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Abiding Words: An introduction to  
Perspectives on John’s Use of scripture

Alicia D. Myers

As with numerous other new Testament writings, israel’s scriptures form 
the foundation on which the narrative of the gospel of John is written. 
Ushered in with the opening verses of the prologue, scripture appears 
throughout the gospel and is even identified as one of the “witnesses” for 
Jesus’s defense (5:31–47), showing up in explicit quotations along with a 
number of varyingly transparent allusions and references. indeed, so cru-
cial is scripture to the gospel’s plot that the narrator winds the sequence of 
events tightly to the Jewish festival calendar whose own roots stretch into 
israel’s scriptural past.1 Yet it is also the fourth gospel that is frequently 
accused of anti-Jewish language, if not explicit sentiment, in its presenta-
tion of “the Jews.” With this mixed relationship with israel’s history—the 
incorporation of scripture as a pillar of support for its presentation of 
Jesus alongside a sustained conflict with the religious leaders of that very 
scriptural tradition—John’s use of scripture has drawn the attention of a 
number of scholars.2 such persistent attention, however, makes entering 
into the conversation and deciphering the various voices a challenge. in 
an attempt to clarify the dialogue and offer possible avenues forward, the 

1. see Michael A. daise, Feasts in John: Jewish Festivals and Jesus’ “Hour” in the 
Fourth Gospel, WUnT 2/229 (Tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2007); dorit felsch, Die Feste 
im Johannesevangelium: Jüdische Tradition und christologische Deutung, WUnT 2/308 
(Tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2011).

2. due to continued attention to this area of research, the Johannine literature 
section of the sbl sponsored a session on this topic, hosted at the annual meeting in 
chicago in 2012. This session provides the impetus for the present collection, which 
also incorporates additional papers from the annual sbl meeting in baltimore from 
2013 as well as independently solicited contributions.
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2 MYErs

present volume provides an overview of past research before featuring a 
collection of essays that showcase some current approaches to studying 
the use of scripture in the gospel of John.

1. israel’s scriptures in John’s gospel:  
An overview of Past scholarship

When approaching the fourth gospel’s use of scripture, scholars are in 
agreement that, like other new Testament writings, the gospel demon-
strates a christocentric hermeneutic. scripture quotations, allusions, and 
echoes provide support for the gospel’s presentation of Jesus as the christ, 
the son of god (20:30–31).3 According to J. louis Martyn, however, the 
reverse of this statement is also true: namely, that belief in Jesus supports 
interpretation of scripture in the manner that the fourth gospel epito-
mizes.4 Martyn’s statement highlights the tension in which the gospel’s 
employment of scripture exists. scripture testifies to Jesus’s identity as 
understood by the gospel, thereby adding an authoritative voice to its 
presentation; nevertheless, the persuasiveness of this testimony depends 
largely on one’s predisposition to the gospel’s perspective. indeed, that 
the same scripture passages, images, and figures could be interpreted to 
oppose the gospel’s views is highlighted in the debates that flair up when 
Jesus’s interpretations of scripture come into conflict with those of reli-
gious leaders and crowds during his ministry (e.g., 7:14–53; 8:12–59).

This tension is also reflected in a number of earlier studies on the use 
of scripture in the new Testament in general. c. h. dodd and barnabas 

3. The debate over the purpose of the gospel of John is well worn. The crux of 
the debate centers on the text-critical issue in 20:31 concerning the tense of πιστεύω. 
is this a present subjunctive, encouraging continuing faith for a believing community, 
or an aorist subjunctive, suggesting the gospel means to initiate belief among nonbe-
lievers? for representative viewpoints, see gordon d. fee, “on the Text and Meaning 
of John 20.30–31,” in The Four Gospels 1992, ed. f. van segbroeck et al., bETl 100 
(leuven: leuven University Press, 1992), 3:2193–205; d. A. carson, “syntactical and 
Text-critical observations on John 20.30–31: one More round on the Purpose of the 
fourth gospel,” JBL 124 (2005): 693–714.

4. J. louis Martyn, “listening to John and Paul on the subject of gospel and 
scripture,” WW 12 (1992): 73. in this way, then, scripture does not function as a 
“proof ” in a strict sense because it does not convince anyone to have faith, but only to 
reinforce the faith they already possess. such a reading necessarily endorses a particu-
lar purpose for the gospel: it is meant to encourage those who already believe.SBL P
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 Abiding Words: An inTrodUcTion 3

lindars understood the christocentric hermeneutic of the new Testament 
as indicative of the foundational role of scriptural interpretation for early 
believers. for dodd, small collections of texts acted as the “substructure” 
for new Testament theology, undergirding the canonical authors’ com-
munication of the kerygma.5 building on dodd’s work, lindars focuses on 
the apologetic function of this substructure, which showcased how Jesus 
fulfilled messianic expectations.6 Thus richard longenecker argued that 
the earliest believers interpreted scripture in such a way that Jesus exem-
plified the Jewish belief that the meaning of the Torah would be made 
plain through the Messiah.7 

Yet not all scholars are convinced that this exercise was as seamless 
as a cursory reading of dodd, lindars, and others might suggest. While 
agreeing with the christocentric nature of new Testament hermeneutics, 
donald Juel emphasizes the catechetical role of scriptural interpretation 
alongside any external apologetic functions it served. Juel writes: “chris-
tian interpretation of the scriptures arose from the recognition that Jesus 
was the expected Messiah and that he did not fit the picture.”8 in other 
words, “messianic exegesis” had to explain the scandal of the cross and the 
reality of the resurrection as events entirely unanticipated by israel’s scrip-
tural narratives. Thus expectations during the new Testament era may 
have been that the Messiah should make the Torah plain, but early believ-
ers were faced with the reality that Jesus’s life, death, and resurrection 
were not easily explained by contemporaneous understandings of scrip-
ture. hence, new Testament authors had to explain how scripture related 
to Jesus as Messiah. Moreover, the christocentric readings of scripture 
helped early believers to “clarify the implications of faith in Jesus for one’s 
relationship with israel’s god and with the world.”9 Juel’s comments rightly 

5. c. h. dodd, According to the Scriptures: The Sub-structure of New Testament 
Theology (new York: scribner’s sons, 1953), 110.

6. barnabas lindars, New Testament Apologetic: The Doctrinal Significance of the 
Old Testament Quotations (london: scM, 1961), 18.

7. richard n. longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period, 2nd ed. 
(grand rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 79 (see further 77–79). in addition to a christo-
centric hermeneutic, longenecker highlights the pneumatological interpretation of 
scripture by new Testament authors (p. xxxi). The role of the holy spirit in remem-
brance is particularly significant for interpreting the fourth gospel’s use of scripture.

8. donald h. Juel, Messianic Exegesis: Christological Interpretation of the Old Tes-
tament in Early Christianity (Philadelphia: fortress, 1988), 26 (emphasis original).

9. ibid., 2.SBL P
res
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highlight the fact that the “apologetic” function of scriptural interpretation 
among early believers is two-sided, helping to support the claims of believ-
ers both for outsiders and, or even primarily, for believers themselves.

Agreeing on the christocentric nature of scriptural interpretation in 
the new Testament, then, does not result in a “disappointingly common-
place” discussion.10 rather, this consensus only forms the foundation on 
which scholars build. debates surface concerning which scripture texts 
are referenced, how such references are incorporated into their surround-
ing context, and especially on the possible implications of their incorpora-
tion. studies on the fourth gospel’s use of scripture reflect these areas of 
concern as well. in what follows, i will offer an overview of past scholar-
ship on the use of scripture in John’s gospel by dividing past research 
into three main areas of study, those that focus on (1) the sources of John’s 
references to scripture; (2) the method of John’s incorporation of these 
references; and (3) the sociological, theological, and rhetorical functions 
of the references. While such categories inevitably run the risk of over-
simplification, they will aid in our understanding of the major contribu-
tions on John’s use of scripture in the past, setting the stage for the present 
collection of essays, which showcases current and continuing methods of 
analyzing John’s employment of these sacred traditions.

1.1. The sources of John’s scripture references

As mentioned above, studies on scripture in the fourth gospel have mir-
rored approaches prevalent among those studying the use of scripture in 
the new Testament as a whole. initially such study primarily reflected his-
torical concerns; that is, what does John’s use of scripture reveal about the 
gospel’s historicity or its own historical location? The works of dodd and 
lindars fit into this category insofar as both scholars sought to explain the 
historical use of scriptural interpretation in the early church. indeed, both 
dodd and lindars agree that the characteristically christocentric herme-
neutics of early believers began with Jesus himself before it was developed 
by later new Testament authors, of whom Paul, John, and the author of 
hebrews are considered the most creative.11 other scholars continued 
dodd and lindars’s work by examining the form of the quotations. such 

10. ibid., 1.
11. dodd, According to the Scriptures, 110; lindars, New Testament Apologetic, 88.SBL P
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studies, like other source, form, and redaction-critical studies, sought to 
identify the sources used by new Testament authors as well as any changes 
made to them. by identifying these elements, interpreters hoped to hone 
in on the specific theological positions made by various new Testament 
authors, including John. When the quotations disagreed sharply with any 
known source material, scholars were left to explain such discrepancies. 
for J. r. harris and dodd, the differences were the result of new Testament 
authors using early testimonia, which were lists of ready-made scriptural 
prooftexts for the nascent christian movement.12 Those less convinced of 
the existence of such collections suggested faulty memories or intentional 
crafting of traditions to fit the theological perspectives of various authors 
and their communities.13

Among Johannine interpreters, the work of Alexander faure, Edwin 
freed, günter reim, and Maarten J. J. Menken typify these historical-
critical approaches.14 focusing largely on the most explicit quotations 
in the fourth gospel, these scholars seek to demonstrate the evangelist’s 
employment of one or more sources in the construction of his own quota-
tions. The most often agreed-on quotations and references include John 
1:23; 2:17; 6:31, 45; 10:34; 12:13, 15, 38, 40; 13:18; 15:25; 19:24, 28, 36, 
37. in addition to studying these quotations, reim explores a number of 
scriptural allusions in his attempt to construct the general old Testament 

12. J. rendel harris, Testimonies, 2 vols. (cambridge: cambridge University Press, 
1916–20); dodd, According to the Scriptures, 23–60. see also the recent histories of 
harris’s testimonia proposal in Martin c. Abl, “And Scripture Cannot Be Broken”: The 
Form and Function of the Early Christian Testimonia Collections, novTsup 96 (leiden: 
brill, 1999), 7–69; and Alessandro falcetta, “The Testimony research of James rendel 
harris,” NovT 45 (2003): 280–99.

13. charles goodwin, “how did John Treat his sources?” JBL 73 (1954): 61–75, 
for example, argues that John must have had a faulty memory since his quotations 
vary so much from known written traditions. such an interpretation, however, 
assumes the priority of written sources in the construction of the gospel rather than 
oral communication.

14. Alexander faure, “die alttestamentlichen Zitate im 4. Evanglium und die 
Quellenscheidungshypothese,” ZNW 21 (1922): 99–121; Edwin d. freed, Old Testa-
ment Quotations in the Gospel of John, novTsup 6 (leiden: brill, 1965); günter reim, 
Studien zum alttestamentlichen Hintergrund des Johannesevageliums, snTsMs 22 
(cambridge: cambridge University Press, 1974); Maarten J. J. Menken, Old Testament 
Quotations in the Fourth Gospel: Studies in Textual Form, cbET 15 (kampen: kok 
Pharos, 1996).SBL P
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background for the gospel.15 faure, freed, and Menken also tackle the 
often-debated “quotation” in John 7:38, which, while introduced with a 
quotation formula, nevertheless does not conform to any known scrip-
tural passage.16 faure includes this reference as a result of his particular 
interest in the introduction of scriptural quotations that will be mentioned 
below. Menken leaves John 7:37–38 for the end of his collection of essays 
because his reconstruction of the form of this quotation relies on conclu-
sions drawn from other analyses. Menken also excludes quotations that 
are identical to the lXX in form or are what he considers “theological” or 
“juridical” propositions rather than legitimate quotations (cf. 7:42; 8:17; 
12:34).17 freed explores the standard quotations along with most of the 
texts that Menken omits as well as 17:12, another highly debated quota-
tion, which freed suggests is an adaptation of Prov 24:22a lXX.18

for faure, the analysis of John’s explicit citations has the potential to 
uncover pre-gospel sources employed by the fourth gospel, thereby con-
tributing to theories of its composition. highlighting the switch to fulfill-
ment language in the passion narrative, faure suggests that the gospel 
includes at least two layers of source material redacted by a later editor: 
the first, in which scripture is incorporated as unintroduced “prooftexts”; 
and the second, in which scripture is actualized in the person and words 
of Jesus.19 Although faure’s thesis concerning John’s sources has not con-
vinced many, his attention to the switch in introductory formulae in the 
later chapters of John’s narrative is regularly noted.

instead of focusing on the introductory formulae of the explicit cita-
tions, freed, reim, and Menken center their attention on deciphering the 
sources behind the individual citations themselves. The sources suggested 
by these authors vary greatly depending on the quotation considered. 
freed finds room for influence from the lXX, extant portions of the Maso-
retic Text (MT), several targumic traditions, and corresponding excerpts 

15. reim, Studien, 1–188.
16. freed, Old Testament Quotations, 21–38; Menken, Old Testament Quotations, 

187–203 (cf. 18).
17. Menken, Old Testament Quotations, 14–15.
18. freed, Old Testament Quotations, 96–98.
19. faure, “die alttestamentlichen Zitate,” 101–2. According to faure, such “actu-

alization” is reflected most clearly in John 18:32 but also surfaces in John 17:12; 8:28; 
and 3:14. SBL P
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from the dead sea scrolls.20 reim is more restricted in his interpreta-
tion, arguing instead that John’s use of scripture was dependent largely on 
deutero-isaiah and other early christian traditions.21 Menken repeats the 
source- and redaction-critical approaches of freed and reim, but insists 
predominantly on the use of the lXX by John, although he leaves room for 
infrequent influence from hebrew sources.22 Menken’s investigation cen-
ters on uncovering the reasons for John’s apparent editorial activity with 
his sources. for Menken, the differences between the citations and textual 
traditions expose not a faulty memory on the part of the evangelist, but 
intentional changes made to highlight unique aspects of Johannine theol-
ogy, especially its christology. While concerned with historical elements, 
these scholars, especially Menken, demonstrate a concerted interest in the 
theological motivations for John’s employment and reshaping of israel’s 
scriptural traditions mirroring the practices of contemporaneous redac-
tion critical approaches.

continuing in this vein of study is the past work of two contribu-
tors to the present volume: bruce schuchard and William randolph 
bynum.23 schuchard’s 1992 monograph establishes him as a contempo-
rary of Menken, whom he acknowledges as a key influence on his meth-
odology and his interest in the editorial activity of the evangelist.24 nev-
ertheless, schuchard’s methodological alignment with Menken does not 
always result in the same interpretation of John’s source material or the 
theological motivations for John’s intentional changes to that material.25 

20. freed, Old Testament Quotations, 127–30.
21. reim, Studien, 188–90 (cf. 241–46).
22. Menken, Old Testament Quotations, 205–6.
23. bruce g. schuchard, Scripture within Scripture: The Interrelationship of Form 

and Function in the Explicit Old Testament Citations in the Gospel of John, sblds 133 
(Atlanta: scholars Press, 1992); Wm. randolph bynum, The Fourth Gospel and the 
Scriptures: Illuminating the Form and Meaning of Scriptural Citation in John 19:37, 
novTsup 144 (leiden: brill, 2012).

24. schuchard, Scripture within Scripture, xv.
25. for example, both Menken and schuchard suggest that the author has pur-

posefully altered the quotation of isa 40:3 in John 1:23 by suppressing ἑτοιμάσατε and 
substituting εὐθύνατε rather than εὐθείας ποιεῖτε. Menken suggests that the author has 
done this because of his disagreement with the synoptic tradition that John’s minis-
try must end before Jesus can initiate his own (Old Testament Quotations, 30–31). in 
contrast, schuchard argues that none of the gospels would present such an argument 
since “Jesus will come whether the way is prepared or not” (Scripture within Scripture, SBL P
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Unlike Menken, schuchard understands John’s primary source material to 
be what he calls the “old greek” (og) as a more precise designation for 
the greek textual traditions available in the first century. Moreover, unlike 
Menken, schuchard leaves greater room for the possibility of John citing 
material from memory in light of the oral culture in which he existed.26 
Yet, like Menken, schuchard displays confidence in the ability to iden-
tify specific changes to citations made by the author of the gospel and, 
therefore, in his ability to posit theological emphases that result from such 
changes. bynum repeats such optimism in his recent monograph, which 
focuses in particular on the use of Zechariah in John 19:37. Although spe-
cifically concerned with John 19:37, bynum’s research has far-reaching 
implications concerning the relationship between John and the dead sea 
scrolls and even leads him to the provocative suggestion that John’s con-
sistently careful citation style can be used to support increased confidence 
in the gospel’s historicity.27 With bynum, then, the concern for historicity 
inherent in the work of dodd and lindars is again palpably felt, reflective 
of an increased integration of John’s gospel in dialogues on reconstructing 
the “historical” Jesus in recent years.28

10). instead, εὐθύνατε is used as a result of the influence of wisdom traditions, which 
frequently employ (κατ)ευθύνω with ὁδός (p. 11).

26. schuchard dialogues with the work of Paul J. Achtemeier (“Omne verbum 
sonat: The new Testament and the oral Environment of late Western Antiquity,” JBL 
109 [1990]: 3–27) concerning the importance of oral transmission of traditions over 
written documents. While acknowledging the importance of Achtemeier’s observa-
tions, schuchard is not convinced by his blunt conclusion that searching for the form 
of citations is “an exercise in futility.” instead, schuchard maintains that “even if John 
cited from memory, his citations do, in fact, represent precise and therefore percep-
tible recollections of a specific textual tradition” (Scripture within Scripture, xvi–xvii).

27. bynum, Fourth Gospel, 173.
28. see the publications of the sbl section “John, Jesus, and history” in particu-

lar: Critical Appraisals of Critical Views, vol. 1 of John, Jesus, and History, ed. Paul n. 
Anderson, felix Just, and Tom Thatcher, sblsyms 44 (Atlanta: society of biblical lit-
erature, 2007); and Aspects of Historicity in the Fourth Gospel, vol. 2 of John, Jesus, and 
History, ed. Paul n. Anderson, felix Just, and Tom Thatcher, Ecil 2 (Atlanta: society 
of biblical literature, 2009).SBL P
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1.2. The Method of John’s scripture references

in addition to examining citation forms, other studies have focused more 
on the method of John’s scriptural citations: that is, how the evangelist 
incorporates scripture into the sequence of the narrative. such exploration 
has connections to studies interested in John’s citation form and sources 
since those studies are also often interested in how John incorporates his 
material, although they are necessarily more focused on individual refer-
ences.29 Moreover, scholars studying the method of John’s scripture ref-
erencing often utilize the conclusions of those studying citation forms in 
order to strengthen their claims.30 debates center on questions such as, 
(1) does the gospel simply “prooftext” for the sake of its argument, and 
thus disregard the original context of the quotations, or does it somehow 
incorporate the larger context from which the quotations come? (2) does 
it matter whether or not the gospel writer intended such quotations and 
allusions to incorporate the larger context of its scriptural material, if these 
connections were or can be made by ancient as well as contemporary audi-
ences? And, (3) does the gospel reflect interpretation practices current in 
second Temple Jewish circles or even the larger greco-roman milieu and, 
if so, what does this reveal about the gospel’s origins or rhetorical goals? 
studies on deciphering John’s hermeneutical method, then, have largely 
settled into two main areas: first, those interested in discovering the inter-
section between John and ancient interpretive techniques, both Jewish 
and greco-roman; and, second, those exploring John’s use of scripture 
under the broad heading of “intertextuality,” which can privilege either the 
original audiences of the gospel or create fertile fields for contemporary 
reader-response and ideological readings.

29. The interest in individual quotations does not prevent many of these scholars 
from suggesting aspects of John’s hermeneutics; indeed, some studies explore indi-
vidual quotations as a means to identify John’s interpretive tools. for example, from 
his studies, dodd concludes that John is not interested in the original context of his 
quotations, but uses christian testimonia as sources for his prooftexting.

30. for example, catrin h. Williams (“The Testimony of isaiah and Johannine 
christology,” in “As Those Who Are Taught”: The Interpretation of Isaiah from the LXX 
to the SBL, ed. claire Matthews Mcginnis and Patricia k. Tull, sblsyms 27 [Atlanta: 
society of biblical literature, 2006], 109–12) notes Menken’s findings in her own 
analysis of the use of isaiah in the gospel of John even though her main interest lies 
in John’s shaping of isaian material, especially the servant material, for his own chris-
tological ends.SBL P
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Turning first to connections between John’s use of scripture and 
ancient interpretive practices, most attention has been given to discover-
ing John’s reflection of Jewish exegetical practices of the first centuries. 
Thus, beginning with the work of lindars, those studying John’s use of 
scripture have often noted a pesher quality to John’s quotations, although 
few go far in fleshing out this characterization.31 generally, such a def-
inition is used to explain John’s references as prooftexts, but with the 
addition of finding a precedent for such a practice in a Jewish context. 
daniel Patte develops lindars’s observation in more detail and suggests 
that new Testament use of scripture is pesher-like with its eschatological 
focus on fulfillment through the person and work of Jesus as the Messiah. 
for Patte, pesher becomes a way to understand what he sees as a typologi-
cal perspective of second Temple Judaism. nevertheless, steven Witmer 
has recently questioned the association between pesharim and scriptural 
references in John in particular. in addition to lacking the characteris-
tic line-by-line interpretation of pesharim, Witmer suggests that John’s 
“radically christocentric hermeneutic” sets it apart from the exegetical 
technique of Qumran.32

rather than suggesting the specific practice of pesher, many scholars 
prefer the more general expression of midrash to explain John’s scriptural 
interpretations. Peder borgen’s 1965 study represents the first fully devel-
oped attempt to trace the connections between John’s use of scripture in 
John 6:31–58 and midrashic practices from second Temple Judaism, espe-
cially as demonstrated in the work of Philo of Alexandria.33 in addition 

31. lindars, New Testament Apologetic, 265–70. A few examples include Juel, Mes-
sianic Exegesis, 49–57; longenecker, Biblical Exegesis, 80–87; Martin hengel, “The old 
Testament in the fourth gospel,” in The Gospels and the Scriptures of Israel, ed. craig 
A. Evans and W. richard stegner, JsnTsup 104, ssEJc 3 (sheffield: sheffield Aca-
demic, 1994), 380–95; J. harold Ellens, “A christian Pesher: John 1:51,” Proceedings: 
Eastern Great Lakes Biblical Society 25 (2005): 143–55.

32. stephen E. Witmer, “Approaches to scripture in the fourth gospel and the 
Qumran Pesharim,” NovT 48 (2006): 313–28 (esp. 327–28).

33. Peder borgen, Bread from Heaven: An Exegetical Study of the Concept of 
Manna in the Gospel of John and the Writings of Philo, novTsup10 (leiden, brill: 
1965); borgen, “John 6: Tradition, interpretation, and composition,” in Critical Read-
ings of John 6, ed. r. Alan culpepper, bis 22 (leiden: brill, 1997), 95–114; borgen, 
“The scriptures and the Words and Works of Jesus,” in What We Have Heard from the 
Beginning: The Past, Present, and Future of Johannine Studies, ed. Tom Thatcher (Waco: 
baylor University Press, 2007), 39–58.SBL P
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to showcasing remarkable similarities, borgen’s analysis supports a Jewish 
milieu for the fourth gospel in contrast to studies arguing for hellenistic 
roots, which presented the gospel of John as a response to gnostic and 
protognostic groups. borgen’s study has paved the way for later scholars to 
dig more deeply into Jewish interpretive practices, including exploration 
of hillel’s middot, as a means to understand the specific techniques behind 
the gospel’s scriptural appeals.

Most scholars, however, have accepted Jewish exegetical practices as 
the backdrop for John’s scriptural interpretations without precisely defin-
ing the techniques used through either discussions of pesher or middot. 
Aside from brief references, the majority of scholars studying the use 
of scripture in the fourth gospel do not delve deeply into Jewish tech-
niques.34 This result is in large part because while there is agreement that 
rabbinic texts offer some information concerning first-century interpre-
tive practices, it is unclear how much they reveal since rabbinic texts were 
not codified until centuries later. Michael fishbane attempts to deal with 
this issue in his work, which traces inner-biblical interpretations across 
a variety of genres. he notes how established traditions (traditum) are 
transformed into what he calls traditio by various authors as a means to 
contemporize religious practices and reaffirm allegiance to israel’s heri-
tage.35 Without the confidence to tie down specific techniques, fishbane 
instead notes general tendencies meant to “authorize” later “innovations” 
made by various Jewish groups influenced by their own historical loca-
tions and ideologies.36 no doubt the same impulses are present among 
the Jewish writers of the new Testament, who seek both to legitimatize 
and explain their beliefs concerning Jesus of nazareth by illustrating 
his relationship with israel’s sacred traditum. but without the identifica-
tion of specific techniques, most scholars are limited to discussing John’s 
midrashic practices as a way of noting his indebtedness to Jewish exegeti-
cal traditions. As a result, then, the term midrash itself runs the risk of 
becoming a loose description, providing little more than an assertion of 
John’s Jewish milieu rather than a substantial statement concerning John’s 
interpretive practices.

34. An exception to this trend is found in frédéric Manns, “Exégèse rabbanique 
et Exégèse Johannique,” RB 92 (1985): 525–38.

35. Michael A. fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (oxford: claren-
don, 1985), 409–10.

36. ibid., 528 (see further 528–42).SBL P
res
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A few other scholars have suggested looking to the more developed 
canon of classical greco-roman rhetoric for categories to understand the 
use of scripture in new Testament writings.37 This exploration expands 
on the broader trend of utilizing ancient rhetorical categories to analyze 
new Testament writings, particularly discourses and letters, pioneered by 
george kennedy.38 such studies are particularly popular among interpret-
ers of John’s gospel, with its frequent and lengthy discourses.39 The blend-
ing of hellenistic and Jewish modes of thought and argumentation neces-
sarily present in the greco-roman world indicates the potential for classical 
rhetoric to provide some language and insight into the ways in which isra-
el’s scriptures are incorporated into the new Testament. in particular, the 
close association between several middot—especially gezera shewa and qal-
walhomer—and classical rhetorical techniques has been well established.40 
since ancient education was rooted in the imitation of past masters (mime-
sis), it is no surprise that rhetorical manuals and works provide numerous 
examples of how literature could be integrated into a variety of speeches and 
writings. Although scholars have noticed that there is little explicit instruc-
tion on how to “quote” material, classical handbooks and progymnasmata 

37. The most thorough development of this approach is in my own recent pub-
lication: Alicia d. Myers, Characterizing Jesus: A Rhetorical Analysis of the Fourth 
Gospel’s Use of Scripture in Its Presentation of Jesus, lnTs 458 (london: T&T clark, 
2012). however, previous studies have indicated the potential of such an approach. 
see dennis l. stamps, “Use of the old Testament in the new Testament as a rhe-
torical device: A Methodological Proposal,” in Hearing the Old Testament in the New 
Testament, ed. stanley E. Porter (grand rapids: Eerdmans, 2006), 26–33; Jerome h. 
neyrey, The Gospel of John in Cultural and Historical Perspective (grand rapids: Eerd-
mans, 2009).

38. george A. kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criti-
cism, sr (chapel hill: University of north carolina Press, 1984).

39. see, for example, harold W. Attridge, “Argumentation in John 5,” in Rhetori-
cal Argumentation in Biblical Texts: Essays from the Lund 2000 Conference, ed. Anders 
Eriksson, Thomas h. olbricht, and Walter Übelacker, EsEc 8 (harrisburg, PA: Trin-
ity Press international, 2002), 188–99; george l. Parsenios, Rhetoric and Drama in 
the Johannine Lawsuit Motif, WUnT 258 (Tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2010); Jo-Ann A. 
brant, John, PcnT (grand rapids: baker Academic, 2011).

40. david daube, “rabbinic Methods of interpretation and hellenistic rhetoric,” 
HUCA 22 (1949): 251–59; saul liebermann, Hellenism in Jewish Palestine: Studies in 
the Literary Transition, Beliefs and Manners of Palestine in the I Century B.C.E–IV Cen-
tury C.E., Ts 18 (new York: Jewish Theological seminary of America, 1962), 59–61; 
Juel, Messianic Exegesis, 35–41.SBL P
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provide a number of examples of quoting and alluding to existing material 
in ways meant to increase the persuasiveness of one’s work.

A far more popular approach to deal with the lack of solid categories 
from Jewish interpretive practices in the first century, however, is the theory 
of intertextuality. Aiming to respond in part to the problem of imprecise 
language and methods from those discussing midrash and typologies, rich-
ard b. hays turns to contemporary literary theory as a means to add more 
substance to intertestament exegesis.41 from its roots in the poststructural-
ist movement, intertextuality maintains that texts are written in relationship 
to other texts and, as such, necessarily reverberate with both intended and 
unintended echoes from other materials. Acknowledging the existence of 
intertextuality has pushed scholars to explore the relationship between the 
citations found in John’s gospel and the larger contexts from which they 
come in israel’s scriptures. rather than seeing John’s employment of scrip-
ture as prooftexting similar to pesher models, these scholars find support 
for John’s awareness of the larger context from which his quotations and 
allusions come, adding depth to John’s incorporation of israel’s sacred story.42

41. richard b. hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (new haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 11–14. see also stefan Alkier, “intertextuality and the semiot-
ics of biblical Texts,” in Reading the Bible Intertextually, ed. richard b. hays, stefan 
Alkier, and leroy A. huizenga (Waco: baylor University Press, 2008), 3–22; Julia 
kristeva, “Word, dialogue, and novel,” in The Kristeva Reader, ed. Toril Moi (new 
York: columbia University Press, 1986), 34–61. in his most recent contribution, hays 
presents John’s intertextual awareness as part of a larger hermeneutic that “reads the 
entirety of the oT as a web of symbols” pointing toward Jesus’s life and the life he 
offers to believers (Reading Backwards: Figural Christology and the Fourfold Gospel 
Witness [Waco, TX: baylor University Press, 2014], esp. 92).

42. Examples of this type of study include a number full-length monographs, a 
few of which include Margaret daly-denton, David in the Fourth Gospel: The Johan-
nine Reception of the Psalms, AgJU 47 (leiden: brill, 2000); Andrew c. brunson, 
Psalm 118 in the Gospel of John, WUnT 2/158 (Tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 2003); gary 
T. Manning, Echoes of a Prophet: The Use of Ezekiel in the Gospel of John and in the 
Literature of the Second Temple Period, JsnTsup 270 (london: T&T clark, 2004); 
susan hylen, Allusion and Meaning in John 6, bZnW 137 (berlin: de gruyter, 2005); 
as well as a number of articles, including robert l. brawley, “An Absent complement 
and intertextuality in John 19:28-29,” JBL 112 (1993): 427–43; diana M. swancutt, 
“hungers Assuaged by the bread of heaven: ‘Eating Jesus’ as isaian call to belief: The 
confluence of isaiah 55 and Psalm 78(77) in John 6.22–71,” in Early Christian Inter-
pretation of the Scriptures of Israel, ed. craig A. Evans and James A. sanders, JsnTsup 
148, ssEJc 5 (sheffield: sheffield Academic, 1997), 218–51.SBL P
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catrin Williams’s investigations into the fourth gospel’s use of isai-
anic traditions reflect intertextual methods.43 focused in particular on 
tracing how John’s use of isaiah resonates with Jewish interpretive tradi-
tions surrounding the prophet, Williams argues that the gospel does much 
more than simply use isaiah quotations to prooftext its narrative. instead, 
Williams underscores the significant weight isaiah traditions place on 
Johannine christology by examining the explicit references to “isaiah” in 
John 1:23 and 12:38–41, which bracket Jesus’s public ministry. reviewing 
ancient Jewish beliefs surrounding isaiah, Williams suggests that isaiah 
was particularly open to interpretations that combined its images of a 
future, returning, triumphal lord and a suffering servant. noting the con-
fluence of vocabulary in isaiah 6, 40–42, and 52–53, Williams concludes 
that the reception history of isaiah paved the way for John’s shaping of the 
material around his presentation of Jesus as the christ.44 John’s gospel, 
therefore, reflects awareness of this broader intertextual environment and 
uses it to support its christology.

The results from intertextual studies, however, can vary widely in their 
findings, depending on the perspective from which the study is conducted. 
Many repeat the practices of earlier redaction and source-critical models 
to note variations in the form of a citation before offering theological ratio-
nales for such changes based on the larger context from which the original 
citation comes. others use the reader-oriented method of intertextuality 
to prioritize contemporary perspectives over ancient ones, finding fodder 
for more ideological interpretations. intertextuality, then, has opened a 
number of avenues for continued reflection on John’s employment of scrip-
ture, encouraging interpretive possibilities that have remained previously 
unexplored and taking seriously the variety of implications emerging from 
John’s incorporation of scripture. Yet it can be difficult to place method-
ological parameters on intertextual readings. This is both a strength that 
allows for a variety of interpretations and voices otherwise muted by tradi-

43. Williams, “Testimony of isaiah,” 107–24; Williams, “ ‘he saw his glory and 
spoke of him’: The Testimony of isaiah and Johannine christology,” in Honouring the 
Past and Shaping the Future: Religious and Biblical Studies in Wales. Essays in Honour 
of Gareth Lloyd Jones, ed. robert Pope (leominster: gracewing, 2003), 53–80; Wil-
liams, “isaiah in John’s gospel,” in Isaiah in the New Testament, ed. steve Moyise and 
Maarten J. J. Menken (london: T&T clark, 2007), 101–16.

44. Williams, “Testimony of isaiah,” 121–22.SBL P
res
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tional approaches and a potential weakness, particularly for those seeking 
to discover how texts were heard and understood by ancient audiences.45

1.3. The functions of John’s scripture references

All studies on John’s use of scripture generally hope to touch on at least 
some of the theological implications of his incorporation of israel’s tradi-
tions, even if these theological aspects are limited to individual passages 
or citations. Thus the studies described above often aim to uncover unique 
aspects of Johannine theology, especially christology, by means of their 
analyses. for the most part these studies underscore the christocentric 
hermeneutic of the gospel and its interest in presenting scripture as 
somehow made complete by Jesus’s ministry and death.46 A few studies, 
however, have devoted extended attention to the various functions the use 
of scripture has in John’s gospel.

in her 2003 monograph, Jaime clark-soles lays out a sociologi-
cal model for analyzing the gospel’s use of scripture. influenced by the 
work of Wayne Meeks, clark-soles likewise turns to sociology in order 
to explore how John’s use of scripture sheds light on the Johannine com-
munity’s historical situation.47 for clark-soles, John’s incorporation of 

45. see Thomas r. hatina’s criticism of the use of “intertextuality” by historical-
critical biblical scholars in “intertextuality and historical criticism in new Testament 
studies: is There a relationship?” BibInt 7 (1999): 28–42; cf. stanley E. Porter, “The 
Use of the old Testament in the new Testament: A brief comment on Method and 
Terminology,” in Early Christian Interpretation of the Scriptures of Israel, ed. craig A. 
Evans and James A. sanders, JsnTsup 148, ssEJc 5 (sheffield: sheffield Academic, 
1997), 80–88. other scholars have responded to these criticisms by suggesting even 
more precise terms for the different types of intertextuality that are often explored. 
stefan Alkier, for example, suggests using three categories: production-oriented, 
reception-oriented, and experimental perspectives (“intertextuality,” 9–11). see also 
steve Moyise, “intertextuality and the study of the old Testament in the new Testa-
ment,” in The Old Testament in the New Testament: Essays in Honor of J. L. Noth, ed. 
steve Moyise, JsnTsup 189 (sheffield: sheffield Academic, 2000), 14–41.

46. see especially francis J. Moloney, “The gospel of John as scripture,” CBQ 
67 (2005): 454–68. Moloney’s own argument interfaces on many fronts with that of 
Andreas obermann, which is discussed below.

47. Jaime clark-soles, Scripture Cannot Be Broken: The Social Function of the Use 
of Scripture in the Fourth Gospel (leiden: brill, 2003), 7–8. The influence of J. louis 
Martyn’s historical and compositional reconstruction of the Johannine community is 
also present: “To be sure, the reader will easily detect my debt to Martyn’s scholarship SBL P
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scripture reflects a sectarian community, much like the Qumran com-
munity in the ancient world and even similar to the modern-day example 
of the branch davidians. scripture is used to justify and, indeed, exalt 
the members of the sect as ones who have truly understood in contrast 
to those who remain a part of the “parent” tradition.48 clark-soles con-
tends that the Johannine leaders used scripture as an authoritative voice 
to reinforce their community’s elect, sectarian status in the midst of their 
conflict with mainstream Jewish thought. in this way, John’s use of scrip-
ture reflects the gospel’s social reality and constructs an identity of “elect” 
insiders versus those who are outside the believing group.

Andreas obermann and saeed hamid-khani are more interested in 
the theological implications of John’s use of scripture, though similarities 
to clark-soles’s conclusions also emerge. both obermann and hamid-
khani note the role of scripture in addressing John’s opponents, “the Jews.” 
in these contexts, scripture acts as a witness, testifying in favor of Jesus’s 
identity and points toward his coming passion. for obermann, scripture 
specifically supports various presentations of Jesus, including as temple 
(2:17), living bread (6:31), and the king (12:15), among others.49 because 
of scripture’s christological and testifying role, hamid-khani suggests that 
it can act as part of a polemic against those who deny Jesus as the christ 
since “true” scriptural understanding only occurs as a result of belief.50 
John’s conviction that Jesus fulfills scripture, and indeed somehow makes 
scripture manifest as the Logos (Word) incarnate, guides the gospel’s use 
of scripture. obermann argues that such a hermeneutical position enables 
the gospel to function as a new scripture for Johannine believers.51 for 
hamid-khani, Jesus’s fulfillment and completion of scripture renders 
israel’s institutions “obsolete” except for the ways in which they can help 
one understand the christ event more clearly.52

as my presuppositions about the traumatic, antagonistic social situation in which the 
fourth gospel was forged become evident” (p. 5).

48. clark-soles, Scripture Cannot Be Broken, 317.
49. Andreas obermann, Die christologische Erfüllung der Schrift im Johannesevan-

gelium: Eine Untersuchung zur johanneseichen Hermeneutik anhand der Schriftzitate, 
WUnT 2/83 (Tübingen: Mohr siebeck, 1996), 91–203.

50. saeed hamid-khani, Revelation and Concealment of Christ: A Theological 
Inquiry into the Elusive Language of the Fourth Gospel, WUnT 2/120 (Tübingen: Mohr 
siebeck, 2000), 251–52.

51. obermann, Die christologische Erfüllung der Schrift, 418–22.
52. hamid-khani, Revelation and Concealment, 258–59.SBL P
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The recent work of ruth sheridan and myself also centers on the func-
tion of John’s incorporation of scripture; however, we are more interested 
in the characterizations that result from the gospel’s scriptural appeals. 
sheridan focuses on the presentation of “the Jews” in John’s gospel. Ana-
lyzing the explicit citations of scripture in John 1:19–12:15, sheridan 
uses contemporary rhetorical theory to examine how “the Jews” are con-
structed as characters by the ideal reader. for sheridan, studying the rhe-
torical function, instead of potential historical situations, of this character-
ization puts the examination of John’s “anti-Judaism” in sharper focus and 
exposes “the Jews’ ” role in drawing the ideal reader to faith in Jesus even as 
“the Jews” themselves are presented as increasingly “obdurate.”53 My own 
approach differs from that of sheridan in my use of classical greco-roman 
rhetorical categories as well as my attention to the characterization of Jesus 
rather than “the Jews.”54 nevertheless, we agree that scripture acts as a 
witness for Jesus’s identity and simultaneously draws in the ideal audience 
while, or even by means of, alienating other characters within the narra-
tive itself. Moreover, both studies call attention to the need to understand 
the rhetorical functions of scripture in John’s gospel in addition to pri-
marily historically oriented studies.

The preceding overview of these three approaches—by form, method, 
and function—demonstrates the lasting interest in studying the fourth 
gospel’s use of scripture. overall, such studies have some basic areas of 
consensus. scholars generally emphasize the gospel’s use of greek source 
material and cite Jewish interpretive practices as predecessors for John’s 
incorporation of scripture as well as intertextual echoes to explain John’s 
incorporation of larger scriptural contexts into the narrative. building 
on these conclusions, interpreters seek to understand unique aspects 
of John’s theology, especially his christological emphases, as well as the 
wider implications of this theology. nevertheless, just as the consensus 

53. ruth sheridan, Retelling Scripture: “The Jews” and the Scriptural Citations in 
John 1:19–12:15, bis 110 (leiden: brill, 2012), 235. This conclusion does not signify 
that sheridan understands “the Jews” to be undeveloped characters in John’s gospel. 
instead, she writes that “ ‘hope’ is held out to ‘the Jews’ in the gospel narrative” but 
that since they “do not avail themselves of this hope (cf. 12:39–42), … they remain on 
the underside of the gospel’s dualism despite the relative character development and 
occasional understanding and belief ” (236).

54. Myers, Characterizing Jesus, 39–77. sheridan suggests that John’s scripture 
citations “should be generically categorized as midrash/pesher” instead (Retelling 
Scripture, 46). SBL P
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concerning John’s christocentric hermeneutic has not dampened studies 
on our topic, these areas of agreement have not quelled debates. contin-
ued research in these areas along with emerging approaches are pushing 
the understanding of John’s use of scripture in new directions, sometimes 
down avenues quite divergent from the accepted conclusions. it is to these 
more current projects and approaches that we now turn.

2. continuing the conversations: The Present contribution

The present volume continues the conversation on John’s use of scrip-
ture, offering both studies that highlight and perpetuate several of the 
approaches discussed above as well as others that initiate new method-
ological possibilities. The following essays are divided into three parts, 
intended to highlight the various approaches utilized in each section.

The first section contains the work of bruce schuchard, William ran-
dolph bynum, and Michael daise, who are interested in what the form of 
John’s explicit quotations can reveal about their functions in the gospel. 
schuchard traces the “explicit” citations in John, analyzing them to dem-
onstrate that the evangelist’s citations consistently rely on a greek source. 
The differences that do exist between extant versions of the greek bible 
and forms of John’s quotations are the result of John’s intentional shaping 
and, indeed, his ability as a storyteller to cast these scriptures into the 
new literary and theological contexts of the gospel. The resulting quota-
tions, therefore, serve to elucidate the person and work of Jesus, espe-
cially his crucifixion, with the goal of convincing the hearer to believe 
and “have life in his name.” bynum limits his own study to the references 
to Zech 9:9 and 12:10 in John 12:15 and 19:37. he argues that John uses 
citation techniques reflected in his own milieu and creates a Zecharian 
inclusio around the passion narrative. such a move effectively evokes the 
postexilic context of Zechariah 9–14 throughout the passion sequence to 
underscore the Johannine irony of Jesus’s exalted death. like schuchard, 
bynum suggests that such use of israel’s scriptures ultimately encourages 
the faith of the gospel audience. rounding out the first part of this col-
lection is the work of daise, which centers on the “remembrance” quota-
tions found in John 2:17, 12:13, and 12:15. daise maintains that these 
quotations should be read in light of each other since they all mention 
the role of “remembering” on the part of the disciples. suggesting that 
these three quotations were originally located together in an earlier form 
of the tradition, daise contends that in their present form they create an SBL P
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inclusio in the book of signs that has profound pneumatological implica-
tions.

in the second portion of the book, the essays of Jaime clark-soles, 
ruth sheridan, benjamin lappenga, and me provide examples of socio-
logical and rhetorical methodologies in the study of John’s use of scrip-
ture. clark-soles’s chapter begins this section by outlining her sociologi-
cal method described in the previous section. she describes the impact 
of John’s incorporation of scripture on the construction of various social 
identities, especially those “inside” and those “outside” the Johannine com-
munity. My essay explores the insight classical rhetoric can provide on 
understanding how the gospel of John uses scripture. After providing an 
overview of the relevance of classical rhetoric for the interpretation of the 
use of scripture in the new Testament, i explore John 1:19–34 and sug-
gest that the use of isaiah as exemplum results in the blending of his voice 
with that of John (the baptist) to offer a confession, and indeed a “divine 
testimony,” consistent with that of the Johannine believers. building on his 
research of ζῆλος in other new Testament works, lappenga here turns his 
attention to the quotation of Ps 69:9 in John 2:17. rather than “zeal for 
your house” simply acting as a description of Jesus’s devotion to the father, 
lappenga uses literary-compositional arguments to conclude that this zeal 
is also a reference to the zeal of “the Jews,” which ultimately, but not inevi-
tably, leads them to pursue Jesus’s death (i.e., their zeal “consumes” Jesus). 
This portrayal of the “misguided zeal” of “the Jews” leads not to a “por-
trait of hatred” but instead to an emphasis on the importance of accepting 
Jesus’s identity claims. sheridan’s essay also centers on the presentation of 
“the Jews” in John’s gospel. Mixing contemporary rhetorical theory with 
ancient Jewish practices of biblical interpretation, sheridan centers her 
attention on John 8:17. her work explores neglected resonance between 
John 7–8, the accusations, and the three scriptural texts that express the 
stipulation of the testimony of two or more witnesses (deut 17:6; 19:15; 
num 35:30) in order to assess how they are rhetorically reconfigured in 
John 8:17. in this mutually hostile exchange, Jesus and his opponents mete 
out accusations of deception and apostasy (deut 13; 17:2–7; 29:18, 25–28), 
homicide, the punishment for “false witnesses” and perjury (deut 19:16). 
As a result, the two groups persist in speaking past each other through their 
scriptural applications, “the Jews” identifying Jesus as an apostate, while he 
condemns them of perjury. overall, John 7–8 reinforce that it is not neces-
sarily the use of scripture on its own that makes the gospel’s identification 
of Jesus persuasive to an audience, but rather the gospel’s rhetoric, which SBL P
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uses scripture to elevate its perspective over that of other characters in the 
text and those outside the gospel community.

The third part of this collection includes essays in the growing area of 
memory and performance theory, which pays particular attention to the 
oral preservation and transmission of new Testament traditions. catrin 
Williams’s contribution opens this section by examining the presenta-
tion of various figures from israel’s past into the gospel of John. Using 
insights from social memory and social identity theories, Williams focuses 
on how these figures are reconfigured in the Johannine narrative in order 
to explore how John’s christological beliefs, and encounters with other 
group(s), shape his presentation of scriptural figures as witnesses to Jesus 
and, in the case of Abraham and isaiah, as prototypes of the Johannine 
community’s group identity. As part of a larger project exploring memory 
theory in John’s gospel, Jeffrey brickle draws on insights from a number 
of subdisciplines in addition to memory theorists in order to explore how 
John shapes his gospel in light of septuagintal subtexts and personal par-
ticipation. Examining first the farewell discourse, passion narrative, and 
epilogue, brickle then turns to the prologue to demonstrate how John 
uses the Jewish scriptures as the primary locus upon which he builds his 
memory images for his audience. recognizing the significance of oral-
ity, aurality, and memory in antiquity, these essays remind contemporary 
readers how ancients built on traditions to cue the memories of their audi-
ences in the formation of group beliefs.

This collection of essays offers a snapshot of some current approaches 
to the lasting questions surrounding John’s use of scripture. Although a 
gospel often highlighted for anti-Jewish tendencies, it is nevertheless a 
gospel that uses israel’s scripture as the backdrop for its presentation of 
Jesus as the christ. Acknowledging the crucial role that scripture plays 
in the gospel of John, the essays in this volume consistently argue for 
the intentional shaping of John’s citations in light of the late first century 
cE. Moreover, they show appreciation for the larger context from which 
these scriptural references come, exploring the possible influences these 
contexts have on John’s theology and rhetoric. This collection also gives 
voice to a diversity of perspectives, providing space for those examining 
the form of John’s quotations, the sociological ramifications and rhetorical 
techniques, and the role of memory in John’s scriptural interlacing. in this 
way, we hope that this volume enables readers to catch a glimpse at how 
scripture informs the world constructed by the gospel, both for those in 
the ancient Mediterranean and for contemporary readers.SBL P
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