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The purpose of this paper is to draw together and review the issues that are 
basic for any dialogue on the subject of the Gospel of John and the Jews. The 
substantial body of literature on the subject has identified major issues that 
remain unresolved and has established standard positions. The general obser­
vation that the vilification of hoi Ioudaioi in John has contributed to the bloody 
record of persecution of Jews can hardly be contested. Nevertheless, probing 
beyond this general observation leads one into areas where meanings are ambig­
uous and biases influence interpretations and conclusions. Five major issues 
must be addressed, however cursorily, in a paper such as this one: 

1. What does hoi Ioudaioi mean in the Gospel of John? 
2. How does the group characterized as hoi Ioudaioi function in the Gospel 

of John? 
3. How did the Gospel of John function in its historical context? 
4. Is John anti-Semitic? 
5. What is the task of interpretation and dialogue in the present context? 
The sequence of these questions is important. Each assumes discussion of 

the previous issues, and discussion of the latter issues must be informed by 
sensitivity to the previous questions. 

Referents of hoi Ioudaioi 
The term Ioudaios or hoi Ioudaioi occurs seventy times in the Gospel of 

John. Those studies devoted specifically to identifying the referents of the 
plural, hoi Ioudaioi, in John have typically proposed four or five categories 
which have either neutral or hostile overtones.1 First, hoi Ioudaioi is used to 
designate Jews or Judeans in contrast to Samaritans or Gentiles. Such phrases 
as heorte ton loudaión (5:1; 6:4; 7:1), pascha ton Ioudaion (2:13; 11:55), and 
basileus ton Ioudaion (18:33, 39; 19:3, 19, 21[twice]) may be placed in this 
category. 

This category has sometimes been divided into more specific usages: the 
Jews simply as people, the Jews in contrast to Gentiles, the Jews in contrast to 
Samaritans, the Jews as Jesus' contemporaries, and references to customs of 
the Jews. Little seems to be gained by such distinctions. Most notable (and 
problematic) among the neutral references is John 4:22—"Salvation is from the 
Jews." 
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Of more particular concern is the hostile or "typically Johannine" use of hoi 
Ioudaioi to refer to those who rejected Jesus and eventually demanded his 
death. The use of hoi Ioudaioi to characterize the willful rejection of Jesus 
received its classic definition from Rudolf Bultmann: 

The term hoi Ioudaioi, characteristic of the Evangelist, gives an 
overall portrayal of the Jews, viewed from the standpoint of Chris­
tian faith, as the representatives of unbelief (and thereby, as will 
appear, of the unbelieving "world" in general).2 

In his definitive study of the use of hoi Ioudaioi, Urban C. von Wahlde 
found that ten previous studies agreed unanimously in identifying the following 
thirty-one passages as instances of this hostile sense: 1:19; 2:18,20; 5:10,15,16, 
18; 6:41, 52; 7:1,11,13,15; 8:22, 48, 52, 57; 9:18, 22a, 22b; 10:24, 31, 33; 13:33; 
18:14, 31, 36; 19:7, 31, 38; 20:19.8 On the basis of substantial support von 
Wahlde adds seven other instances: 7:35; 8:31; 11:8; 18:12; 18:38; 9:12,14. Two 
or more of the ten studies agree in adding seven other verses to the list: 3:25; 
8:31; 10:19; 11:54; 18:20; 19:20, 21a.4 After examining these seven verses, von 
Wahlde concludes that five represent the neutral use; the other two (8:31; 10:19) 
present a mixture which he ascribes to the work of a redactor.6 Beyond identify­
ing the passages that reflect the hostile sense, von Wahlde was concerned to 
show that with the exception of 6:41 and 6:52, all the other instances of the 
hostiel sense refer to the authorities. While there is widespread agreement as to 
which instances refer to the authorities, there is no such agreement as to which 
instances refer to the common people. Only four instances (7:15, 35; 10:31, 33) 
are interpreted by two or more of the ten studies as referring to the people rather 
than the authorities. Von Wahlde examines the arguments in each case and 
finds them unconvincing.6 Questions might also be raised about 19:7, 12, and 
14, but these are judged to refer to the hostile authorities mentioned elsewhere 
in the Johannine passion narrative. 

The effect of von Wahlde's work is to narrow the scope of John's vilification 
from the people and the authorities to the authorities only. Even granting von 
Wahlde's conclusions, however, one must still contend with the fact that John 
used a general term that elsewhere has a broader referent and is not limited to 
the authorities. 

Another significant thesis has been advanced by Malcolm Lowe. Gathering 
data from ancient Jewish, Christian, and pagan writings, Lowe argues that 
while among "Gentiles and Diaspora Jews the word had already a secondary 
religious meaning," "the primary meaning of Ioudaioi was geographical."7 The 
term Ioudaioi designated " Judeans" as opposed to people living in other areas, 
and Judea itself could designate (1) Judea in the strict sense, (2) the procurate of 
Pontius Pilate (including Idumea and Samaria), or (3) the whole kingdom of 
Herod the Great.8 The Gospel of John, Lowe concludes, speaks of Judea "only in 
the strict sense."9 
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Only the key points of Lowe's case for translating every reference to 
Ioudaioi in John as "Judeans" can be noted. The references to the feasts ton 
Ioudaion all occur "in references to feasts requiring a pilgrimage to Judea."10 

Wherever it is clear that Jesus (or the subject) was in Jerusalem, "the words 
heortê, pascha (and other feast names) occur without any appendage."11 The 
only exception is John 6:4. While others recognize that Ioudaioi refers to 
Judeans in 11:19, 31, 33, 36, 45, 54; 12:9,11; 19:20, and possibly also 3:25 and 
11:8,12 Lowe concludes that all the references to Ioudaioi in John denote Jude­
ans, with exception of the instances in Samaria (in John 4), where "Jews" has 
"the correct denotation, but lacks the connotation of Judea."13 The only possible 
exception Lowe allows is John 18:20." The phrase basileus ton Ioudaion means 
"King of the Judeans."15 In the hostile instances, therefore, the Ioudaioi are 
Judeans, "either in references to the Judean population in general or (less 
frequently except after Jesus' arrest) to the Judean authorities."16 

In the most recent study on the subject, John Ashton responds to Lowe's 
work by first distinguishing three related questions: (1) who are the Ioudaioi; (2) 
what role or function do they fulfill in John; and (3) why did the Evangelist 
regard them with such hostility?17 Ashton reviews Lowe's thesis sympatheti­
cally, defending its plausibility but withholding final judgment until more 
historical evidence is adduced.18 Groups of people were commonly identified by 
their place of origin or their principal deity.19 The religious and geographical 
meanings may, therefore, not have been sharply distinguished. Granting the 
difficulty of the references in John 6, Ashton accepts that "wherever Ioudaioi is 
used . . . these are natives or inhabitants of Judea. But to say this is to say very 
little: the nature and significance of the role they play is left undefined, and the 
reasons for assigning it to them unexplored."20 Ashton perceptively lodges the 
complaint that neither Lowe nor von Wahlde distinguished between "referent" 
and "sense." The "referent" of Ioudaioi would be "natives or inhabitants of 
Judea." By "sense" Ashton means the role the Ioudaioi play in the Gospel 
narrative.21 The distinction is essential.22 In the Gospel historical persons be­
come characters in a narrative in which they take on varying degrees of sym­
bolic significance and characterize different responses to Jesus.23 Most previous 
studies on the identity of the Ioudaioi in John suffer from lack of precision 
because they do not sharply distinguish between semantic and syntactic as­
pects of meaning, or (using Ashton's terms) referent and sense. 

Distinguishing hostile from neutral instances and limiting the referent to 
Judeans or authorities, or even Judean authorities, does not address the issue of 
John's characterization of the Ioudaioi, their function in the Gospel, or the 
effect of using the same term to refer to both the hostile authorities and the 
(neutral) Jews or Judeans. Rather than describe Jesus' opponents as Pharisees, 
rulers, scribes, or chief priests (as the Synoptics do), John characterizes the 
opponents with the more general term Ioudaioi, thereby coloring all occur­
rences of the term in the Gospel (at least in retrospect) with the hostile sense. 
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Parenthetically, it is important to observe that John's characterization of the 
Ioudaioi is no less shaped by theology and historical circumstances than is its 
characterization of Jesus, which has long been recognized as the product of 
Johannine theology. 

At this point the discussion of "the Jews" in the Gospel of John must move 
from the issue of historical referent to that of narrative function. Historical 
investigation and interpretation are related but quite separate endeavors.24 

Nevertheless, our review of efforts to define the meaning (referent) of Ioudaioi 
in John focuses four questions for further study: (1) the ambiguity or relation­
ship between "Judeans" and "Jews" in the first-century range of meanings 
associated with Ioudaioi; (2) the role of distinctions in meaning (neutral/hostile, 
Judeans/Jews, people/authorities) in the reading of John; (3) the relationship 
between referent and symbol (or historical persons and literary characters); and 
(4) reasons why those hostile to Jesus are characterized by the generalizing 
designation hoi Ioudaioi, which carries the burden of unbelief and the world's 
rejection of Jesus. 

The Function of hoi Ioudaioi in John 

Merely distinguishing and classifying neutral and hostile references to the 
Ioudaioi in John is not adequate. We must ask how the neutral and hostile 
references are related to one another. A full analysis of the characterization, 
role, and function of the Ioudaioi in John cannot be attempted here. Principal 
issues will be defined, and the parameters of the narrative role of the Ioudaioi 
will be sketched. Concerns more strictly literary than the four issues just 
defined require attention: (1) how does the Gospel narrative develop the rela­
tionship between the Ioudaioi, the crowds, the Pharisees, the authorities, and 
the world; (2) is there progressive development and escalation of hostility 
throughout the Gospel or within episodes, or is von Wahlde correct in maintain­
ing that "from the time that they appear on the scene, the 'Jews' demonstrate 
this attitude which neither increases nor diminishes as the gospel progresses";26 

and (3) how does John explain (or make plausible to the reader) the hostility of 
the Ioudaion 

In Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel I argued that hoi Ioudaioi are one 
character—not three, four, or five—and that the level of hostility escalates 
within each episode and from one episode to another.26 Further precision may be 
given to this analysis of the role of "the Jews" by tracing the development of the 
hostility from one episode to the next. Episode is used to designate a distinct 
segment or section of the narrative that contains one or more scenes. The 
beginning of an episode is usually marked by the phrase "after this" or "after 
these things," a change of location, and reference to a festival. 

Episode 1 (John 1:19-2:11). John bears witness to Jesus, and Jesus calls his 
first followers, among them Nathanael, "An Israelite in whom there is no guile" 
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(1:47). Jesus' first sign allows the disciples to see his glory, and they respond 
with belief in him (2:11). 

The only reference to "the Jews" in this first episode reports that "the Jews 
from Jerusalem" (later identified with the Pharisees, 1:19, 24) sent messengers 
to question John. Opposition or hostility may be foreshadowed, but it is not 
explicit here. The replacement theme is introduced by the reference to the six 
water pots which were for "the cleansing of the Jews" (2:6), and from which 
Jesus provides the new wine. 

Episode 2 (John 2:12-3:21). The beginning of a new episode is signaled by 
three indicators: (1) the phrase "after this" (meta touto; 2:12), (2) a change of 
location (to Capernaum, 2:12; then to Jerusalem, 2:13), and (3) reference to a 
festival, "the Passover of the Jews" (2:13). Jesus drives out the merchants, then 
interprets his actions to "the Jews" when they question him. The pattern of 
Johannine dialogue is established: the Jews ask questions, and Jesus gives 
metaphorical answers full of double meaning which "the Jews" do not grasp (see 
2:18-20). The narrator must explain Jesus' response to the reader (2:21-22). 
Nicodemus, "a ruler of the Jews" (3:1) and "teacher of Israel" comes to Jesus at 
night, but cannot understand Jesus because Jesus is from above while he is 
"earthly" (epigeia, 3:12; cf. 3:31). John begins to explore the nature and source 
of unbelief through the characterization of "the Jews" (see 3:18-20). 

Episode 3 (John 3:22-36)—an interlude in Judea. "After these things" (meta 
tauta, 3:22), Jesus and his disciples remain in Judea, where John's disciples 
debate with "the Jews" about cleansing (3:25). 

Episode 4 (John 4:1-64). This episode begins with only the indication of a 
change in location due to Jesus' knowledge that the Pharisees had heard of his 
baptizing (4:1). The Samaritan woman identifies Jesus as a Jew, and the narra­
tor explains that "Jews have no dealings with Samaritans" (4:9, RSV). Later, 
Jesus declares that "salvation is from the Jews" (4:22), but the hour is coming 
when the distinction between Jew and Samaritan will be observed no longer: 
"all true worshipers will worship in spirit and in truth" (4:23). Verse 43 marks a 
scene change, and the episode concludes in Cana of Galilee. 

Among the references to "the Jews" in John 1-4 there is little indication of 
hostility. At most, the inability of "the Jews" to understand Jesus is portrayed. 
The seeds of conflict are sown, but they have scarcely begun to grow.27 

Episode 5 (John 5:1-47). The beginning of a new episode, a major division in 
the Gospel, is marked by the three common indicators: (1) "after these things" 
(meta tauta), (2) a festival of "the Jews," and (3) travel to Jerusalem (5:1). 
Hostility against Jesus arises for the first time when Jesus heals on the Sab­
bath and declares that God is his Father. "The Jews" question the healed man, 
and the narrator explains that "the Jews" were seeking to kill Jesus because he 
violated the Sabbath and committed blasphemy (5:16,18).M The script unfolds 
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slowly, however, and the hostility develops step by step. Jesus responds that 
"the Jews" have not accepted the witnesses on his behalf: John, the signs, the 
Father, the Scriptures, even Moses himself (5:31-47). "The Jews" do not believe 
because they do not seek "the glory of the only God" (5:44). Indeed, they are not 
faithful to their own heritage: if they believed Moses, they would believe Jesus 
(5:46). 

Episode 6 (John 6:1-71). "After these things" {meta tauta), Jesus crossed the 
Sea of Galilee (6:1). The Passover, "the festival of the Jews" was at hand (6:4). 

While "the Jews" celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem, Jesus feeds a multi­
tude in the hills of Galilee and then crosses the Sea. When Jesus will not feed the 
crowd (6:2, 5, 22, 24) again the next day, "the Jews" begin to "murmur" (6:41) 
and then to fight with one another (6:52) over Jesus' explanation that he himself 
is "the bread of life" (6:48, 51). Jesus' disciples murmur also (6:61), and many 
then turn away from him (6:66). 

Episode 7 (John 7:1-8:59). "After these things" (meta tauta), Jesus went to 
Galilee (7:1), where his brothers challenge him to go to Jerusalem for the festival 
of booths (7:2). 

From the beginning of this episode the reader is warned again that "the 
Jews" were seeking to kill Jesus (7:1). The warning raises the level of suspense, 
while the hostility of the exchanges between Jesus and "the Jews" builds to a 
climax in this episode. The crowd "murmurs" (7:12), but they fear "the Jews" 
(7:13). The reasons for unbelief are developed fully in this chapter.29 The authori­
ties seek to arrest Jesus, but he eludes them. Some of the people believe (7:31), 
whereas the Pharisees "murmur" again (7:32), and "the Jews" question Jesus' 
enigmatic responses (7:35; 8:22). Because some of the people believe, there is a 
division (schisma) among them (7:43). Again, Jesus says that "the Jews" are 
"from below" while he is "from above" (8:23). 

John 8:31 is a notorious difficulty. Jesus addresses "the Jews who had 
believed in him," but they no longer believe (see 8:31b). The hostile exchange 
that follows raises challenges to both the legitimacy of Jesus' birth and the 
relationship of "the Jews" to Abraham.30 Jesus claims that their father is the 
Devil (8:44), so they are not "from God" (8:47). "The Jews" respond that Jesus is 
a Samaritan and has a demon (8:48, 52). This episode ends with "the Jews" 
taking up stones to throw at Jesus (8:59). A new peak of hostility has been 
reached. 

Episode 8 (John 9:1-10:42). The conventional markings of the beginning of a 
new episode fail us here, but the shift from the intensity of chapter 8 to the new 
structure of seven scenes in John 9, with their escalating conflict, justify the 
beginning of a new episode at John 9:1. 

Jesus' work brings division even among the Pharisees (schisma, 9:16). "The 
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Jews" do not believe that the man Jesus healed had actually been blind (9:18). 
His parents are afraid of "the Jews," however, because "the Jews" had agreed to 
cast out of the synagogue any who confessed that Jesus was the Christ (9:22). 
"The Jews" then question the man himself and finally cast him out (9:34). John 
9, therefore, carries the conflict between Jesus and "the Jews" over into the 
affairs of those who were associated with Jesus. Exclusion from the synagogue 
represents a fresh escalation in the conflict. 

The point at which this episode ends is also open to debate. John 10:19 
reports a division (schisma) among "the Jews," with some claiming that Jesus is 
a demoniac and others defending him. A new festival, Hanukkah, is introduced 
in John 10:22, so a new episode could begin at that point, but the action in the 
following verses brings the hostility to a "flash point" again as "the Jews" take 
up stones once more (10:31,33) before Jesus withdraws from Jerusalem (10:40). 

Episode 9 (John 11:1-54). The beginning of this episode is marked by the 
introduction of new characters (Lazarus, Mary, and Martha) and their request 
that Jesus return to Judea, to Bethany. 

Suspense is created by the reminder that "the Jews" had recently at­
tempted to stone Jesus (11:8). "Many of the Jews" had come to comfort the 
sisters, however, and they are portrayed in a positive light (11:19,31,33). They 
even comment, "see how he loved him" (11:36). Following the raising of Laza­
rus, "many of the Jews" who were present believe in Jesus ( 11:45); others report 
him to the Pharisees, who conspire against him. The division between receptive 
and hostile "Jews" that was noted earlier is now complete. Jesus can therefore 
no longer move about openly among "the Jews" (11:54), so he withdraws to 
Ephraim. 

Episode 10 (John 11:55-12:50). This episode is closely related to the previous 
one, but the new episode is introduced by the reference to "the Passover of the 
Jews" (11:55) and Jesus' return to Bethany (12:1). Surprising as this may be, the 
first part of the Gospel ends with the Pharisees seeking to arrest Jesus (11:57) 
while a great crowd of "the Jews" cheers his arrival at Jerusalem (12:9,11). 

The only reference to "the Jews" in the farewell discourse recalls Jesus' 
words about his departure (13:33; cf. 7:33). Although Jesus warns his disciples 
of the world's hostility and says they will be put out of the synagogue and killed 
(16:2), "the Jews" are not named explicitly. 

"The Jews" return to the narrative at the arrest of Jesus (compare 18:3 
[Pharisees] with 18:12 [Jews]). Caiaphas had counseled "the Jews" that Jesus 
had to die for the sake of the people (18:14; cf. 11:51). Jesus protests that he had 
taught openly, in the temple, where "the Jews" gathered (18:20). Pilate ques­
tions: "Are you the king of the Jews?" (18:33), and later retorts, "Am I a Jew?" 
(18:35). Jesus maintains that his kingdom is not of this world. If it were, his 
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followers would fight to keep him from being handed over to "the Jews" (18:36). 
Pilate then reports to "the Jews" that he finds Jesus innocent of any wrongdo­
ing. "The Jews" then appeal to the Law (19:7). The Gospel of John renders its 
final verdict on "the Jews," however, when they force Pilate to condemn Jesus 
(19:12) and then respond to his taunts saying, "we have no king but Caesar" 
(19:14-15). In bitter irony, Jesus is crucified under the inscription, "Jesus the 
Nazarene, the King of the Jews" (19:19-22). 

Fear of "the Jews" follows Jesus' crucifixion. Joseph of Arimathea was a 
secret believer "for fear of the Jews" (19:38), and the disciples remain behind 
closed doors "for fear of the Jews" (20:19). The only other references to "the 
Jews" following the crucifixion are incidental (19:40,42). 

From this analysis of the role of "the Jews" in the Gospel narrative the 
following conclusions may be proposed: 

1. References to "the Jews" must be studied in their narrative context. 
Extracting the references from their place in the structure of the narrative and 
attempting to distinguish various referents (Judeans, authorities, common 
people) does not explain John's characterization of "the Jews" or the develop­
ment of their role in the Gospel. 

2. Similarly, Bultmann's description of the symbolic role of "the Jews" as 
Jesus' opponents does not do justice to the division among "the Jews" that is 
described in John 6-12. "The Jews" are neither a static nor a homogeneous 
character. 

3. "The Jews' " hostility toward Jesus is not constant (contra von Wahlde). 
Instead, we find escalation of conflict within the ten episodes in the first part of 
the Gospel and progressive development in the plot from one episode of the 
next. 

4. The division between the "Jews" who accept Jesus and those who finally 
reject him is the most distinctive feature of John's treatment of "the Jews"— 
not their uniform hostility toward him. The significance of this division in 
relation to the social context of the Gospel now requires further attention. 

How Did John Function in Its Historical Context? 
Both the social factors that influenced the formation of the Fourth Gospel 

and the functions of the Gospel in that context are important. Specifically, (1) 
what influenced John's use of the generalization, "the Jews," (2) why does the 
Gospel describe division among "the Jews," and (3) how might these aspects of 
the Gospel have been understood by its first readers? 

Wolfgang Iser and other reader response critics have recently helped us to 
appreciate the importance of a narrative's reflection of values and social codes 
and norms. By means of commentary, characterization, irony, stereotype, cari­
cature, and conflict a narrative has the ability to call into question a reader's 
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perceptions and commitments and undermine or defend rival value systems. 
Familiar values may be "defamiliarized" in the narrative world by portraying 
them in a new context. Consequently, new configurations of distance and 
intimacy between the reader, the characters, and the represented values are 
created. The Gospel of John in particular handles these dynamics in a masterful 
way.81 For example, a change in the reader's attitude toward the Law may be 
confirmed by the last reference to nomos in the Gospel, where the Ioudaioi 
answer Pilate: "We have a law, and by that law he ought to die.. ." (19:7). 

The complementary proposals of J. Louis Martyn and Raymond E. Brown 
(though they differ at points) have been widely accepted as the most useful 
analyses of the specific historical context of the composition of the Fourth 
Gospel.52 Relying heavily upon their work, we may sketch the general contours 
of the Gospel's historical setting. 

The Johannine community originated in a group of Jews who found the 
fulfillment of their messianic expectations in Jesus. The teachings of the Be­
loved Disciple were shaped into homilies for fellow Jews, so the Johannine 
tradition is deeply rooted in the Hebrew Scriptures and their interpretation 
(especially in the wisdom tradition). 

For reasons that are not entirely clear the synagogue began to identify and 
expel the Jesus-believing Jews from its fellowship. The process was probably 
similar to the use of the Birkath ha-Minim or twelfth benediction but prior to its 
adoption at Jamnia. This traumatic event is reflected in John 9:22; 12:42; and 
16:2. 

While the majority of the believers began to form a new community, "secret 
believers" remained within the synagogue and some of the Johannine Chris­
tians may have considered returning to the synagogue. Relying on written 
sources composed under the influence of the Beloved Disciple, the Gospel was 
composed and edited over a period of years. Eventually, the Johannine commu­
nity itself split, and the Johannine Epistles were written to encourage and 
defend the remnant community from the Christological innovations of those 
who left the community. 

The Gospel, therefore, was written to show that Jesus was the fulfillment of 
Jewish expectations and that those who received him were faithful to the Law 
while those who rejected Jesus turned away from their own heritage.33 Martyn 
has convincingly shown how the Gospel develops two levels of meaning.34 It 
recalls (1) Jesus' conflict with the authorities, but it also clarifies (2) the issues in 
the conflict between the Johannine community and the synagogue. Within this 
context the Gospel functioned primarily to encourage the Johannine commu­
nity, to interpret why the synagogue had rejected them and their messianic 
beliefs, and to provide the community with a clearer identity as true "children of 
God."86 The Gospel confirmed that the community was being faithful to Jesus' 
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revelation as it was mediated to them by the Paraclete or Spirit of Thith and 
interpreted by the Beloved Disciple. Secondarily, the Gospel probably also 
served to encourage the " secret believers," who were caught between the Johan­
nine community and the synagogue, to declare their faith publicly, to sever ties 
to the synagogue, and to join the community. By the time of the final editing of 
the Gospel other (intra church) functions are evident also, but these are not 
relevant for discussion of the Gospel of John and the Jews. 

On the basis of this understanding of the setting of the Gospel, several 
observations are possible. 

1. Both the pervasive Jewishness of the Gospel and its sharp polemic 
against "the Jews" can be explained on the basis of the setting described above. 

2. The division among "the Jews" in chapters 6-12, which is peculiar to 
John, developing as it does from "murmuring" to the belief of some of "the 
Jews" and the efforts of others to seize Jesus, reflects the division that had 
occurred within the synagogue. 

3. The Johannine Christians believed that they were faithful to the Law 
while their opponents had shown that they themselves did not understand 
Moses or the Scriptures (5:39, 46). 

4. The Fourth Gospel stereotypes Jesus' opponents as "the Jews" because 
the decisive break between Judaism and Christianity had already occurred, at 
least in the Johannine setting, and the Jews of the synagogue were persecuting 
the Christian community. "The Jews," therefore, becomes a term by which the 
Gospel characterizes both Jesus' opponents and the community's opponents. 
Through this characterization, the Gospel offers various explanations for why 
Jesus was rejected by his own people.38 

Is John Anti-Semitic? 

Sometimes shading distinctions is merely an academic exercise in obscur­
ing an issue or hedging on a response. When answering the question whether 
John is anti-Semitic, however, clarity of definition is essential. 

J. N. Sevenster, in The Roots of Pagan Anti-Semitism in the Ancient World 
(1975), established several points that are relevant for our discussion. He traced 
the earliest evidence of pagan anti-Semitism back as far as the Elphantine 
papyri, fifth century B.C.E. Ancient anti-Semitism, however, pre-dated modern 
theories of racial distinctions. Sevenster found not a single indication "that 
anti-Semitism in the ancient world used the theory of race as a weapon of 
attack."37 Instead, the basis for pagan anti-Semitism was the contempt of Jews 
for pagan religious practices, the autonomy and separation of Jewish communi­
ties, and the peculiarities of their religious practices (sabbath observance, cir­
cumcision, and food laws).38 

Although some (e.g., Edward Flannery)89 regard pagan anti-Semitism as 
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the source of Christian anti-Semitism, Sevenster does not link the two. Douglas 
Hare's observation is persuasive: "Since gentile converts to Christianity were 
drawn primarily from those attracted by Judaism, it is not at all likely that 
Christian anti-Semitism is to be explained on the basis of pagan hostility 
toward the Jews."40 Little is gained by attempting to trace the roots of Christian 
opposition to Judaism to pagan anti-Semitism. The two phenomena were gener­
ally independent and motivated by different concerns. 

A second interpretation relieves the Christian Scriptures in general, and the 
Gospel of John in particular, of the onus of anti-Semitism by arguing that the 
Christian Scriptures express a prophetic critique voiced from within Judaism, 
prior to the separation of Christianity from its Jewish origins.41 Although such a 
solution does not finally succeed, it has the merit of taking seriously the differ­
ences in context between modern readings of the Christian Scriptures and the 
social context in which they were written. While it is true that Christianity and 
Judaism were not clearly distinct until at least very late in the first century, the 
Gospel of John—as we have seen—was written at the point of separation (in one 
locality) and probably contributed to the ultimate separation between the two. 
It is far more difficult to interpret John as prophetic critique from within 
Judaism than it is to view Paul in this way. John serves to harden a breach that 
had already occurred. 

A third line of argument builds on both the symbolic use of "the Jews" as 
representing the world's rejection of Jesus (Bultmann) and the view that the 
hostile references to "the Jews" designate the authorities, not the common 
people (von Wahlde). The following statements are representative and show 
that leading Johannine scholars have advanced this view: 

R. E. Brown: "John is not anti-Semitic; the evangelist is condemning 
not race or people but opposition to Jesus."42 

Robert T. Fortna: "Whatever animus John may have felt and ex­
pressed against the synagogue, it is not in any racial sense anti-
semitic. He does not set Jew and Gentile against each other. Rather 
he sees two views of revelation—we would say two religions—in 
contradiction "" 

U. C. von Wahlde: ".. . the context of intra-Jewish debate remains a 
possibility If the term ["the Jews"] refers only to authorities, it 
hardly provides evidence that the gospel is an attack on the attitudes 
of all Jews."44 

Other scholars have now begun to distinguish anti-Judaism from anti-Semitism 
and to recognize varieties of one or the other in John. Anti-Judaism has been 
defined as "that attitude which produces a clean break with Judaism theologi­
cally, either by thoroughly discrediting the Jewish tradition, as in Marcion's 
case, or by usurping the Jewish Bible and turning it against the Jews, as in the 
Epistle of Barnabas.W4e 
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Edward H. Flannery accepts the distinction between anti-Semitism "which 
must include a note of hatred or contempt of the Jewish people as such"* and 
anti-Judaism, which "is purely a theological reality; it rejects Judaism as a way 
of salvation but not Jews as people."47 By anti-Judaism Flannery designates, 
"those oppositions intellectual in nature, whether theological or apologetical, 
which are bereft of hatred or stereotyping of Jews as persons or as a people."48 

In response to efforts to exonerate the Gospel of John of the charge of being 
anti-Semitic, Eldon J. Epp and Janis Leibig, while recognizing the legitimacy of 
the distinction between anti-Semitism and anti-Judaism, have both concluded 
that the milder term does not adequately describe John. Epp concludes, "It is 
difficult to apply to the Fourth Gospel's anti-Jewish attitudes and to their 
impact upon the reader any term other than anti-Semitic. "* Leibig nuances her 
position by using the terms "the antisemitic potential of the Fourth Gospel"60 

and "theological anti-Semitism." The latter, which she derives from Rosemary 
Ruether,51 distinguishes John "both from the later racial Antisemitism and 
from the milder 'anti-Judaic' attitude."62 

The range of judgments on the issue of anti-Semitism in John makes clear 
definition and precise judgments important. The basis for the anti- Jewish tone 
and language of the Fourth Gospel is both theological (or more precisely Chris-
tological) and social. Confession of Jesus as the Messiah led to a relativizing of 
the authority of Tbrah that the Jewish community found unacceptable. Expul­
sion of the Johannine Christians from the synagogue sharpened the conflict and 
probably contributed to the dualistic thinking of the Johannine community. 
The dualism evident in Johannine thought—that distinguished sharply be­
tween those who belonged to the light, the truth, and the life from above and 
those who did not—resulted in a severe condemnation of all who did not accept 
Jesus as the Christ, the ultimate revelation of God.63 

The conflict, however, sprang from within Judaism, from hostility between 
Jews and Christian Jews.54 It involved theological, not racial, differences. While 
the term theological anti-Semitism retains a certain "shock value" applauded 
by Leibig,65 it also retains overtones of racial anti-Semitism. Still, the "prophetic 
critique" or "intra-Jewish debate" positions do not recognize the extent of the 
breach with Judaism that is already reflected in John. During the process of the 
development of the Johannine tradition and the composition of the Gospel, the 
bearers of that tradition found themselves displaced from participation in 
Jewish life. 

In defense and explanation of these events, the Fourth Gospel stereotypes 
the rejection of Jesus as the response of "the Jews."68 Even if hoi Ioudaioi once 
denoted "the Judeans" or the Jewish authorities, the Gospel of John general­
ized and stereotyped those who rejected Jesus by its use of this term. Fuller 
succinctly attributed to the Evangelist three critical developments: 
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1. He altered the designation of Jesus' opponents in many 
places to "the Ioudaioi" and introduced this new designation into his 
own composition. 

2. He reinterpreted the issues between Jesus and his opponents 
in explicitly christological terms. 

3. He gave the hostility between Jesus and his opponents a 
previously unparalleled bitterness.67 

Perhaps even more importantly, the Gospel is the first document to draw a 
connection between "the Jews" who condemned Jesus and Jews known to the 
Christian community at a later time. By means of this transfer of hostility, 
effected by the two levels of meaning Martyn has found in the Gospel, the 
Gospel creates a dangerous potential for anti-Semitism. 

Leibig and those who distinguish between the Gospel's intent and its effect 
are therefore entirely correct in speaking of the "anti-Semitic potential of the 
Fourth Gospel."68 Not only has the Gospel been read as supporting anti-
Semitism, it has contributed to the development of anti-Semitism.59 Neverthe­
less, the nuanced terms "theological anti-Judaism" and "anti-Semitic poten­
tial" provide the most accurate descriptions of the Fourth Gospel's language, 
tone, and attitude toward Jews and Judaism. 

The Gospel of John, we conclude, develops an anti-Jewish polemic moti­
vated by theological concerns. The anti-Semitic potential of this polemic, how­
ever, fed hostility toward Jews when it erupted with brutal consequences in 
later centuries. 

The Task of Interpretation and Dialogue 

No one's hands are clean. Dialogue between Jews and Christians requires 
that we each confess the guilt of our own contributions and those of our 
respective religious traditions to the sharpening of theological differences into 
the outrage of anti-Semitism in all its subtle and violent forms. Theological 
differences have led to the violation of the ethical principles of both Judaism 
and Christianity. 

Dialogue requires further that both shared affirmations and conflicting 
views be recognized. At issue for Christians is the relationship between their 
affirmation of the continuing authority of the Hebrew Scriptures and their 
confession of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God (John 20:31). When the two are 
held in common, tension results and the authority of the Hebrew Scriptures is 
relativized. The Old Covenant is displaced by the New, resulting in the rejection 
of Judaism. 

How can we establish a Christian interpretation of a Gospel that proclaims 
love for the world while fostering hatred for Jews? Sensitivity to the tension in 
the Fourth Gospel between the values it teaches and the stereotypes it uses can 
bring constructive réévaluation among both Jews and Christians. Neutralizing 
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the "anti-Semitic potential" of the Fourth Gospel, however, will require con­
certed effort on six fronts: (1) sensitive interpretation of the origin and setting of 
the Fourth Gospel; (2) theological critique of the Fourth Gospel's anti-Jewish 
elements; (3) development of a Christology that affirms Jesus' role in relation to 
both Judaism and the Kingdom of God; (4) reaffirmation of the importance of 
Judaism and its continuing contributions to the Christian faith; (5) reaffirma­
tion of the importance of the Hebrew Scriptures as a part of Christian Scripture, 
including affirmation of their teachings in their own right rather than as a foil 
for Gospel teachings; and (6) critique and repudiation of any effort to use the 
Fourth Gospel to support anti-Semitic sentiments. These efforts, moreover, 
while based on serious theological discussion, must be communicated through 
sermons, popular commentaries, and religious curriculum at all levels so that 
they will have an impact on all confessing Christians. 

Ironically, at least part of the task before us is to find ways for Christians to 
hold firm to their confession of Jesus as the Christ and fulfill their mission as the 
Church while also bringing fulfillment to the prophecy of Caiaphas, "that Jesus 
should die for the nation, and not for the nation only, but to gather into one the 
children of God who are scattered abroad" (John 11:51-52, RSV). 

This article is dedicated to Professor W. D. Davies, who shared with his students both his 
Christian devotion and his appreciation for Jewish piety and scholarship. With all, he has shared his 
devout concern for understanding and peace between Jews and Christians. Shalom wbarakah. 
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