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Preface

R. Alan Culpepper and Paul N. Anderson

The title of this volume, John and Judaism, can be understood in two ways. 
In the narrower sense, it is a shorthand way of specifying the study of 
how Judaism is characterized in the Gospel of John, a ferociously diffi-
cult subject. For example, scholars do not even agree on what the term 
Ἰουδαῖοι means in John, although it occurs some seventy-two times in the 
gospel. Is it best understood and translated as “Jews,” “Judeans,” “religious 
authorities,” or even “religious authorities in Jerusalem”? Some of the ref-
erences are neutral; others are hostile. Also debated is the question of what 
kind of Judaism is reflected in or influenced the gospel: the Judaism of 
Jesus’s time or of the time in which the gospel was composed, Judaism in 
Judea or diaspora Judaism? In the early part of the twentieth century, the 
gospel was interpreted primarily against the background of Hellenistic, 
Greco-Roman, gnostic, and hermetic literature and thought. Following 
the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and renewed attention to Jewish 
wisdom literature, the Gospel of John began to be set in a Jewish context. 
Scholars saw the influence of diaspora Judaism, the Essenes, Philo, the 
wisdom tradition, and synagogal homilies.

Focusing on John’s Jewish context raised further questions. What we 
know about Judaism in the first century is an amalgam of information 
drawn from later rabbinic sources (the Mishnah, Talmud, Tosefta, and 
Midrashim), sectarian writings found at Qumran and elsewhere, Philo’s 
interpretation of Judaism for a literate readership of gentile (and Jewish) 
scholars in Alexandria and elsewhere, and archaeological finds in Judea, 
Galilee, and other places where Jewish communities left evidence of their 
way of life. Scholars have also proposed divergent views regarding whether 
John’s characterization of Judaism is consistent throughout or provides evi-
dence of sources with different views and terminology or different stages 
in the composition of the gospel. Are the neutral and hostile references 

-xvii -
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xviii CULPEPPER AND ANDERSON

to the Ἰουδαῖοι to be assigned to different sources, hands, or editions of 
the gospel? Some “solutions” look like diagrams of plays for an American 
football team—with lots of motion in the backfield!

In the broader sense, John and Judaism evokes the subject of how the 
gospel and its author(s) and their community were related to Judaism, 
and more broadly still its legacy of influence on the relationship between 
Christians and Jews over the past two millennia. The issues here can be 
treated chronologically, taking two terms from German scholarship as 
rubrics: the gospel’s Stiz im Leben and its Nachleben, the context in which 
it was written and its function in that setting, and its later influence and 
history of interpretation, respectively. The key point in the former is the 
interpretation of the three references in John to being separated from the 
synagogue (9:22; 12:42; 16:2), and especially the theory that the gospel 
reflects a setting in which the Johannine believers were being put out of 
the synagogue. What did this “parting of the ways” look like? How and 
when did it occur, and is it best understood as an intra-Jewish phenom-
enon (like the withdrawal of the Essenes to Qumran) or as a defining step 
in the separation of Christians from Jews? Both views are defended in 
this volume.

Whatever the original context and intent of the gospel, it has had a 
profound effect on Christian readers through the centuries. Johannine 
theology shaped the articulations of Christian Christology and theology 
by the early church councils. In the process, its hostile references to Jews 
and the supersessionist overtones of its theme of the fulfillment/replace-
ment of Jewish scriptures, Jewish festivals, and the Jewish temple fueled 
anti-Jewish and often anti-Semitic attitudes, hostility, and violence. In the 
past seventy years, since the Holocaust, the founding of the state of Israel, 
and Vatican II (especially the publication of Nostra Aetate), the church 
has undergone a dramatic reversal in its relationship with its parent faith. 
In the process, Christians have had to reexamine the gospel, recognize 
its tragic role in Christian and Jewish history, and ask how John (with its 
hostile references to Jews) should be read, taught, and preached today. As 
a step in the process of addressing “the Gospel of John and anti-Judaism,” 
this volume raises afresh the array of issues related to “John and Judaism.”

The essays contained in this volume offer variously sweeping surveys 
of the field and detailed analyses, reviews of the history of scholarship, cri-
tiques of earlier theories, and new proposals. The hope is that this exercise 
in biblical and historical scholarship will not only lead to clearer under-
standings of the Gospel of John and its historical context but to better SBL P
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 PREFACE xix

informed and more nuanced ways of reading and characterizing the gospel 
and its relationship to Judaism in the broader sense.

The volume is divided into four parts: (1) an introduction to recent 
research, reflections on the Jewish nature of the gospel, and questions for 
future research; (2) John as a source for understanding Judaism—a twist 
on the more prevalent approach of studying Judaism for the purpose of 
understanding John; (3) reappraisals of John’s relationship to Judaism and 
Jewish Christianity; and (4) reading John as Jews and Christians.

Most of these essays were presented at a conference on John and 
Judaism hosted by the James and Carolyn McAfee School of Theology 
at Mercer University in November 2015. This conference was supported 
by funds for a lectureship in New Testament studies provided by Peter 
Rhea and Ellen Jones. It was the second conference at Mercer supported 
by this lectureship. Papers from the first conference, in November 2010, 
on the Johannine Epistles, were subsequently published by SBL Press in 
the Early Christianity and Its Literature series under the title Communi-
ties in Dispute: Current Scholarship on the Johannine Epistles (2014). Both 
conferences were planned and organized with the support of the steering 
committee of the John, Jesus, and History Group (JJH) as extensions of 
its reassessment of the Gospel of John as a historical source. This volume, 
therefore, has been made possible by the investment of time, financial 
resources, and the commitment to teaching and learning, scholarship, and 
service from an exceptional constellation of partners: James and Carolyn 
McAfee; Peter Rhea and Ellen Jones; the faculty, staff, and administration 
of Mercer University and the McAfee School of Theology; the steering 
committee of JJH; presenters and participants at the conference at Mercer 
and the authors of supplementary essays; the Society of Biblical Literature 
and SBL Press; and especially our editors, Bob Buller, editorial director of 
SBL Press, and Tom Thatcher, New Testament editor of the Resources for 
Biblical Study series.

May the contributions of all who have had a part in producing this 
volume and the scholarship it represents move us, however incrementally, 
toward the greater goals of knowledge and truth in the service of whole-
ness of life, religious devotion, and reconciliation and common purpose 
between Christians and Jews.
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