckham’s paradigm shifting work in The 
Gospels for All Christians (1998). The article’s main contribution lies in 
its bringing to bear upon the gospel communities debate recent research 
into Graeco-Roman associations, particularly as advanced in the work of 
J. S. Kloppenborg, R. S. Ascough, and P. Harland. The core of Last’s 
argument is that, contrary to the “Gospels for all Christians” theory of 
Bauckham et al., evidence from Graeco-Roman associations shows that 
ancient communities—including the analogous early Christ-groups— 
produced their writings communally and wrote very much out of their own 
self-interests, understanding their audiences to be restricted narrowly to 
members of that particular community (see, e.g., Last 2012, 175-176). 
Drawing primarily upon epigraphical evidence, Last suggests that the 
narratives left behind by these associations reflect their interest in 
recounting their own communal histories, while their other writings, such 
as bylaws and decrees, “were composed for the collective good of the 
community” (p. 176).

To support these claims, Last’s study proceeds in several stages. 
The first revolves around his need to establish the legitimacy of comparing 
early Christ-groups and their literature to Graeco-Roman associations in
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the first place (pp. 176-178). Here Last prudently admits two 
methodological difficulties facing his comparative analysis. One difficulty 
involves the fact that we simply do not know enough about the early 
Christ-groups responsible for the production of the gospels to label them 
“associations” with any certainty. Despite this admission, Last points to 
evidence from several ancient sources that supposedly puts the 
resemblance between the two groups on “solid ground” (p. 178). For 
example, he cites Pliny the Younger’s representation of Christian groups 
as hetaeriae (Ep. 10.96), a term regularly used to describe associations; 
Lucian’s identification of Christianity as a “new mystery” (καινήν 
τελετήν) and of its leaders as θιασάρχης, προστάτης, and other association 
titles (Peregr. 11); Celsus’s comment that Christians established “secret 
societies” (Origen, Cels. 1.1); and Eusebius’ description of Christians as 
θιασώται (Hist. eccl. 1.3.12; Last 2012, 178).

The second methodological difficulty Last admits is that association 
writings—their narratives, bylaws, and honorary decrees—are not 
generally analogous to the gospels. While he never answers it straight on, 
Last poses the question: “What do these kinds of writings have to do with 
gospel audiences? The significance of bylaws, decrees, and association 
narratives is that they were written by communities analogous to (or the 
same as) Christ-groups and therefore inform us of the ways and reasons

כ׳

that these communities took part in writing” (Last 2012, 178). Last then 
redirects his argument towards an engagement with the gerne-based 
approach to gospel audiences, which is developed most thoroughly in the 
work of Richard Burridge (Last 2012, 178-181; see Burridge 1992 [rev.

2 One wonders whether the raison d’être of this difficulty lies in the very likely 
possibility that “groups,” as Last understands them, were not in fact responsible for the 
production of the gospels. Last is quite dismissive of this point, and simply appeals to a 
supposed “scholarly consensus” that the gospels were produced within communities (see 
pp. 174-175 and n. 7). Further, the problem I see with Last’s argument here is that he is 
attempting to compare to associations not early Christian groups in general but rather 
“gospel communities” specifically (p. 178). However, the very existence of “gospel 
communities” is precisely what is under dispute and thus should not be used in the 
comparison. In other words, Last’s argument would appear to be upon “solid ground” if 
he restricted his comparison to associations and, say, Pauline churches, where there is a 
more clearly discernible “community” element in Paul’s letters. This seems to be what 
Last has in fact done in some of his other work (see Last 2013).

3 One may note that there are a number of assumptions in this statement by Last, the 
most significant ones being that associations are analogous to early Christ-groups, and 
that the gospels were composed by communities.
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ed. 2004], 1998). His two major criticisms of this approach are (1) that the 
gerne of the gospels (biography) says very little about their intended 
audiences, and (2) that “the intended audience of communal writings was 
not determined solely (or at all) by gerne . . . [Communities wrote 
everything, regardless of gerne, in the interest of their group’s preservation 
and values” (p. 180).4

After his criticisms of Burridge,5 Last moves into the heart of his 
article and presents the ancient data from association narratives (pp. 182- 
187) as well as from bylaws and honorary decrees (pp. 188-193).6 The

4 David Lamb is undoubtedly correct when he says in a footnote that Last is overly 
dismissive of Burridge ,s biography-based approach to gospel audiences (Lamb 2014, 20 
n. 73). Further, although he cites him on p. 174 n. 5, Last has not given enough serious 
attention to the work of Justin M. Smith (2007; 2010), which addresses both of these 
issues. In his 2007 article, Smith proposes four categories of sub-genre and audience, 
which he believes has potential application to the canonical gospels: (1) ancient-definite, 
(2) contemporary-definite, (3) ancient-indefinite and (4) contemporary-indefinite. The 
ancient/contemporary distinction refers to whether or not the subject of the biography 
existed within the author’s living memory, and the definite/indefinite distinction refers 
to whether or not the biography was intended for a definite audience. For Smith, 
however, even “definite” biographies were probably never intended for very restricted 
audiences or “communities” (see Smith 2007, 203-211; see also Smith 2010). Smith’s 
monograph-length study, to appear in 2015, promises to advance this trajectory.

5 Last’s almost exclusive engagement with Burridge leads to a neglect of other 
evidence for and contributions to the “Gospels for all Christians” theory. For example, 
he never addresses the issues of book production and circulation within early 
Christianity, travel and communication between early Christian churches, hermeneutics, 
or gospel relations (on these, see the essays in Bauckham 1998).

6 On pp. 185-187, Last attempts to buttress his treatment of the data from associations 
with evidence from other narratives about community founders written “within Judean 
associations and directed toward narrow audiences . . .” (p. 185). The examples he uses 
are the “pseudepigraphic” books of Jubilees and Joseph and Aseneth. Time and space 
prevent a comprehensive critique of this facet of Last’s argument, but I mention two 
points here. Firstly, Last presents these texts as if they provide clarifying evidence for 
his theory about the existence of gospel communities. Yet both Jub. and Jos. Asen, are 
just as ambiguous regarding their origins and audiences as the gospels are, which 
explains why scholars are just as divided about these issues as they pertain to Jub. and 
Jos. Asen. In other words, these texts are worthy of comparison with the gospels only if 
they are approached with the same fundamental hermeneutical bias that they were 
written by communities about their founder for narrow audiences. Secondly, Last’s 
particular use of Jos. Asen, as evidence for his theory and his dependence upon Gideon 
Bohak’s (1996) interpretation are problematic. Last presents Bohak’s study, in which 
Jos. Asen, is a historical allegory about a Jewish community in connection with Onias’s 
temple in Heliopolis (2d cent. B.C.E.), as a “convincing case” (p. 186), but he never
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two ideas he stresses are, firstly, that these association texts—especially 
the narratives—are written about and for specific communities, with the 
intention of recounting the community’s collective history and identity in

n

relation to its god; and secondly, he contends that association bylaws and 
decrees are particularly good ancient examples of the collaborative writing 
process, in which an entire association gave its input and approval for the 
production of a text.7 8 In view, then, of the parallel between associations 
and Christ-groups, Last believes we can assume that early Christ-groups 
practised similar writing habits. This leads to the conclusion that the 
gospels were indeed written by, for, and about specific communities and 
certainly not “all Christians.” The remaining two very short sections of his 
article are devoted to demonstrating how gospel narratives reflect gospel 
communities—although most of Last’s attention is oddly given to non- 
gospel texts, that is, Acts and Paul—and how the gospels came to be 
distributed widely at a later time (pp. 193-197). On p. 194, Last makes his 
only comment about John’s Gospel, which is a favourable citation of 
Brown (1979): “R. Brown suggests that before the Fourth Gospel was 
composed its community was expelled from Judean synagogues, an event 
that they wrote into their Jesus story (see 9.22; 16.2).”9

I focus my criticism upon the two major methodological difficulties 
that Last himself admits his study must overcome. Firstly, Last’s reading 
of the ancient sources to establish the alleged parallel between “gospel 
communities” and associations lacks nuance and is, at points, misleading 
in terms of the level of clarity he attributes to these texts. For example, it is 
not at all clear that Pliny’s statement in Ep. 10.96 is, strictly speaking, a

acknowledges that Bohak’s view has been seriously questioned and rejected by a 
number of scholars, for example, Kraemer (1998); Humphrey (1999); Nickelsburg 
(2005); Aheame-Kroll (2005); Standhartinger (1996, 2014). Further, Last seems to lack 
awareness of the range of critical issues surrounding Jos. Asen, that have been, and 
continue to be, intensely debated, e.g., its date and provenance, its genre, and its 
enigmatic manuscript tradition (see Standhartinger 2014 for a survey of these issues). 
Each of these issues is relevant for understanding how, if at all, Jos. Asen, might impact 
the gospel communities debate.

7 Some examples he gives are: IG XI/4 1299 (166 B.C.E.); Sylf 985 (1st cent.
B. C.E.); I.Tralleis 1 (2d or 3d cent. C.E.); IG II2 1366 (2d or 3d cent. C.E.).

8 Some examples he gives are: IG II2 1369 (2d cent. C.E.); IG II2 1368.80 (164/5
C. E.); SEG 31.122 (early 2d cent. C.E.);/GII2 1324.11-20.

9 This citation demonstrates a lack of engagement with scholarship that would 
undermine and run contrary to Brown’s (now dated) community model—e.g., the much 
older J. A. T. Robinson (1976, 272-275); and the more recent Klink (2008, 99-118; 
2009, 175-184).
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“depiction of Christian groups as hetaeriae” (“political associations”). In 
this passage, Pliny, who is narrating to Trajan his first encounters with 
Christianity, tells the emperor of his procedure for interrogating those 
accused of being Christians. Some, he says, admitted that they had been 
Christians but were no longer so. One of the practices of this particular 
group of people, Pliny says, was that they would “partake of food—but 
ordinary and innocent food.” He goes on to say, however, that “even this, 
they affirmed, they had ceased to do after my edict by which, in 
accordance with your [Trajan’s] instructions, I had forbidden political 
associations (hetaeriae).” In other words, Pliny, who at the time likely had 
no prior knowledge of Christianity, had issued a prohibition meant to 
regulate certain practices of food consumption within various hetaeriae. 
However, even though Christians, in distinction from the hetaeriae, were 
not in violation of this edict in the first place—for their food was 
“ordinary” and “innocent”—they gave up their practice anyway in an 
effort to pre-empt the possibility of being perceived as hetaeriae. Thus, 
while Christians appear themselves to have heeded (perhaps needlessly) 
the edict Pliny intended for hetaeriae specifically, it does not follow that 
Pliny is here depicting Christ-groups in general as hetaeriae. In fact, after 
torturing two female slaves who were called “deaconesses,” Pliny himself 
seems to declare just the opposite, that instead of a political association he 
found Christianity to be a “depraved, excessive superstition,” a 
superstition, however, that was spreading rapidly through the cities, 
villages, and farms.

In contrast to Last’s interpretation, Lucian’s depiction of 
Christianity in Peregr. 11 as a “new mystery” (or “new mystic cult”) could 
very well be interpreted as a reference to Christianity as an entire 
movement, not to individual local Christ-groups. That is, in this text 
Lucian presents Christianity holistically as a cultic phenomenon 
introduced to the world by Jesus himself, not as distinct phenomena 
resembling local associations within the Roman world. Furthermore, 
Last’s assertion that Lucian depicts leaders (note the plural) within the 
early Christian movement through the use of association terms such as 
θιασάρχης and προστάτης is inaccurate, since Lucian in fact uses these 
words to describe the single subject of his biography, the Cynic 
philosopher Peregrinus. In recounting Peregrinus’s temporary coming over 
to Christianity, Lucian describes him as a “prophet and cult-leader 
(θιασάρχης),” and narrates his work among Christians who revered him,
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as a god, made use of him as a lawgiver, and set him down as a 
protector (προστάτην), next after, to be sure, whom they still 
worship, the man who was crucified in Palestine because he 
introduced this new cult (καινήν ταύτην τελετήν) to the world.
(trans. Harmon, LCL)

This text should not be used, then, to establish the manner in which early 
Christ-group leaders where depicted as a whole. Instead, Lucian, rather 
than describing Peregrinus as simply another leader within the Christ- 
group movement, means to juxtapose his subject with Jesus himself. To 
my knowledge, no other early Christ-group leader is depicted as a “god” 
and “lawgiver,” nor is considered as standing “next after” the man Jesus. 
Thus, based on this passage, if Lucian indeed perceives Christianity as an 
association, it is on the level of Christianity as a whole and not as a 
movement comprised of individual isolated communities.10 Even if Lucian 
understands the Christ-group movement as numerically rather small, in 
Peregr. 11 he gives no indication that he views the internal structure of the 
movement as constituting disparate communities that were geographically 
confined and relationally constricted.

A similar argument can be made regarding Last’s use of Origen, 
Cels. 1.1; Last assumes that Origen is speaking of Christianity in terms of 
isolated communities rather than Christianity as an entire movement. In his 
critique of Celsus, Origen certainly does not deny the fact that Christians 
formed “associations” (συνθήκας). The issue for him is Celsus’s 
accusation that these associations are somehow violations of Roman public 
law (τον κοινόν νόμον) and cast disrepute on the Christian faith.11 Origen

10 In citing Pliny and Lucian as Roman outsiders, Last does not fully appreciate the 
significance of the critical interpretative question: “from who’s perspective?” It is one 
thing to say that Christ-groups were perceived as associations by outsiders, but it is quite 
another to say that the early Christ-followers perceived themselves that way and thus 
engaged in association practices (e.g., writing). Last may be trying to pre-empt this 
criticism by his citing Christian writers such as Origen and Eusebius, but for these 
texts—which are from the third and fourth centuries C.E., respectively—the problem of 
perception still stands.

11 This makes Last’s comparison somewhat odd, since, while Celsus accuses Christians 
of forming συνθήκας κρύβδην (“secret associations”), he goes on to say that these sorts 
of associations stand in violation of Roman law. The question, then, is: does this text 
from Origen speak about Christ-groups resembling an association markedly different 
from public (and legal) associations in the Graeco-Roman world, that is, the ones with 
which Last wants to compare early Christ-groups? Last is unclear on the relation
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responds by attempting to rationalise the formation of such associations in 
terms of their acting as a unifying defence for Christians against pagan 
laws and the tyranny of the devil:

Christians . . . form leagues [συνθήκας] contrary to the laws of the 
devil, against his power, and for the safety of those others whom 
they may succeed in persuading to revolt from a government 
which is, as it were, “Scythian,” and despotic, (trans. Roberts and 
Donaldson)

Therefore, rather than to presenting early Christ-groups as “secret 
societies” that were somehow in competition with and/or largely in 
isolation from each other, this passage portrays the associations of 
Christians as a means of unifying like-minded people (note Origen’s use of 
the phrase τούς τα αύτα αύτφ φρονοΰντας) who wish to revolt against the 
devil and protect those they persuade to join their ranks.

Last’s citation of Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.3.12 and the use of 
θιασώται is odd and could even be seen to contradict his own argument. 
Eusebius uses the word θιασώταις here to describe all Christians as 
followers of Christ, not as members confined to their local group or 
association:

And as himself the true and only Christ of God, he has filled the 
whole earth with the truly august and sacred name of “Christians,” 
committing to his followers (θιασώταις) no longer types and 
images, but the uncovered virtues themselves, and a heavenly life 
in the very doctrines of truth.

Even though an association term is used to depict Christians (θιασώται),
the description here is rather clearly of a trans-local movement, namely,

12one involving “the whole earth” and thus all of its followers. *

between secret (and thus illegal) associations and public (and thus legal) associations, 
and where he wishes to situate early Christ-groups among them.

12 It is peculiar that Last marshals evidence from Eusebius for his theory that early 
Christ-groups resembled associations, when other passages from Eusebius would seem 
to contradict this theory. For example, as noted above, Last essentially assumes that the 
gospels were not composed by individuals but rather by communities. Evidence from 
Eusebius, however, conflicts with this assumption. See, e.g., Hist. eccl. 2.15.1-2; 2.16.1; 
3.39.14-17; 6.14.5-7, where Eusebius attributes the origins of the gospels to individual 
authors. From this angle, one wonders whether Last is guilty of special pleading.
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The second point of criticism is that the evidence from association 
writings that Last proffers, especially the narratives, is fundamentally 
different from what we possess in the gospels, both in terms of their 
content and materiality. For example, Last draws attention to the self- 
reflexive subject matter of IG XI/4 1299, an inscription from 166 B.C.E., 
which he says is typical language of association narratives, namely, the use 
of phrases referring to their god and their community. However, this is

13precisely the type of language the New Testament gospels lack. 
Furthermore, Last never addresses the range of issues related to the 
material aspects of the evidence. Most of the data from associations he 
discusses are short inscriptions. This stands in stark contrast to the extant 
evidence for the gospels, which indicates that these texts only ever 
circulated as relatively long documents written with ink on either papyrus 
or parchment and found for the most part in the form of a codex. While the 
social and functional implications of these material differences are 
numerous (see Parker 2008, 17), just a few are noteworthy. The most 
fundamental differences between the use of inscriptions and the use of 
papyri involve the issues of permanence, mobility, and ease of distribution 
and circulation. Whereas inscriptions were permanent yet immobile and 
generally much more difficult to distribute and circulate broadly, papyri 
were ephemeral yet mobile and generally much easier to distribute and 
circulate (Bagnall 1995, 9-10).13 14 From this perspective, it certainly makes 
sense that association writings—which were indeed, as Last says, written 
by, for, and about specific communities—predominately took the form of 
fixed and immobile inscriptions. Regardless of when they were actually 
penned, we have no evidence that the gospels were ever fixed in this 
material manner. Instead, the evidence points in the direction of their being 
written down on papyrus (or parchment) from the start and incorporated, 
perhaps very early on, into the use of the codex (Parker 2008, 13-20).

13 Perhaps the closest parallel to “self reflexive subject matter” in the gospels is from 
John 21:24-25, where we see the in-breaking of the narrator via the use of the first 
person singular and plural: “This is the disciple who testifies about these things and has 
written these things, and we know that his testimony is true. There are many other things 
that Jesus did. If every one of them were written down, I suppose the whole world 
would not have room for the books that would be written.”

14 The ancient perspective on the ephemerality of papyrus is supremely displayed by 
the fact that dozens of papyri, famously discovered at Oxyrhynchus, were found 
essentially in a garbage dump (see chs. 1 and 2 in Parsons 2007). The use of papyrus in 
the writing of letters, business contracts, and other sorts of documents needing the 
ability to travel over a certain distance demonstrates ease of circulation and distribution.
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Unlike for association inscriptions, this would have provided the much 
longer texts of the gospels with a more functional mode of production and 
with ease of mobility and distribution, a point which coincides nicely with 
a broad, if not an “all Christians,” theory of gospel audiences.15

In my view, the conclusion regarding Last’s work is that—while 
certainly creative and provocative in its approach—it leaves too many 
unresolved issues and unanswered questions to be considered persuasive. 
The parallels he identifies between supposed “gospel communities” and 
Graeco-Roman associations, and between their writing practices, are quite 
strained and sufficiently weak to undermine both his methodology and 
hypothesis. I agree that certain evidence from Graeco-Roman associations 
has great potential to function heuristically in the work of reconstructing 
socio-historical elements of early Christianity, particularly the institutional 
origins of Pauline churches. However, I remain unconvinced that the 
evidence Last presents us with is all that helpful for the study of gospel 
origins and audiences, specifically those of the Gospel of John.16 17

2.2 Jonathan Bernier’s Aposynagögos and the Historical Jesus in 
John

Jonathan Bernier’s 2013 monograph on the Johannine expulsion passages 
represents a project of a fundamentally different methodological 
orientation from prior work on the topic. The study is far more concerned 
than previous scholarship has been with the development of a philosophy 
of history adequate for the task of making historical judgments. While the 
book does not set out to address the existence of a “Johannine 
Community” directly, it does address straight on what has been the 
evidential centre-piece of nearly every reconstruction of a “Johannine

17Community” since J. L. Martyn’s influential 1968 study, namely the

15 On the formation and distribution of early Christian books, see Gamble (1995); 
Alexander (1998); and Kruger (2013). This point, of course, is not meant to settle 
decisively the issue of the material differences, but rather is to point out the fact that 
Last certainly needs to address this fundamental issue.

16 See the recent monograph by Vine (2014) on the audience of Matthew’s Gospel, in 
which the author highlights many of the methodological and theoretical problems facing 
scholars, like Last, who still wish to posit various gospel community reconstructions.

17 For a survey of these reconstructions, see Cirafesi (2014). Bernier bifurcates the 
history of scholarship on the topic since the time of Martyn into scholars of the classical 
Martynian perspective and those of the neo-Martynian perspective. While both 
perspectives see the expulsion passages as not recounting events that happened during
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historicity of the άποσυνάγωγος passages (John 9:22; 12:42; 16:2). 
Bernier’s central argument is that, contrary to the common claim that these 
passages are anachronistically inserted into the time of Jesus’ ministry and 
reflect a later period in the history of the “Johannine Community” (usually 
ca. 80-90 C.E.), it is historically probable that the events recorded in these 
texts did indeed take place during Jesus’ lifetime (Bernier 2013, 12). If 
Bernier’s thesis is considered persuasive, then the evidential basis for 
many traditional “Johannine Community” reconstructions would be 
essential removed.

Bernier organises his study into four chapters that progressively 
build to a fifth in which he lays out clearly his judgment of probability on 
the historicity of the expulsion passages. In Chapter 1 (see esp. pp. 23-26), 
he articulates the hermeneutical tradition to which his study is indebted, 
namely the critical realist epistemology of Roman Catholic philosopher 
and theologian Bernard Lonergan and (especially) New Testament scholar 
Ben F. Meyer (see Lonergan 1971; Meyer 1989; Meyer 2002). Like 
Meyer, Bernier distances his study from the traditional criteria approach to 
the study of the historical Jesus, preferring the use of “indices of 
historicity” instead of “criteria” and employing Meyer’s model of “direct” 
and “oblique” patterns of inference for making historical judgments 
(Bernier 2013, 23).18 At the heart of both patterns is the notion of 
intentionality. With direct inferences, the intention of the writer can be 
explicitly defined; thus, if the writer intends a level of factuality about a 
particular event, is plausibly knowledgeable about it, and there is no 
reason to suspect the writer of fraud, then historicity may be inferred. 
Oblique inferences, on the other hand, do not depend upon an author’s 
defined intention but are obtained by approaching the narrative only 
indirectly (Bernier 2013, 24; Meyer 2002, 85; see note 17 above).

the life of Jesus, the neo-Martynian tradition suggests that formal expulsion of 
Christians from the synagogue never happened at all, let alone at a later time.

18 Here Bernier also refers to Keith (2011) and Keith and LeDonne (2012), which are 
the most recent studies that have called into question the “criteria approach” to Jesus 
studies. On the surface of it, Meyer’s use of “oblique inferences” seems to come rather 
close terminologically to the traditional “criteria,” since, for making such inferences, he 
proposes seven “indices of historicity”: Discontinuity, Originality, Personal Idiom, 
Resistive Form, Multiple Attestation, Multiform Attestation, and Aramaic Substratum 
(Meyer 2002, 87). However, for Meyer (and for Bernier), the all-important difference 
between a “criterion” and an “index” is that, in contrast to “criterion,” the presence of a 
particular “index” favours historicity but its absence does not immediately imply a 
judgment of non-historicity (Meyer 2002, 87).
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In Chapters 2-4, Bernier employs his oblique patterns of inference 
by considering the Johannine expulsion passages within the contexts of the 
ancient synagogue (eh. 2), Jesus’ messianic identity in John (eh. 3), and 
John’s imperial setting (eh. 4). Within each of these contexts, Bernier 
argues that a judgment of plausibility regarding the historicity of the 
aposynagögos passages is warranted. However, in Chapter 5, Bernier 
employs a direct pattern of inference and pushes his argument one step 
further through an analysis of several Johannine texts (John 1:14; 2:19-22; 
14:26; 19:35; 20:30-31; 21:24-25; and 1 John 1:1-3) that frame John’s 
relationship to history and indicate that John indeed intends factuality in 
recounting the events, was plausibly knowledgeable about them, and need 
not be suspicious of fraud (Bernier 2013, 114-132). The conclusion, then, 
is that the Johannine expulsion passages are not simply historically 
plausible but are rather historically probable.

While Bernier’s thesis is convincing, in many ways it is not unique. 
For example, J. A. T. Robinson argued in 1976 that there is no likely 
reason to believe that the Johannine aposynagögos passages do not recount 
events of Jesus’ lifetime. He likewise cast severe doubt upon the use of the 
Birkat ha-Minim as the historical context for the contemporary experience 
of the “Johannine Community,” describing Martyn’s reconstruction of the 
history of the Fourth Gospel as “highly imaginative” (Robinson 1976, 
272-275, here 273; see also Klink 2008, 2009; Wright 2009). Further, one 
of the strongest arguments posed by Robinson—which Bernier’s study 
does not mention but would have benefited from—is that the experience of 
being driven out or expelled from the synagogue or some other Jewish 
gathering is a concept not entirely unique to John’s Gospel, even though 
the technical term άποσυνάγωγος is. For example, Robinson identified 
parallels in some of the exclusion passages of the Qumran literature,19 20 and 
suggested that material from Luke-Acts also reflects conceptual overlap 
with the Johannine passages. Regardless of whether it qualifies as a 
distinct “oblique pattern of inference,” the strength of this argument is that 
it sets the Johannine expulsion accounts firmly within the broader socio- 
religious context of early Jewish and Christian experience.

A second point to note is that Bernier is at times unclear on his 
application of Meyer’s “oblique patterns of inference.” For Meyer, oblique

19 For example, IQS 5.18; 6.24-7.25; 8.16, 22; and CD 9.23.
20 See, e.g., Luke 4:29; 6:22; Acts 7:58; 13:45-50; 14:2-6, 19; 17:5-9, 13; 18:6, 12- 

17. See also 1 Thess 2:14ff., events which are described in Acts 9:29 and perhaps also in 
22:18.
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patterns are seen to yield inferences of historicity but these patterns are 
understood to derive from the various indices that Meyer proposes: 
Discontinuity, Originality, Personal Idiom, Resistive Form, Multiple 
Attestation, Multiform Attestation, and Aramaic Substratum (Meyer 2002, 
85-87; see n. 17 above). As far as I can tell, while Bernier seeks to employ 
these types of patterns by drawing upon the data of ancient synagogues, 
Jesus’ messianic identity in John, and John’s imperial setting, he does not 
seem to situate these patterns as derivative of their respective indices. In 
other words, based upon which of Meyer’s proposed indices does Bernier 
infer historicity when discussing ancient synagogues, Jesus’ messianic 
identity, and Roman Empire? This point does not invalidate Bernier’s 
judgment of plausibility for the expulsion passages, but it does suggest that 
he has made an important step in Meyer’s methodology less than obvious 
for his readers.

Despite these criticisms, Bernier’s study is remarkable for at least 
three reasons. Firstly, it exposes the foundational historical and 
hermeneutical problems with Martyn’s two-level reading strategy, at the 
centre of which stands the question of the historicity of the Johannine 
expulsion passages. Secondly, and conversely, Bernier puts a one-level 
reading strategy of John’s Gospel on quite solid hermeneutical and 
historical ground. He does this by rightly prioritising the textual evidence
of John rather than an allegorically constructed “Johannine Community”

22standing behind the text. Thirdly, by stressing the importance of the 
epistemological category of intentionality within a critical realist 
framework, the book advances an understanding of the mutual relationship

21 According to this strategy, John’s Gospel is to be read (1) on the level of Jesus’ 
earthly life, and (2) on the level of the contemporary circumstances of the “Johannine 
Community” (Martyn 1979, 15-21; see Cirafesi 2014, 174-175). This two-level reading 
strategy has most recently been employed in Ashton (2014). In exposing Martyn’s 
skewed hermeneutical approach to history, Bernier has quite rightly appreciated the full 
force of Francis Watson’s critique of the community approach to the gospels. Watson 
argues that, at the heart of it, community criticism is a biased hermeneutical—or better 
yet, theological—program that de-historicizes the gospels as evidence for Jesus, but at 
the same time favours an allegorical reading that imbues them with the history of their 
respective communities (see Watson 1998, 195-218).

22 The history of the community (Gemeindegeschichte) was, of course, the 
hermeneutical centre-piece for 19th and 20th-century form critics such as J. Wellhausen, 
M. Debelius, and R. Bultmann.
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23between history and theology in John’s Gospel (see esp. eh. 5). The 
outcome is that the study philosophically problématisés any approach that 
is uncritically suspicious of John’s intention to recount factually the events 
of Jesus’ life, especially the expulsion events. Admittedly, even if the 
expulsion passages are deemed historical, such a judgment does not 
immediately disprove the existence of a “Johannine Community.” It does, 
however, suggest that interpretive recourse to an alleged community 
standing behind these passages is no longer necessary to explain the texts 
and, therefore, can no longer be assumed. Instead, the passages may very 
well be interpreted as simply recording Jesus’ own conflict with the 
religious leaders of his day rather than referring allegorically to a later 
Jewish-Christian community in conflict with the synagogue.

2.3 David Lamb ’s Text, Context and the Johannine Community

David Lamb’s sociolinguistic analysis of the Johannine literature marks 
another distinct methodological turn in the “Johannine Community” 
debate. Looking to the functional linguistic theory of register—especially 
as articulated in the works of M. A. K. Halliday and Douglas Biber— 
Lamb attempts to develop a heuristic model for relating a text to its social 
context (Lamb 2014, 27-28). In this sense, his study coincides rather 
closely with the aims of Bernier and represents a growing concern among 
scholars for prioritising the text of John’s Gospel itself in the 
reconstruction of the Gospel’s audience. Lamb’s fundamental contention is 
that an analysis of the interpersonal linguistic structure of the Johannine

23 Bernier’s understanding of the Johannine synthesis of history and theology is 
generally in line with the trajectories set in Byrskog (2001); Anderson, Just, and 
Thatcher (2007, 2009); and Bauckham (2006, 2007).

24 The reader will note that, as one who has done work in modern linguistic approaches 
to the NT, I have a particular interest in Lamb’s model, and so give more detailed 
criticisms of his work.

25 At its most fundamental level, register theory in Hallidayan terms refers to the idea 
that, in every instance of language use, language users situate themselves in relation to 
(1) other possible linguistic behaviours available to them within their linguistic system, 
and (2) their social context (see Halliday 1978, 32; Porter 2000, 198). The essential 
principle is that language variation determines and is determined by its use in particular 
contexts of situation or “situation types,” which involve the exchange of meanings 
between both Senders and Recipients. Thus, the idea is that if register theory is applied 
to John’s Gospel, it may allow the interpreter to explain the Gospel’s linguistic structure 
in terms of a plausible communicative situation type between author and audience and 
to offer a linguistic profile that allows for a reconstructable Johannine audience.
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literature—that is, the features of John’s language that construct the social 
roles and relations of author and reader—significantly undermines the 
classic community hypotheses of J. L. Martyn and (especially) R. Brown,26 27 
as well as the sectarian community hypothesis supported by numerous 
other scholars (Lamb 2014, 55).

Chapters 3-5 form the heart of Lamb’s study In these chapters he 
sets forth his sociolinguistic method of relating text to context, focusing 
primarily on the notion of register (eh. 3); he rightly criticises the (mis)use 
within biblical scholarship of Halliday’s concepts of “antilanguage” and 
“antisociety” (eh. 4); and he applies his method to the Johannine writings 
(eh. 5), concluding that “there is little to no linguistic evidence” that either 
the Gospel or the letters of John reflect an origin and audience of an 
isolated sectarian community (Lamb 2014, 197).

There is, in my view, significant value in Lamb’s use of register 
theory for addressing the “Johannine Community” conundrum. However, 
his analysis has numerous problems and deficiencies, only two of which 
can be addressed presently. Firstly, in drawing upon Biber and Halliday,

26 The entirety of ch. 2 is devoted to an examination and assessment of Brown’s five- 
stage compositional model of the Johannine literature and his four-stage model of the 
history of the “Johannine Community.”

27 Besides the two issues I note below, it is worth briefly mentioning three others, 
which are perhaps less severe. Firstly, his development and use of register analysis is 
overly simplistic (a point which is the likely cause of my further criticisms below; see 
point 2). This is seen, among other ways, in (1) his failure to engage the work of two 
major systemic functional linguists, M. Gregory (esp. in Gregory and Carroll 1978) and 
J. R. Martin (esp. 1992; 1999; and Martin and Rose 2007); and (2) his depiction of 
“tenor” as realised simply in terms of modality (itself a very vague notion with regard to 
ancient Greek) and certain discourse choices (see Lamb 2014, 95-101). In reality, tenor 
relations, which are closely tied to the interpersonal semantic component of language— 
involve much more. For example, in Halliday’s framework, “tenor” (as well as “field”) 
is comprised of first and second order role relations. First order role relations are 
typically defined without reference to the linguistic system (they are extra-linguistic), as 
in the examples of a wife’s relation to her husband, a coach’s relation to his players, or 
teacher’s relation to a student. Second order social relations are defined with reference 
to the linguistic system, as in the functional speech roles of asserting, projecting, or 
directing (Halliday and Hasan 1985, 12; Halliday 1978, 143-144). In Gregory’s work, 
tenor is divided into “personal tenor”—which is concerned with the formal speech roles 
encoded within a text—and “functional tenor”—which is concerned with the role that 
language is playing within a given situation between Sender and Receiver, e.g., to teach, 
persuade, or narrate (Gregory and Carroll 1978, 48-55). Secondly, by focusing his 
analysis solely upon the interpersonal features of the Johannine literature and thus on 
tenor relations, Lamb does not take seriously enough Leckie-Tarry’s point that tenor
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Lamb asserts that “the register of a given text carries with it significant 
information about its social context” (Lamb 2014, 63). Similarly, in 
drawing upon Porter (2000), he says that there is a “reciprocal” 
relationship between a text and its context (p. 88). However, Lamb is 
never explicit about the nature of this reciprocal relationship or his method 
for determining such a relationship. The model he develops for analysing 
tenor relations revolves around merely identifying certain léxico-

29grammatical choices (e.g., mood and modality) and discourse choices 
made in the text and then suggesting the contextual characteristics that 
most likely correspond to those choices, namely, power, contact, and 
affective involvement. But the reader is left without any sense of how 
Lamb is able to move from simple lexico-grammatical forms (the words 
and wording of the text) to these particular situational features (context). 
For example, with reference to the various kinds of speech functions 
(statement, question, offer, command) he says: “[T]he use of a statement 
alone in a discourse suggests a situation of low affective involvement” (p. 
96). Yet there is no method presented for how one makes this move from 
the use of the indicative mood (the mood form typically used for 
statements/assertions) to “low affective involvement” (a feature of 
context). The result is that the analysis lacks principle and theoretical 
robustness.

The above comments suggest that Lamb has not quite appreciated 
the fact that register was initially conceived within Systemic Functional

cannot be separated from the contextual categories of field and mode (see Lamb 2014, 
147 n. 7). That is, an understanding of the social roles and relations that are reflected in 
a text necessarily involves an understanding of the content of the text (its ideational 
features and the field of discourse) and its organisation (its textual features and the mode 
of discourse). While Leckie-Tarry allows that certain genres may have a “focus” upon 
either the ideational or interpersonal components, she never says one can be effectively 
analysed independently of the other (Leckie-Tarry 1995, 43). Thirdly, some of Lamb’s 
conclusions in his application of register to the Johannine Epistles are quite difficult to 
accept. For example, while it is true that 1 John’s use of άγαπητοί, τεκνία, and παιδία 
does not demand that we see standing behind it a close-knit sectarian community, it is 
hard to see the use of these terms as not involving a higher level of contact and affective 
involvement than Lamb allows. This is especially true in light of the use of άγάπητος in 
other early Christian texts (see, e.g., 1 Cor 4:14; Phil 2:12; 1 Thess 2:8; Jas 1:16, 19; 
2:5; 1 Clem 1:1; Ignatius, Mag 11:1).

28 “Tenor relations” here refer to the extra-textual social relationships that are reflected 
by a text’s interpersonal meaning structure, for example, a doctor-patient relationship or 
a teacher-student relationship.

29 The only “discourse” choice that Lamb notes is ellipsis (pp. 100-101).
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Linguistics (SFL), especially by Halliday, as primarily predictive in 
nature. That is, it was never meant as a means by which to reconstruct a 
situational context but was meant rather as an explanatory concept that 
would enable the linguist to predict—in light of the already known context 
of situation—the patterns of semantic and lexico-grammatical realisation 
that s/he would encounter in a given text (Halliday 1978, 32). In other 
words, whereas Lamb attempts to go bottom-up (from linguistic forms to 
context of situation), SFL register analysis is typically performed top-

30down (from already known context to the prediction of linguistic forms). 
Thus, one may surmise that the lack of methodological robustness 
detectable in Lamb’s procedure stems from his using register as it was not

31originally intended.
Secondly, Lamb rightly acknowledges the difficulties involved in 

analysing the register of the Johannine writings as ancient written texts 
that are potentially literary in character, and thus admits the limitations of

30 In doing this, Lamb, is guilty of several other oversights. For example, he never 
acknowledges the two very important concepts within SFL of stratification and 
realisation. These concepts refer to the SFL understanding of language as being 
composed of at least three strata: lexico-grammar, semantics, and context, with 
semantics realising context, and lexico-grammar realising semantics (see Halliday 1992: 
20). From the view point of stratification, then, one of Lamb’s oversights is his failure to 
address the semantic stratum and how the situational features of power, contact, and 
affective involvement are realised on that level and are subsequently related to their 
lexico-grammatical realisations.

31 This is not to suggest that Lamb is necessarily wrong in what he does, but rather that 
his model is in need of much further nuance and development before it can be of any 
substantial heuristic value. In this regard, all Lamb would have needed to do was turn to 
Halliday himself in order to provide his study with the methodological adaptations 
necessary for making the model applicable to the Johannine writings. In particular, 
Halliday,s articulation of the concepts of construal and bi-directionality would have 
given at least some methodological license for Lamb’s bottom-up direction of 
interpretation (text to context). Whereas, for Halliday, realisation refers to the top-down 
(context to text) relationships among the three strata of language and highlights the 
constraining force of context upon semantic and lexcio-grammatical choices in a text, 
construal refers to the bottom-up relationships among the strata and highlights the 
power that lexico-grammar and particular semantic configurations (i.e., registers) have 
to construe and even create contexts. Thus, the notions of realisation (top-down) and 
construal (bottom-up) together highlight the bi-directional nature of text and context; 
neither operates independently of the other but rather they are mutually reinforcing 
(Halliday 1992). These principles still do not immediately warrant Lamb’s simple 
movement from lexico-grammar to situational context (note he skips the semantic 
stratum), but they do at least create some methodological space for it.
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Biber’s and Halliday’s models (Lamb 2014, 76-81, esp. 79).32 33 However, 
one limitation he does not fully recognise is that neither Biber’s model of 
register nor Halliday’s is explicitly concerned with the category of 
“audience” or with audience reconstruction. Evidently, Lamb believes he 
can circumvent this issue by focusing on the explanatory notes (narrative 
asides) of John’s Gospel (2:21-22; 12:6; 19:35-37; 20:30-31; 21:23-25), 
which he suggests are the most reliable indicator of the author-intended- 
reader dynamic (Lamb 2014, 81-83).34 Although I think Lamb is on the 
right track in focusing on the narrative asides as indicative of the extra- 
textual social role of the narrator, I suggest there is more we can do in the 
way of a positive reconstruction of John’s audience. In other words, while 
Lamb is rightly careful to distinguish between the function of narrative 
genres in contrast to epistolary forms, his model of register still stands 
without an audience-oriented mechanism that allows for the positive 
reconstruction of the nature of John’s addressees. Thus, below I wish to

32 Here Lamb points to the pioneering work of R. Hasan (1975, 1989) on the 
situational interpretation of literary texts to justify the use of register in approaching the 
Johannine literature, which, like most literary texts, lacks reciprocal discourse and 
possesses an undefined relation to context. Hasan has demonstrated that literary texts— 
which are the kind of texts least restrictively dependent upon their extra-textual context 
and typically do not have an explicit audience—are still relatable to a context of 
situation, though in a less concrete manner than non-literary texts (Hasan 1999, 2007). 
Lamb seems, in the end, to distance himself from a strict divide between “literary” and 
“non-literary” for the Johannine writings, since he believes that by focusing on the 
authorial asides he can distinguish the extra-textual social relation of author and 
audience (Lamb 2014, 80). Although Lamb does nothing with it, Hasan’s work on 
literature and context would seem to bolster Lamb’s thesis, since, if the Johannine 
writings (especially the Gospel) are literary in character, they would naturally be less 
dependent on their context of situation. This would support the conclusion that the 
Johannine literature does not reflect an origin and audience of a confined closely knit 
sectarian community.

33 This is likely because of (1) the predictive (top-down) nature of register (noted 
above), which simply assumes knowledge of both author/speaker and reader/listener, 
and (2) most of their work on register having involved conversational discourse in 
which there is two-way communication between author/speaker and reader/listener (see, 
e.g., Halliday and Hasan 1985). Lamb does mention toward the bottom of p. 100 that 
“[T]he tenor of the Jn writings could be more readily established if we had examples of 
reciprocal discourse, such as a letter from Gaius replying to 3 Jn—although, in fact, the 
author of 3 Jn (and the other letters) may not actually have invited such reciprocity.” 
Thus, he does seem to recognise at least that register analysis is more easily done in 
cases where there is reciprocal discourse.

34 Lamb supports this assertion by pointing to the literary work of Culpepper (1983).
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propose such a theoretical feature for John’s Gospel that is based within 
the same methodological tradition out of which Lamb’s work largely

35comes, that being SFL.
Ruqaiya Hasan is one of the leading scholars within SFL and has 

probably done the most relevant work for modelling how different kinds of 
texts construct the addresser-addressee relationship. In developing her 
own model of this relationship, for both spoken and graphic modes of 
discourse, Hasan makes the interesting distinction between virtual 
addressees and actual addressees (Hasan 1999, 237-239).35 36 37 Virtual 
addressees—most often a category associated with graphic texts—are 
imaginary persons “corresponding to the text-producer’s idea of a type of 
person who might be interested in reading and therefore perhaps in 
purchasing the publication in question” (p. 238). They are an image of 
some prototypical reader possessing certain qualities and characteristics, 
which a text-producer appeals to by means of particular linguistic 
strategies. Hasan notes that, in texts where the addressees are virtual, “all 
aspects of the interactant relation—their respective status, their social 
distance, the specific attributes of the addressee—are logically entirely 
created by the language of the text, none having a basis in reality for 
obvious reasons” (p. 238). That is, in these cases, the nature of the extra- 
textual addresser-addressees relation is entirely construed through the 
text’s linguistic structure.38

The category of actual addressees is rather easy to define. Hasan 
defines actual addressees as those with whom the writer/speaker has some

35 I am knowingly restricting myself to John’s Gospel here, although what I propose 
below would certainly relate to 1 John as well. Further, Lamb does attempt to offer a 
positive reconstruction of the audience of John’s Gospel on pp. 202-205, but he does not 
arrive at this reconstruction via an analysis of John’s register, but rather via Brian 
Stock’s concept of “textual communities.”

36 Lamb does not engage or even cite this important essay by Hasan.
37 This description is remarkably similar to the notion of “audience types” or “audience 

markets,” which several biblical scholars have proposed with reference to the intended 
audiences of the gospels. See, for example, Burridge (1998); Smith (2007, 2010); Klink 
(2007). The association of virtual addressees with graphic texts also supports 
Bauckham’s point that the fact that the gospels were written down naturally argues 
against their having as their audiences self-confined specific communities (Bauckham 
1998a, 28-30).

38 Hasan gives the example of a marketing blurb on the back of a book to illustrate 
virtual addressees. In this example, there is no real person or group of people that the 
blurb addresses. Rather, it addresses a type of person imagined as the best fit for the 
book’s readership (Hasan 1999, 238).
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“actual experience” (p. 238) and to whom the writer/speaker intends to 
restrict his/her communication. That is, actual addressees are a defined 
group who have their basis in reality and actually exist (e.g., the recipient 
of a birthday card or a letter of congratulations).

The distinction between virtual and actual addressees is textually 
significant, and it greatly influences our understanding of the role that 
language plays in construing the Fourth Gospel’s context of situation. If 
John’s addressees are virtual—a conclusion to which Lamb’s register 
analysis certainly leads us —then we can conclude two things: (1) that the 
language of John’s Gospel, rather than being constrained by its context, 
indeed construes its context of situation for its audience; and (2) that, if the 
Gospel’s language is less dependent upon its context, then the degree of 
social distance between addresser and addressees is maximal.39 40 In the end, 
this register-based approach to audience reconstruction gives a positive 
vision of John’s addressees, and in reality coalesces well with other 
contemporary methodologies—especially literary, sociological, and 
historical ones—that have begun to re-envision the audience of John in 
terms of a broad, non-geographic audience type, rather than an individual 
and isolated sectarian community.41

Despite these criticisms, the conclusion regarding Lamb’s work is 
largely a positive one. Even though his methodology would benefit from 
further development, his final conclusions regarding the non-existence of a 
sectarian “Johannine Community” are likely correct. The major 
contribution of his work, however, is its prioritisation of the text of John’s 
Gospel in the reconstruction of its social context. While he prudently 
acknowledges the problematic nature of claiming objectivity and the 
superiority of one methodology over another (Lamb 2014, 206-209), his 
study—like Bernier’s—is based upon what the interpreter has, namely the

39 For example, his conclusions that (1) the author of John’s Gospel holds all the power 
in the communication, (2) the text evinces very little contact and affective involvement 
between author and reader, (3) and the text reflects formal discourse in which the social 
distance between author and reader is maximal, all suggest an audience that is virtual 
rather than actual.

40 On the notion of “social distance,” see Hasan’s comments in Halliday and Hasan 
(1985, 56-57).

41 Here I have in mind especially the works by Bauckham (1998); Burridge (1998, 
2004); Smith (2007); Klink (2007, 2010); and Bernier (2013).
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text, rather than what the interpreter lacks, namely the “Johannine 
Community.”42

3 Conclusion

This survey of recent research related to the so-called “Johannine 
Community” debate has hopefully provided the reader with a helpful 
overview of content as well as with a critical evaluation of some recent 
methods and models that have been employed. The reader will note that 
the evaluation clearly favours the trajectory set forth in the studies of 
Bernier and Lamb, and recommends a great deal of caution, if not outright 
rejection, regarding that of Last. The current flow of Johannine 
scholarship, and gospels scholarship in general, is indeed headed in a 
direction in which the existence of narrow and distinct gospel communities 
can no longer be assumed. In this sense, the works of Bernier and Lamb 
stand as valuable contributions.
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