‘Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob…’ (John 4:12)
An Exploration into the Johannine Author’s Use of the ‘Betrothal Type-Scene’ for Christological Means- Jesus as the New Jacob 
(Genesis 29/John 4) 
Introduction 
“Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” (John 4:12), this is a question posed by an un-named Samaritan woman who happens to meet Jesus at a well in her hometown, and consequently has one of the most profound and significant conversations recorded within the fourth Gospel. It is also a question, that I believe, is subtly and yet powerfully planted into the minds of many Jewish hearers/readers of the Gospel, by its author. As the Samaritan woman ponders the identity of the man before her, and then lives within the salvific implications of her conclusion, so to are the readers encouraged to carefully ponder his identity- hopefully, reaching the same conclusion as the woman. 
The Johannine Jesus is rooted in the Hebrew Scriptures- every character pointing towards the coming of Jesus who is presented as the logos incarnate, the emissary of God, the fulfilment of the Torah. Within this essay I will therefore explore the ways in which the Johannine author uses a specific Hebrew literary convention (betrothal type-scene) to imply that Jesus is the new Jacob, fulfilling the covenant that was established with Jacob’s grandfather (Abraham) and maintained by his sons (who become known as the Twelve Tribes of Israel). I believe that the roots of such a comparison are weaved into the meeting/betrothal of Jacob and his future wife, Rachel. 
Consequently, I will firstly un-pack the literary theory of the betrothal type-scene, which was proposed by Robert Alter, investigating the importance and validity of the theory and exploring the specific cases in which it has been deployed. I will then conduct a textual analysis of Rachel and Jacob’s betrothal type-scene (Gen. 29) before doing the same with the meeting between Jesus and the Samaritan woman (John 4), drawing out the comparisons that can be made between both accounts. Finally, I will present the theological implications of John’s comparison between Jesus and Jacob and discuss the inter-faith issues that may arise as a result. 
Robert Alter, Genre and Type-Scene Theories 
Robert Alter’s name is inescapable when entering into a discussing regarding biblical genre or literary conventions; he writes that in order to fully understand both the author’s intentions and the intended audience reactions, one must possess a “detailed awareness of the grid of conventions upon which, and against which, the individual work operates”.[footnoteRef:1] According to Alter, this poses both a problem and an opportunity. The problem is a relatively obvious one- an awareness of such a ‘grid of conventions’ is largely unavailable to us, as we are so far removed from the context from which these scriptures were constructed and originally received. We are having to contend with multiple millennia of history, as well as the minute number of sources that we have at our disposal- these circumstances have inevitably meant that many of the keys to unlocking the literary conventions that are weaved into biblical writing are lost. However, the opportunity is simply that not all of the keys are lost- through paying close attention to genre and stylistic writing patterns, we are able to piece together elements of ancient literary conventions and thus obtain a more holistic idea of authorial intent.  [1:  Robert  Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981,) p. 55. ] 

Genre is of the utmost importance to Alter, as it defines and then regulates the anticipations of the audience in such a subconscious manner that the author can implant expectations and assumptions without having to explicitly state as much. As a contemporary example, allow me a moment to comment upon the importance of genre within Romantic-Comedy narratives: as the audience is introduced to the two protagonists of the narrative, they are instantly implanted with the presupposition that these two individuals will end the narrative as one romantic unit- the obstacles that may hinder this union from occurring are inconsequential, the audience’s subconscious assumption is that the narrative will take these persons from A to B, from being apart to being together. This assumption is built upon nothing but the genre of the narrative. Similarly, Alter argues that genre is a literary formula which has been frequently employed by biblical authors and largely over-looked by biblical scholars. He therefore regards genre as a tool with which we can glean a closer understanding of “the artistry of biblical narrative”,[footnoteRef:2] he states that:  [2:  Alter, Biblical Narrative, p.61.] 

‘One of course needs to recognize the formulas if they are there in order to see what is going on in the text, but as I shall try to illustrate, what is finally more significant is the inventive freshness with which formulas are recast and redeployed in each new instance’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Alter, Biblical Narrative, p. 61. ] 

The identification of biblical ‘type-scenes’ is a way in which we are able to identify such formulas, as we pay close attention to the replication of certain narrative patterns within biblical texts. According to Alter, these type-scenes are pieces of narrative that adhere to a specific set of motifs- their importance is dependent on the audience being familiar with such motifs and therefore (whether consciously or not) attaching familiar importance to the character within the type-scene. Such type-scenes allow the biblical authors to journey through the protagonist’s life, homing in on moments that hold symbolic significance- moments such as their birth (usually to a barren mother), an epiphany in a field, danger in wilderness and the discovery of sustenance in a barren land.[footnoteRef:4] Yet these type-scenes are not completely stagnant, as Alter writes in his afore mentioned statement regarding the formula of genre and type-scenes, biblical authors have been able to manipulate and creatively redeploy the motifs in each narrative. So long as the type-scenes are delivered in a manner that is in loose concordance with the expectations of the audience, the author is able to use the type-scene as a tool with which they can regulate the audience’s sentiments towards a character. The identification of genre and Alter’s type-scene model is imperative to my exploration of supersession (between Jacob and Jesus) as one of the type-scenes most frequently and perhaps most thoroughly deployed, is that of the betrothal.  [4:  Alter, Biblical Narrative, pp.59-60. ] 

The recurrent use of the betrothal type-scene ensures that “at the moment of the hero’s betrothal, both the author and his audience are aware that the scene has to unfold in particular circumstances according to the fixed order”.[footnoteRef:5] The order of the betrothal narrative is as follows: the hero/protagonist of the narrative (or a representative of him) travels to a foreign land, he then halts his journey when he meets a woman at a well, after which, one of the two parties on the brink of betrothal draws water for the other. The woman then returns to her community with the news of the man’s arrival, which leads to a hospitable invitation and an eventual marriage betrothal.[footnoteRef:6] This type-scene has been clearly used in (at least) three instances within the Hebrew Bible.  [5:  Alter, Biblical Narrative, p. 62. ]  [6:  Robert C. Culley, Studies in the Structure of the Hebrew Narrative (Philadelphia: Fortress and Scholars Press, 1976), pp. 41-43. ] 

Isaac and Rebekah (Gen. 24)
The first deployment of the type-scene dominates the narrative of Genesis 24, with the whole chapter being dedicated to the meeting between Rebekah and Isaac’s representative. The narrative dramatically slows its pace as it carefully abides by each of the motifs highlighted by Alter, thus the scene progresses exactly as the audience is expecting. While on a journey to find a kindred wife for his Master, Isaac (commissioned by Abraham- Gen. 24:4), the unnamed servant encounters Rebekah at a well as she draws water for herself and her community (24:17). As was the servant’s prayer (and the audience’s expectation), Rebekah’s hospitality prompts her to offer a drink not only to him but also to his camels (vv. 18-21), after which an invite of further hospitality ensues as Rebekah hurries to inform her family of the meeting, and the servant is consequently invited to eat and rest with them (vv. 28- 54). Thomas L. Brodie highlights the author’s intentionality and attention to literary detail in this scene, he writes that “the Rebekah story is unique. Most obviously, as a single episode, it is uniquely lengthy, well beyond anything else in Genesis. It follows Genesis yet breaks the mould.”[footnoteRef:7] As is hinted toward from the opening sentence- a betrothal between Isaac and Rebekah is the long-awaited outcome of this thorough and most elaborate betrothal type-scene. [7:  Thomas L. Brodie, Genesis as Dialogue: A Literary, Historical and Theological Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 281. ] 

Moses and Zipporah (Exod. 2:11-22)
In contrast to Genesis 24, the most compact presentation of the type-scene can be found in the book of Exodus as the book’s protagonist, Moses, flees from Egypt after murdering an Egyptian guard (Exod. 2:15). While in the desert of Midian, he encounters priest Reuel’s seven daughters who are being obstructed from drawing water by a group of shepherds. The author consequently uses the type-scene motifs to reinforce Moses’ heroic traits, as he “got up and came to their defence and watered their flock” (2:16), thankful for Moses’ heroic assistance, the daughters promptly return to their father, in order to report of Moses’ bravery. Moses is then invited to dine with them and is given Zipporah as his wife (vv. 20-22). The author dedicates a mere eleven verses to the union of Moses and Zipporah (as opposed to the sixty-seven verses used to present the union of Isaac and Rebekah); this could be because the role of Zipporah within Moses’ life/mission is of secondary importance, or it could be that the author is relying upon the type-scene assumptions to fill in any literary gaps for the audience. 
An awareness of these two passages is essential when seeking to analyse the biblical employment of the betrothal type-scene, and the ways in which it has been altered and manipulated in each instance for specific theological aims. yet I would argue that it is the encounter between Jacob and Rachel that is of particular literary interest and theological importance to the Johannine author. 
Genesis 29- Jacob and Rachel (A Textual Analysis) 
In Genesis 29, the reader journeys with Jacob (Rebekah and Isaac’s son), as he flees his home for fear of this bother’s anger (Gen. 27:42-44), seeking refuge in the land of his uncle Laban (29:1-3). According to Michael W. Martin, the protagonist’s journey to a foreign land is of immense literary importance, as he argues that Alter’s betrothal type-scene theory is actually “framed in a larger betrothal journey narrative that begins and ends at home”.[footnoteRef:8] Therefore, to view the betrothal as an isolated event between two characters is to miss the significance of the union for the community that the groom has left and will eventually return to, with his wife in tow. While on his journey, Jacob notices a well by which three flocks of sheep and their shepherds are resting, after enquiring about the identity of the shepherds and the location he had found himself in, Jacob shows concern over the welfare of the livestock, noting that they should not be gathered together in heat of the midday sun (29:2-8). The author is using the scene to hint towards Jacob’s future profession. This is in accordance to Esther Fuchs’ observations that each betrothal scene foreshadows the purposes of both the male and the female protagonists within the larger biblical narrative[footnoteRef:9]- For example, Rebekah is the most active of all the prospective brides, Isaac’s representative prays for a physical sign that he has found the correct wife for his master, and Rebekah’s decision to attend to not only him but his camels, fulfils the criteria ordained by God (24:14-20). It is Rebekah’s actions that secure her marriage to Isaac. This foreshadows her later role as someone who takes matters into her own hands in order to fulfil God’s will, as she tricks Isaac into blessing Jacob in the place of his older brother, Esau (27:5-17). Similarly, Moses liberates the women he encounters at the well from the oppressive shepherds (2:17), foreshadowing his role as the liberator of Israel. By communicating Jacob’s concern for the welfare of the sheep to the audience, the author is alluding to the years that Jacob will be forced to spend as a shepherd of Laban’s flock. It is a role which is forced upon Jacob, and yet earns him success, prosperity, two wives and twelve all-important sons (29:31-30:43). The family that will soon become attributed to the Twelve Tribes of Israel are a direct result of Jacob’s years spent as a highly skilled shepherd.  [8:  Michael W. Martin, ‘Betrothal Journey Narrative’ in The Catholic Biblical Quarterly; Washington Vol. 70, Iss. 3,  (Jul 2008): pp. 505-523.]  [9:  Esther Fuchs, Structure and Patriarchal Functions in the Biblical Betrothal Type-Scene in Women in the Hebrew Bible: A Reader eds. Alice Bach (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 45. ] 

Returning to the betrothal narrative, Jacob’s concern for the sheep is met with the explanation that the well does not open until every flock is present and ready to be watered; the shepherds further explain that they are waiting for a fourth flock of sheep to arrive, Rachel’s (29:8). The narrative is placed on pause for Rachel, the other shepherds are unable continue with their duties until she arrives, and Jacob is unable to continue with his life. Every character within the scene has a vested interest in Rachel’s presence, as do the audience- Israel’s history is dependant on Rachel. The author is therefore building both the tensions and the expectations of the audience as they await the familiar and essential betrothal. 
The author writes that “Now when Jacob saw Rachel, the daughter of his mother’s brother Laban, and the sheep of his mother’s brother Laban, Jacob went up and rolled the stone from the well’s mouth, and watered the flock of his mother’s brother Laban.” (29:10). In contrast to the events that took place between his parents, it is Jacob, the foreigner, is who is able to offer assistance to Rachel as he cares for her flock. However, in order to do so, he must remove a large stone from the well’s mouth, a task which as the author highlights, usually requires the strength of multiple shepherds (29:3). Once again, the author is re-shaping the conventional motifs in order to suit his purposes and draw attention to specific aspects of Jacob’s character- he is a problem solver, a determined hero, strong in both will and physicality. Such attributes have been afforded to Jacob’s character since the narrative of his birth, as he wrestles his twin brother within his mother’s womb and is born with his hand firmly clutching at his brother’s heel (25:21-25). It is because of the unusual nature of his entrance into the world that his mother names him Jacob, which means ‘heel-gabber’ or more generally, ‘wrestler’ (25:26). Such innate strength and determination are clearly still present within Jacob as he manoeuvres the large stone- yet another subtle way in which his identity being weaved into the narrative. Brodie makes an interesting observation regarding Jacob’s actions at the well, he notes that although Jacob was intending on impressing and aiding Rachel, the other shepherds were also recipients of his service as their sheep would have also been able to drink from the now accessible well. The union between Rachel and Jacob has repercussions for many, which is in accordance with Martin’s afore mentioned belief that the impact of the betrothal type-scenes far surpasses the two protagonists. Agreeing with both Brodie and Martin, I would argue that the union between Jacob and Rachel holds blessing that is far more significant than the initial water, their union secures God’s favour over his chosen people (as do the unions of all the patriarchs/matriarchs of the Hebrew Bible), it ensures identity and perhaps most importantly, it maintains the covenant between God and his grandfather, Abraham (17:1-23). Brodie writes that “his (Jacob’s) betrothal, important though it is, is part of a drama that is concerned with the larger reality of the world and its people, especially the larger reality of blessing.”[footnoteRef:10] It seems as though this betrothal and the blessing of a nation are intrinsically linked.  [10:  Thomas L. Brodie, Genesis as Dialogue: A Literary, Historical and Theological Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 304.] 

Once Rachel’s sheep had been watered, the author writes that “Jacob kissed Rachel, and wept aloud.” (29:11), this dramatic interaction is typical of a kindred meeting, and yet Alter proposes that there is also a subtle pun written into the encounter.[footnoteRef:11] The Hebrew words for ‘watered’/’wayashq’ and ’kissed’/wayishaq’ are strikingly similar and used by the author in extremely close proximity- the use of these words in this way is not exclusive to Genesis but can also be found in Song of Songs. It is possible (as is Alter’s view) that the author is simply providing an evocative picture for the audience, yet it is also quite possible that he is hinting towards something deeper and more emotive; implying that Rachel is in need of Jacob, in a way that is similar to the flock’s need of hydration in the heat. It is after this intimate encounter that Jacob reveals himself as Rachel’s kin, and revelation which prompts her to hurry home to her father (as is the typical betrothal progression) in order to announce Jacob’s arrival (29:12). The revelation of Jacob’s identity is a catalyst within the scene, as it takes the narrative a significant step closer to the seemingly inevitable betrothal. Furthermore, Rachel’s immediate reaction implies that it is a revelation that was somewhat expected and even awaited. Rachel’s father, Laban only furthers this assumption when he hastily runs out to meet Jacob as his kin, seemingly without doubt or delay (29:13-14). Both Rachel and Laban’s extravagant reactions to Jacob’s arrival implies that his presence was long-anticipated.  [11:  Robert Alter, Genesis: Translation and Commentary (New York: Norton & Company Ltd., 1996), p. 152. ] 

Jacob makes a home with Laban and his family, having already resided with them and subsequently worked for them for a month before the matter of betrothal arises. Rachel’s hand in marriage becomes the wage for which Jacob is willing to continue his labour (29:15-20). Fuchs takes objection to Rachel being viewed as a commodity to be earned, writing that “the second betrothal type-scene provides another example of the bride’s decrease in status: the bride’s father and her prospective husband conclude a betrothal agreement without so much as informing the bride”.[footnoteRef:12] While I fully agree with Fuchs, I also find it interesting that the author explicitly informs the audience of Jacob’s love for Rachel, highlighting his love twice within the short span of only five verses (29:18, 20). This removes any assumption that the union between Rachel and Jacob is merely a beneficial economic/social arrangement; this may be the case for Laban but certainly not for Jacob. Once the betrothal between Rachel and Jacob has been confirmed and thus the type-scene concluded, the pace of the narrative increases dramatically; Jacob is deferred from marrying Rachel for seven years and subsequently becomes the husband of both her and her older sister, Leah (29:22-29). All of which gives weight to Alter’s observation that [12:  Esther Fuchs, Structure and Patriarchal Functions in the Biblical Betrothal Type-Scene in Women in the Hebrew Bible: A Reader eds. Alice Bach (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 48. ] 

‘One can clearly see that the betrothal type-scene, far from being a mechanical means of narrative prefabrication for conveying the reader from a celibate hero to a married one, is handled with a flexibility that makes it a supple instrument of characterization and foreshadowing’[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Alter, Biblical Narrative, p. 67.] 

I believe that the significance of the betrothal type-scene dedicated to Rachel and Jacob can be truly found in its literary implications for the biblical narrative, and the theological implications it presents for the nation of God’s chosen people; both of which I believe to have been acknowledged and re-shaped by the author of the fourth Gospel. 
John 4- Jesus and the Samaritan Woman (A Comparative Textual Analysis) 
In 2002 Harold W. Attridge wrote an article in which he argued that the author of the fourth Gospel must have delighted in the intelligent creativity of words, observing that the author has employed a diverse number of literary techniques, powerfully and playfully re-moulding them to serve his theological aims. Each line of the Johannine Gospel is therefore both “multiple and manifold” in its meaning.[footnoteRef:14] One of the key literary devices that Attridge detects within the fourth Gospel is ‘genre-bending’ as the author acknowledges and then manipulates the expectations of the reader, expectations which have been implanted through genre. I agree with Attridge and further believe that the Johannine author writes the narrative between Jesus and the Samaritan woman with an awareness of the betrothal type-scene deployed through-out the Hebrew Bible (in Genesis 29 in particular), and furthermore, has written it for an audience who are also equipped with the same knowledge. Tyler Smith asks, “how is meaning created in the coming together of a text like John 4 and a reader equipped with a prototype knowledge of the betrothal type-scene as a generic category?”[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Harold W. Attridge, Genre-Bending in the Fourth Gospel in The Journal of Biblical Literature vol. 121 (The society of Biblical Literature, 2002), p. 11. ]  [15:  Tyler Smith, Characterization in John 4 and the Prototypical Type-Scene as a Generic Concept in The Gospel of John as Genre Mosaic eds. Jo-Anne Brant (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht GmbH & Co.KG, 2015), p. 243. ] 

This is the question I will explore through-out this comparative textual analysis of John 4, drawing parallels between this passage and the betrothal between Jacob and Rachel, highlighting the assumptions that John has adhered by and the values he has re-shaped for his Christological aims. 
When opening up the Gospel of John to the fourth chapter, readers will notice that Jesus is in the relatively early stages of this earthly ministry, yet it is important to note that he has already caused a stir among the Temple authorities by angrily clearing the Temple courts of money-lenders and merchants and alluding towards his Heavenly identity. It is for this reason that Jesus leaves Judea and returns home to Galilee (John 4:1-3). While on his journey (which would already be a marker of imminent betrothal according to Martin who identifies the betrothal journey narrative.) Jesus pauses at a “Samaritan city called Sychar, near the plot of ground that Jacob had given to his son Joseph. Jacob’s well was there, and Jesus, tired out by his journey, was sitting by the well” (4:5-6). The setting of this narrative is perhaps the author’s most explicit link to Genesis, and Jacob in particular, who gifted the region of Sychar to Joseph, who was consequently buried there (Gen. 48:22; Josh. 24:32).[footnoteRef:16] The author has intentionally placed Jesus in a region which holds dear to the legacy of Jacob, and has clearly drawn the audience’s attention to his doing so. Furthermore, the author highlights that "it was about noon” (4:6), according to Andrew T. Lincoln, this could also be a clue that a betrothal scene is about to ensue as Jacob and Rachel also met in broad day light (Gen. 29:7).[footnoteRef:17] [16:  The region was then called Schechem, but was destroyed in 108 BCE and replaced with Sychar. 
Ellen B. Aitken, At the Well of Living Water: Jacob Traditions in John 4 in Interpretation of Scripture in Early Judaism and Christianity: Studies in Language and Tradition eds. Craig A. Evans (Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha Supplement, 2000), p. 343. ]  [17:  Andrew T. Lincoln, The Gospel According to St. John (New York: Hendrickson Publishing, 2005), p. 172. ] 

As Jesus is resting at a well which has already been attributed to Jacob, an un-named Samaritan woman enters the scene, as is similar to the account in Genesis, both Rachel and the Samaritan woman arrive to find that the man is already present at the well. Jesus asks the approaching woman for a drink of water (4:7); as has been discussed at length, this is, according to Robert Alter, the key betrothal motif. The scene is now set, and the audience’s expectations are now high- Jesus’ seemingly simple request for water is all that the Johannine author had to use in order to alert the readers to the possibility of an imminent betrothal. However, the audience’s expectations, which have been raised by the setting, are promptly blurred by the Samaritan woman’s response to Jesus as she refuses him, reminding Jesus of the very present conflict between his first-century Jewish community and the Samaritans (4:8). Unlike Jacob and Rachel, these two characters are not each other’s kin, at least, not in a familial way. The woman’s refusal to offer Jesus a drink is an example of how the Johannine author is not only using genre but bending it. Attridge explains that “the reader encounters something quite odd about the way in which the generic conventions seem to work”.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Harold W. Attridge, Genre-Bending in the Fourth Gospel, p. 11.] 

The Samaritan woman’s failure to comply with the classic betrothal motif gives opportunity for Jesus to respond, and in doing so, allude toward his identity, his divine mission and the eternal life he is wanting to grant to all those who believe in him. It is interesting that in both the Genesis narrative and the Johannine narrative there is an obstacle that impedes the characters from drawing water; in Genesis 29 it is the large stone at the mouth of the well that hinders the shepherds from drawing water, in John 4 it is the woman’s objections. In both scenes, it is the male protagonist who is tasked with removing such obstacle, Jacob does so through his physical strength while Jesus need only use his words.[footnoteRef:19] As is typical of Johannine dialogue, Jesus begins his rebuttal by confusing both the woman and the reader with his abstract words, he states that “If you (the Samaritan woman) knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water” (4:10). According to Jesus’ opening words, Craig Koester observes that there are two things that Jesus is wishing to bestow upon the woman during their interaction: a knowledge of who he is (the giver) and the possession of ‘living water’ of eternal life (the gift).[footnoteRef:20] The woman’s further objections lead to the question at the core of this comparison- “Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob, who gave us the well, and with his sons and his flocks drank from it?” (4:12). At this point in the narrative, I believe the woman to be voicing the question that the author is assuming is at the forefront of his readers’ minds as they navigate through what must be a somewhat confusing genre-manipulation. The answer to her/the readers’ question comes in the form of yet another abstract statement from Jesus.  [19:  Although the water that is finally drawn in John 4 is not physical, but the living water of eternal life.
Aitken, At the Well of Living Water: Jacob Traditions in John 4, p. 347. ]  [20:  Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery, Community (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003), p. 187. ] 

Once again, Jesus distinguishes between the literal water that she refused to draw for him, and the ‘living water’ that he intends to offer the world- “Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” (4:13-13). Yet again, there are parallels to be drawn with the Genesis betrothal scene: just as the shepherds benefited from the water that Jacob made available for Rachel, so too will the world benefit from the water that Jesus is offering to the Samaritan woman. However- Jesus highlights one crucial difference, the water in Jacob’s well is only temporarily satisfying, while the water that Jesus is offering will leave the recipients eternally nourished. This is further emphasised by Jesus’ use of the term ‘spring of water’- a spring is not bound by one specific place, nor does it need to be drawn by human means, it is ever-flowing and far-reaching. This stands in stark contrast to the water found in a well, which is confined to location and can only be obtained by physical labour.[footnoteRef:21] I would argue that Jesus’ words leave the Johannine readers with no doubt of the author’s answer to the Samaritan woman’s question- yes, Jesus is greater than Jacob.  [21:  Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, p. 189.] 

The author then reverses the roles, aligning them with that of Rachel and Jacob, as it is now the female who wishes to receive water from the male- the readers’ expectations are once again lifting as the dialogical detour that is hindering the inevitable betrothal seems to have come to an end, and the woman’s objections are not longer an obstacle. And yet, those expectations are once again confused as Jesus refuses to draw water for the woman, instead referencing her marital history. Both Jacob and Jesus have information regarding the women before them, and yet the to the women these men are still complete strangers. Jacob however, gleaned the information about Rachel’s identity from her fellow shepherds, while Jesus’ knowledge of the Samaritan is of divine origin. This is a common Johannine idea as he earlier writes that Jesus “knew all people and needed no one to testify about anyone; for he himself knew what was in everyone” (2:25); Jesus’ prior knowledge of the woman is therefore presented as being greater than Jacob’s.[footnoteRef:22] As is the case with the characters within the Hebrew type-scenes, Jesus’ profession and role within the biblical narrative are alluded to through his profound knowledge of the Samaritan woman, this is reinforced by the woman’s conclusion that he must be a prophet (4:19) as well as her later pondering of him as the Messiah (4:29). As is implied in Genesis 29, there is a sense that the woman has been awaiting the arrival of Jesus, his presence has been long expected, just as Jacob’s had.  [22:  Tyler Smith, Characterization in John 4 and the Prototypical Type-Scene as a Generic Concept, p. 245. ] 

Finally, in keeping with the traditional progression of the betrothal type-scene, the Samaritan woman leaves Jesus at the well as she returns to her community to tell them of his presence (4:28), prompting the residents of Sychar to experience Jesus for themselves, asking him to reside with them, which he does for two days (4:30-41), all of which parallel the stories of not only Jacob and Rachel, but also of Isaac, Rebekah, Moses and Zipporah. And yet, the readers are still left without the expected betrothal; why would John go to such lengths to present a betrothal scene if he were never intending to conclude it with a union between the two protagonists? Andrew Lincoln believes that the scene does in fact close with a betrothal- between Jesus (the bridegroom) and his followers/the church (the bride). He writes that-
‘the betrothal type-scene is reinterpreted as symbolic of God’s betrothal to God’s people. Jesus as the unique representative of God who is one with God, is presented as the bridegroom seeking a bride, the new people of God, represented by the Samaritan woman’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Andrew T. Lincoln, The Gospel According to St. John, p. 182.  ] 

One question therefore remains- what are the theological implications of John’s use of the betrothal type-scene? What larger message is he trying to communicate to his audience, and what does this mean for Christian-Jewish dialogue? 
Jacob verses Jesus- Theological Implications  
Firstly, it is important to note that the Johannine idea of Jesus replacing a Biblical patriarch is not only confined to Jacob, there are also cases within the Gospel where he is compared to both Abraham and Moses. In chapter eight a familiar question is asked of Jesus by ‘the Jews’, only this time it is Abraham who is the subject of speculation- they ask, “Are you greater than our father Abraham, who died?” (8:52). Jesus’ answer to this question is presented in an abstract and illusive way (8:54-58), similar to the way in which he responds to the Samaritan woman’s question regarding her ‘ancestor’, Jacob. Jesus’ answers to both of these questions, although complex and indirect, are a firm yes- he is greater. Furthermore, in the first chapter of the Gospel the author writes that “The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” (1:17), this is yet another strong claim from the author who is suggesting that the Mosaic law may hold an element of grace and truth (it is unlikely that he is completely denying the presence of grace, and in particular, truth within the Torah) , but that they are brought into fulness in Jesus, thus implying that Jesus also is greater than Moses. The Johannine author leaves the readers in no doubt of his view that Jesus is greater than Jacob, Abraham and Moses; not intending to disregard Israel’s founding figures’ importance, but rather to present Jesus’ life, death and resurrection as the fulfilling of it. Lincoln writes that “since the new reality replaces the old, it is no longer relevant to claim them for the old”,[footnoteRef:24] Jesus is presented as embodying what was promised to Israel in all of its intended fullness, according to John he is the means by which one may enter into the new covenant.  [24:  Andrew T. Lincoln, The Gospel According to St. John, p. 182.  ] 

If Jesus has replaced Jacob and is the new means by which one may obtain salvation/’living water’- who then are welcomed into such a covenant? I believe the answer to this question also lies within the Johannine betrothal type-scene. 
Although the parallels between Rachel and the Samaritan woman have not been explored in great detail within this essay, it should be noted that there are a depth of significant comparisons to be made between the two women and the role they play within the biblical narrative. Both women shape the Jewish/Christian landscape, acting as significant catalysts and leading others into God’s will. Although I cannot delve into this deeply, I will briefly un-pack how the Samaritan woman holds the answer the question mentioned above. Unlike Rachel, who was included in the covenant that God had made with Abraham (as she is a descendant of Nahor, Abraham’s brother), the Samaritan woman is an outsider, seemingly rejected by the Jewish officials and rendered as un-clean. And yet, it is her and her Samaritan kin who are portrayed as the bride of Christ- able to fully receive the salvific favour of God. Aware as I am of  the careful intentionality that underpins every word of the fourth Gospel, I am led to believe that this detail holds within it a theological message- that the covenant, although ‘from the Jews’ (4:22) is no longer exclusively theirs. The nationality of the un-named woman and her literary connection to Rachel, an esteemed matriarch of the Hebrew Bible, therefore dramatically re-shapes the core of what it means to be God’s chosen people. 
It is perhaps for the reasons mentioned above that the fourth Gospel has often been labelled as both the most Jewish and the most anti-Jewish text within the New Testament.[footnoteRef:25] The author is rooted within the Hebrew Bible, and yet works to re-shape it at its very core. He is also deeply aware of the importance of the patriarchs and yet seeks to replace them all with Jesus, rendering their impact as incomplete. This has led to the accusation that the Gospel of John is intrinsically supersessionist in its aims, and therefore inherently anti-Jewish.  [25:  R. Alan Culpepper, Afterword: What Have We Learned? Where Do We go From Here? In John and Judaism: A Contested Relationship in Context, eds. R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N. Anderson (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2017), p. 352.] 

Rosemary Ruether’s voice has been particularly prominent in this debate, as she states that “there is no way to rid Christianity of its anti-Judaism, which constantly takes social expression in anti-Semitism, without grappling with its Christological hermeneutic itself.”[footnoteRef:26] It is this Christological hermeneutic that is undoubtedly at the heart of John 4, as the author goes to great lengths to allude to the Pentateuchal betrothal narratives, and then re-shape them, placing Jesus very firmly at the centre. Is it possible that in doing so, the author is rendering the other betrothal narratives, Jacob and Rachel’s in particular, as inadequate and irrelevant in the light of Jesus? Ruth B. Edwards argues not, she writes that, “Scripture, for John, is the Hebrew Bible (including the Septuagint) for which he displays the utmost respect, regarding it as fully authoritative”.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Rosemary Radford Reuther, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1997), p. 116. 
]  [27:  Ruth B. Edwards, Discovering John (London: SPCK, 2014), p. 142.] 

Is the use of the betrothal type-scene within the Johannine Gospel a literary working of reverence and fulfilment, or of disregard and supersession? This is a question to which there is no simple answer, but innumerable complex ones. 
Concluding Thoughts 
I remain convinced that the author of the Gospel of John was not only aware of the betrothal pattern used through-out the Hebrew Bible but has used it for his own Christological aims. He has predicted the default assumptions that are attached to literary genre and convention and has then manipulated them; working with the predicted expectations of his audience and re-worked the motifs. It is completely possible that the author was more aware of the betrothal pattern than we could ever hope to be, as he had access to many more of the interpretive ‘keys’ that Robert Alter speaks of. However, I hold firmly to the belief that he had the narrative of Jacob and Rachel at the forefront of his mind, using it as a platform upon which he was able to present his deeply theological scene.  
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