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Chapter 1 

Language and Logos 

Language is logos. 
Language is logos as the meaningful interpretation of Being. 

We find ourselves in an alien world. The world is full of other beings 
and manifold impressions. We are helpless against the rush of these other 
beings, unless we have language. Language is a powerful defence against 
the rush of the world. We name the other beings, as Adam named the ani­
mals in the Paradise-garden; being which is given a name can be set into 
relation, into meaningful relation to other beings and to the human self. 
Through language we can make sense of the world, und erstand and co m­
municate what we encounter. Indeed, humanity can communicate! 

Language is also based on convention within a group of people who 
share the same environment and experiences, and so one person can tell 
another the individual understanding of the world. As language develops, 
the interpretation of the world gets more and more complex. It starts with 
straightforward interpretations, like: '1 gather from the vibrations of the 
earth here, the trumpet-sound and the stomping we can hear that a mam­
moth will be here soon. As we are many and have our spears with us, we 
could hunt it' and proceeds to more complex ones like: 'Act only on that 
maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become 
a universallaw: In both examples language is a meaningful interpretation 
of reality. 

The two interpretations of reality I have taken as an example are con­
nected by many thousand years of humanity trying to und erstand itself 
within the world in which it finds itself. All these interpretations, all this 
language, are is connected with and related to each other. Later interpreta­
tions refer to earlier ones, contemporary interpretations refer to each other, 
in both cases either in agreement or disagreement. Together they form the 
universe of the logos, which is pure discourse. Every interpretation of Being 
which has ever been formulated is apart of this universe of discourse. 
Every interpretation of the world being formulated comes from there and 
goes there. It comes from there, because if a human person understands his 
or her world, it always takes place in interaction with other interpretations 
which are already part of that universe. It goes there, because after the 
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interpretation has been formulated and uttered, it is part of that universe 
and participates in the universal system of reference. 

We humans are part of both worlds, of the natural, physical world and 
of the uni verse of logos. In the human person, both worlds meet. The hu­
man person, part of the universe of discourse, receives different possible 
interpretations of the world, which can be evaluated and applied to its 
physical world. The experiences one makes in the physical world then in­
fluence the interpretation of the world, which, in turn, becomes part of the 
uni verse of the logos. Through the human person, logos and physis interact. 
The physis is what is interpreted by the logos, without physis there would be 
no logos. And without logos, physis would be meaningless and dead. 

Logos and physis are related to each other also in another, paradoxical 
way. Logos is never available without physis. Human understanding of the 
world is only possible in language, which, as we have seen above, is logos, 
and language is always physically bound. There is no language without the 
soundwaves which transmit the spoken language from mouth to ear, with­
out ink and paper (or, in the contemporary environment, the hardware 
of the computer and the electromagnetic waves rushing through the 
computer-networks and the World Wide Web). Therefore, logos is mediated 
by physis, and physis is able to carry logos. All the interpretations of the 
world, of which the uni verse of the logos consists, have been oral or written 
utterings. Theoretically, they could aB be written doWn and collected in a 
library. Even the understanding of texts, which consists of setting the text 
into meaningful relation to other texts, to the physical world and the hu­
man seIl, is a process which is expressed in language and thus can be writ­
ten down. Therefore, physis is able to embody logos. Yet physis does not 
exhaust logos; they are not directly identical, but in a paradoxical unity. 
Logos transcends physis and physis embodies logos. 

The uni verse of the logos is fun of conflicting interpretations of the 
physical world. Yet only one interpretation can be meaningful at a time, 
and only one can be true. Absolute truth, in turn, is not yet visible or di­
rectly accessible. A central part of Christian faith is that truth will be visible 
in the eschaton; unhl then there is no possibility of seeing, only of believing. 
Every assumption of truth is a belief, for it means to prefer one interpreta­
tion of the world over against others. Even to say that there is no truth and 
to assert a radical relativism is to assurne that the relativist interpretation of 
the world is the only valid interpretation. Therefore, in this world it is nec­
essary to live within the conflict of interpretations and to accept that the 
final truth will never be found here. Knowing that absolute truth will never 
be seen in this world, discourse has to bear the multitude of interpretations. 
Theology, as any other acadernic discipline, has to accept that its authority 
is questioned and has to question the other authorities. Only in this context 
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will opinions be tested and prejudices abandoned. To utter one's position, 
one's interpretation of the world, is always an act of authority, which needs 
to be responded to by criticism. Only according to this rule will discourse 
be relatively free from oppression in a communicative network of authority 
and critique. 

Language is logos. Within this hermeneutical framework theology and 
biblical interpretation takes place. The Bible as a whole and its books indi­
vidually are part of the universe of discourse. They offer a range of inter­
pretations of the world which are the basis of Christian theology. Christian 
theology has to see the Bible and the biblical books in their place within the 
network of meaning which is the world of the logos. Having received 
Christi an faith and Christian thought-pattems from discourse, they need to 
be tested in the worlds both of logos and physis. They have to be translated 
so that they may be comprehensible and plausible in discourse. Then they 
are handed on into the communicative universe of the logos again, from 
where they will be taken up again, criticised, transformed and passed on 
again. In this process of receiving and passing on theology has its place, 
and to explore the significance of biblical studies in this framework is the 
aim of the present study. 



Chapter 2 

Biblical Interpretation in Conflict 

Especially in the Anglo-Saxon environment, theologians have embarked 
on a new hermeneutical debate. Owing to a certain frustration with the 
historical-critical approach to the New Testament, supposedly new ap­
proaches are discussed and find more and more acceptance. Neo-Barthian 
approaches like the 'canonical approach' and rediscovered 'biblical theol­
ogy' are broadly discussed, not to mention the so-called post-modem ap­
proaches like reader-response, post-structuralism and deconstruction and 
whatever can be found in the theological marketplace. What all these ap­
proaches to the New Testament have in common is that they are in danger 
of not ta king seriously Christianity as a historically conditioned religion. 
The New Testament itself emphasises that it originated from something 
that happened in history, in a certain place and at a certain time: so Mat­
thew 2:1, Luke 2:lf. Early Christianity, too, was highly conscious of the 
historical condition of Christianity, as, e.g. the under Pontius Pilate in the 
creeds indicates. Therefore, to separate Christianity from its historical ori­
gin and development me ans seriously to misapprehend its very nature. 

One may suspect that these misapprehensions of Christianity are 
grounded in an insufficient theory of language. It has been said that lan­
guage refers to something outside itself, that its meaning is not contained 
in language itself but that language can only point at it. Post-modem ap­
proaches reject this very notion and thus abandon the concept of an identi­
fiable meaning of language. Yet a critical discussion of this concept of 
reference and its presuppositions is urgently necessary and has, to my 
knowledge, not yet taken place in the Anglo-Saxon context. An integral 
part of this study is to challenge this perception of language and meaning 
and propose a view of language as logos, of language as bearer of meaning. 
Language, as I am going to argue, is able to contain meaning and to dis­
elose it, rather than merely to point at it. 

This is not to say that the text is a self-contained whole, because it was 
created in relation to the discourse of a particular time and place. There­
fore, the text is part of a world. The world of the text consists not only of 
the world within the text, i.e. the narrative and the system of reference 
within it, but also of the world in which the text was written, for it was 
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written in a language in which every word has not only a specific meaning 
but also manifold connotations and additional references. As Gadamer 
puts it, 'every word causes the whole language to which it belongs to reso­
nate, and the whole of the perception of the world, that it is based upon, 
appear.'l Therefore, the text is meaningful within the world of which it is 
part and thus within the discourse, the network of meaning to which it 
belongs. To isolate the text from its world, i.e. its historical context, is to do 
great injustice to the text. I shall develop this theory of language in the first 
two chapters of this study and carry it out in the following chapters, where 
I interpret selected passages from John's Gospel. 

The view of language as logos sets me in opposition to approaches 
which find the meaning of the text, in our case the New Testament or the 
Bible as a whole, behind the text. These approaches are represented, on the 
one hand, by scholars who reconstruct historical events or characters (espe­
cially the historical Jesus) and use this reconstruction of a reality behind the 
text as the basis of theology and faith. On the other hand, neo-Barthian 
scholars who see the Bible as a whole as referring to the Word of God, 
which is to be found behind the text rather than in it, also fall under this 
category. This matter certainly needs to be further explored, as I shall do in 
the chapter on the debate between Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann.2 Yet 
the view of language as logos also challenges the basic assumption of post­
modernism, i.e. that 'signification does not present or represent some 
original presence; the very notion of presence is itself an effect produced by 
signification.'3 Or, in other words, in post-modernism 

There is no extratextual reality to which texts refer or which gives texts their 
meaning; meaning or reference are possible only to this network [i.e. texts refer­
ring to other texts], as functions of intertextuality.4 

Thus, it is the very concept of meaning and text which I shall criticise in 
this study, which is also rejected by post-modernism by separating text and 
extratextual reality. The hermeneutics I am proposing in this study assurne 
that the text has a distinct meaning which is to be found in the text rather 
than behind it. Therefore, the approach underlying this study has a thrust 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg; Wahrheit und Methode, in: Gadamer, Hans-Georg; Ge­
sammelte Werke, voL 1: Hermeneutik: Wahrheit und Methode: Grundzüge einer phi­
losophischen Hermeneutik, Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 61990, 434 (English: Truth and 
Method, London (Sheed and Ward) 1979, 41Sf). 
Cf. below, 'The Starting Point: Kar! Barth and Rudolf Bultmann' pp.lSff. 
Kearny, Richard; Modern Movements in European Philosophy, Manchester and 
New York (Manchester University Press) 1994, 116f. 
The Bible and Culture Collective; The Postmodern Bible, New Haven and London 
(Yale University Press) 1995, 130. 

6 

7 
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critical of the post-modern separation of language and meaning. In conse­
quence, we need to be aware that the way to post-modernism is actually 
paved by the epistemology proposed by Karl Barth and his neo-Barthian 
followers who are, in fact, open to post-modern criticism - if they are not, 
wittingly or unwittingly, following post-modern presuppositions them­
selves. 

This study is not the place for a comprehensive discussion of post­
modern epistemology (or, as ardent post-modernists might prefer, 
tarachology), which would be a worthy subject of another study. However, I 
should address two more points here. First, an important emphasis of post­
modernism is to identify power structures and hidden agendas in texts, 
which then need to be unveiled and criticised. This is, in fact, an important 
issue in hermeneutics in general as weIl as in biblical interpretation. How­
ever, one does not have to take a post-modern viewpoint in order to ad­
dress this issue. In fact, the hermeneutical theory of Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
which will be an important stage on the way to a theological theory of lan­
guage, provides an alternative framework, in which the text can be taken 
seriously as meaningful and yet be criticised for its ideologie al agenda.5 If 
the text is taken seriously as meaningful, then it must be accepted that it is 
an authority, for it has to say something new, something the interpreter 
would not know without this particular text. Authority, however, is not 
something negative in itself (and, arguably, impossible to avoid anyway6), 
but it must be non-oppressive and open to critique. Rather than pursuing 
the (utopian) ideal of anti-authoritarian discourse I prefer to see discourse 
as a network of authority and critique, receiving and passing on.7 

Second, post-modernism stresses the important point that there is no 
such thing as a neutral, innocent reading.8 Although this perception is 
right, it is not necessary to conc1ude that the reader creates the meaning 
and imposes it upon the text, which, in turn, does not have any distinctive 
meaning in itself. As I intend to show in this study, meaning is not created 
by the reader; rather I propose a model of text and reader in which the text 
has its own meaning or range of meanings within its world. The reader 
approaches the text from his or her world and with his or her presupposi­
tions, prejudices and expectations towards the subject matter and even 
towards the text itself. In the tension between interpreter and text under­
standing takes place and meaning is unveiled. Not one dominates the 
other, but understanding takes place in the dialogue between text and 

Cf. below p.42. 
6 Cf. The Postmodern Bible, 140f. 
7 For the concept of authority and critique cf. Bayer, Oswald; Autorität und Kritik: 

Zu Hermeneutik und Wissenschaftstheorie; Ttibingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 1991, 1-8. 
B Cf. The Postmodern Bible, 134f. 

7 
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reader.9 Oppressive reading, eisegesis, is certainly possible, but if taken as a 
principle it demonstrates an unwillingness to accept the text's integrity and 
otherness. 

Neo-Barthian approaches to the New Testament represent a current in 
New Testament interpretation which is growing in interest and influence. 
Owing to a certain frustration with historical-critical scholarship, these 
approaches prefer interpreting the final form of the New Testament to un­
derstanding it in its historical shape. Among the main representatives of 
the application of Barthian hermeneutics to biblical interpretation are Bre­
yard S. Childs, Hans W. Frei, and Francis Watson. All of them apply the 
hermeneutics of Karl Barth differently, yet their hermeneutical presupposi­
tions are similar. Therefore, it shall be sufficient to enter into a discussion 
with one representative of neo-Barthian hermeneutics. I choose Francis 
Watson as partner in this discussion, for he has delivered the most recent 
major work on the theological foundation and methodology of this school 
of thought, interacting with and identifying the shortcomings of his fore­
bears, especially Hans W. Frei and Brevard S. Childs. 

The said frustration with historical-critical scholarship is mainly due to 
the perception that, in historical-critical scholarship, the New Testament is 
used as a historical souree rather than as sacred seripture of Christianity.1° 
Historical interpretation is seen as being committed to secularity rather 
than Christi an faith,ll so that private faith convictions cannot be made ex­
plicit in the theological discussion. JA certain faith commitment [ ... J ac­
companies and motivates one's advoeaey of the eorresponding historical 
case; but the "faith commitment" itself is construed as a deeply personal 
orientation which it would be im proper to parade in public.' Therefore, 
although the private faith commitments are governing the exegesis, 'the 
real theological concerns remain on the margin.'12 This approach to biblical 
interpretation is rejected and replaced by an exegesis that takes seriously 
the Bible as a canon which belongs to the reading eommunity of the 
Church, so that it has to be interpreted as canon and in the light of the 
creeds.B 

Watson's analysis of the state of New Testament scholarship is indeed 
very depressing. It certainly applies to the resurrected quest for the histori­
cal Jesus, which Watson sees as an important opponent in the hermeneuti-

9 Cf. below, pp.39ff. 
10 Cf. Watson, Frands; Text, Church and World: Biblical Interpretation in Theological 

Perspective, Edinburgh (T&T C1ark) 1994, 2f and 46f. 
11 Ibid.12. 
12 Ibid. 13 
13 Ibid.3-6. 
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cal debate,14 yet, in my opinion, the rejection of these paradigms does not 
necessarily lead to 'theological exegesis'. There are other traditions of 
historical-critical scholarship which displaya great sense of responsibility 
to the church. Rudolf Bultmann's demythologisation of the New Testa­
ment, for example, is controlled by his existentialist theology, and his her­
meneutics were concemed to find truth relevant to the Church as weH as to 
the individual believer. One may disagree with Bultmann's theology, but a 
statement like the famous 'In fact, the radieal dernythologisation is paralleled by 
the Pauline-Lutheran doctrine of the justifieation without works of the law by faith 
alone. Or rather: it is the eonsistent applieation in the realrn of knowledge'15 
hardly points at a lack of theological interest. However, some scholars fa­
vouring 'theological exegesis' seem to overlook this element of his theol­
ogy. Thus it is surprising when some Neo-Barthians accuse Bultmann of 
being a merely 'technical biblical scholar'.16 The work of Harrisville and 
Sund berg spells out the theology behind the different historical critical 
approaches of exemplary New Testament scholarsP To neglect this means 
to do injustice to critical biblical scholars. 

Francis Watson, however, has included a critical discussion of Rudolf 
Bultmann's theological agenda in his book Text and Truth,18 focusing on 
Bultmann's use of the Old Testament. This particular question may not be 
directly relevant to this study, but I believe that a fresh discussion of Kar! 
Barth's and Rudolph Bultmann's positions is necessary, for the original 
debate has actually never reaHy come to a conclusion. Many questions re­
main still open, and it can only be fruitful in the theological arena to make 
the differences between the positions an issue once again. 

Another important issue conceming the canonical readings of the New 
Testament is that these approaches apply a literary theory to the biblical 
text that is alien to it. Frei proposed to interpret the New Testament as re­
alistic narrative, a concept that is taken from eighteenth and nineteenth 

14 Ibid. 228f. 
15 Bultmann, RudoIf; 'Zum Problem der Entmythologisierung' K&M II, 179-208, 

207 (own translation, Bultmann's italies). 
16 Cunningham, Mary Kathleen; What is Theological Exegesis? Interpretation and use 

of Scrip tu re in Barth's Doctrine of Election, Valley Forge (Trinity Press) 1995, 71. 
17 Cf. Harrisville, Roy A. and Sundberg, Walter; The Bible in modern culture: theology 

and historical-critical method from Spinoza to Käsemann, Grand Rapids (Eerdmans) 
1995. In fact, it is not possible to speak of the historical-eritieal method for there 
are different approach es to the New Testament using historicaI-critieaI methods 
without a unifying paradigm. 

18 Watson, Franeis; Text and Truth: Redejining Biblical Theology, Edinburgh (T&T 
Clark) 1997, 153-169. 
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century novels.19 Watson appropriates this concept critically and adopts it 
as 'intratextual realism'.20 'Intratextual realism' understands 'the biblical 
text as referring beyond itself to extra-textual reality, while at the same time 
regarding that reality as accessible to us only in textual form'21 Conse­
quently, Watson interprets the biblical texts in their final form, disregard­
ing the significance of the text's prehistory. 'The present form of the text 
has erased its own prehistory, and the occasional trace of that prehistory 
that still shows through is simply a sign of the reality and 
comprehensiveness of that act of erasure.'22 The logic of this statement itself 
deserves critical appreciation, yet, unfortunately, this would distract the 
focus of this study. It must suffice to note that Watson believes that the 
prehistory of the text is absolutely irrelevant for its interpretation. 

However, this concept of realistic narrative is alien to an ancient text. It 
sterns from modern literary theory and thus does not do sufficient justice to 
aneient texts like those of the Bible. The aim behind this approach is, cer­
tainly, to take seriously the literary dimension of the Bible, which is, in fact, 
an important and necessary task. Yet the Bible is not a nineteenth century 
novel, but a collection of ancient literature. Thus the devices for interpret­
ing it must be chosen according to the nature of the literature, which in this 
case is aneient oriental and Hellenistic. To apply the methods of the inter­
pretation of nineteenth century novels to the Bible is, as it were, like going 
to a dentist with a broken leg. In order to do justice to the New Testament 
we must understand it as literature within its contemporary environment, 
in which literature functioned quite differently from the way it does in 
modernity. For example, in ancient literature it was common to take up 
traditional themes and motifs and transform them in order to give them a 
different meaning. Yet the traditional and the new form of the traditional 
material were seen together, and the tension intended in the composition 
and contained in the work was perceived. To eite just one example, the 
Grammarian Aristophanes, director of the library of Alexandria (c.220 Bq 
notes in his preface to Sophodes' Antigone that, contrary to the version of 
the material presented by Sophodes, Euripides allows Antigone to survive, 
to be relieved from the tomb and to marry Haimon.2J The whole Anti­
gone material is taken from the commonly known mythological tradition 

19 Cf. Watson; Text, Church and World, 21. 
20 Ibid.224f. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid.55. 
23 Cf. Sophocles; Dramen, Creek and Cerman (ed. By Wilhelm Willige), Zürich 

(Artemis & Winkler) 1995, 190. Euripides' Antigone is, apart from some frag­
ments, lost. Therefore we have to trust the testimony of Aristophanes the 
Grammarian. 
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of ancient Greece, which was transformed by Sophocles as weIl as by Eu­
ripides. This was seen as so significant, that even some centuries later, in 
the end of the fourth century AD, the Neo-Platonist Salustios finds it im­
portant to remark that there are different traditions about Antigone and her 
sister and includes this in his introduction to the drama.24 This example 
demonstrates that even in antiquity traditions behind a text used to be rec­
ognised and played a part in understanding it. The approach I am pro pos­
ing in the present study will attempt to take seriously the New Testament 
as ancient literature while not applying other, alien concepts to the text. 

If the bible, as Watson suggests, is interpreted as one self-contained 
piece of intratextually-realistic literature, how can it then refer to some­
thing, to the subject of Christian faith? Watson states: 

The epistemological situation, that reality is textually mediated and that there is 
no independent access to it, is not reducible to the ontological claim that that 
there is nothing outside the text. In other words, one may envisage a herme­
neutic guided by an intratextual, theological-exegetical realism: here, one would 
seek to identify and elaborate the truth-claim of a text, within a determinate 
contemporary situation, while acknowledging that this truth-claim comes not in 
the form of a pure transcript of reality but in an irreducibly textual form that ne­
cessitates an interpretation that will always itself be subject to contestation.25 

However, Watson does not make clear how the Word of God as the re­
ality beyond the text relates to the text; he supposes a 'truth-claim' of the 
text, which is only accessible through the 'irreducibly textual form', Le. 
the text in its canonical form. In the passage' Access to the reality of Jesus is 
textually mediated',26 which is meant to clarify this question, Watson does 
not provide a differentiated explanation as to how the Word of God is tex­
tually mediated. Instead, Watson simply states again that the biblical texts 
refer to some reality beyond themselves, which is accessible to us only in 
textual form, and then he resorts to calling Karl Barth as witness for his 
intratextual realism, through Barth's concept of 'saga'. Watson interprets 
this concept as '[the] texts may or may not render faithfully the details of 
empirical history; but they do render faithfully the history of the relation of 
God and humankind, and it is in the light of this function that they must 
be interpreted.' Unfortunately, Watson does not clarify how the texts can 
render faithfully the relation between God and humankind if the history 
described in the texts was inaccurate and the prehistory of the texts is ir­
relevant. The only hint that can be found as to how the 'truth' may be 
found through the texts is that 'this is a claim that could only be justified by 

24 Ibid.190-192. 
25 Cf. Watson; Text, Church and World, 152. 
26 For this and the following, cf. ibid. 223-231. 
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the quality and the persuasiveness of the interpretative practice that pro­
ceeds from it.' Or, in other words, canonical exegesis is valid because the 
results please the Church. One may be excused for asking whether this 
justification is not somewhat uncritical. 

In the final paragraph of Text, Church and World, Watson names the aim 
of biblical interpretation as taking 'the more demanding but also more re­
warding way of seeking to discern the truth mediated in the texts of holy 
scripture.'27 The first paragraph of his book Text and Truth takes up the 
same motif. He is more precise here, saying, 'The Spirit of truth bears wit­
ness to the grace and truth that are to be found in the enfleshed W ord not 
directly but through the Christian community - in and through its preach­
ing, its worship and its canonical texts.'28 Yet, as we have seen above, Wat­
son has not offered a dear perspective as to how the texts actually mediate 
this 'truth'. Although Text and Truth is meant to 'darify and elaborate the 
position outlined in [Text, Church and World],,29 it does not contain any new 
insights into this issue, except that to understand the literal meaning of the 
text means to understand the authorial intention.30 Similarly, his discussion 
of Gadamer and Ricreur are not helpful in darifying this point, for Watson 
fails to recognise that neither of them supports his general hermeneutical 
theory. For Gadamer, e.g., the process of distancing the text by under­
standing it within its historical context plays a crucial role. The reflections 
on the dassical text, which Watson uses,31 need to be seen in this frame­
work and cannot be read in isolation from it. The same way, Watson seems 
to ignore that, for Ricreur, historical criticism, understood as a means of 
'distanciation', is an integral part of interpretation32 and that narrative is 
interpretation of reality.33 Thus, the two witnesses upon whom he calls for 
support of his hermeneutical theory seem not to confirm his point at all. 

However, if we take seriously that the New Testament consists of a va­
riety of narratives, e.g. four distinct gospels, which a11 interpret Christianity 
differently, then they must be interpreted bringing out their discreet 
meaning rather than harmonising them into the framework of a 'canonical' 

27 Ibid. 293. 
28 Cf. Watson; Text and Truth, 1. More detailed also ibid. p. 27. 
29 Cf. Watson; Text and Truth, viii. 
30 Ibid. 123. 
31 Ibid. 49-54. 
32 Ricreur, Paul; Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning, Fort 

Worth (Texas University Press) 1976, 43f, 89-95. 
33 Ricreur, Paul; 'Erzählung, Metapher und Interpretationstheorie' ZTK 84 (1987), 

232-253,232-239. Cf. also Watson; Text and Truth, 54-57. 
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approach.34 These different ways of interpreting the texts can only be ex­
plained by drawing attention to fundamental hermeneutical differences, 
which will be explored in the first chapter of this study. In fact, the con­
temporary argument between continental, historical-critical theology and 
the growing 'canonical' approaches in the Anglo-Saxon context are already 
prefigured by the argument between Rudolf Bultmann and Karl Barth. 

Therefore, I begin this study by developing a methodology for inter­
preting the New Testament as both historical human document and holy 
scripture of Christianity, and by discussing the fundamental differences 
between the hermeneutical approaches of Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann. 
In the first chapter 'The Starting Point: Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann', I 
am establishing the implicit presuppositions, which lead Karl Barth to his 
'theological' or 'christological' exegesis on the one hand, and Rudolf Bult­
mann to his' existentialist' interpretation on the other. As we will see, Barth 
is building his hermeneutics upon the reformed extra-Calvinisticum, which 
is a christological statement of the reformed tradition, saying that the eter­
nal and divine logos remains separated from the flesh and the flesh sepa­
rated from the logos when the logos enters the flesh. Applied to biblical 
hermeneutics this implies that the Ward of God remains separated from 
the human word and vice versa, i.e. human proc1amation cannot contain the 
Word of God, it can only point to it. Bultmann, on the other hand, implic­
itly affirms the hermeneutical implications of the Lutheran position, which 
asserts the genus maiestaticum of the communicatio idiomatum, i.e. the doc­
trine that the divine attributes of Christ are also property of his human 
nature: For hirn the Word of God can be contained in the human words. On 
the ground of a critical discussion of this crucial issue of the Barth­
Bultmann debate, I am going to follow Rudolf Bultmann' s approach rather 
than Karl Barth's. However, it is impossible to follow Bultmann without 
further critical discussion and reference to the subsequent development to 
hermeneutical theory. 

34 In this context it may be worth remarking that Watson seems to see the Bible as 
one narrative, beginning in Gen. 1 with the creation and ending with the new 
Jerusalem in Rev. 22. Yet, especially after the hermeneutical considerations in 
his first Chapter 'The Gospels as Narrated History' (Watson; Text and Truth, 33-
69) this position seems hardly tenable. In fact, the Bible must be seen as a collec­
tion of individual narratives which are organised according to a meta-narrative, 
which can be seen as the history of salvation. Therefore, to see the meta­
narrative as the narrative itself and not as the organising principle of individual 
narratives, which must be interpreted as such, confuses the categories and leads 
to the abandonment of the individual, distinct text and replacing it with a lev­
elled, much shallower harmonisation. 
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This is going to take place in the second chapter 'On the Way to Lan­
guage'. Here we will encounter and follow the later Heidegger on his 'Way 
to Language' in order to establish the relation between language and 
meaning. In this part of my study, the so-called New Hermeneutics as weIl 
as Hans-Georg Gadamer will be partners in discussion. This section leads 
naturally to the question of the historicality of understanding, which is 
discussed next in this chapter, mainly referring to the work of Hans-Georg 
Gadamer. The last stage on the path to language is the issue as to how lan­
guage actually bears meaning, in which I am entering a conversation with 
Paul Ricceur in order to make his theory of metaphor and symbol fruitful 
for biblical interpretation. 

In the next section, I am going to apply these insights to the interpreta­
tion of the New Testament, and to developing my view of the New Testa­
ment as Struggle Jor Language, Le. the New Testament reflecting the at­
tempts of early Christianity to develop a language through which it could 
und erstand and communicate the new faith. This approach to the New 
Testament will not separate the two essential aspects of its understanding, 
Le. that it is a historical human document as weIl as the holy scripture of 
Christianity. This approach enables interaction with the New Testament on 
the basis of the interpreter' s own tradition, yet it also facilitates the ecu­
menical and interdisciplinary discourse. It is meant to be an approach 
which takes account of the New Testament, today's church and the Chris­
tian tradition, which connects both and enables a critical reflection of an 
three elements. 

The following chapters of this study apply the methodology which fol­
lows from the hermeneutical approach of the Struggle Jor Language to se­
lected texts from John's Gospel. This is to demonstrate that this approach is 
useful to understanding the New Testament and doing justice to it as both 
sacred scripture and historical, human document. In the first chapter of the 
second part I am discussing various introductory questions in the light of 
the Struggle Jor Language, thus preparing the ground for the actual exegesis 
of the following chapters. It is important to note that my interpretation of 
John's Gospel does not attempt to be an authoritative interpretation, but an 
example of the way in which my hermeneutical insights can be put into 
action. Therefore, disagreement, even fundamental disagreement, with the 
historical presuppositions of my exegesis does not affect the main point of 
this study, which is the general hermeneutics and the methodology fol­
lowing the concept of the Struggle Jor Language rather than new insights 
into John's Gospel. I should be happy if anyone were to find interesting 
insights or interpretations of the Fourth Gospel in my work, yet this should 
not be much more than a bonus. 



14 John's Gospel as Witness 

The first of the studies is the interpretation of the hymn underlying the 
prologue to John's Gospel. Here I am discussing issues of Johannine theol­
ogy prior to the composition of the Gospel and identify the influences 
which lead to the foundation of Johannine Christianity. The second study 
contains an exegesis of the Nicodemus Discourse (John 3:1-21). In the 
course of these considerations I am highlighting the theology of the evan­
gelist and the forces driving Johannine theology towards Gnosticism. In the 
third study I am discussing lesus' final prayer in lohn 17 as an example of 
Johannine thought after the time of the evangelist and just before the 
'Gnostic crisis' of the Johannine church. In the course of these studies I am 
highlighting how the development of Johannine theology can be made 
fruitful for our present understanding of Christianity and thus for our own 
participation in the Struggle for Language. 

Through these studies I am demonstrating that a consistently historical­
critical exegesis of the New Testament does not exclude theological reflec­
tion. In fact, it is necessary to develop a general hermeneutical approach 
which umtes the main theological disciplines, biblical studies, church­
his tory, including his tory of doctrine, and contemporary theology in the 
endeavour to formulate and und erstand the ancient Christian faith in the 
contemporary environment. Yet this will not take shape in the ruling of 
theology over interpretation but in a consistently hermeneutical theology. 



Chapter 3 

The Starting Point: 
Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann 

It is rather a commonplace to say that for the largest part of the 20th cen­
tury, the debate between Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultrnann dominated the 
hermeneutical discussion in theology. This debate, however, together with 
the discussion of Bultmann' s demythologisation-prograrnrne, has never 
really come to a conc1usion. It just subsided in the late sixties, being 
eclipsed by other questions that were able to raise more interest at the 
time.35 Thus, the differences between these two theologians are far from 
being resolved and, all too often, underestimated. For example Werner 
Jeanrond suggests in his popular textbook Theological Hermeneutics that the 
difference consists of merely beginning at different starting points, i.e. 
Barth starting extra nos and BuHmann intra nos.36 It is also not furthering the 
discussion simply to describe Barth's hermeneutics as 'theological' or 
'christocentric' as opposed to Bultmann merely being a 'technical biblical 
scholar',)7 which underestimates Bultmann's theological and Barth's his­
torical interest. Therefore, it is necessary to discuss the different presuppo­
sitions of their respective hermeneutical approaches, which bring about the 
'christocentric' and the 'existentialist' exegesis. These commonly discussed 
differences are, however, only the surface of a deep-rooted disagreement. 
Behind the two theological approaches He completely different episte­
mologies and understandings of the world. Therefore, Karl Barth is cer­
tainly right when he writes in 1952 that he did not believe that he and 
Bultmann could come to a mutual understanding in this life and that, 
therefore, those theologians who try to develop a viewpoint beyond Barth 

35 Cf. Körtner, Ulrich; 'Arbeit am Mythos? Zum Verhältnis von Christentum und 
mythischem Denken bei Rudolf Bultmann' NZSTh 34, 1992, 163-181, 164. 

36 Cf. Jeanrond, Werner; Theologieal Henneneuties: Development and signifieanee, 
London (SCM) 1991, 135. 

37 Cunningham; What is The%gieal Exegesis? 71. 
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and Bultmann should be advised to travel one of the two paths consistently 
to its end rather than to harmonise them.38 

The deep-rooted differences between Barth and Bultmann are grounded 
in their completely different understanding of the task of theology and the 
Word of God. The basis of the disagreement has its parallel in the old ar­
gument about the extra-Calvinisticum, the Lutheran-Calvinist argument 
about the relation of divinity and humanity, of the transcendent and the 
immanent. Its significance for hermeneutical theory has, in my opinion, not 
sufficiently been discussed, and so it is necessary to give a short outline of 
the relevant issues. 

The extra-Calvinisticum is a christological statement of the reformed tra­
dition, saying that the eternal and divine logos remains separated from the 
flesh and the flesh separated from the logos when the logos enters the flesh: 
Logos extra carnem, caro extra logon. It was a polemical turn against the Lu­
theran tradition, which affirrned the genus maiestaticum of the communicatio 
idiomatum, i.e. that the divine attributes of Christ are also property of his 
human nature and thus that the logos is able to enter the flesh, yet without 
being exhausted in it. Calvin, however, teaches that 'even if the Word in his 
immeasurable essence united with the nature of man into one person, we 
do not imagine that he was confined therein.'39 Yet Calvin keeps the divine 
and the human attributes of Christ as far apart as possible when, in the 
context of the Ascension, he states that 'we always have Christ according to 
the presence of majesty; but of his physical presence it was rightly said to 
his disciples, "You will not always have me with you" [Matt. 26:11]. For the 
church had hirn in his bodily presence for a few days; now it holds hirn by 
faith, but does not see hirn with the eyes.'40 Luther, on the other hand, ar­
gues that 'Christ's body is at the right hand of the Father, as it is commonly 
known. The right hand of God, however, is everywhere [ ... ] therefore it is 
as well in bread and wine on the table. Yet, where God's right hand is, 
Christ's body and blood must be.'41 Luther is able to think the paradox that 
God can be within the flesh, and at the same time above all and outside all 
created things. This paradoxical statement that God is in the elements of 
the Lord' s Supper and at the same time infinitely above them, which holds 
together the eternal and the temporal without collapsing them into each 
other, is an important feature of Lutheran theology. 

38 Cf. Barth, KarI; Rudolf Bultmann: Ein Versuch, ihn zu verstehen - Christus und 
Adam nach Röm. 5: Zwei theologische Studien, Zürich (EVZ) 3j2(respedively)}964, Sf. 
Both essays were written 1952; ibid. 

39 Cf. Calvin, John; Institutes of the Christian Religion, Book II, Ch. XII1:4. 
40 Calvin; Institutes, Book 11, Ch. XVI:14. 
41 Luther; WA XXIII, 138ff. 
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The hermeneutical significance of this argument between Lutherans and 
Reformed becomes clearer in the other version of the extra-Calvinisticum: 
finitum non est capax infiniti (the temporal is not able to contain the eternai), 
which the Lutherans countered with their formula finitum capax infiniti! 
(the temporal can contain the etemal). Thus, in analogy with the chris­
tological question, in the reformed tradition the finite human word cannot 
contain the eternal Word of God. Lutherans, on the other hand, can see 
human word and W ord of God in paradoxical identity. 

If one sets the Barth-Bultmann discussion in the context of this debate, 
Karl Barth would take the side of the reformed tradition; his hermeneutics 
are based upon the Calvinist finitum non est capax infiniti! Bultmann, on the 
other hand, would counter with the Lutheran finitum capax infiniti! The 
discussion between Barth and Bultmann has, implicitly, this fundamental 
disagreement as its basis, which also accounts for Barth's and Bultmann's 
inability to understand one another. 

There are only a few writings in which the two theologians refer di­
rectly to each other, among them their correspondence and Kar! Barth' s 
essay Rudolf Bultmann: An attempt to understand hirn (Rudolf Bultmann: Ein 
Versuch, ihn zu verstehen), to which Bultmann never replied in public but 
only in a personal letter,42 and the latter's essay 'The Problem of Herme­
neutic' ('Das Problem der Hermeneutik').43 Yet for a full understanding of 
their respective positions it is certainly necessary to use their other publi­
cations as weIl. 

Before beginning to discuss the controversy between Karl Barth and 
Rudolf Bultmann, we need to address one essential issue in Karl Barth' s 
reuvre, which is the question of his alleged conversion from I dialectics' to 
'analogy', which is crucially important to any discussion of Karl Barth's 
thinking and any Barthian theology. Through the highly influential inter­
pretation of Kar! Barth by Hans-Urs von Balthasar, Barth' s development is 
widely assumed to be discontinuous.44 Balthasar assumes, that after the 
dialectical period of his work, Barth turned to a completely new approach, 
based on the principle of analogy rather than on that of diastase (separation) 
between God and humanity.45 Neo-Barthian scholars usually follow 
Balthasar's interpretation. Watson, for example, indicates that he accepts 

42 Barth, Karl - Bultmarm, Rudolf; Briefwechsel 1922-1966 (ed. by Bemd Jaspert), 
Karl Barth, Gesamtausgabe, V. Briefe, vol. 1, Zürich (TVZ) 1971, 169-195. 

43 Bultmarm, Rudolf; 'Das Problem der Hermeneutik' in: Glauben und Verstehen 
vol. 2, Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 61993, 211-235. 

44 Cf. McCormack, Bruce L.: Karl Barth's Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology: Its 
Genesis and Development 1909-1936, Oxford (Clarendon) 1995, 1-4. 

45 Cf. Balthasar, Hans Urs von; Karl Barth: Darstellung und Deutung seiner Theologie, 
Köln Oakob Hegner) 1951, 93f. 
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this reading of Barth' s work by assuming a sharp differentiation between 
Barth's earlier and later work.46 In Balthasar's opinion, after the turn to 
analogy, the human word can be identified with the divine word through 
the analogia fidei (analogy of faith),47 so that God can be spoken of in human 
language. Yet this reading of Kar! Barth has been challenged by Bruce 
McCormack, who, in his study Karl Barth's Critically Realistic Dialectical 
Theology, has pointed out that Barth has remained faithful to his insights of 
the dialectical period for his whole life, and that, therefore, his theology has 
never been changed fundamentally but developed continually.48 

In the following discussion of the controversy between Karl Barth and 
Rudolf Bultmann, I am going to follow McCormack's view of a continuity 
in Kar! Barth' s epistemology. This will also be reflected in the choice of 
works discussed, which include Karl Barth' s early work, as, for example, 
his Epistle to the Romans and others, as weIl as his later work from the 
Church Dogmatics to his last major work, the Introduction to Evangelical The­
ology. 

Deus dixit: Word of God and Scripture 

Fides quaerens intellectum 

Before discussing the fundamental differences between Kar! Barth and 
Rudolf Bultmann, it is necessary to highlight an important feature common 
to them both. Both agree on the presupposition that theology is essentially 
Christian and that the interpreter has to be part of the Church, i.e. the 
community of faith. 

Karl Barth describes the relation between faith and theology through 
Anselm of Canterbury's phrase 'fides quaerens intellectum' (faith seeking 
understanding). According to Barth, following Anse1m, the presupposition 
of all theology is Christian faith,49 having its source in the 'Word of Christ', 
which is indirectly identical with its reflection, particularly in the Bible.50 

Thus, the question of an externallegitimisation of the revelation is entirely 
irrelevant; revelation as the source of all theology has to be acknowledged 
as the inner necessity of theology.51 Deus dixit, 'God has spoken' is the 

46 Ibid. 244. 
47 Ibid. 117f. 
48 McCormack; Karl Barth's Critically Realistic Dialectical Theology, 434-441. 
49 Cf. Barth, Karl; Fides quaerens intellectum, 25f and Barth, Karl; Einführung, 112-

115. 
50 Cf. Barth; Fides quaerens intellectum, 20-22. 
51 Cf. Bayer; Theologie, 324f. Cf. also Hunsinger, George; How to read Karl Barth, 49-

64. 
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starting point of Barth's theology,52 which has to be accepted by the theolo­
gian and the biblical interpreter in order to be admitted to the theological 
discourse. Thus, theology is a task exclusively of the Church, and it takes 
place only within the Church. 

Since theology is, for Kar! Barth, a task exclusively of the Christian 
Church, and presupposes Christi an faith, there are important implications 
for his understanding of scripture. Barth thus asserts that the Bible is an 
authority which exists over against the Church.53 This authority of the Bible 
does not need to be and cannot be justified by the Church since the Church 
is founded upon the biblical testimony to Jesus Christ. In fact, the Christian 
Church is the Christian Church only because she has accepted the Bible' s 
witness to Jesus Christ, and therefore the Bible 'imposes itself' as normative 
upon the Church,54 as Barth repeatedly insists. There is no means of going 
beyond this authority of the Bible, as it is seH-evident for the Christi an 
Church. Any attempt to question beyond the Bible' s authority would ines­
capably lead to the Church' s dialogue with herself. Barth sees this author­
ity of the Bible also covering the biblical canon. For hirn, the Bible has 
'imposed itseH' as canon upon the Church; therefore scripture 'constitutes 
itself' the canon. The Church ' can only register this event as such, as the 
reality in which the Church is the Church.'55 

For Bultmann, too, the Bible is the source of divine revelation and has to 
be accepted as that by the interpreter, although in a different manner than 
for Barth. Bultmann's presupposition is that to understand the Bible means 
to und erstand its message as questioning the interpreter. 56 For Bultmann, 
the Bible is the Word of God addressing the interpreter; it is a force that 
speaks into today' s human existence and demands adecision either to 
accept or reject it.57 The guiding question of the interpretation is that re­
garding God and his revelation.58 As Word of God and Church belong in­
trinsically together,59 theology is a task that takes place in the realm of the 
Church. Even the debate about his concept of demythologisation is, for 

52 Bayer; Theologie, 322. 
53 Cf. Barth; KD1/1, 108-110. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Cf. Barth; KD 1/1, 110. 
56 Cf. Barth; Rudolf Bultmann, 11. Cf. Also Rudolf Bultmarm's response in Barth, 

Karl - BuHmann, Rudolf; Briefwechsel 1922-1966, 173. 
57 BuHmann, Rudolf; Das Problem der Hermeneutik, 233. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Cf. Bultmarm, Rudolf; 'Zum Problem der Entmythologisierung' K&M II, 206. Cf. 

Also Schmithals, Walter; An Introduction to the Theology 01 Rudoll Bultmann, Lon­
don (SCM) 1968, 225. 
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Bultmann, a discussion that takes place within the Church, although it is 
also intended to function as a catalyst for interdisciplinary discourse.60 

Here, a main point of Barth and Bultmann's disagreement already be­
comes discernible. For Barth the presupposition of theology is that God has 
spaken, and has revealed hirnself once for all, which is reflected in the Bible, 
whereas for Bultmann God speaks through the Bible and addresses the 
reader or hearer. In order to pursue this point, we must discuss their re­
spective understanding of the Word of God. 

Logos extra carnem? 

In short, Karl Barth sees the Word of God behind scripture, while Rudolf 
Bultmann finds it in scripture. For Karl Barth, on the one hand, the Word of 
God is absolutely transcendent, so that human language is incapable of 
referring to God or to the Word of God directly.61 Thus, the Word of God is 
the 'Word within the words'62 of the biblical text, which the interpreter 
must access through the text in order to understand. Karl Barth regards the 
Bible as one of three forms of the Ward of God, i.e. revelation, scripture 
and the Church's proclarnation. However, these three forms are only 'mir­
ror images' (Spiegelbilder) of the one Word of God,63 which cannot be ex­
pressed in human words. The relation between the human images of the 
word of God and the Word of God itself is that of simile (Gleichnis) rather 
than of equation (Gleichung).64 Consequently, for Karl Barth there is an 'in­
direct identity'65 between the Word of God and scripture. 

For Rudolf Bultmann, on the other hand, the Word of God is present in 
the human language of the Bible. He sees the divine logos manifest in the 
external human word, in the proclarnation of the Apostles, in the holy 
scriptures, and carried on in the Church's proclarnation of Christ66: 'A hu­
man being like me speaks the Word of God to me; in hirn the logos is incar­
nate.'67 The Ward of God is present in the verbum extemum, the actually 

60 Bultmann, Rudolf; 'Zu J. Schniewinds Thesen' K&M I, 122-138, 138. 
61 Cf. Hunsinger; How to read Karl Barth, 43. 
62 Barth, Kar!; Der Römerbrief, XIX. 
63 Cf. Barth; KD1/1 136 and Einführung, 41. I believe that it is possible and legiti­

mate to use parts from Barth's earlier and later work together in order to under­
stand his herrneneutical approach - as we will see in the discussion below, there 
is much more continuity in Barth's work than some interpreters would allow. 

64 Cf. Barth; Einführung, 152. 
65 Cf. Barth; KD 1/2, 545. 
66 Cf. Bultmann; 'Zum Problem der Entmythologisierung' K&M II, 206. 
67 Op.cit., 206, fn.1. 
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spoken or written human word, in whieh a human being eneounters God.68 

The Word of God, however, eannot be identified with the New Testament, 
and yet it is present within it: 'It is misleading if, in the diseussion of meth­
odologieal problems of New Testament hermeneuties, the New Testament 
and the Word of God are identified. The Word of God is present in the 
human word, and the New Testament is available as a literary doeument of 
history. [00'] That it is the Word of God ean only be seen in the event of be­
lieving understanding.'69 

Already in this very short deseription of the two different positions it 
has beeome apparent that fundamental differenees are at work here. Either 
the reader or hearer finds the Word of God behind the words of seripture 
or he or she finds himself or herself addressed by the Word of God through 
the human word of seripture. 

Furthermore, for Karl Barth, the Word of God is God's revelation in his 
dealings with Israel and action through Jesus Christ as testified in the bibli­
eal seriptures. This testimony of seripture is not a monotony but a polyph­
ony, whieh eorresponds to the variety within God's word itself.70 The Word 
of God is the one unfathomable truth, whieh is refleeted in various ways in 
the Bible, and so through the manifold testimony of the seriptures the in­
terpreter may eome to a knowledge of the unfathomable mystery of GOd,71 
whieh is the one Word behind the multitude of words. Therefore, the aim 
of theology is 'knowledge of the 11 etemally rieh" God, his one seeret in the 
overflowing fullness of his eounsels, his ways and judgements.'72 

In order to aehieve knowledge of God through the reading of the bibli­
eal seriptures, the interpreter has to read the texts in the spirit of obedienee 
and with a willingness to understand.73 Then the meaning of the text, Le. 
the Word of God, will disclose itself to the reader. Through the text the 
interpreter will understand the subjeet matter as weIl as the author did, 
with the result that the reader almost forgets that he or she is not the author 
her- or himself. Eventually, the interpreter is wrestling with the subject 
matter itself, whieh in the ease of the New Testament is the Word of God 
direetly rather than only with its doeument,74 Thus, true theology begins 

68 Ibid. 204. Cf also Schmithais; An Introduction to the Theology of Rudolf Bultmann, 
222f. 

69 Bultmann in Barth - Bultmann; Briefwechsel, 188. 
70 Cf. Barth; Einführung, 42. 
71 Ibid.42f. 
72 Ibid.43. 
73 Barth; RudolfBultmann, 12f. 
74 Barth; Römerbrief, XIX, and Einführung, 41. Cf. also the discussion of Barth's 

'internal reconstruction' in Bayer; Theologie, 332-335. 
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where the letter of the text ends,75 in the self-disclosure of God through the 
Holy Spirit.76 

For Rudolf Bultmann, on the other hand, the Word of God is always 
address. Through the saving event, the cross and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, which has happened once for aIl, God has addressed humanity and 
opened the possibility of living in faith. This saving event is present in the 
external word, in its proclamation.77 Where Jesus Christ is proclaimed, the 
saving event is present, because through this proclamation the possibility 
of faith is opened. So we can say that in the prodamation of Jesus as the 
Christ humanity encounters God. 'We encounter God in his word',78 and 
the word of God is verbum externum.79 The Word of God is present in the 
kerygma, the proclamation of Jesus Christ. Since the New Testament is the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ as the risen Lord, the Word of God is present 
in the human words of scripture, though hiddenßo Thus the Word of God, 
God himself, is addressing the reader or hearer through the words of the 
New Testament. The Word of God is, for Bultmann, the Word in the 
words, as opposed to Karl Barth, for whom the Word of God is to be found 
behind the words. Consequently, Bultmann's aim is to und erstand the New 
Testament in a way that the kerygmatic address is brought out, so that the 
text becomes meaningful to the hearer or reader. Interpreting the New 
Testament, his ultimate aim is to preach the text and thus to continue the 
proclamation of Christ, in order to call the hearer to faith. 

For Bultmann the theologian should not be much interested in who God 
is per se, but how he acts and deals with humanity. He is not at all inter­
ested in the mystery of God, which Barth is keen to explore.B1 In this re­
spect, BuItmann is in line with the traditional Lutheran position which was 
weIl expressed by Philipp Melanchthon in the introduction to the first edi­
tion of his Loei Communes: 'Mysteria divinitatis rectius adoraverimus quam 
vestigaverimus' ('The mysteries of the divinity we should rather adore than 
explore').B2 As BuItmann is mainly interested in God addressing human­
kind through his Word, Bultmann's position can also be described with 

75 Barth; Fides quaerens intelleetum, 29f, 4lf. Cf. Also Römerbrief, XXIXf. 
76 Cf. Bayer; Theologie, 328-334. 
77 Bultmann, Rudolf; Theologie des Neuen Testamentes, Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 

91984,309. 
78 BuItmann; 'Zum Problem der Entmythologisierung' K&M II, 204. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid.200. 
81 Cf. above, p.21. 
82 Melanchthon, Philipp; Loei Communes, 1521, Latin and German, ed. Lutherisches 

Kirchenamt der Vereinigten Evangelisch-Lutherischen Kirche Deutschlands, 
trans!. and annnotaded by H.G. Pöhlmann, Gtitersloh (Mohn) 1993,0.6, p.19. 
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Melanchthon's 'Hoc est Christum cognoscere beneficia eius cognoscere.' ('To 
know Christ means to know his benefits.')B3 Martin Luther makes the same 
point when he states that the subject of theology is not God in hirnself, but 
the relation between human heing and God: 'Subiectum Theologiae homo reus 
et perditus et deus iustificans vel salvator.' ('The subject of theology is the hu­
man being, guilty and lost, and the justifying and saving God.')84 Theology 
is, for Bultmann, about God' 5 word to humankind, about his acting with 
humankind and not about God hirnself. Thus, his theology is about the 
proper understanding of God's address and therefore pertains primarily to 
making the kerygma within scripture speak and rendering its address 
audible. Theology is subservient to biblical interpretation; its function is 
only to heip the reader und erstand the biblical texts properly and to bring 
about an encounter with God's word in scripture. Bultmann's theology is 
grammar of sacred scripture, whereas Karl Barth's theology is knowiedge 
of the divine mystery. 

A problem of Karl Barth's hermeneutical theory is in his insistence on 
the diastase, the absolute separation of transcendence and immanence, 
which traditionally is called distinctio metaphysica. This implies for Barth 
that the meaning of a text is transcendent, so that it cannot be in the text, 
but it must be behind the text, since for Barth the finite cannot contain the 
infinite.B5 The meaning of the text cannot be expressed in words, for it is 
behind the words, which only reflect the meaning like a mirror-image. If 
the text is read with the willingness to und erstand and in the spirit of obe­
dience, the subject of the text will disclose itself to the reader. Thus, the 
Word of God, which is only reflected by (rather than contained in) the text, 
discloses itself to the faithful and obedient reader or hearer. 

83 Melanchthon, Philipp; Loci Communes, 0.13., p.23. Barth has seen this parallel 
between Melanchthon and BuHmann, cf. RudofBultmann, 18. 

84 Luther, Martin; WA 40 II, 328,lf. 
85 Cf. Bruce McCormack's analysis of Karl Barth's epistemology: For Barth, reve­

lation is an entirely 'unhistorical' event (cf. Karl Barth's Critically Realistic Dialec­
tical Theology, 251), i.e. for hirn the new world opened up through revelation 
touches the old without extension in historical time, as a tangent touches a circle 
(ibid. 253, cf. Barth; Römerbrief, 6). The point of contact between the new wor!d 
and the old is, for Barth, only the resurrection. Revelation of the new worId, i.e. 
the resurrection, is not really part of history, but a 'suprahistorical' event. Bult­
mann, on the other hand, sees revelation happen in history, it is part of it. This 
understanding of the relation between the new wor!d and the old is paralleied 
by that of the two natures of Christ in Antiochenian understanding (Kar! Barth) 
and the Cyrillian-Alexandrian (Bultmann), which reflects the argument about 
the extra-Calvinisticum. 
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Thus Karl Barth's understanding of meaning and text, or, as in our case, 
Word of God and biblical text, is in danger of mysticism in relation to the 
Word of God. Understanding the New Testament is not at a11 an issue for 
Karl Barth, for he sees the biblical text only as a vehicle for the self­
disclosure of the true meaning of the text, the Word of God through the 
Spirit. Karl Barth hirnself believed that his hermeneutical principles were 
drawn from scripture,86 However, as Oswald Bayer has shown in a critical 
discussion of Barth's theology, the notion of the self-disclosure of the sub­
ject matter is more influenced by Hegelian philosophy than by the New 
Testament.B7 Barth, however, does not show any awareness of his own 
philosophical presuppositions but accuses Bultmann of being influenced by 
'a certain philosophy'. Here, Karl Barth' s thought shows an unfortunate 
lack of self-reflection and consistency. 

On this basis, I believe that Rudolf Bultmann's view of the Word of God 
and the biblical text is to be preferred, as Bultmann does not separate the 
two elements, meaning and text, Word of God and human word, but he is 
able to hold them together. For Bultmann, the Word of God is in the text; it 
is in paradoxical identity with the text; i.e. the Word of God, which is es­
sentia11y address, addresses the hearer through the human proclamation of 
the kerygma. In this respect the W ord of God, the Gospel, is a living voice, 
for it is present in the proclarnation. The immanent text may contain the 
transcendent Word of God, finitum capax infinitum. Thus for Bultmann the 
understanding of the text itself has priority over the understanding of what 
is behind the text. He does not distinguish between the immanent text and 
its transcendent meaning. 

The notion of the subject matter being in paradoxical identity with the 
text is, in fact, a strong safeguard against postmodemist criticism of other 
views of reference and meaning, such as the Barthian model.B8 If the 
meaning of the text lies behind the words of the text, as Kar! Barth as­
sumes, then the hermeneutical approach is open to a postmodernist criti­
cism, which finally cuts off the text from what it is supposed to refer to. In 
view of these considerations, one ought to follow Rudolf Bultmann's her­
meneutical approach rather than Kar! Barth's, as the former is able to avoid 
the difficulties arising from the latter's theory of language. 

Because of his seeing the Word of God in the text, Rudolf Bultmann's 
aim is to make the text itself speak, and so he is ahle to see the particularity 
of each text. Bultmann wants to bring out what is in the text; his interpreta­
tion is exegesis in the literal meaning of the word. Kar! Barth, on the other 

86 Barth; RudolfBultmann, 57. 
87 Cf. Bayer; Theologie, 328-335. 
88 Cf. above, p.5. 
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hand, by giving priority to the Word of God behind the text, is in constant 
danger of practising eisegesis, for he can read theological meaning into an 
individual text which is not there.B9 When Barth reads the Bible, knowledge 
of God mIes over against understanding the text. 

In addition, for Karl Barth the Bible and the Church form a closed circle. 
The Church accepts the authority of the Bible without questioning; the 
Bible is, in turn, the only document of the Word of God on which the 
Church is founded. Thus, no adequate understanding of the biblical text is 
possible without the willingness to understand the Word of God behind 
the biblical text and without faith in the Trinitarian God. If this is so, any 
interdisciplinary dialogue about biblical interpretation is impossible. Yet 
for Bultmann the text can be understood without faith, for it is, being an 
address, a call to faith. The text has to be understood as a historical human 
writing, and thus the secular methods for interpreting historical texts have 
to be applied. Therefore, it is possible to enter a dialogue about biblical 
interpretation with other academic disciplines and other faiths. 

Pre-understanding or Prejudice? 

A major point of disagreement between Barth and Bultmann is the signifi­
cance of pre-understanding for understanding the New Testament and for 
understanding in general. For Rudolf Bultmann a pre-understanding of the 
subject matter is essential for the process of understanding,90 whereas Kar! 
Barth treats any pre-understanding of the subject matter as an obstacle to 
understanding and as an expression of unwillingness to understand.91 This 
important disagreement between the two scholars seems to be rooted in the 
fundamental difference in their concepts of Word of God. 

As we have seen above, Kar! Barth views the Word of God as absolutely 
transcendent and therefore beyond the words of scripture. As the Word of 
God is totally different from any worldly words, there cannot be any pre­
understanding of the Word of God. We recall that for Barth the Bible is the 
mirror image of the Word of God, the human 'document' pointing at the 
subject matter. The Word of God itself is, consequently, totally different 
from a11 human words; God' s revelation happens 'straight from above.'92 
Thus, it is impossible for humankind to know anything about God and his 
Word before having encountered it. The biblical texts are, obviously, 

89 Cf. Bultmann in Barth - Bultmann; Briefwechsel, 161-163. 
90 Cf. Bultmann; 'Das Problem der Hermeneutik' in: Glauben und Verstehen vol. 2, 

Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 61993, pp.211-235, 227-235. 
91 Cf. Barth; RudolfBultmann, 56-60. 
92 KD 1/1, 348. 
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written in human words. These point at the divine revelation; through 
them the interpreter comes to understand the Word of God. As the biblical 
texts, however, deal with something of which no pre-understanding is 
possible, it is not fruitful for exegesis to have a pre-understanding of the 
subject matter of the text. If the texts are interpreted in the spirit of obedi­
ence, the subject matter, i.e. the Word of God, will disclose itself to the 
interpreter through the text. In discussion with Bultmann, Barth stated: 

'W ould it not be better [ ... ] to make great effort to be relaxed towards the text 
and to wait whether and how one will understand practically and factually (and 
thus will be able to understand) or, alternatively, will not understand (and thus 
will not be able to understand)? Rather than to take what one considers one's 
own ability to understand as catalyst for the New Testament text, to let the New 
Testament text be the catalyst of one's own understanding? Rather than to aim 
at an understanding of the text within the framework of one' s own, supposedly 
authoritative self-understanding, to understand oneself the way in which one 
{jnds oneself understood by the text in order to und erstand the text better and 
better from the basis of this new self-understanding?'93 

For Rudolf Bultmann, on the other hand, the subject matter of the text, 
the Word of God, is not behind the text but in the text. The Ward of God as 
written or spoken word makes itself heard through the human words of 
the text and calls the reader or hearer to faith in Christ. As the Word of God 
is present in the human words, the human words have to be interpreted as 
such, i.e. with a11 the methods neeessary to understand human utterings. 
Thus, it is the basis of interpretation that the human authors of the New 
Testament had a eertain understanding of the subjeet matter, Le. human 
existenee and God, before they eneountered the kerygma. Through their 
faith their previous understanding of the subject matter was transformed, 
yet they used their old language in a transformed way to express the 
kerygma. Therefore, as Bultmann hirnself puts it very pointedly: 'The main 
task of exegesis is to identify the ways of talking wh ich are possible for the 
author within the tradition in which he finds himself.'94 The same is true 
for today's interpreter. For Bultmann, everybody has an understanding of 
human existence and divinity, although it may be different from that of 
Christian faith. Through encountering the kerygma, a possibility of a eom­
pletely new understanding of human existence and divinity is opened, so 
the understanding of human existence and divinity is radically changed. 
Without having a concept of human existence or divinity at a11, there 
would not be anything that could be transformed. Thus pre-understanding 

93 Barth; RudolfBultmann, 57 (own translation). 
94 Cf. Bultmann, Rudolf; Das Evangelium des Johannes, Kritisch-exegetischer Kom­

mentar über das Neue Testament, Vol.2, Göttingen 211986,6 (own translation). 
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is necessary for understanding,95 but it does not presuppose the outcome of 
the interpretation, for openness to have one's own pre-understanding 
transformed is aprerequisite of interpretation.96 

This theory of understanding has the important advantage against 
Barth' s perception, that it anticipates an important criticism postmodern­
ism has brought forward against Barthian hermeneutics. Bultrnann avoids 
this criticism by acknowledging that understanding without presupposi­
tions is impossible. He recognises the part played by presuppositions and a 
pre-understanding of the subject matter in the process of understanding. 
Barth, on the other hand, believes that the interpreter should make hirnself 
or herseH free of prejudices in order to understand the text in the spirit of 
obedience and faith. Exactly this attitude is criticised by postmodernist 
interpreters, who rightly assert that there is no such thing as an innocent 
reading,97 but that it is always influenced by the reader's point of view. A 
hermeneutical theory following Bultmann will avoid the drastic conclusion 
to which postmodernist interpreters come, i.e. that the meaning of the text 
is actually created by the reader.98 The reader approaches the text with a 
certain understanding of the subject matter and an expectation what the 
subject matter of the text will be, yet this is transformed by the encounter 
with the text, and thus understanding may take place between text and 
interpreter.99 In this respect Bultmann's hermeneutical theory provides an 
important starting point for a discussion with post-modernist hermeneuti­
cal theories. 

Another important factor in Karl Barth's disagreement with Rudolf 
Bultmann is Barth's identification of pre-understanding with prejudice.I00 

Karl Barth does not appreciate that in Bultmann' s thought the self­
understanding and pre-understanding of the interpreter is not auth­
oritative. It is impossible for hirn to understand a text without any 
presupposition of the subject matter. This pre-understanding is trans­
formed in the course of the interpretation, and a new understanding of the 
subject matter is possible. In fact, this is the very aim of interpretation.101 

For Karl Barth, on the other hand, every pre-understanding of the subject 
matter of the text must be abandoned, and the text has to be listened to 
with openness, so that the text will disclose to the reader (or hearer) the 

95 Cf. Bultmann; 'Das Problem der Hermeneutik' 227-235. 
96 Ibid. 230. 
97 Cf. The Postmodern Bible, 134f. 
98 Ibid. 52-54. 
99 Cf. Bultmann; 'Das Problem der Hermeneutik' 227-235. 
100 Barth; Rudolf Bultmann, 58-60. 
101 Cf. Bultmann in Barth - Bultmann; Briefwechsel, 188-190. 
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subject matter. Every supposition abaut the subject matter of the text is 
then, for Barth, a serious obstacle on the way to understanding. 

In sum, for Karl Barth understanding consists of the self-disclosure of 
the subject matter of the text (Die Sache des Textes), whereas understanding 
for Rudolf Bultmann is to have one' s own pre-understanding of the subject 
matter of the text transformed through the encounter with the possibility of 
understanding the subject matter whieh the text offers. Again, Bultmann's 
approach to human understanding seems to be more plausible to me than 
Barth' s. Bultmann takes seriously the conditions of human understanding 
and the fact that the meaning of a text is in the text and not behind the text. 
Karl Barth, on the other hand, relies on the seIf-disclosure of a sovereign 
subject matter of the text, which is a concept that has rightIy been ques­
tioned by post-modern literary theory. 

Anthropology or Existentialist Interpretation? 

Another major difference between KarI Barth and RudoIf Bultmann is the 
question of the legitimacy of Bultmann' s existentialist interpretation. Kar! 
Barth assurnes that the existentialist interpretation is nothing more than 
anthropology. Barth claims that for Bultmann '[ ... ] anthropology, or rather 
anthropology structured thus [Le. by Heidegger's existentialist philoso­
phy], is the subject matter of the New Testament!'I02 Hence, Bultmann re­
duces theological and biblical statements to statements about the inner life 
of the human being.I03 Against this criticism Bultmann insists that he does 
not talk just of human consciousness when he uses the term seIf­
understanding, but of existential understanding,l04 which is an essential 
part of his epistemology. This means that a perception or knowledge of 
something can only be meaningful if it means something in the human 
being's life, if there is a life-relationship to the matter.IOS Just to assume that 
samething is true does not constitute authentie understanding. Authentie 
understanding only takes place in action, by making something apart of 
the human self-understanding, by having a Iife-reiationship to it.106 Thus, 
in order to understand a text, it is necessary to understand what possibili­
ties of human existence are opened by the text. For example, a biblieal text 
offers a particular understanding of the world, seeing the world in relation 
to God and oneself addressed by God through Jesus Christ ete. It is not the 

102 Barth; Rudolj BuItmann, 45. 
103 KD IIIj2, 534f. 
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aim of understanding just to know what the biblical text says and to as­
sume that it is true or not, but to have understood the possibilities of 
human life which derive from this knowledge and either to accept this 
understanding of human existence and live accordingly or to reject it. 

For Karl Barth, on the other hand, understanding takes place on a cog­
nitive level.107 As already indicated, Barth's interpreter leaves the text be­
hind and is able to deal with the subject matter of the text, in this case the 
Word of God, direetly rather than merely struggling to understand its hu­
man document. Eventually, Karl Barth deals with immediate knowledge of 
the subject matter; the Word of God thinks itself in the mind of the theolo­
gian.108 Based on this epistemology, Karl Barth cannot admit that theologi­
eal statements have to be apart of human self-understanding. Rather, the 
theologian is drawn into the self-understanding of divinity; he or she deals 
with the absoluteness of divinity. For Karl Barth, knowledge of the divine 
mysteries is the aim of theology, not the dialectics of the sinful and lost 
human being and the saving God. The subject matter of the biblical text is, 
for Barth, the divine mysteries, which are totally different from everything 
humanity can know. Thus, a pre-understanding of the subject matter is 
impossible, so that reflecting the pre-understanding of the subject matter 
leads to the incapability to understand the qualitatively different Word of 
God. 

It is, in my opinion, unfortunate, when Barth aecuses Bultmann of hav­
ing made a eertain philosophy ruler over his theology.l09 It is true that 
Bultmann uses Heidegger' s existentialist philosophy as a hermeneutical 
key to the New Testament, yet, as discussed above, Karl Barth does not 
show hirnself sufficiently aware of his own philosophieal and epistemologi­
cal presuppositions. Although Karl Barth believes that his hermeneutical 
principles are drawn from seripture,110 we have seen that his own herme­
neutical principles are strongly influenced by Hegelian philosophy.111 

Barth, however, does not reflect his own philosophical presuppositions but 
accuses Bultmann of being influenced by a certain philosophy. Here, Karl 
Barth' s thought lacks adequate self-refleetion and is therefore inconsistent. 

This is not to say that philosophical presuppositions are generally 
wrong in theology. On the contrary, there is no such thing as a theology 
without influences of philosophy; e.g. all hermeneutical theories used in 
theology are influenced by or drawn from philosophical discourse. It is, 
however, necessary to reflect philosophical presuppositions, lay them open 

107 Cf. Bayer; Theologie, 328-335. 
lOB Cf. Bayer; Theologie, 325f.. 
109 Cf. Barth; Rudolf Bultmann, 44f. 
nO Cf. Barth; Rudolf Bultmann, 57. 
111 Cf. above, p.24. 
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and expose them to discussion in order to enable theological discourse and 
understanding within the scholarly community. 

However, having said that Bultmann' s existentialist interpretation is not 
dissolving theology into anthropology, as Barth alleges, we should note 
that Barth' s criticism is not completely uruounded. In fact, Bultmann is in 
danger of an anthropological diminution of theology, or, as Paul Ricceur 
puts it, theocentric personalism,112 which is, however, distinctly different 
from dissolving theology into anthropology. 

For Bultmann, God acts by addressing the human being 'here and now', 
in the present moment. Addressed by the kerygma, the listener has to decide 
whether he or she lives authentically in faith or rejects this possibility. Faith 
is, in this framework, basically authentie existence, i.e. life from the fu­
ture.1l3 It is 'the abandonrnent of man's own security and the readiness to 
find security only in the unseen beyond, in God'1l4 and that 'which is lived 
from what cannot be seen, what is not at man's disposal. Such a life means 
the abandonment of all self-contrived security.'115 The other possibility of 
human existence is inauthentic existence, i.e. seeking life in the disposable, 
to live from the worldly available rather than from God's future, and thus 
not accepting God as one's creator.l16 This decision between faith and un­
belief, authentie or inauthentic existence is the centre of Bultmann's theol­
ogy; every other aspect is derived from it. As Oswald Bayer has pointed 
out this central principle of Bultmann's theology is a reception of Kant's 
diastase between what is and what should be.ll7 For Bultrnann, 

that which is can be experienced in space, time and in the combination of idea 
and concept (Anschauung und Begriff) and grasped in its objectivity. What should 
be belongs to another dimension. This dimension is not that of constant causally 
determined nature but the dimension of freedom, as it is known through the 
categoricallaw.118 

As the dimension of that which is determined by the naturallaws and 
causality, freedom is only possible at the moment, where the human being 
is free to take the decision. Thus Bultmann stands in a tradition of Kant and 
Kierkegaard when saying that authentie existence is only possible at the 

112 RiC<EUf, Paul; 'Preface to Bultmann' in: Ric<EUT, Paul; Essays on biblical interpreta-
tion, Philadelphia 1980, 49-72, 66. 
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present moment.119 However, this means that Bultmann separates the natu­
ral and the historical (historical as the free decision here and now) and puts 
it into a dialectical relation: the human being is, on the one hand, living in 
the world and thus subject to causa} determination and on the other hand 
an autonomous '1', which has the freedom to take decisions.120 The relation­
ship between God and the human being is therefore reduced to the dimen­
sion of freedom, which, in turn, excludes the natural world. Theologically, 
the human being is only in view as isolated before God. Hence, Bultmann 
excludes the world as creation, as fallen and redeemed creation, from his 
theology. For him, the subject of theology is exclusively the lost and sinful 
human being and the saving God, whereas for Luther, from whom this 
definition of the subject of theology derives,l21 the human being is in view 
only as part of the world and together with his or her fellow-creatures. 
Whilst the subject of theology should be threefold, God, human being and 
world, it is only twofold for BuItmann, God and human being. Conse­
quently, Bultmann arrives at a theocentric personalism, as Ricreur put it in 
his essay on Bultmann's hermeneutics.122 

Similarly, Bultmann's approach to mythological language, his 'demy­
thologisation programme', which is intrinsically linked with his existen­
tialist interpretation, is in danger of narrowing language' s function as the 
bearer of meaning. In the discussion of the question of demythologisation, 
Bultmann affirmed repeatedly that demythologisation does not mean 
abandoning mythological language from the New Testament but reinter­
preting it, a point which played an important role in the initial debate 
about Bultmann's proposal to demythologise the New Testament.123 Yet it 
can be argued that Bultmann reinterprets the mythologicallanguage in a 
way inappropriate to the kerygma by se pa rating the kerygma as the inner 
meaning or the kerne! of the New Testament from mythologicallanguage, 
which is hut the wrapping of the kerygma.124 Having interpreted and de­
mythologised the language of the New Testament, Bultmann believes that 
it is possible to express the kerygma in neutral and 'innocent' language.l25 

One can see a parallel between Bultmann' s interpretation of mythological 
language and the so-called rhetorical understanding of metaphor, first 
suggested by Aristotle. In this tradition, metaphorical language is seen as 

119 Ibid. 476f 
120 Ibid. 477f, cf. also Bultmann; Neues Testament und Mythologie, 24. 
121 Luther, Martin; W A 40 H, 328,lf. 
122 Cf. Ricreur; 'Preface to Bultmann' 66. 
123 Cf. Körtner, Ulrich; , Arbeit am Mythos?' 65f. 
124 Ibid. 169. 
125 Ibid. 169f. 
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merely a rhetorical figure and trope, which can be translated into non­
tropicallanguage without 1055 of meaning.126 

Therefore, Bultmann reduces the meaning of mythological language in 
the Bible to the call to the existentialist decision before God, which can be 
expressed in neutral or 'innocent' language. He assurnes that the meaning 
of the text can be separated from its actuallanguage and that one can take 
the concepts contained in the text and interpret them existentially, under­
stand and apply them direct1y.I27 Paul Ricceur highlights this issue in his 
essay 'Preface to Bultmann' , saying that the meaning of the text is not 
available without the language of the text, which is the bearer of mean­
ing.128 Thus, 'there is no shorter path for joining a neutral existential an­
thropology, according to philosophy, with the existential decision before 
God, according to the Bible. But there is the long path of the question of 
being and of the belonging of saying to being.'129 

At this point, Bultmann's understanding of the Word of God as verbum 
externum needs to be clarified. As I have pointed out in the discussion of 
the Barth-Bultmann debate, Bultmann sees the Word of God as present in 
the spoken or written human word, the external word.130 The Word of God 
is, for Bultmann, the kerygma, the call to the existentialist decision between 
faith and unbelief. He understands it as present in the human word and not 
behind it, yet he narrows it down to the call to the decision; it is something 
that takes place only between the individual human being and God. Yet the 
further development of the theory of language has shown that it is not pos­
sible to assume that the Word of God (or anything else) can be expressed in 
a neutral language, that it can be distilled out of its linguistic form and 
treated as if isolated from it. rhus the following chapter will need to focus 
on the development of a wider understanding of the Word of God, which 
includes the whole of creation as part of the subject of theology, and a per­
ception of the meaning of the New Testament as inseparably embedded in 
its Iinguistic form. In the course of this inquiry, we will follow the way 
suggested by Paul Ricceur, which is 'the long path of the question of being 
and of the belonging of saying to being.'131 

126 Ibid.175f. 
127 Cf. Ricceur; 'Preface to Bultmann' 65f. 
128 Ibid.68. 
129 Ibid.72. 
130 Cf. above p.20. 
131 Ricceur; 'Preface to Bultmann' 72 
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In the end, the question remains whether it is possible to find a synthesis 
between Barth and Bultmann and to overcome their controversy.132 After 
the previous considerations, I assume that it is not possible to find a theol­
ogy beyond the controversy between Barth and Bultmann. These two 
scholars approach theology as a whole and the New Testament in particu­
lar with irreconcilably different epistemologies and work with completely 
different conceptions of the subject of theology and the Word of God. 

Karl Barth liked to use the picture of the whale and the elephant for 
Bultmann' sand his own attempts to understand each other,133 Being big­
gest animals of their realm, they happen to meet at the coast and try to 
communicate. Although they try every kind of gesture to make themselves 
understood, they are lacking the key to mutual understanding, and there­
fore communication between them is impossible. This analogy does, in my 
opinion, not apply exactly. It is true that Barth and Bultmann could not 
come to an agreement in hermeneutical issues, but they could have been 
able to understand the difference in their thought. This chance was missed 
for various reasons, one of which may weIl have been Kar! Barth' s lack of 
reflection on his own philosophical presuppositions. 

After this discussion one must heed Karl Barth's advice not to try to de­
velop a viewpoint beyond Barth and Bultmann, but to travel one of the two 
paths consistently to its end.l34 Therefore, I shall take Bultmann's path, but 
then go beyond Bultmann, and set out on 'the long path of the question of 
being and of the belonging of saying to being', as Paul Ricceur de­
manded.135 

132 Cf. Jeanrond; Theological Henneneutics, 148f. 
133 Cf. Barth in Barth - Bultmann; Briefwechsel, 196. 
134 Cf. Barth, Kar); Rudolj Bultmann: Ein Versuch, ihn zu verstehen - Christus und 

Adam nach Röm. 5: Zwei theologische Studien, Zürich (EVZ) 3{2(respecliveIY11964, 5f. 
Both essays were written 1952; ibid. 

135 Ricreur; 'Preface to Bultmann' 72. 



Chapter 4 

The Long Path to Language 

In this chapter, I will attempt to develop an approach to the New Testa­
ment, which takes seriously the three demands for a hermeneutical theory 
drawn from the previous investigations. Accordingly, first the proposed 
approach to the New Testament must see the Word of God as present in 
the human language of the New Testament as verbum extern um. Secondly, 
the interpretation must be based on the existentialist interpretation. 
Thirdly, the hermeneutical theory needs to recognise language as the 
bearer of meaning and thus it must include a theological perception of the 
world into the hermeneutical process and into the horizon of the inter­
preter in order to avoid Bultmann's theocentric personalism. This will 
avoid Bultmann's assumption of an 'innocent' or 'neutral' language, into 
which the New Testament could be translated without loss of meaning. 
These three presuppositions will be contained in the approach to the New 
Testament which I am proposing. 

In the first section of this chapter, I will establish the relationship be­
tween language and meaning, using, in an eclectic manner, insights gained 
through a discussion of the philosophies of Martin Heidegger and Hans­
Georg Gadamer. 

In the second section the historical conditions of understanding will be 
reflected in a discussion of Gadamer's hermeneutical theory. In this con­
text, we will return to the question of the significance of pre-understanding 
for interpretation. The third seetion will focus on the question as to how 
language contains meaning. This will take pI ace in discussion with Paul 
Ricceur's poetological theory of metaphor, which will allow us important 
insights into the function of language. 

On the grounds of these considerations, a view of the genesis of the 
New Testament will be developed in the third and final section. Here the 
threads of the previous seetions will be drawn together and a view of 
the New Testament will be presented, which can interpret it as a result 
of the early struggle for language in which to und erstand Christian faith 
and the new world opened through the cross and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. This concept of the Struggle jor Language will be the basis for the 
exegetical work in the subsequent chapters of my study. 
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Language and Meaning 

As Ricceur claimed in the essay on Bultmann mentioned above, the inter­
preter must not aim directly at the concepts underlying the text, but has to 
go through an analysis of language. A good starting point for the following 
discussion is the key statement of Gerhard Ebeling's essay 'Word of God 
and Hermeneutics': 'The primary phenomenon in the realm of understanding is 
not understanding OF language, but understanding THROUGH language:136 This 
statement needs, certainly, some further explanation, which will lead us 
directly to the heart of the problem. In order to understand what under­
standing through language means, we need to take a step back and enter a 
discussion with the philosophies of the later Heidegger and of Hans-Georg 
Gadamer. 

After Heidegger in his early period analysed the human Dasein in his 
work 'Sein und Zeit' and subsequent works, he turned to language and its 
relation to Sein (Being) itself. The starting point of Heidegger's approach to 
language and being is his criticism of conceptualising thought. He argues 
that the move towards objectifying thinking was a development in the 
wrong direction. The right way of seeing the world is, according to Hei­
degger, to see it in relation to Dasein, i.e. not to objectify it. 'Through lan­
guage' which does not only talk ab out single beings, or Essent (Seiendes), 
but puts Being (Sein) and relation of Being (Seinsbezüge) into words, the 
world is explicitly disclosed and communicable in its meaningful signifi­
cance.'137 In other words, language sets the subject matter in relation to the 
world, i.e. the totality of Being and of the relations of Beings, and thus un­
veils Being. 

Crucial within Heidegger' s thought is his distinction between language 
as Geläut der Stille (Chime of Stillness, or Sound of Silence) and as Lauten des 
Wortes (Sounding of the Word).138 First, language as Geläut der Stille is the 
author of meaningful relations hip between single Beings and World. In this 
capacity, language is not the actually spoken language, but it is the disclo­
sure of meaningful relations between Essents and World. 

Language, for Heidegger, originates in the Unter-Schied (Difference, but 
Heidegger uses it differently). The Unter-Schied is the point of contact be­
tween the single thing and the world and also the painful difference be­
tween them. The Unter-Schied is, as it were, like a threshold, where the 

136 Ebeling, Gerhard; 'Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik' in: Wort und Glaube, Tübin­
gen (Mohr-Siebeck) 31967, 319-348, 333 (Ebeling's italies; English: 'Word of God 
and Hermeneutics' in: Ebeling, Gerhard; Ward and Faith, London (SeM) 1963, 
305-332, 318). 

137 Jaeger, Hans; Heidegger und die Sprache, Bem (Franke) 1971, 15 (my translation). 
138 Cf. Jaeger; Heidegger und die Sprache, 89f, 106. 
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inside and the outside are ultimately elose and yet definitely separated.139 

Because of this contact and separation, relations between beings are possi­
ble. The world, to which the single thing is so elose and yet so painfully 
separated, is the totality of relations of beings and being. In the Unter-Schied 
the thing, the single being is set in its place in the world. Here, the thing is 
at rest, in Stillness, because it is in the place where it belongs in the 
world.140 The Unter-Schied also gathers the world. It calls together the world 
as it is in contact with the single thing141 and thus calls Being into presence 
(Anwesen). In this respect, language 'grants' us the things,142 and so it 
makes them meaningful to us by showing us their place and meaning in 
the world. Without language the world and the single thing would be 
cornpletely meaningless to us. This calling things into their being is, for 
Heidegger, the essence of language.l43 Heidegger names this calling of 
things into their being 'läuten', the corresponding noun, in his idiosyncratic 
use of German, is 'Geläut', which usually means 'chime'. Here it is 'sound­
ing' or 'calling:l44 Because of this gathering and dividing of things and 
world, setting them into their pi ace, where they are at rest, at stillness, and 
calling them into their being, language is called the Geläut der Stille, which 
can be translated as 'Chime of Stillness' as well as 'Sound of Silence'. Hei­
degger sums up: 'Language speaks as Geläut der Stille.'145 

Consequently, it is language that speaks, as it is the Sound of Silence (or 
the Chime of Stillness), which enables meaningful relations between single 
beings and the world. Therefore, language is grounded in Being itself, not 
in human thought, for things have their being not in themselves but in their 
eloseness and difference to the world, in the Unter-Schied, which is the 
place where language 'dwells'. 

Human language, language as Lauten des Wortes, can only answer what 
it has heard. It does not merely transmit concepts and information, but it 
passes on what language as Geläut der Stille has diselosed. The human be­
ing can only speak as listener,146 answering the Geläut der Stille. Being is 
unveiled by language, and language is diselosed in the Ereignis (Event), 
which can be seen as the connection between language as Geläut der Stille 
and as Lauten des Wortes. Heidegger emphasises that the Ereignis is not the 

139 Cf. Heidegger, Martin; Unterwegs zur Sprache, Stuttgart (Neske) 101993, 24-27. 
140 Ibid. 29. 
141 Ibid. 25. 
142 Ibid. 25. 
143 Ibid. 30. 
144 Ibid. 29f. 
145 Ibid. 30. 
146 Ibid. 31f. 
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result of a eause; it is the giving of language.147 In the Ereignis the human 
being encounters language, being is disclosed and the human being is en­
abled to speak. Language has given itself to the human being, and human 
language is the answer to language.l48 Ereignis is whenever a human being 
eneounters Being, whenever the single thing in its relation and differenee to 
the world is unveiled. The touehstone for authenticity of human language 
is, obviously, its closeness to the event. Authentie language answers the 
Ereignis. 

It has been argued that Heidegger' s theory of language is in danger of 
'word-magie' and 'language-mysticism:149 And indeed, if the distinetion 
between language as Geläut der Stille and the aetually spoken language as 
Lauten des Wortes is rnissed, and thus language in the plain and everyday 
meaning of the word is understood as originating in the Unter-Schied, it 
looks suspiciously like language-mysticism and word-magie. However, 
one cannot take Heidegger's language literally here. Especially when Hei­
degger talks of language as Geläut der Stille, he does not speak about lan­
guage in the eommon meaning of the word, but metaphorieally. Heidegger 
does so to express the relation between Being and language and our per­
eeption of reality. It is, as it were, poetie language, that is able to express a 
thought that eould not be expressed in another way. If Heidegger's theory 
of language and being is viewed in this way, the danger of word-magie is 
banished. 

Heidegger's philosophy of language contributes to the present study a 
pereeption of the relation between language and meaning and being. For 
Heidegger, meaning and being is language, being ean only be pereeived 
through language, and language eontains being: 'W ords and language are 
not just wrappings, in whieh the things are paeked for commeree in 
speaking and writing. Only in words, in language they become and are 
things:150 

Obviously, we need to develop this important insight into the nature of 
language, and make it practically adaptable. In this, Hans-Georg Gada­
mer' s work proves instrumental, as he eontributes signifieant insights to 
the question of meaning and language. This will be an important further 
step on our Way to Language. In addition, Gadamer's hermeneutical the­
ory will be essential to an investigation into the historical conditions of 
human understanding, which will follow in the next seetion. 

In his general approach to the problem of meaning and language, 
Gadamer follows the thought of his academie teaeher Martin Heidegger. 

147 Ibid. 258. 
148 Ibid. 260. 
149 Cf. Thiselton; The Two Horizons, 337. 
150 Heidegger, Martin; Einführung in die Metaphysik, Tübingen (Niemeyer) 31987, 11. 
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For hirn, as for Heidegger, language is the relation between the speaker, the 
single thing and the world in total,151 Unlike Heidegger, Gadamer does not 
continue to think about language as Geläut der Stille, but about human lan­
guage and how it evolves and is understood, and how it is the medium of 
human thought and understanding of the world. For Gadamer, 

Language is the universal medium in which understanding itself is realised. The 
mode of realisation of understanding is interpretation. [ ... ] All understanding is 
interpretation, and all interpretation takes place in the medium of a language 
which would allow the object to come into words and yet is at the same time the 
interpreter' s own language.152 

Human thought is, according to Gadamer, intimately bound up with 
language.153 Human beings can only think in language and, therefore, only 
und erstand through language, which, in turn, deterrnines human thought. 
In addition, language is passed down in the linguistic tradition of one's 
culture. Thus, language and one' s understanding of reality is actually in­
herited from the tradition in which one lives. In order to understand the 
reality that one encounters, one has to translate it into one' s own language. 
Therefore, language provides the conceptual framework for the interpreta­
tion of the world. Although one' s understanding of the world is deter­
mined by language, it has also the potential to develop, because language 
develops, too. As the understanding of the world changes, language 
changes as well,154 

In this respect Gadamer can say that the world, as it is understandable, 
is language.155 To have the world is, for Gadamer, to be above the rush of 
that which one encounters in the world.156 The human being becomes free 
from the surrounding environment (Umwelt), from being bound by wh at 
one encounters in the world, by having language. Through language hu­
man beings ga in a world-view, an understanding of their world. Through 
language the things one encounters are put into a meaningful relation to 
each other and to the horizon of the whole world.157 Thus, world comes 
into language, so that Gadamer can say: 'Whoever has language "has" the 

151 Gadamer, Hans-Georg; Wahrheit und Methode, in: Gadamer, Hans-Georg; Ge­
sammelte Werke, vo!. 1: Hermeneutik: Wahrheit und Methode: Grundzüge einer phi­
losophischen Hermeneutik, Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 61990, 473 (English: Truth and 
Method, London (Sheed and Ward) 21979, 426) 

152 Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 392 (Eng!. 3S0). 
153 Cf. Thiselton; Two Horizons, 314. 
154 Ibid. 312. 
155 Cf. Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 446f (Eng\. 401f). 
156 Ibid. 447f (402f). 
157 Ibid. 462 (41Sf). 
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world.'158 This implies that the world is language, and that everything that 
is understood is language. 'Being (Sein) that can be understood is lan­
guage'159 Thus, there is an inseparable unity between the subject matter 
and the language in which it is expressed. 

By following the 'long path to language' we have arrived at an under­
standing of language which fulfils the demands made earlier. On the one 
hand, language is understood as being able to contain meaning (as op­
posed to only pointing at it, as Karl Barth assumes).160 There is no differ­
ence between the immanent Ianguage and the transcendent meaning, or, in 
other words, the temporal is capable of containing the infinite, or finitum 
capax infinitum!161 The verbum interius (internal word) is contained in the 
verbum externum (external word). Yet language is also understood in such a 
way that Bultmann's shortcut, excluding a perception of the world from 
theology, is avoided. It enables the interpreter to keep Bultmann's impor­
tant insights regarding New Testament interpretation while avoiding his 
shortcomings, fulfilling Paul Ricceur' s demand to take' the long path of the 
question of being and of the belonging of saying to being'162 to an appro­
priate understanding of biblicallanguage. 

Understanding and History 

Following on from our discussion of the relation of language and being, we 
need to proceed to the issue of historical distance and understanding. What 
effect does it have on the understanding of a text if it is an ancient text as 
the New Testament? And what is the role of the tradition, which connects 
the ancient text and the modern interpreter? 

It has become a commonplaee statement that understanding a historical 
text works, according to Gadamer, through the fusion of the horizons of 
text and interpreter.163 Text and interpreter have eaeh their own horizon, 
which is formed respectively by the world in which the text was written 
and that in which the interpreter is living. These horizons form the back­
ground against which understanding takes place. Gadamer' s definition of 
horizonl64 needs to be seen in the light of the 'ontologieal shift' in the third 
part of Gadamer's 'Truth and Method'. In Gadamer's hermeneutics, 

158 Ibid. 457 (411). 
159 Ibid. 473 (426). 
160 Cf. above 20. 
161 Cf. above, p. 20f. 
162 Ricreur; Preface to Bultmann, 72 
163 Cf. Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 311 (Eng\. 273). 
164 Ibid. 307f (269f). 
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someone's horizon is the world in which one lives. It is the world as a mean­
ingful whole of relations which can be understood through language. In 
this respect the ancient text and the reader are from different worlds, since 
they are based each in a different meaningful whole of relations, thus hav­
ing different horizons. Usually, there will be a relation between the horizon 
of the interpreter and that of the text, since both take part in the same tra­
dition of thought, which is continuously developing. Although the world 
view may have changed significantly, there will still be a common basis, a 
common origin. In order to understand a text, the interpreter pi aces himself 
within the tradition of which the text and the interpreter are apart. 'Under­
standing is [ ... ] to be thought of [ ... ] as the placing of oneself within a proc­
ess of tradition, in which the present and the past are constantly fused.'165 

The different horizons of interpreter and text lead to another feature of 
Gadamer' s theory of understanding, which is the role of the interpreter' s 
pre-understanding. The interpreter approaches a text already having an 
understanding of the text's subject matter within the framework of one's 
understanding of the world. Above we have seen that understanding the 
world is determined by the language in which one lives, which, in turn, is 
passed down through the tradition. The presuppositions of interpreters, 
formed by their understanding of the world, are a product of the language­
tradition in which they find themselves. Consequently, since text and in­
terpreter have different horizons, the text is alien to anyone approaching it. 
But there is also a certain familiarity between the text and its interpreters, 
for they are part of the same tradition. Therefore, the text influences the 
way its interpreters approach it through the tradition that connects them. 
In addition, there is the whole tradition of interpreting the text placed be­
tween the text and the interpreter. A text has been interpreted from the first 
time it was read and thus a tradition of interpreting and understanding the 
text started; contemporary interpreters find themselves at the (for the mo­
ment) final point of this tradition. Thus, interpreters are in a certain famili­
arity with the text, since they are part of the same tradition. On the other 
hand, through the meeting of past and present in the act of interpretation, 
the text has also the power of saying something new, to speak anew in the 
situation of its interpreters and thus to say something unexpected, which 
has not been recognised before. Therefore, the text is also a stranger to its 
interpreters. 'The place between strangeness and familiarity that a trans­
mitted text has for us is that intermediate place between being a historically 
intended separate object and being part of a tradition. The true home of 
hermeneutics is in this intermediate area.'166 

165 Ibid. 295 (258). 
166 Ibid. 300 (262f). 
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In this intermediate area between being a historically intended separate 
object and being part of a tradition, new truth can emerge. 'In as much as 
the tradition is newly expressed in language, something comes into being 
that had not existed before and that exists from now on.'167 Through the 
fusion of the horizons a new horizon emerges which is larger than just the 
two horizons that existed before. The meaningful relations that constitute 
the respective worlds of text and interpreter add to each other in such a 
way that completely new relations become visible and thus new truth is 
unveiled. The subject matter is revealed in a new way by the encounter of 
presence and tradition. 

Interpreters encounter a text, as Gadamer suggests, by approaching the 
text with certain questions in mind, which the text is expected to answer. 
Every text is, according to Gadamer, an ans wer to a question or a whole set 
of questions, and thus the text speaks only in relation to the questions that 
it is asked.168 The questions with which a text is approached are themselves 
apart of the tradition in which its interpreters find themselves, either be­
cause they are given to the interpreters by the tradition or they evolve from 
the continuous development of the tradition of thought. These questions 
can be new questions which the text has never been asked before and 
which have not been in the mind of the author, but the text may have the 
potential to ans wer these questions. If a new question is found to which the 
text offers a meaningful answer, understanding takes place. Thus inter­
pretation takes pi ace as a dialogue between the text on one end of the tra­
dition and the interpreter on its other end. Between them is the gulf of the 
tradition in which text and interpreter are placed, which is not something 
to be bridged but the bridge between them. This tradition enables the in­
terpreter to formulate questions to the text and then to check whether they 
are valid by seeing them within the now common horizon of text and in­
terpreter. Within this process of interpretation the questions of the inter­
preter mayaiso be changed and more appropriate questions, that have 
been apart of neither the text's nor the interpreter's world, may be recog­
nised. The result of this debate will be that the text speaks in the world of 
the interpreter and establishes new meaningful relations and new meaning. 

However, the important question remains as to whether the encounter 
between text and interpreter always work. For Gadamer and the related 
New Hermeneutics the task of interpretation is to ensure that understand­
ing happens. In this context, Ebeling says: 

167 Ibid. 466 (419). 
168 Cf. Grondin, Jean; Einführung in die philosophische Henneneutik, Darmstadt (Wis­

senschaftliche Buchgesellschaft) 1991, I50f. 
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[ ... ] interpretation, and therefore also hermeneutics, is requisite only in the case 
where the word-event is hindered for some reason or other. But for that reason also 
the hermeneutic aid can only consist in removing hindrances in order to let the 
word perform its own hermeneutic function.169 

The main hindrance of understanding is, certainly, that the text simply 
does not make sense to the interpreter. This may be the ca se especially 
when a text from an unknown background is interpreted. In this case the 
horizon of the text has to be investigated so that the text can be understood 
against this background. Thus, historical research is necessary for the un­
derstanding of the text. In addition, to investigate the world of the text 
historically brings about the text' s otherness so that wrong farniliarity will 
be destroyed. This move is important to alienate the text as a step towards 
a fresh understanding of it, through which new truth can happen. 

There are certainly different possible understandings of a text. For ex­
ample, the historical background of the text may be reconstructed differ­
ently, which could lead to different interpretations of the text. Thus, there 
will be a certain range of possible and valid interpretations, and if a par­
ticular interpretation leaves this range, it has to be falsified in the scholarly 
dispute and will probably be ruled out. 

As there are ever new interpretations, and a conflict of competing inter­
pretations, temporal distance has an important positive and valuable effect; 
'not only are fresh sources of error constantly excluded, so that the true 
meaning has filtered out of it all kind of things that obscure it, but there 
emerge continually new sources of understanding, which reveal unsus­
pected elements of meaning.'170 

An important issue in contemporary hermeneutics is the identification 
and critique of ideological and hidden agendas as weIl as power structures 
underlying the text. This concern can be taken seriously using a hermeneu­
tical approach like Gadamer's. The ideological presuppositions which can 
be found in the text are intrinsically part of its horizon, so they need to be 
explored and how far they influence understanding of the text must be 
investigated. This is still part of the exploration and explanation of the ho­
rizon of the text, and if this task is fulfilled carefully and with awareness of 
ideological agendas, it can be discerned how far they influence the mean­
ing of the text and whether they need to be rejected or not. Being made 
explicit, it is not likely that they will influence the interpreter uncon­
sciously. For example, John's Gospel has often been said to contain a strong 
anti-Semitism. If the interpreter is aware of this notion, then he or she can 

169 Ebeling; 'Wort Gottes und Hermeneutik' 334 (English: 'Word of God and Her­
meneutics' 318f). 

170 Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 303 (Eng!. 265f). 
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take the agenda underlying the text into account, and explain its origin and 
the way in which it works. Then understanding the text can take place 
without the danger of any unconscious ideologie al indoctrination, thus 
bringing out the particular Johannine contribution to Christian thought and 
its meaning for today. Yet in this framework the text needs to be accepted 
as an authority which has to say something new to the interpreter, though 
as an authority the text is open to critique. Therefore, ideological criticism 
fulfils an important role in the process of understanding without silencing 
the text. In fact, through this critical component of interpretation a better 
and deeper understanding of the text will be facilitated, for the text and the 
interpreter are challenged, and a deeper interaction can take place. AI­
though these considerations are, to my knowledge, not included in Gada­
mer's work, I believe that his hermeneutical theory is open to the inclusion 
of a critical perspective within the process of interpretation. 

What implications do these considerations have for the interpretation of 
the New Testament? It is a key issue of this study, which will be discussed 
in depth below,171 that the scriptures of the New Testament are a result of a 
struggle for a language to express the new truth that had been encountered 
in Jesus' cross and resurrection. The authors of New Testament literature 
found idioms to understand this new truth within the framework of their 
world. Today's humanity certainly understands the world in a very differ­
ent way than people in antiquity did. Therefore, interpreters today en­
counter the biblical texts as strangers. Yet interpreters are connected with 
the New Testament through the Christian tradition; they will probably 
know Christianity and thus there is already an understanding of what 
these texts say. They are somehow familiar to modern readers. This inter­
mediate area between strangeness and familiarity is the true horne of her­
meneutics.I72 In order to bring about this intermediate area, the interpreter 
must rid hirnself or herself of wrong familiarity with the text; the text' s 
otherness and strangeness must be rediscovered. This is the alienating 
function of historical research. In addition, it is necessary to explain the 
horizon of the historical text in order to understand the world of the text in 
a way that it can be fused with the horizon of the interpreter. 

An essential part of the interpreters' horizon is their ecclesial back­
ground. The interpreters' view of Christianity, even their whole world 
view is strongly influenced by the Christian tradition. The tradition will, 
certainly, have an impact on the result of the act of understanding, and 
thus influence the meaning the biblical text has for today' s community 
of faith. This does not, however, mean that theologians from different 

171 Cf. below p.47. 
172 Cf. Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 300 (Engl. 262f). 
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traditions cannot discuss their interpretations of a text. Whatever the theo­
logical persuasion, the implications of philological and historical evidence 
can be discussed by scholars from different backgrounds. Furthermore, the 
dialogue between the Christian denominations and traditions is something 
most important for the development of Christian theology. 

Finally, theological tradition is important for the understanding of the 
New Testament. This is because being aware of the history of their own 
theological tradition makes interpreters conscious of their own background 
and thus helps to clarify their presuppositions, so that they can be reflected 
and become a conscious part of interpretation rather than influencing it as a 
subconscious hidden agenda. Secondly, the theological tradition provides 
countless examples of how the biblical texts have been applied to the dif­
ferent situations and world views interpreters have found themselves in. 
Dealing with these previous interpretations shows the variety of possible 
interpretations and applications of the texts. New relations between the 
texts and the world can be seen in these interpretations and enrich the ho­
rizon of the interpreter. Apart from that it may be helpful to see that certain 
ways of interpreting the texts have been tried before and were not success­
ful, so that these attempts do not have to be repeated by every generation 
of interpreters. 

Poetic Language: Metaphor and Symbol 

In the former sections of this chapter I have discussed the relation between 
language and meaning and the historical conditions of understanding. As a 
last step in my investigations into the nature of language I shall explore 
how language contains and expresses meaning. Mythological language as 
we encounter it in the Bible, is, in my opinion, poetic language, functioning 
analogically to Paul Ricreur's poetological theory of language.173 I use the 
term poetic in the sense of the Creek term, where ?tolllen<; has an interesting 
double meaning. On the one hand, it means 'making', 'fabrication', 'crea­
tion' and 'production', on the other hand it means 'composition', or the 
'writing of a poem'. These two meanings together constitute what may be 
termed poetic. Poetic language in this sense is not necessarily metric lan­
guage, but language that creates new meaning through composition.174 In 
the context of this investigation, I will limit myself to a discussion of non­
narrative poetic language, for including a theory of narrative language 

173 Körtner, Ulrich; , Arbeit am Mythos?' 175f. 
174 Another term for the theory of language I propose here is that of the 'absolute 

metaphor', as it is suggested by Körtner; 'Arbeit am Mythos?' 175f. For the ter­
minology cf. Aristotle; Poetics I, 1447a, 1-1447b, 29 
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would not add any significant gain to the understanding of our question. A 
theory of narrative language would follow, however, from a discussion of 
Paul Ricceur's work in his book 'Time and Narrative'175 in the light of the 
insights of this study. 

Paul Ricceur has described his understanding of the funetioning of po­
etie language concisely and clearly in his book 'Interpretation Theory'.176 In 
this section, I am going to follow his argument laid out in this work, and to 
make use of his insights in the light of rny earlier hermeneutical investiga­
tions. For Ricceur, metaphor is not just a trope or a figure of speech, but a 
semantic device which bears meaning that could not be expressed in any 
other way. Ricceur does not view the individual word as the bearer of 
metaphorical meaning, but the metaphorical utterance on the level of the 
sentence as a whole.l77 In a metaphorical utterance, two elements are co m­
bined that, on the literallevel, do not make sense together. 'The metaphor 
is the result of the tension between two terms in a metaphorical utter­
ance.'178 Yet it is not merely a sernantic devianee,179 but through this tension 
between the two terms new meaning is disclosed, because they are seen in 
the light of each other and thus give new meaning to eaeh other. 

What is at stake in a metaphorical utterance [ ... ] is the appearance of kin­
ship where ordinary vision does not perceive any relationship. [ ... ] It is, in 
effect, a calculated error, which brings together things that do not go to­
gether and by rneans of this apparent misunderstanding it causes a new, 
hitherto unnoticed, relation of meaning to spring up between the terms 
that previous systems of classification had ignored or not allowed.180 

Through metaphor, a new view of the subject matter is offered. A new 
range of references or relations of being (Seinsbezüge) is opened and the 
reader is invited to see the subject matter in the light of these new relations. 
Thus the meaning of the subject matter is changed. In this process the 
world of the reader is altered by the implementation of new relations of 
being into the reader's previous system of relations. ' A metaphor, in short, 
teIls us something new ab out reality.'181 Metaphor only works in the realm 

175 Ricceur, Paul; Time and Narrative (3 vols.), Chicago and London (Chicago Uni­
versity Press) 1984-88. 

176 Ricceur, Paul; Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning, Fort 
Worth (Texas University Press) 1976. 

177 Ricceur, Paul; The Metaphorical Process as Cognition, Imagination, and Feeling, 
Critical Inquiry 5,1978,143-160,145. 

178 Ricceur; Interpretation Theory, 50. 
179 Ricceur; The Metaphorical Process,145. Cf. also Ricceur; Interpretation Theory, 49. 
180 Ricceur; Interpretation Theory, 51. 
181 Ibid. 53. 
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of language and meaning, i.e. of discourse (logos), because it creates new 
relations between beings, thus not having a direct relation to the physical 
life (bios). Or, as RicCEur puts it, 'Metaphor occurs in the already purified 
universe of the logoS.'182 

The connection between the real m of life (bios) and discourse (logos) is 
made by the symbol, which Ricceur discusses after his treatment of meta­
phor. RicCEur sees symbol as hesitating 'on the dividing line between bios 
and logoS.'183 Through symbol, something in the world, which can be seen, 
touched or experienced, is Iinked with an additional meaning. The single 
thing as a symbol signifies more than is visible, and in symbolic language, 
the symbol stands, on the one hand, for the literal meaning, on the other 
hand for that to which the symbol also points. 

Finally, another important means of expressing new meaning is, as 
RicCEur calls it, the root metaphor.l84 Root metaphors are metaphors wh ich 
are rooted in other metaphors and symbols; they are part of a whole system 
of symbols and metaphors. In this system, a11 metaphors and symbols are 
related to each other so that, if one of them is used, all of them contribute 
their meaning to the one which is used. In the same way, metaphors and 
symbols can be combined so that one or both elements of the metaphors are 
symbols. In this case, the whole meaning of the symbol is contributed into 
the metaphor. 

In this respect, Gadamer' s insight into the nature of language becomes 
important again. According to Gadamer, 'every word causes the whole 
language to wh ich it belongs to resonate, and the whole of the perception 
of the world, that it is based upon, to appear.'185 This statement must be 
seen in the context of Gadamer's general theory of language, which I have 
discussed in the previous section. If one word or idiom is used, it contains 
a11 the meaning it has in the world, in the world of the text as weH as in that 
of the interpreter. Every term therefore carries with it the whole weight of 
its meaning. Unlike symbols, 'ordinary' terms do not point at something 
transcendent, although they too contain a surplus of meaning like meta­
phors and symbols. They always have to be seen against their own horizon, 
i.e. as apart of the world from which they come. 

In religious language, metaphor and symbol become extremely impor­
tant, since the subject matter in this kind of language is the divine, the 
transcendent. One way of speaking about the divine is the language of 
metaphysics, which is highly abstract and cannot really talk about the ex­
perience of the divine and its meaning in the life world of humankind. 

182 Ibid. 59. 
183 Ibid. 59. 
184 Ibid.64. 
185 Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 434 (Engl. 415f). 
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Poetic language, on the other hand, is able to communicate the experience 
and the meaning of the divine in a way that conceptualising language can­
not do. This kind of religious language is earthly language speaking about 
the divine and its mystery, yet without collapsing the distinction. Heaven 
and earth, the divine and the human, are put into meaningful relation and 
the divine becomes speakable without losing its mystery. Immanent hu­
man language thus can contain transcendent meaning, finitum capax infiniti! 

In order to interpret the mythologicallanguage of the Bible in the light 
of this theory of language, we need to analyse first how the terms, concepts 
and figures of speech, metaphors in particular, relate to each other and 
understand the network and development of meaning within the text. Sec­
ondly, the range of meanings of the terms and concepts within the text 
must be established; light needs to be shed on the world they make reso­
nate, and the meaning which they carry with them has to be made explicit. 
The first task is a literary one, whereas the second one is a historical one. 
These two investigations are, as it were, two sides of a coin, they cannot be 
separated from each other and proper understanding of the text can only 
be gained through both. 

The New Testament as aRefleetion of the Early Christian Struggle for 
Language 

The results of the above investigations have, certainly, important impliea­
tions for our understanding of the New Testament. In analogy to Ebeling's 
above statement that the task of interpretation is not the understanding o[ 
language but through language, we can say that the task of New Testament 
interpretation is not the understanding o[ the New Testament but the un­
derstanding of Christian faith through the New Testament. 

The same way today's interpreter understands Christianity through the 
New Testament, the New Testament authors, followed by the whole of 
Christianity, understood their faith through the language they ereated. 
Obviously, Christianity was founded through the ministry, the cross and 
resurreetion of Jesus Christ. For those who encountered it, it gave a new 
meaning to the world. Their faith in Jesus Christ as the risen Lord trans­
formed everything for them. God was understood differently, but also the 
world, humanity and, last but not least, the human self. To use the Heideg­
gerian terminology, new Seinsbezüge186 (relations of being) were unveiled. 
Through this event, a new world, a new ereation was opened. It is, indeed, 
a new world that had been opened, not only a new relation between God 
and the human seH, or the possibility of authentie existence. This new 

186 Cf. above, p.35. 
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world in which the first Christians found themselves, was understood 
through language. Since there was no ready language at hand to under­
stand the new world, they had to create language, a new language for a 
new creation. The Christian struggle for language had begun. 

The natural framework of language, in which the new faith could be 
understood, was the language of Judaism, since the first Christians were 
originally Jews, and the ministry of the earthly Jesus, at least partly, that of 
a Jewish teacher. Traditional religious language of Judaism was used, but it 
was given a new meaning, by combining known terms and concepts in a 
creative, a poetic way so that new meaning was disc10sed and thus the new 
creation could be understood through language. For example, the weil 
known term 'Kingdom of God' played an important part in the proclarna­
tion of early Christianity, being originally a term that had its place in Jew­
ish terminology. It was, however, used to describe something different 
from what is described in traditional Jewish religious language. The 'King­
dom of God'187 was, in Christian language, connected with Jesus' person. 
The Kingdom of God, with a11 its connotations, had arrived in Christ. So a11 
the contents of the traditional language of the Kingdorn of God were con­
nected with Jesus, and so both Jesus and the 'Kingdom of God' gained new 
meaning, a meaning that was needed to understand faith in ]esus Christ as 
the crucified and risen Lord. In the same way early Christianity took many 
elements of traditional Jewish religious language and gave them a new 
meaning by connecting the known concepts creatively among each other 
and with the person of Jesus.l88 

Early Christianity used the languages not onIy of different ]ewish tradi­
tions, but also that of other Hellenistic religious thought. As the horizon of 
Christianity grew, its language grew, making use of elements from relig­
ious languages of different backgrounds for a better understanding of the 
new faith. These borrowed elements of religious language were trans­
formed in order to express the Christian faith, the Christian world by using 
them in a new context and combining them poetically. This is certainly 
only an oversimplifying account of the development of Christi an thought. 
However, the History of Religion school is right when it says that Christi­
anity is a synthesis of Jewish and He11enistic thought. But it is not the re­
ligions that have been fused, but the language-worlds of the different 
world-views in order to express the unique message of Christianity. Strug­
gling for a language to express Christian faith, elements of the different 
world-views, which we find as background of the New Testament writ-

187 For a thorough discussion of the development of the concept of the 'Kingdom of 
God' cf. below, p.99. 

188 Cf. Luz, Ulrich; 'ßamN:ia wu 8wu' in: EWNT 481-91. 
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ings, were combined in a poetic way, and through this comoination new 
meaning, the new message of Christianity, was brought out. Through lan­
guage, Christianity found ever new ways to understand itself. 

It may be worth remarking that what was to be brought out was, in fact, 
the Christian kerygma of cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ and its 
power to transform the (language-) world. Therefore it does not see m plau­
sible to assurne, for example, that parts of the New Testament, such as the 
Johannine writings, were docetic and did not know of the cross of Jesus, 
but only of his returning to the father, as Käsemann and others have sug­
gested, and were made acceptable for the Church only at a later stage 
through an 'orthodox' redaction.189 Here, in my opinion, the order of the 
development has been turned around. Early Christianity struggled for a 
language to express the experience of the cross and resurrection and, sub­
sequently, brought about the scriptures of the New Testament. Later, some 
currents left the mainstream that was only later seen as orthodoxy. They 
interpreted Christianity in a Gnostic way and docetism became their way 
of understanding.l90 But this was, in my opinion, a later development away 
from the struggle for a language to express the identity of the crucified one 
with the resurrected one. 

Certainly, this struggle for language led to different results, as we can 
see in the different approaches the New Testament provides, not to men­
tion a11 the non-canonical early Christian writings. Early Christianity, ow­
ing to the different situations in the various corners of the ancient world 
where the Church was growing, created a different language to express 
and und erstand what Christianity was about. Thus a wide range of theol­
ogy developed, depending on the background from which the authors 
came and for what type of audience they were writing. Any attempts to 
harmonise the differences in the New Testament writings would, in my 
opinion, neglect this plurality. However, already in early Christianity there 
were attempts to unify the different languages that were used to express 
the new world of Christianity. Approaches which were found inadequate 
were ruled out and seen as heresy. Through the development of the theol­
ogy of the early church up to the creeds of the ecumenical councils, a lan­
guage evolved to unify the different interpretations of Christianity. The 
New Testament as it is, however, represents an early stage of this devel­
opment towards a unifying Christian language, and it is still full of the 
variety of interpretations gained by earliest Christianity. Nevertheless, 
the movement towards unification can be seen already in later layers of the 

189 Cf. Käsemann, Ernst; Jesu letzter Wille nach Johannes 17, Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 
41980,26-35. 

190 Cf. below, pp.65f. 
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New Testament, e.g. the ecclesiastical redaction of John's Gospel, through 
which the language of John was brought in line with the developing main­
stream Christianity,191 or in the later epistles like the Pastorals or 2 Peter or 
Jude. For this very plurality, I thoroughly agree with Käsemann' s famous 
statement that the canon of the New Testament does not found the unity of 
the Church but the plurality of denominations,192 Different currents within 
early Christianity emphasised different aspects of the Christian proclarna­
tion, and Käsemann gives a concise account of the most important and 
obvious theological and historical differences within the canon,193 The same 
way we find these differences in the New Testament, Churches and Chris­
tian groups through all history have emphasised so me traditions within the 
New Testament more than others,194 In fact, even those groups that claim to 
weigh all writings of the New Testament equally usually emphasise certain 
aspects of the New Testament more than others. 

This view of the genesis of the New Testament involves, certainly, con­
sequences for its interpretation. First, the theory of language and the view 
of the genesis of the New Testament presented here involve seeing the 
Word of God within the biblical text. There is no way of finding the Word 
of God behind the text in some pre-verbal form, as Karl Barth and the neo­
Barthians dO.195 The New Testament contains the Word of God in its lin­
gual form. The Word of God is, to refer again to Melanchthon's famous 
statement,196 the proclarnation of the beneficia Christi (benefits of Christ), 
which takes place in the verbum externum (external word), in the human 
language of the Bible. The beneficia Christi are seen in the transformation of 
the world. The language of the Bible and all Christian proclarnation dis­
plays a transformed world, a new creation. It invites the recipient to enter 
this new world and have his or her own language-world transformed and 
thus to live in the world of Christianity. This implies that all Christian and 
biblical language is an open language-system, not esoteric. It is accessible 
from the outside, it is comprehensible without approaching it with par­
ticular presuppositions or from within a certain community. It is language 
which can be understood (to be accepted cr to be rejected) by everyone 
willing to take it seriously. The language-world of Christianity is funda­
mentally open and comprehensible. 

191 Cf. below, p.68. 
192 Käsemann, Ernst; 'Begründet der neutestamentliche Kanon die Einheit der 

Kirche?' in: Exegetische Versuche und Besinnungen, voll, Göttingen (Vandenhoek 
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195 Cf. above, p.20. 
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Secondly, the historical nature of the New Testament must be taken se­
riously. The interpreter has to be aware that the New Testament deals with 
a historical person, who lived in history, at a particular time and place, 
from the time when Cyrenius was govemor of Syria until the crucifixion 
under Pontius Pilate, and who was understood in the framework of his­
tory, of the particular time and place in which the authors of the New Tes­
tament lived. The task of interpretation is, therefore, to understand the 
world of the New Testament in its historical and geographical context, in 
its c10seness and familiarity as weH as in its othemess and strangeness. 
Through this understanding of the New Testament the interpreter will be 
enabled to enter the language-world of the Bible and to become part of the 
new reality which the New Testament opens. Thus the interpreter's world 
will be transformed, and he or she be comes part of the new creation within 
today' s world. Then the interpreter can trans la te the language of the Bible 
into the language of today's communities in order to open the world of 
Christianity to others. In short, today's theologian is still involved in the 
struggle for language; he or she is struggling to und erstand the world of 
Christianity through the Bible, entering its language-world and attempting 
to find a language to make this world accessible for others, to transform 
our world through the faith which is opened through the New Testament. 
As early Christianity struggled for a language for its faith and created it, 
today' s Church is in need of an adequate understanding of the ancient lan­
guage of faith, as weH as creating a language for faith nowadays, which can 
only be based on the faith that found its expression in the language of the 
New Testament. In order to translate the texts of the New Testament and to 
let them speak in our time, we have to take part in the Struggle for Language, 
which is Christianity. 



Chapter 5 

Interpreting John: 
Introductory Questions 

If we understand the New Testament as part of the Christian Struggle for 
Language, this will have implications for its interpretation. The following 
chapters will present some case studies, in which I will demonstrate the 
methodological framework which follows from the previous hermeneutical 
insights. Therefore, after abrief discussion of introductory questions in this 
section I interpret three texts from John's Gospel. 

In this present chapter, I am going to outline some thoughts on intro­
ductory questions only very briefly. A broader discussion of relevant issues 
will follow in the course of the exegesis in the next three chapters. First we 
will consider the relevance and use of parallel texts for New Testament 
interpretation. Second, we will reflect on the relevance of research into the 
sodal setting of the text, and of the reconstruction of the community from 
which a text evolved. Third, we will discuss some questions of literary 
critidsm. This will be followed by a fourth section on the history of tradi­
tion behind John's Gospel aimed at reconstructing its genesis. In the light of 
these insights I highlight the issue as to how, during the development of 
John's Gospel, a language of faith was found and developed to understand 
Christianity, or, in other words, how the Struggle for Language took place 
within John's Gospel. 

The following three chapters are dedicated to the interpretation of se­
lected texts from John' s Gospel. I chose these particular texts, the Hymn 
which is contained in the prologue (John 1:1-18), the Nicodemus Discourse 
(John 3:1-21) and the final Prayer (John 17), because they represent, as I am 
going to show, different stages in the development of the fourth gospel. 
The Hymn represents a text which had been written before the composition 
of the gospel by the evangelist and goes back to the earliest period of the 
Johannine community; the Nicodemus Discourse depicts a text which is a 
composition of the evangelist, and the final Prayer is a text which has been 
inserted into John's Gospel by a later redaction, but still before the so-called 
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ecclesiastical redaction took place.197 All three texts are non-narrative texts, 
they are poetry, dialogue and speech. I chose non-narrative texts for this 
study because interpreting narrative texts would have involved a discus­
sion of the theory of narrative198 in addition to that of poetic language, 
metaphor and symbol above.199 This additional discussion would not con­
tribute essentially new insights to this study, since the functioning of lan­
guage as bearer of meaning is sufficiently explored in the discussion of 
poetic language. 

It may be worth pointing out that the different historical findings and 
insights which I am presupposing and arguing in this study are not essen­
tial to the relevance of the main thesis. The texts are interpreted as carefully 
and thoroughly as possible in order to demonstrate my hermeneutical ap­
proach to the New Testament and the methodology which follows from it. 
The guiding question in the interpretation is how the authors involved in 
the composition of John's Gospel have combined elements from other re­
ligious languages in order to understand and communicate the Christian 
kerygma. What I try to understand is how the early Christian authors un­
derstood their faith. Yet the approach I am using is, in my opinion, gener­
ally valid for the interpretation of the New Testament. The concept of the 
5truggle Jor Language is not restricted to highlighting how the evangelists, 
authors, bearers of traditions and redactors struggled for language them­
selves but it is relevant for every historical interpretation with theological 
concern. Since there is no such thing as a presuppositionless and objective 
exegesis, every interpretation of the New Testament is governed by a 
theological agenda and is, therefore, never purely descriptive. Therefore, to 
insert a section after the allegedly descriptive interpretation of the text, 
which is meant to provide the fusion of horizons for the reader, as Ben 
Witherington III's commentary on John's Gospel200 attempts to do, only 
bears witness to hermeneutical ignorance and does not take seriously the 
complexity of understanding. This kind of exegesis assurnes that there is a 
purely descriptive exegesis which needs to be appropriated. Yet already 
the interpretation is governed by the theological agenda of the interpreter. 
Already in the 'descriptive' part a fusion of horizons has taken place. 

As the aim of the second part of the study is, however, to demon­
strate the functioning of the concept of the Struggle Jor Language and its 
methodological implications, I have concentrated on the way the wri­
ters involved in the composition of John' s Gospel approached (probably 

197 For adescription of the terminology cf. below, p.63. 
198 Cf. Ricceur, Paul; Time and Narrative. 
199 Cf. above p. 44. 
200 Witherington, III, Ben; John's Wisdom: A Commentary on the jourth Gospel, Louis­

ville, Kentucky (Westminster John Knox Press) 1995. 
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unconsciously) the hermeneutical task and created a language in which to 
und erstand and communicate their faith. This investigation displays how 
the earliest church approached the hermeneutical problem posed by the 
very nature of Christianity, and its implications for our dealing with the 
same task, which has not changed significantly during the last two thou­
sand years. 

It is almost certain that the historical insights and assumptions of my 
argument will be challenged. However, apart from the fact that the results 
of this study are based on serious exegetical effort and that I am prepared 
to defend them, their falsification should not affect the general thesis, 
which is the suggestion of a hermeneutic of the New Testament and a re­
sulting methodology. The aim of the exegetical part of this study is to dem­
onstrate that my concept of the 5truggle for Language enables an under­
standing of the New Testament as sacred scripture of Christianity, ta king 
seriously the historical conditions and circumstances under which it devel­
oped. Yet the basis on which the discussion of the results of my exegesis 
must take place is the hermeneutical approach developed in the first part of 
this study and the resulting methodology based on which I interpreted the 
individual texts. Therefore, the results of this study are, though secondary, 
not arbitrary, for they represent my insights into the theology of Johannine 
Christianity, gained through the exegetical means available to me. 

The Relevance of ParalleIs for Interpretation 

Earlier in this study, I have suggested the way in which the horizons of the 
interpreter and the text are fused when understanding takes place.201 In 
order to make this fusion of horizons possible, the interpreter has to estab­
lish the horizon of the text, as far as it is possible. This is where parallel 
texts are crucial to biblical interpretation.202 

It is essential for biblical interpretation, as for all interpretation of an­
cient texts, to compare the text in question with available paralleis. Yet a 
parallel text does not explain the text in question, but it sheds light on its 
environment. It is essential for interpretation to understand what the words 
of the text mean. All terms and concepts can mean something different in 
different times, different places and circumstances. Thus it is necessary to 
establish how a term would have been used at the time when and in the 
context in which the text was written. As Gadamer said, 'every word 
causes the whole language to which it belongs to resonate, and the whole 

201 Cf. above, p.39f. 
202 For the argument in this seetion cf. Sandmel, Samuel; Parallelomania, JBL 81, 
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of the perception of the world, that it is based upon, appears.'203 Thus, in 
order to und erstand a text, the world of the text, the whole network of its 
linguistic connections to other texts need to be established. The interpreter 
must hear, as it were, how the world of the text resonates with each word. 
To establish the meaning of a particular term, paralleis have to be found 
and compared with the text. Paralleis do not determine the meaning of the 
word or of the text, yet they illustrate how a term or a concept was used 
and which range of meaning it had at the time in which the text was writ­
ten. Against this background the meaning of the language of the biblical 
text can be established. 

Many biblical texts, whole books or epistIes as weil as single passages, 
are an attempt to answer a particular question or to deal with a particular 
problem which was a matter of concern and discussion at the time of the 
text. Certain questions were dominating the religious and philosophical 
discourse at particular times, they are thus reflected in the writings of that 
period. Therefore, these terms, which are part of the discussion, will be 
found in an writings dealing with this particular problem. For example, the 
Greek term logos (word) occurs in a huge range of writing during the first 
two or three centuries AD. Logos was the key term in the discussion about 
how the transcendent God could interact with the immanent world. This 
question was reflected, amongst others, by Philo, John' s Gospel, Hermetic 
writings and 5toicism.204 Thus it is not surprising that the term logos is 
found in the writings of all these authors and traditions and is used simi­
larly. Yet this does not mean that there is mutual dependency amongst 
these writings, but that the authors of the different texts were an working 
on their own solutions to the problem given. A careful investigation shows 
that an of them are using the concept of logos in a different way to solve the 
problem of the relation of transcendent God and world. It is necessary to 
investigate these different concepts of logos in the light of the problem they 
try to solve in order to und erstand each of them appropriately. For exam­
pie, to understand the concept of logos in the prologue to John's Gospel it is 
necessary to know the question which the author tries to ans wer in order to 
understand his thought. So the context in which he is writing has to be 
established; thus different approaches to the same problem have to be 
compared with that of the prologue to John's Gospel. If the term logos oc­
curs somewhere in first or second century literature, the whole of the pe­
riod thought on that matter resonates. 

In this respect later par allels to the text in question are significant, too, 
because they contribute to the interpreter' s understanding of the discussion 

203 Gadamer; Wahrheit und Methode, 434 (Engl. 41Sf). 
204 Cf. below, pp.80-84. 
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of which the text is apart. They can show the interpreter how the use of a 
term or concept developed, and how it was used in later antiquity, thus 
giving valuable insight into the meaning of a term. In addition, literary 
paralleis which are dependent on the text interpreted may highlight how 
the text or concepts of the text have been understood by contemporary 
readers and thus how the author might have understood it himself. To use 
a contemporary example, if an interpreter of Kant two thousand years from 
now endeavoured to understand what the term Vernunft means, it would 
not be absurd to use texts of the nineteenth and twentieth century as par­
allel, for example the idealist philosophy or the neo-Kantians of the begin­
ning of this century or the positions which argue against Kant's perception 
of the issue. Certainly, the interpreter then has to be aware that the paral­
Ieis are later, yet they highlight the variety of meaning and the potential of 
the given term. Hence, for example, Hermetic paralleis are relevant for the 
interpretation of John's Gospel, although they are chronologically later 
than the fourth gospel. They too are apart of the great discussion of relig­
ious questions which took part in the later ancient world and thus shed 
light on the meaning of the fourth gospel. 

In addition, there is always the possibility that an author used another 
writing as a model for his own. In this case, it is essential to the und er­
standing of the text to compare it with the source. However, the aim of 
interpretation is not merely to establish the source, but to find the author' s 
creative work and leam what he made of the source to fit it into his own 
agenda. Only then we can find out how the thought of the author was 
shaped by contemporary thought and what was his individual contribu­
tion, so that we may understand the meaning of the text in its context. 

Finally, not only a knowledge of related texts and traditions is essential 
to biblical interpretation, but also a thorough knowledge of ancient litera­
ture, philosophy and history in general, for only then can the texts be seen 
in their context in the world from which they originate. 

The SodaI Background of the Text 

In the current debate, an important issue is the relevance of the sociological 
background of a biblical text. In this context, we need to discuss two im­
portant questions. First, some scholars have argued that John's Gospel is 
the arcane scripture of a sect which lived in complete separation from its 
environment and thus that John's Gospel is written in a language which is 
only accessible to the initiated and completely incomprehensible to outsid-
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ers.205 We will discuss this claim in the light of the insights gained in the 
previous chapters of this study. Secondly, we will discuss the position on 
the other extreme, Le. Richard Bauckham's thesis that the community from 
which a text originates is irrelevant for its interpretation.206 

In Johannine interpretation, it has often been argued that through the 
Gospel text the history of the Johannine community can be reconstructed. 
This type of research into John's Gospel has been introduced by Louis J. 
Martyn in his influential work History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel.207 

For hirn as weIl as for his main foIlowers, most eminently Wayne A. Meeks 
and Raymond E. Brown, John' s Gospel evolved from an isolated group of 
Christi ans, the history of which is found in the narrative of the gospel in a 
coded form and can be deciphered. It is more or less agreed amongst these 
scholars that the Johannine group was a sect in opposition to the sect of 
John the Baptist, the Jewish community and even the 'Apostolic Chris­
tians', the group which became later the catholic church.20B John's Gospel is 
then seen as a text that is, on one level, written 'to make sense of all these 
aspects of the group's history',209 and is seen as written more or less exclu­
sively for this distinct comrnunity. R.E. Brown even tries to reconstruct the 
whole history of this isolated community from the evidence found in the 
gospeJ.210 Wayne A. Meeks even goes as far as saying that John's Gospel is 
the arcane scripture of an isolated cornrnunity or sect, that 'not only de­
scribes, in etiological fashion, the birth of that community; it also provides 
reinforcement of the community's isolation.'211 The gospel is written in a 
way, that 

only areader who is thoroughly familiar with the whole Fourth Gospel or else 
acquainted by same non-literary means with its symbolism and develop­
ing themes [ ... ] can possibly understand its double entendre and its abrupt 

205 Cf. Meeks, Wayne A.; 'The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism' in: 
Ashton, John (ed.); The Interpretation of lohn, Issues of Religion and and Theol­
ogy 9, Philadelphia (Fortress) and London (SPCK) 1986,141-173. 

206 Bauckham, Richard; For whom where the Gospels written? in: Bauckham, Richard 
(ed.); The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences, Edinburgh 
(T&T Clark) 1998,9-48. 

207 Martyn, J. Louis; History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel, Nashville, Tennessee 
(Abington) 21979. 

208 Brown, Raymond E.; The Community of the Beloved Disciple: The Life, Loves, and 
Hates of an Individual Church in New Testament Times, New York, Mahwah 
(Paulist Press) 1979, 59-91. 

209 Meeks; 'Man from Heaven' 145. 
210 Brown; Community. 
211 Meeks; 'Man from Heaven' 163. 
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transitions. For the outsider - even for an interested inquirer (like Nicodemus) 
- the dialogue is opaque.212 

Brown does not go as far as Meeks, and does not see the community in 
this complete isolation from the rest of Christianity. However, he suggests 
that, although separated from the mainstream church, and tending towards 
sectarianism, the Johannine community did not break communion with the 
'Apostolic Christians'.213 Yet can we really assume such aseparated group 
of Christians, something like the Johannine community, in and fm which 
John's Gospel has been written? And if so, can we reconstruct its history 
through the sociologieal deciphering of the gospel narrative? 

For a comprehensive critical evaluation of these theories of a c10sed 
community behind the fourth gospel, it would be necessary to discuss the 
structuralist presuppositions at work behind these proposals, as they seem 
to be governed by structuralist anthropolOgy.214 But this discussion would 
be far too extensive within the framework of this study, and so I shall con­
fine myself to some historical and linguistic arguments. 

First, it is difficult to imagine that such an isolated, sectarian church, 
supposedly having daughter churches, could flourish in centres of early 
Christianity, like Ephesus m Syria,215 independent of other Christian 
groups and not seeing itself as part of the larger church. 

The fourth gospel was written well before the formation of the early 
catholic church in the second half of the second century, which in itself was 
areaction to the crisis of the church caused by the Gnostic movement. It 
was only in this context, that the rule of faith, the canon of the New Testa­
ment and the monarchie episcopal office developed. Before that, at the time 
in question, a much wider variety of theologies and spiritualities was pos­
sible and, as far as we know, no fixed structure of organisation existed in 
the church. Before the Gnostic crisis, there would have been space in the 
church for a group like the Johannine without it being sectarian. In addi­
tion, it is hard to imagine how such a group could have developed. In Syria 
or Asia Minor we know of Christian churches from the Pauline missions. 
The area in which the Johannine churches are usually located is, so to 
speak, the heartland of early Christianity. Thus, the 'main stream church' is 

212 Meeks; 'Man from Heaven' 152. 
213 Brown; Community, 89-91. 
214 Cf. Barton, Stephen c.; 'Early Christianity and the Sociology of the Seet' in: 

Watson, Franeis (ed.); The Open Text: New Directions jor Biblical Studies?, London 
(SCM) 1993,140-162,147. 

215 Cf. Brown; Community, 98. For the loeation of the Johannine group in Syria cf. 
Köster, Helmut; Einführung in das Neue Testament: im Rahmen der Religions­
geschichte und Kulturgeschichte der hellenistischen und römischen Zeit, Berlin-New 
York (de Gruyter) 1980, 616. 
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strongly present here and develops ecclesiastically and theologically. It is, 
in my opinion, implausible to assurne that in such an environment a sepa­
rate church could grow entirely independently from the rest of the church 
and even develop daughter churches in other towns. 

Furthermore, and this is a main point of my argument, Johannine lan­
guage is not an arcane language incomprehensible to the uninitiated. On 
the contrary, it is an open system of language, drawing concepts and sym­
bols from the Christian and non-Christian environment and combining 
them in a poetic way.216 Therefore, the language of John's Gospel would 
have been, and still is comprehensible for anybody fa miliar with its con­
temporary thought, especially for members of Christian comrnunities. The 
fourth gospel needs to be seen as a means to comrnunicate theological in­
sights and a particular interpretation to the comrnunity from which the 
gospel originated as weIl as to the church and beyond. 

However, on historical and linguistic grounds it is possible to recognise 
distinct traditions at work behind or within John' s Gospel. These allow us 
to identify a particular type of Christianity which is different from that of 
the synoptic gospels. Thus it is legitimate to say that the Gospel of John is a 
text which evolved from a particular group within the early church, and 
which was written within a context of a distinct theology and spirituality. 
There is not, however, enough evidence to suppose an isolated church or 
sect. In fact, the main feature of this group is, as far as we can reconstruct it, 
that it developed a particular theology. The development of a distinct the­
ology does not, however, necessarily presuppose that the group deviated 
from orthodoxy, especially since orthodoxy and the rule of faith became 
important only later, after the Gnostic crisis of the early church. Therefore, 
we can see John's Gospel as a development within the variety of early 
Christian theology and language, a development wh ich brought about an 
impressive system of language as weIl as of theology. Its theological lan­
guage is not arcane, but it could be understood by Christians as weIl as 
everyone familiar with its contemporary religious thoughP17 It invited the 
reader or listener to enter the world which is brought about through its 
language. John's Gospel is not a document of a group which separated 
itself from the church, but it is an offer to the church, and which the wider 
church finally accepted. 

The other extreme position is held by Richard Bauckham, who suggests 
that early Christianity was, because of the travelling activity of Bishops, mis­
sionaries and messengers, in such a dose contact, that the I global village' 

216 Cf. above, 48f. Cf. also Barton; 'Early Christianity and the Sociology of the Sect' 
148. 

217 Cf. below, p.116. 
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was realised by the early Church. For Bauckham 'the early Christian 
movement was a network of communities in eonstant communieation with 
each other, by messengers, letters and movements of leaders and teachers 
- moreover, a network around which Christian literature circulated easily, 
quickly and widely.'218 In Bauckham's view of early Christianity there is 
not much space for the development of distinct groups having their own 
traditions, because every leading Christian figure is weil travelled and has 
mueh experience of other loeal ehurehes,219 and literature from eaeh Chris­
tian group cireulated quickly, so that no author eould expeet to address 
only a particular community, but his work would very soon be distributed 
throughout the Christian world.220 

There are three points of eriticism which need to be diseussed here. 
First, Bauckham gives an impressive aeeount of the travelling aetivity in 
early Christianity. Yet he does not recognise that these journeys do not 
stand for an infinite amount of travelling messengers and dergy. The long 
distance journeys which Bauckham uses as examples have been docu­
mented beeause they were something unusual and not everyday business. 
In addition, journeys through the Roman empire in that period took a very 
long time. For example, when Ovid travelled from Rome to his exile in 
Tomi at the Blaek Sea, it took hirn from Autumn 8 AD until mid- 9 AD.221 
As travelling was sueh a time-consuming business, it did not facilitate 'eon­
stant eommunication' and 'quick cireulation of literature.' Thus, it is likely 
that, despite the traveIling-activity of the early Church, strong loeal tradi­
tions and loeal groups of Churehes with distinct theologieal and spiritual 
features eould develop. It is also possible that leaders stayed in a Church 
whieh they had founded and whieh thus shared their theological thought, 
with the result that their writings, e.g. Gospel writings, were primarily 
written for their particular community and recognising their particular 
needs. In this case, investigation into the eommunity from which a par­
tieular writing evolved may be relevant for biblical interpretation. 

Seeondly, it is striking that none of the earlier versions of John's Gospel 
were eireulated and thus known to uso If literature was distributed as 

218 Bauckham; For whom where the Gospels written?, 44. 
219 Ibid. 33-38. 
220 Ibid. 1H. 
221 Ovid's joumey into exile is a particularly interesting example for he had been 

und er pressure to travel as fast as possible. So his instance shows us how fast it 
was possible to travei through the Roman Empire of that period without using 
the fast imperial postal system. For Ovid's joumey cf. Duff, j.Wight; A Literary 
History oj Rome: From the Origins to the Close oj the Golden Age, London (T. Fisher 
Uwin) 51923, 584f and Ovidius Naso, Publius; Tristia Epistulas Ex Ponto, Latine et 
Germanice, ed. by Georg Luck, Zürich (Artemis) 1963, X-XI. 
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quickly and easily as Bauckham assumes, earlier versions of John's Gospel, 
which are very likely to have existed,222 would have been circulated and 
preserved. Thus, the fact that none of the earlier vers ions of John's Gospel 
have been received strongly suggests that it is possible that a Christian 
community did not live in 'constant communication' with the rest of 
Christianity and did not take part in the 'quick circulation of literature.' In 
the same way it is striking that, on the ground of the internal evidence, 
John's Gospel obviously ignores synoptic traditions and it is very likely 
that they were not known to the evangelist and redactors. If such a constant 
communication, as Bauckham assumes, really took pi ace and led to such an 
interchange of thoughts and traditions, there would be noticeable traces of 
synoptic traditions in the fourth gospel, which are, however, strikingly 
absent. 

Thirdly, Bauckham does not envisage that early Christian literature is 
rarely the work of a single author, but is rooted in communities which 
carry particular traditions which are shaped by their particular circum­
stances and environment.22J The author of the gospels is not the far trav­
elled and cosmopolitan individual, who is modelled after the modem 
scholar who travels from conference to conference to meet his fellow schol­
ars and who is able to accept positions in nearly every part of the world. 
On the contrary, the gospels were written by communities within the early 
Church, which have their distinct traditions and customs. In addition, since 
a huge diversity of opinions and positions was acceptable to the early 
church, even the exchange between different Christian communities did 
not lead to uniformity of thought and customs. This is, contrary to Bauck­
ham' s thesis, the background of early Christian literature, which was di­
rected at a particular audience. 

In sum, it is possible and even likely that the fourth gospel originates 
from a community with its own traditions and theology and that it is writ­
ten for this particular community in the first place. Nevertheless, it is not 
the arcane scripture of a sect, but that of a distinct group, which is part of 
the wider church. As we will see in the course of the interpretation of Jo­
hannine texts, the fourth gospel was comprehensible and meaningful to the 
rest of Christianity. Thus it is appropriate and necessary for New Testa­
ment interpretation to investigate the particular background of John' s Gos­
pel, and to identify particular traditions and theological approaches which 
may have been part of that community. If available, even sociological 

222 Cf. below, p.62, 'The Development of John's Gospel'. 
223 Cf. Becker, Jürgen; Das Evangelium nach Johannes, Voll: ÖTK 4/1, Gütersloh 

(Mohn) 31991, 36-38. 
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factors will play a part in exegesis. In SUln, we must see John's Gospel 
somewhere in-between sectarianism and universal communication. 

The Development of John's Gospel 

A major issue in Johannine studies has always been the reconstruction of 
the original order of the fourth gospel and the underlying traditions and 
sources.224 Starting point for most of the investigations into these questions 
is the chronological and local inconsistency of the text. This has led to theo­
ries like Bultmann's hypothesis of 'extemal disorder', i.e. that the pages of 
the original manuscript were mixed up by accident.225 The other strand of 
research is to concentrate on the underlying sources which the evangelist 
may have used. Authoritative in tbis field has been Bultmann's analysis 
again, which suggested three sources behind the gospel, the Signs Source, 
the Revelation Discourse Source and the Passion Narrative.226 Bultmann's 
theory and the following discussion have been discussed broadly and con­
troversially in the years subsequent to their publication.227 For the purpose 
of the present study, however, it may be sufficient to summarise that there 
is no widely shared consensus about the sources of John's Gospel.228 

In my opinion, it is very likely that the evangelist drew on traditions 
and made use of them for his composition of his gospel. Yet I do not be­
lieve that it is possible to reconstruct the underlying sources sufficiently for 
conclusions to be drawn, since the evangelist used the sources as material, 
which he transformed in order to express his theology. For example, even if 
the so-called Signs Source was used in the composition of JoIm's Gospel,229 
the evangelist did not use it simply by quoting it or copying it, but he 
changed the miracle-accounts of the source significantly so that they con-

224 Cf. Kümmel, Wemer Georg; Einleitung in das Neue Testament; Heidelberg (Quelle 
& Meyer) 211983, 162-183; Lohse, Eduard; Die Entstehung des Neuen Testaments, 
Theologische Wissenschaft Vol. IV, Stuttgart, Berlin, Köln (Kohlhammer) 51991, 
103-114. Cf also Thyen, Hartwig; 'Aus der Literatur zum Johannesevangelium' 
TRu 39,1979,1-69,222-252,289-330; TRu 42, 1977, 211-270; TRu 43, 1978, 328-
590; TRu 44, 1979, 97-134; Becker, Jürgen; 'Aus der Literatur zum 
Johannesevangelium (1978-1980)' TRu 47, 1982, 279-301, 305-347 and Becker, 
Jürgen; 'Das Johannesevangelium im Streit der Methoden (1980-1984)' TRu 51, 
1986,1-78. 

225 Cf. Bultmann; Johannesevangelium, 178, fn 3. 
226 Ibid.489-491. 
227 For a concise picture of the discussion cf. Kümmel; Einleitung, 162-183. 
228 For the disagreement even about a presumed consensus within the discussion 

cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 39f and Kümmel; Einleitung, 165-183. 
229 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 134-143. 
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vey his own theology. Only the plot of the miracle-account of the source 
would have remained, yet the form of the narrative and the theological 
content would be the work of the evangelist. Hence it is unlikely that it is 
possible to reconstruct the sources which underlie John's Gospel and so to 
identify their theological agenda. The part of the Gospel which is the work 
of the evangelist is, in my opinion, an original work which is based upon 
earlier traditions. 

Therefore, I propose an approach to the fourth gospel which starts at 
the level of the evangelist and takes seriously his theological work. From 
that level it is possible to identify traditions which the evangelist used for 
his compositions. We will need to identify the way in which the evangelist 
transformed his material. It is also possible to detect the work of later re­
dactors, who inserted larger passages like the extensions of the farewell­
discourse23° or ch.21. There is also a further, later redaction, commonly 
called the ecclesiastical redaction, which inserted short glosses and possibly 
changed passages carefully in order to bring them in line with the pre­
dominant theology of their time.231 We will have to discern and evaluate 
older traditions and later redaction in each individual case. 

On these grounds I suggest a simple theory of the genesis of the fourth 
gospel. First, the evangelist, drawing on different oral and written tradi­
tions and maybe also on sources, composed the first version of John's Gos­
pel. Secondly, the redactor, either during the lifetime of the evangelist or 
after his death, inserted additional pieces and speeches. These are the ex­
tensions of the Farewell Discourses, the second ending in ch.21 and possi­
bly the appendices after the conclusion of a passage (3:31-36, 10:1-18, 12:44-
50) .232 Later, the ecclesiastical red action inserted smaller additions, like 
5:28f or 6:51c-58.233 Redaction of the fourth gospel, however, did not take 
place at once, but in different stages. For example, the Farewell Discourses 
were added in three identifiable stages.234 This process of John's Gospel 
came to an end with its 'canonisation' and coming into liturgical use. From 

230 John 15:1-17:26. Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 39-41. 
231 Becker also names the former stage of redaction the ecclesiastical redaction 

(Kirchliche Redaktion, cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 39-41). I do not find that title 
appropriate for this particular redaction, for it did not bring John's Gospel in 
line with the thought of the main-stream Church. Thus I use 'ecclesiastical re­
daction' only for the red action for which I have used it here. The other red action 
I only call 'redaction' without further specification. 
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1970,215-246. 
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that time on copies had to be made and circulated, so that John's Gospel 
became the property of the wider church. 

The literary development of the fourth gospel also reflects an evolution 
of theological thought. On the one hand, ongoing theological reflection led 
to new insights and ideas, which are echoed in the different stages of John's 
Gospel. On the other hand, external factors like sociological developments 
or the relation to other groups brought new problems that had to be solved 
and ideas that could be built into the theology of the ]ohannine Churches. 
For example, the growing tension between the ]ohannine community and 
its environment is likely to have lead to an elaboration of the dualist world­
picture. The eloser contact with the growing Church led the Johannine 
community to adapt its theology, especially its perception of Eschatology 
and Sacraments. It is an important part of this study to bring out this de­
velopment, to highlight its main threads and draw conelusions for ]ohan­
nine interpretation. 

The Development oE the Johannine Churches 

After the previous discussion of the literary his tory of John's Gospel it is 
necessary to engage in an investigation into the his tory of Johannine Chris­
tianity235 and its traditions. In the course of this inquiry I am going to base 
my assumptions on reasons drawn from the history of tradition behind 
John's Gospel. It is not possible, in my opinion, to reconstruct the sociologi­
cal conditions of the Johannine group, as for ex am pie Brown attempts in 
his book The Community of the Beloved Disciple.236 In this respect I agree with 
Jürgen Becker, who argues that nobody who is able to distinguish between 
the literary world and lived his tory can read John 1-4 as an immediate re­
flection of the early history of the Johannine community.237 

Theologically and literarily the oldest layer in John's Gospel is the hymn 
underlying the prologue. As I will demonstrate below in the following 
chapter 'The Prologue: John 1:1-18',238 the theology of the hyrnn is strongly 
influenced by Jewish wisdom-speculation elose to that of Philo of Alexan­
dria.239 This influence points at the origin of the Johannine community; it is 

235 By 'Johanni ne Christianity' (or synonym terms like 'Johannine ehurehes', 'Jo­
hannine group' ete.) I mean the braneh of Christianity from whieh the fourth 
gospel originated. Although it may be an anaehronism to eall it Johannine be­
fore the writing of the gospel, this terrninology helps to identify this partieular 
branch of Christianity. 

236 Cf. above, p.57, fn.208. 
237 Cf. Becker; Johannesevange/ium, 54. 
238 Cf. below, p.69. 
239 Cf. below, pp.80, 85. 
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very likely that Johannine Christianity developed within a Jewish context 
which was part of the wisdom-circles, probably before the final separation 
of the Christian church from the Synagogue. Ouring the first century AO 
tensions grew between early Jewish Christianity and other heterodox 
groups within the Synagogue on the one side and orthodox Judaism on the 
other, until it came to the final expulsion from the Synagogue after the in­
elusion of the Birkath ha-Minim, the cursing of heretics, into the prayers of 
the Synagogue.240 The complete break with Judaism caused the develop­
ment of a particular Johannine literature, which created the basis of a dis­
tinct Christian identity of the Johannine group. 

Some scholars have suggested that the Johannine cirele developed from 
a group which dissented from a group worshipping John the Baptist as the 
Messiah.241 Though this interpretation of the evidence (especially the pas­
sages about John the Baptist, John 1:19ff, 3:23-30, 10:40-42) is not impossible, 
it is more likely that the Johannine community grew within the framework 
of the Synagogue. Yet after the expulsion from the Synagogue it is possible 
that the Johannine church came into elose contact with other heterodox 
Jewish groups which had been exeluded from the Synagogue as weIl, like 
the followers of John the Baptist or early Gnostics.242 The Johannine church, 
beginning to develop its own identity, started a dialogue with those 
groups, which led to the rejection of the claims of the followers of John the 
Baptist, which is reflected in the John the Baptist-passages. The dialogue 
with Gnostic groups, however, led to a much eloser interaction. 

The nature of this interaction between Gnostic and Christian thought 
has been widely discussed, and no consensus has been achieved in the 
debate. On the one hand, scholars like Hengel or Yamauchi argue that 
there is no evidence for a non-Christian or pre-Christian Gnosis, which 
might have influenced the early church and its writings.243 On the other 
hand, there is a number of scholars arguing for a non-Christi an origin of 

240 Cf. Becker; johannesevangelium, 56 and Schmithals, Walter; Neues Testament und 
Gnosis, in: 'Erträge der Forschung' 208, Darmstadt (Wissenschaftliche Buchge­
sellschaft) 1984, 113-115. 

241 Cf. Becker; johannesevangelium; 55; Bultmann; johannesevangelium, 4f, Brown; 
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242 Cf. Perkins, Pheme; Gnosticism and the New Testament, Minneapolis (Fortress) 
1993,40-42. 

243 Cf. Yamauchi, Edwin; Pre-Christian Gnosticism: A Survey of the Proposed Evidences, 
London (Tyndale Press) 1973 and HengeI. Martin; Der Sohn Gottes, Tübingen 
(Mohr-Siebeck) 1975. 
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Gnosis.244 These scholars agree that Gnostic thought developed alongside 
the New Testament and shares the same origin, which is heterodox Juda­
ism.245 These scholars say that Gnosticism is far from being a closed specu­
lative system or an established religion, but that 

there were certainly Gnostic religions and Gnosticizing interpretations of relig­
ious traditions and mythical materials, pre-Christian and Christian, Jewish and 
pagan. [ ... ] And all these Gnostic religions, in spite of the vast difference of the 
materials they interpret, exhibit a high degree of affinity and congeniality. It is, 
therefore, quite legitimate to speak of a phenomenon 'Gnosis' in general [ ... ] 

As Christian religion, in the early Christian period as weil as today, cannot 
be grasped in the abstraction of a theological and cultural system, Gnostic re­
ligion in its origin and development cannot be understood through the recon­
struction of a general system in mythological and philosophical terms, but only 
in the analysis of Gnostic interpretations of the traditions of myth and cult in the 
specific religious communities.246 

This theory is much more able to account for the paralleIs between 
Gnostic and Christian thought than the assumption that there is no pre­
Christian Gnosis. It sees both groups as referring to the same authorities, to 
the Jewish tradition, from which both of them originate. In addition, it is 
likely that two groups on the fringe of Judaism and expelled from the 
Synagogue at roughIy the same time were in contact with each other.247 

It is important at this point to observe that earIy Christianity before the 
so-called Gnostic crisis in the second century was not a homogenous 
movement but it allowed a huge variety of approaches to the Christi an 
faith, so that Gnosticising thought would have been tolerated in earliest 
Christianity.248 Early Christianity and Gnosis were both movements with-

244 Cf. Schmithals; Neues Testament und Gnosis; Perkins; Gnosticism and the New 
Testament; Köster, Helmut; 'The History-of-Religion School, Gnosis and Gospel 
of John' ST 40 (1986), 115-136. 

245 Cf. Perkins; Gnosticism and the New Testament, 40-42. 
246 Köster, 'The History-of-Religion School, Gnosis and Gospel of John' 13lf. 
247 The main problem in defining the relation between earliest Christianity and 

Gnostic thought is that there is no evidence outside the New Testament. When 
the first distinct Gnostic writings occur in the second century, the previous ex­
istence of Gnostic thought has to be assumed. Thus every argument in favour or 
against non-Christian Gnostic thought, which might have influenced Christian­
ity, must be circular, as it can only build on the evidence in the New Testament 
(Cf. Schmithals, Neues Testament und Gnosis, pp.l6-21). In my opinion the as­
sumption of a non-Christi an Gnosis which may have influenced Christianity 
explains the interna I evidence of the New Testament much better then the op­
posite position. Cf. (amongst others) below, pp.lOl, 129, 134. 

248 Cf. Wisse, Frederik; 'Prolegomena to the Study of the Testament and Gnosis' in: 
Logan, A.H.B. and Wedderburn, A.J.M. (eds.); The New Testament and Gnosis: Es-
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out a fixed organisation or a defined orthodoxy. Christianity developed 
these features only in its struggle against Gnosticism and the resulting 
evolution of early catholicism in the second century. Thus a far-reaching 
interaction between Christi an and Gnostic thought was possible and took 
place in the first and early second century, for Christianity had not yet rec­
ognised the danger Gnosticism would constitute for the Christian church. 
Consequently, the development of Gnosticism and Christianity overlapped 
widely and influenced each other during the first and the early second 
century until the two movements finally separated. 

Within this historical framework it is Iikely that a group like the Johan­
nine was in elose contact with Gnostic groups and that mutual influence 
took place. Even within the Johannine community Gnosticising tendencies 
grew. This position is confirmed by the internal evidence we find in John's 
Gospet i.e. the strong paralleIs to Gnostic thought in the Nicodemus Dis­
course249 and the increasing influence of these ideas in John 17.250 This par­
allel development of Johannine Christianity and (Johannine) Gnosticism 
continued until the Johannine group had to take a dear stance towards 
Gnosticism, especially towards docetic ideas, and turned towards the de­
veloping and increasingly anti-Gnostic early Catholic church. 

Within this historical framework, it is likely that the Johannine church 
was, at least at some stage of its development, open to Gnostic ideas, which 
are reflected in the par allels to Gnostic thought pointed out in the case­
studies below.251 Yet tensions between 'main-stream Johannine Christian­
ity' (Le. as it is known from the Gospel as it is received and the epistles) 
and Johannine Gnostics grew to a point when it came to a split in the com­
munity, which is reflected in 1 John. Certainly, the final dissent of the op­
ponents of 1 John may have been motivated by many reasons; for example 
sociological factors may have played an important role in the split of the 
Church. These non-theological elements in the history of the Johannine 
church, however, are not relevant to the study of the history of tradition of 
Johannine theology. The theological thought which is found in the Johan­
nine writings is, in fact, sufficient to understand the development of Johan­
nine theology as far as it is needed for the interpretation of Johannine 
writings. There are certainly other questions for which the non-theological 
factors may be relevant, but this is beyond the scope of this study. 

says in honour of Robert McL. Wilson, Edinburgh (T&T Clark) 1983, 138-145, 141. 
Cf. also Bauer, Walter; Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, in: The New 
Testament Library, London (SCM) 1972, 229-231. 

249 Cf. below, pp.l0H. 
250 Cf. below, pp.129f, 134f. 
251 Cf. (amongst others) below, pp.lOl, 129, 134. 
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After the final split of the Johannine church, the dissenters moved to­
wards Gnosticism and contributed to its development, especially bringing 
with them the high estimation of John' s Gospel, which is found in later 
Gnosticism. The remaining group, however, took an anti-Gnostic stance 
and embraced the developing early catholic church. In this time the ecclesi­
astical redaction took place, which aligned John's Gospel with the theology 
of the main-stream church. 

This is certainly far from a comprehensive discussion of Joharmine his­
tory and of the other introductory questions. Yet it is not meant to be a 
comprehensive study into the matter, but only to provide the historical 
framework in which the interpretation of the fourth gospel may take place. 
In the study of the individual passages those questions relevant to the in­
terpretation will be discussed in more detail.252 

252 It must be remarked here that the development of Johannine theology is a con­
tinuous movement. Because of the outline of this study, discussing three texts 
which represent particular levels of the development of Johannine thought in 
relative isolation, it may appear as if these stages are only loosely connected. 
This is, however, not the case. Rather, they represent important stages in the 
history of Johannine theology, wh ich are connected not only by the continuous 
thought-process, but also by texts which mirror the transition from one stage to 
the next. To identify and discuss these texts, however, would be a another book. 



Chapter 6 

The Prologue: John 1:1-18 

Introduction 

Hardly any other passage of the New Testament has attracted so much 
scholarly attention as the Prologue to John's Gospel. It is, in fact, one of the 
most fascinating texts of the New Testament, so familiar and yet totally 
strange. It has played a crucial part in the formation of the church doctrine 
and was also popular amongst heretics. And it is no surprise that Goethe' s 
Faust turns to this very text when he starts to translate the Bible - only to 
meet the devil. 

There is a confusing multitude of literature on the prologue,253 much of 
which has been engaged in reconstructing the underlying hymn or arguing 
against its existence. In contemporary exegesis, however, it is more or less a 
consensus that the prologue to John's Gospel consists of an oider, tradi­
tional hymn and annotations by the evangelist.254 Since there is broad dis­
agreement among scholars as to which parts of the prologue belong to the 
hymn and which to the evangelist, I shall try to establish criteria for evalu­
ating the different theories and make adecision for a particular recon­
struction of the hymn. This exercise will involve adetour into the wider 
context of Johannine theology and history of Johannine Christianity. 

This will be followed by an interpretation of the underlying hymn, in 
order to demonstrate how the hermeneutical ideas outlined earlier can be 
applied to the prologue. We will focus on the development of those con­
cepts which are the basis of the language of the hymn, in order to see how 
they are combined in new and creative ways in order to express the 
new interpretation of the Christian proclamation and the world. In addi­
tion, I am going to highlight how the language of the hymn is a further 

253 Cf. the bibliographies in Thyen, Hartwig; 'Aus der Literatur zum Johanne­
sevangelium' TRu 39, 1979, 1-69, 222-252, 289-330; 42, 1977, 211-270; 43, 1978, 
328-590; 44, 1979, 97-134; Becker, Jürgen; 'Aus der Literatur zum Johannesevan­
gelium (1978-1980)' TRu 47, 1982, 279-301, 305-347; Becker, Jürgen; 'Das Johan­
nesevangelium im Streit der Methoden (1980-1984)' TRu 51, 1986, 1-78. 

2S4 Cf. Hofius, Otfried; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 11-
18' ZNVV 78, 1987, 1-25, 1; Thyen, Hartwig; 'Aus der Literatur zum Johanne­
sevangelium' TRu 39, 1979,1-69,53-69. 
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development of earlier languages and how it relates to the later language 
of the main body of the gospel. 

TheHymn 

The Problem oj the Reconstruction 

As pointed out earlier, there is a broad consensus in modem scholarship 
that the prologue to John's Gospel is based upon an older hymn.255 But as 
much as the scholars agree on the existence of the hymn, so strongly they 
disagree about its extent. I cannot give an outline of the recent discussion of 
this matter here, but excellent reviews are available.256 There are, as far as I 
can discem, two basic methods of reconstructing the hymn. On the one 
hand, some scholars attribute to the evangelist only those parts which are 
undoubtedly prose and do not fit into the context of the hymn. On the 
other hand, some scholars have achieved remarkable results and impres­
sive reconstructions of the hymn by larger and sometimes rather specula­
tive operations. In the following, I am going to discuss two reconstructions, 
that of Otfried Hofius257 as an example of the former approach and that of 
Jürgen Becker258 as a model for the latter. I chose these two approaches, 
because they are sufficiently recent to represent the la test state of the de­
bate. In fact, Hofius' essay is the most recent work on that matter that has 
come to my notice. In addition, Hofius is able to attribute to the evangelist 
only the minimal number of verses possible and to reconstruct a plausible 
(and beautiful) hymn. Becker's reconstructed hymn measures only two 
thirds of Hofius', because Becker attributes much more material to the 
evangelist, and his investigations result in a plausible hymn as weIl. 
Becker, however, not only ascribes much less material to the hymn, which 
makes hirn a representative of the second group of scholars, but also sees a 
complex history of redaction at work in the genesis of the prologue. This 
makes hirn a profitable partner for discussion in order to ga in a deeper 
understanding of the prologue. In dialogue with these two interpretations 
of the prologue, which represent a good sampIe of recent scholarship, my 
own view on the prologue will be developed and discussed. 

255 Cf. Hofius; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-18' 1. 
256 Cf. Thyen, Hartwig; 'Aus der Literatur zum Johannesevangelium' TRu 39, 1979, 

1-69, 222-252, and Becker, Jürgen; 'Aus der Literatur zum Johannesevangelium 
(1978-1980)' TRu 47, 1982, 279-301, 305-347, esp. 317-321. 

257 Cf. Hoius, Otfriedi 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-
18' ZNW 78,1987,1-25. 

258 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 79-104. 
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There are, nevertheless, important scholars who do not treat John 1:1-18 
as a hymn with annotations. c.K. Barrett, for example, rightly observes in 
his commentary on John's Gospel that the prologue is not Greek poetry.259 
Not being c1assical Greek poetry, however, does not disprove that it is a 
hymn which follows different, more Semitic poetic rules, that of the chris­
tological hymns we find in different pI aces in the New Testament. In this 
case, Barrett is wrong saying that it is 'impossible to strike out certain pas­
sages as prose insertions into an original "logos-ode" .'260 In addition, as a 
multitude of scholars have demonstrated, the passage does not show a 
'marked internal unity', or 'a distinct unity of theme and subject matter 
with the remainder of the gospel' as Barrett assumes,261 but evidence of 
different layers of tradition and redaction . I am going to elaborate that in 
more detail in my further discussion of the prologue. 

Both, Hofius262 and Becker263 agree with Bultmann264 that vv.6-8,12c 
(v.12c="tot<; 1tlO"tEUOUOW Ei<; 'to OVOIlU uU"tou)+13,15,17+18 are additions to 
the hymn. Apart from a few scholars who disagree about single verses,265 it 
seems to be a minimal consensus among scholars that these verses are not 
part of the underlying hymn. Hofius stops here and attributes the rest of 
the prologue to the hymn, whereas Becker goes further and also exc1udes 
vv.2,9+10,14d from the hymn. Hofius' reconstruction results in a hymn of 
four stanzas, which are each divided into two half-stanzas, Becker assurnes 
a hymn of three stanzas. The exact shape of the two reconstructions can be 
seen below, where the assumed original forms of the hymn are given. 

259 Barrett, Charles K.; The Gospel according to St. lohn, London (SPCK) 21978, 150. 
260 Barrett; lohn, 150. 
261 Barrett; lohn, 150. 
262 Cf. Hofius; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-18' 2. 
263 Cf. Becker; lohannesevangelium, 82f. 
264 Bultmann; lohannesevangelium, 29, 37f, 50, 53f. 
265 Cf. for example Schmithals (Schmithals, Walter; 'Der Prolog des Johannesevan­

geliums' ZNW70, 1979, 16-43), who attrinutes v.17 to the hymn. 
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Becker' sand Hofius' Reconstructions 
of the Hymn in John 1:1-18 in Synopsis 

First Stanza 

(1) 'Ev apxf1 �~�v� 0 �A�O�y�O�~�,� 
Kat 0 AOYO<; Tjv f:.V aplf11tpOs 9EOV, 
Kat �9�E�~� Tjv 0 AOyo<;. 

(2) 
(3) 1t(lVra lit' aUtou f:.Y&VEtO, 

Kat �l�(�j�)�P�l�~� aUtou &Y&VE"tO oooi: EV. 

(4) Ö YEYOYEV f:.V aUtq> Sool) �~�V�,� 
Kat i} soor, "V tO �<�.�p�w�~� "tWV a vepffiltooV 

Second Stanza 

(5) Kat to �<�.�p�i�i�i�~� ev Tf1 crKOtlc;t <palvEl, 
Kai i} crKO"tia auto ou KUt&AaßEv. 
(6-10) 

�(�1�I�)�E�i�~� ta \lilU �~�A�9�E�V�,� 
Kai oi llilOt au"tov ou 1tapuaßov. 

(12)0001 lii: D..aßov aUtov, 
&1iwKEV �u�U�t�o�i�~� El;oucrluv 
t&KVa 9EOU YEv&cr9ul, (121) 

Third Stanza 

(14)Kai 6 �A�O�Y�O�~� �c�r�a�~� r.Y&VE"tO 
Kat &crKl)VoocrtV EV iJl-tiv, 
Kai �e�e�e�a�c�r�a�~�E�9�a� "tr,v 1iOl;av autou 
(14a) 
�l�t�A�i�}�P�l�1�~� XaPl"tO<; Kai �o�.�A�l�1�9�E�i�a�~�.� (15) 

(16)ön EK mu �1�t�A�l�1�P�W�~�a�m�~� aumu 
�f�u�.�u�;�\�~� 1t(lVm; �T�J�A�a�p�O�~�E�V� 
Kai Xapw aV't\ Xapl"tO<;' (17,18) 

First Stanza 

A.(I) 'Ev o.pxf1 �~�v� 0 AOyD<;, 
Kai 6 AOyO<; �~�v� EV apxf11tpOs 9tov, 
Kai �e�e�~� "V 6 �A�O�y�O�~�.� 

(2) OUto<;"v EV �a�p�x�f�1�l�t�p�O�~� tOV 9EOV. 
B.(3) ltav"ta lil' au"tou i;y&VE"tO, 

Kat �x�o�o�p�l�~� autou EY&Vt"tO 
ouoc EV Ö Y&YOYEV. 

Second Stanza 

A.(4) EV o.utq> SooTJ �~�V�,� 
Kai i} SooTJ �~�V� tO �<�.�p�i�i�i�~� twv avSpwltooV 

(5) Kai ,0 �<�.�p�w�~� EV ,TI crKotic;t <.paIVEl, 
Kat i} crKO"tia UUtO ou KatEAaßtv.(6-8) 

B.(9) �~�H�v� tO �<�.�p�i�i�i�~� tO �a�A�~�l�v�6�v�,� 
Ö <.pootiStl ltavta ä,vepoo1tOV, 
�E�:�P�l�O�~�E�V�O�V� �e�i�~� tOV �K�6�c�r�~�v�.� 

Third Stanza 

A.(IO) E:V t<!i �K�O�c�r�~�<�p� Tjv, 
Kai 6 �K�6�c�r�~�o�~� Öt' autou EY&VEtO, 
Kat 6 �K�6�c�r�~�o�~� aUtov OUK &YVoo. 

(11 �)�e�i�~� tU lli\(1 YjA9EV, 
Kai oi \lilOl aUtov ou 1tapEAaßov. 

B.(12)öcrOl öi: E:Äaßov aUtov, 
EliOOKEV �a�u�t�o�i�:�~� E:l;oucriav 

"tEKva 9wu YEvEcr9al, (12a, 13) 

Fourth Stanza 

A.(I4) Kai 6 Myo<; �c�r�a�~� EYEVE"tO 
Kai EcrKTJVoocrEv EV iJl-tiv, 

Kat �E�9�w�c�r�a�~�E�9�u� .r,v 1iOl;av aUtou 
1iOl;av �r�o�~� �~�o�v�o�Y�t�v�O�U�<�;� 1tapu �1�t�a�t�p�O�~�,� 
ltATJPll<; XaPl"to<; Kai �a�A�~�E�i�a�~�.� (15) 

B.(16)ö"tl EK "tOu �l�t�A�l�1�P�w�~�a�m�<�;� autou 
�T�J�~�E�i�<�;� ltav"tE<; TJÄaßOIlEv 
Kai Xapw aV"tt XaPl"tO<;' (17, 18) 

Prologue: Prologue: 
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Becker's and Hofius' Reconstructions 
ofthe Hymn in John 1:1-18 in Synopsis 

73 

First Stanza 

(1) In the beginning was the Logos, 
and the Logos was with God, 
and the Logos was God. 

First Stanza 

A.(l) In the beginning was the Word, 
and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. 

(2) (2) 
(3)AII things carne into being through hirn, B.(3) 
and nothing ca rne into being without hirn 

And he was in the beginning with God. 
Everything carne into being through him, 
and nothing came into being without hirn, 

(4) Wh at was made, he was life in it. 
And the life was the light of all people. 

Second Stanza 

(5) And the light shines in the darkness, 
and the darkness did not take possession of it. 
(6-10) 

(11) He [i.e. the Logos] came into his own 
but his own did not accept hirn. 

(12) All who accepted hirn, 
to thern he gave power 
to become children of God. (12c) 

Third Stanza 

(14) And the Logos becarne flesh 
and dwelled arnong uso 
And we saw his glory (14d) 
full of grace and truth. (15) 

(16) Because from his fullness 
we have received, 
even grace upon grace. (17,18) 

of that which came into being. 

Second Stanza 

A.(4) In hirn was life, 
and the life was the light of all people. 

(5) And the light shines in the darkness 
and the darkness did not overcome it. (6-8) 

B. (9) He was the true light, 
which gives light to all people, 
coming into the world 

Third Stanza 

A.(10)He was in the world, 
and the world carne into being through hirn, 
yet the world did not know hirn. 

(11) He came into his own, 
and but his own did not accept hirn. 

B.(12) All who accepted hirn, 
to them he gave power 
to become children of God. (12d, 13) 

Fourth Stanza 

A.(14)And the Logos became flesh 
and dwelled among us 
and have seen his glory 
the glory of the only Son of the Father, 
full of grace and truth. (15) 

B.(16) Because frorn his fullness 
we all have received 
grace upon grace. (17,18) 

Prologue: Prologue: 
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In terms of the extent of the hymn Hofius' reconstruction is to be pre­
ferred over Becker' s. Hofius rules out only those parts of the prologue 
which cannot be apart of the hymn, whereas even Becker says that his Own 
operations beyond this are more controversial, though necessary, because 
he thinks that the result of the previous operations is not yet satisfying.266 

Therefore he starts literary operations, which are possible, though not nec­
essary. His investigations result in a plausible hymn, but his findings in 
those places where he goes beyond Bultmann and Hofius267 are, in my 
opinion, too speculative, especially as Hofius has shown that it is possible 
to reconstruct a plausible hymn from the given material. Therefore I shall 
follow Hofius' reconstruction, which indudes another dis agreement be­
tween Becker and Hofius, which is the extent of the sentence in v.3. Two 
readings are possible, depending on where the interpreter sets the full stop. 
The full stop is situated either after the ouoe ev or after the Ö YEyoyev; both 
readings have sufficient manuscript evidence. In my opinion, Hofius' ar­
guments for the full stop after Ö YEyoyev are plausible. He resolves the as­
sumed rhythmical problems by dividing v.3 into three parts rather than 
into two. Thus the indusion of the Ö yEyOYf.V in v.3 does not spoil the 
rhythm of the hymn, but fits into the overall structure of the hymn.268 

An advantage of Becker' s approach, however, is that he recognises that 
it is possible not only that two hands have been at work in the prologue, as 
Hofius assumes, but that the received form of the prologue is the result of a 
number of redactions. He assumes that the hymn consisted originally of 
stanzas one and two and that the third stanza had been added before the 
composition of the gospeJ.269 The evangelist used this hymn and annotated 
it for the prologue to the gospel, and in a fourth step, after the completion 
of the gospel, the ecdesiastical redactor added v.13. That vv.14ff are not 
part of the original hymn has already been argued by Käsemann.270 Käse­
mann sees a hymn with annotations in vv.1-13, but assurnes that vv.14-18 
are all written by the evangelist. The question of whether vv.14-18 contain a 
part of the original hymn and how they relate to the rest of the prologue 
will have to be discussed later.271 Yet even if one assumes with Käsemann 
that vv.14-18 do not contain apart of the original hymn, one cannot assurne 
that vv.14-18 are a literary unity, because v.15 interrupts the fIow of the 

266 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 83. 
267 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 85. 
268 Cf. Hofius; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-18' 4-8. 
269 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 86f. 
270 Cf. Käsemann, Ernst; 'Aufbau und Anliegen des johanneischen Prologs' in: 

Exegetische Versuche und Besinnungen, vol.2, Göttingen (Vandenhoek und Rupre­
cht) 1964,155-181. 

271 Cf. below, pp.75-78. 



The Prologue: John 1:1-18 75 

text, as Christi an Demke has convincingly shown.272 Therefore, Demke 
assumes that vv.14+16 are a hymn of another provenance. These two 
hymns, the first one a Gesang der 'Himmlischen' (chant of the heavenly be­
ings) and a auf diesen Gesang antwortendes Bekenntnis der 'Irdischen' (re­
sponding confession of the earthly ones to the chant), have been adopted 
for the prologue to the gospel by the evangelist.273 Becker follows Demke's 
argument and builds his reconstruction of the prologue upon Demke's and 
Käsemann' s assumptions. He combines their insights with the more recent 
discussion of the subject and the greater knowledge about different red ac­
tions in John's Gospel for his reconstruction of the genesis of John 1:1-18. 

The main problem for the interpretation of the prologue now is to es­
tablish whether John 1:14-18 are originally part of the hymn or a new crea­
tion of the evangelist according to his theological agenda. In this respect it 
is also important to establish the relation between the prologue and the rest 
of the gospel. Käsemann assurnes that the underlying hymn was of Chris­
tian origin and had been adopted by the (Christian-) Gnostic evangelist.274 

Bultmann, on the other hand, found the hymn to be originally Gnostic and 
adopted by the evangelist, who had converted from Gnosticism to Christi­
anity.275 This shows how closely the reconstruction of the prologue is con­
nected with the interpretation of the history of religion background of the 
gospel and the relation between the prologue on the one hand and the rest 
of the gospel on the other. Therefore, before I can come to adecision on the 
reconstruction of the hymn, I have to establish the relation between hymn 
and gospel and the underlying theological agendas. 

The Hymn and the Gospel 

An important step forward in the investigation into the background and 
genesis of John's Gospel was, certainly, the discovery of the connection 
between the history and sodal setting of Johannine Christianity and the 
evolution of the gospel, connected with a careful analysis of the history of 
tradition of the gospel. One of the most significant works in this area is, in 
my opinion, J. Louis Martyn's History and Theology in the Fourth Gospe1276 

where Martyn shows convincingly the Jewish background of John's Gospel 
and demonstrates that the Johannine community was, originally, a hetero­
dox Jewish group which had been expelled from the Synagogue and 

272 Cf. Demke, Christian; 'Der sogenannte Logos-Hymnus im johanneischen 
Prolog' ZNW 58,1967,45-68. 

273 Cf. Demke; 'Der sogenannte Logos-Hymnus' 64. 
274 Cf. Käsemann, 'Aufbau und Anliegen'. 
275 BuHmann; Johannesevangelium, M. 
276 Martyn, J. Louis; History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel. 
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formed its own community. These findings have been broadly agreed,277 
and I am going to base my analysis of the prologue on these insights. 
Which particular strand of ancient Judaism is to be identified as the back­
ground of John's Gospel and the Prologue in particular, I leave open here, 
since this will become dear through the analysis of the Prologue, in which I 
shall engage later in this chapter. 

This view of the background of Johannine Christianity has certain im­
pHcations for our reconstruction of the prologue. First, it is likely that the 
his tory of religion background of the hymn contained in the prologue is of 
Hellenistic Jewish-Christian origin. Secondly, it is likely that it sterns from 
an earlier stage of the development of Johannine Christianity. We can 
identify important elements of Hellenistic Jewish-Christian thought, such 
as the concept of the logos of 1:1 +2,14, as weIl as a basicaIly dualistic world 
view (1:4+5,10-12). The later gospel emphasises the cosmological dualism 
and radicalises it, but it does not use the logos-Christology anymore, as the 
evangelist thinks in terms of his messenger-Christology (Gesandtenchristolo­
gie),27S which is, in turn, unknown to the prologue. Therefore, the hymn, in 
the form in which the evangelist found it and used it, has its place between 
the expulsion from the synagogue and the development of the messenger­
Christology . 

But why does the evangelist indude a tradition which competes with 
his theology? There are indeed important differences between the theology 
of the prologue and that of the gospel. Apart from the differences in 
Christology, which I have already mentioned, the prologue talks about the 
creation of the world by God through the logos. It is striking that the evan­
gelist does not take up this important thought again in his gospel. In fact, 
he never even mentions again that the world is divine creation.279 In the 
same way, the evangelist never comes back to the important concept of 
incarnation, but uses a different concept to describe Jesus Christ's coming 
into the world, i.e. the sending of the son rather than the incarnation of the 
logos.28o Here, as weIl as in the Christology, a certain tension between pro­
logue and gospel is obvious; thus we can say that different theologies are at 
work here. But there are also important paralleis between prologue and 
gospel, e.g. the cosmological dualism and the emphasis on the rejection of 
the logos in the prologue and that of Jesus in the main body of the gospel. I 

277 Cf. Brown; Community; Becker; Johannesevangelium, 47-62 and Dunn, James D.G.; 
'Let John be John' in: Stuhlmacher, Peter (ed.); Das Evangelium und die Evan­
gelien, WUNT 28, Tübingen (Mohr-Siebeck) 1983,309-339,318-321. 

278 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 484-494. For Messenger-Christology and the 
hymn cf. 94-98. 

279 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 93, 96. 
280 Ibid. 
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suppose that the evangelist used the traditional hymn in order to embed 
his work in the tradition of his branch of Christianity. It is obvious that, 
while Johannine Christianity developed, its theology did not remain static 
but developed as weIl. From the early Jewish-Christian origin to the devel­
oped theology of John's Gospel, especially to its highest developed form in 
John 17, it is a long way, and the hymn marks one stage of the development 
of Johannine thought. Since Johannine Christianity drew its legitimisation 
from the presence of the Paraclete, who ensures the authenticity of Johan­
nine teaching,281 a radical break from the tradition is hardly possible, be­
cause the previous insights of the school must have been inspired by the 
Paraclete as welt Thus, a strong sense of continuity in teaching is neces­
sary. This finds its expression in the fact that development in thought has 
not led to abandoning the earlier writings, but to editing them and to 
adopting them for the new context; thus the fourth gospel went through a 
number of editions marking further developments of Johannine thought. In 
the same way, the author of the gospel used older material in order to keep 
continuity with the tradition, which he could not dis miss, for it too was 
inspired by the Parac1ete. In such a context it seems to be plausible to pi ace 
a prominent piece of the older tradition in front of a later writing in order 
to maintain this important notion of continuity. 

If this view of the relation between prologue and gospel is right, then it 
is not necessary to harmonise them. The conceptuality of the prologue, and 
of the hymn in particular, is perceived as one possible and true in­
terpretation of the Christian proc1amation. What the main body of the gos­
pel offers is another, a later view of Christianity. Both are seen as true; they 
are not the same but they complement each other. Because of the chan ging 
historical context in which Johannine Christianity found itself, it was seen 
as necessary to annotate the hymn in order to avoid misunderstandings 
and misinterpretations, which also helped to make a connection between 
the well-known hymn and the main body of the gospel. Therefore, the ten­
sion between prologue and gospel is intended, and through this combina­
tion of two different interpretations of the Christian teaching, the truth 
about Jesus Christ can emerge fuller and rieher than only through one of 
the two elements. They complement each other by being different. I will 
have to come baek to the relation between prologue and gospel in greater 
detail after the reconstruetion and interpretation of the hymn. 

281 Cf. Becker; lohannesevangelium, 50, 566f and Dietzfelbinger, Christian; 'Paraklet 
und theologischer Anspruch im Johannesevangelium' ZTK 82 (1985), 389-408, 
402-408. 
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The Hymn and the Prologue 

After we have established the relationship between the hymn and the gos­
pel and seen that differences in theology and conceptuality are actually 
intended, we can return to our attempt to find a plausible reconstruction of 
the hyrnn which had been the basis for the prologue. Since there is no need 
to harmonise tIle hyrnn with the rest of the gospel or to find traces of the 
evangelist bringing the prologue in line with his theology, the main crite­
rion for the reconstruction of the hyrnn should be linguistic observations. 
In this case, only the parts exc1uded from the hyrnn by Hofius seem to be 
plausibly exc1uded; anything else would be too hypothetical. This point of 
view is confirmed by the fact that Hofius is able to arrange the material into 
a plausible (and beautiful282) hymn. Therefore, I am going to use Hofius' 
reconstruction of the hyrnn as a basis for my interpretation. 

On linguistic grounds alone, it is impossible to assurne that the hyrnn is 
of a pre-Christian origin. Käsemann has plausibly shown that the part of 
the hyrnn which is ernbedded in vv.1-12 is of Christian origin,283 especially 
since the prologue seems to talk about the logos ensarkos (the word that 
became flesh) frorn an earlier point than v.14. Käsemann suggests v.5 as the 
introduction of the logos ensarkos,284 Hofius sees the logos ensarkos as the 
subject of the hyrnn frorn the second stanza (v.10) onwards.285 Each of them 
seerns to be right in the context of his own reconstruction of the hyrnn, but 
both agree over against Becker,286 who assurnes that the first two stanzas of 
the hymn (up to v.12) are pre-Christian and therefore cannot refer to the 
logos ensarkos. If the whole hyrnn is of Christian origin, then it is no longer a 
question whether vv.14,16 are a Christian redaction of the hyrnn. The dif­
ferences between vV.l-12 and 14,16 do not necessarily point to a different 
origin, but it is likely that the fourth stanza in the original composition of 
the hyrnn was the responding confession of the earthly ones to the heav­
enly and cosmological events sung of in the first three stanzas. This con­
ception can well be explained by the originalliturgical setting of the hyrnn, 
for it is very likely that this text, as a hyrnn, was used within worship. It is 
not necessary to assurne with Demke287 that this responding confession is a 
later addition. 

282 Hengel (Hengel, Martin; Die johanneische Frage, WUNT 67, Tübingen (Mohr­
Siebeck) 1993, p.252, fn.156; only in the German edition) remarks that Hofius' 
reconstruction of the Hymn is 'nearly too beautiful to be entirely convincing.' 

283 Cf. Käsemann; , Aufbau und Anliegen' 164. 
284 Cf. Käsemann; , Aufbau und Anliegen' 162. 
285 Cf. Hofius; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-18' 21. 
286 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 89-92. 
287 Cf. Demke; 'Der sogenannte Logos-Hymnus' 64. 
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The Language of the Hymn 

After we have established the extent of the hymn, we can start the investi­
gation into the meaning of the hymn, especially within the framework of 
the concept of the Struggle for Language. The difficulties of interpretation 
start at the very beginning of v.l. The hymn uses the concept of logos to 
describe its subject. The term logos, however, is used in a huge multitude of 
ways and by nearly every Hellenistic school of thought. As understanding 
the concept of logos is crucial to understanding the hymn, I must expand on 
its origin and meaning. In addition, the term logos in the prologue is a good 
example for the concept of the Struggle for Language, since in this term we 
find the creation of a new terminology, which re-interprets the Jewish and 
Hellenistic heritage and sheds new light on the significance of Christ. In the 
usage of the term 'logos' in the hymn, we see how, in early Christianity, 
concepts of different traditions are taken and transformed so that Christi­
anity can gain a better understanding of itself. As the hymn is, as we have 
seen above, older than the gospel,288 the interpreter is able to see it as a step 
in the development towards the language of John's Gospel. Therefore, it is 
valuable for our understanding of John's Gospel in the context of the Strug­
gle for Language to investigate the usage of the term logos in the hymn. 

At first sight, the EV apxn alludes clearly to the 'In the beginning ... ' of 
Gen. 1:1. In fact, it is a literal quotation from the Septuagint version of Gen. 
1:1. The logos exists already at the beginning of creation, he is pre-existent 
before creation, not part of it. Verse 3 says that mlv-ru Ih' UlYtOU eyevE'ta 
(everything came into being through hirn), which makes a connection to 
the 'God spake' of Gen, 1. The logos is God' s creating and maintaining 
power, which is 'hypostatised'289 here; that is, it is seen as a distinct person 
who is with God. There are many possible origins for this type of language. 

An important background for the concept of the logos is the Jewish 
sophia (wisdom)-speculation.290 In the later writings of the Old Testament, 
especially in the Apocrypha, the concepts of logos and sophia are fused and 
logos takes over the meaning of sophia. As Ashton argues in his essay 'The 
Transformation of Wisdom',291 through the fusion of these two terms, logos 
was given the general meaning of 'plan of God.'292 Thus Ashton sees the 

288 Cf. above, pp.75-78. 
289 Cf. Kleinknecht, H.; 'Uyro B: Der Logos in Griechentum und Hellenismus' 

ThWNT IV, 76-89,86-88. 
290 Cf. Ashton, John; 'The Transformation of Wisdom' in: Ashton, John; 5tudying 

lohn: Approaches to the Fourth Gospel, Oxford (Clarendon) 1994,5-35. 
291 Ashton, John; 5tudying lohn: Approaches to the Fourth Gospel, Oxford (Clarendon) 

1994,5-35. 
292 Cf. Ashton; 'The Transformation of Wisdom' 22. 
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hymn as a 'meditation on wisdom offering a variation on a traditional 
theme; it is also a hymn to the Incarnate Word:293 It is about the 'divine 
plan seen at work throughout the history of Israel' which 'has actually 
taken flesh in hirn [sc. Jesus).'294 Ashton has his finger on a most important 
point, but, in my opinion, it is questionable whether wisdom-speculation 
alone is sufficient as a background for the logos-hymn. Although the identi­
fication of logos and sophia is highly significant for the understanding of the 
hymn, we must assurne that the background of the logos-concept of the 
hymn is much more complex. Since the background of John's Gospel and 
the hymn is likely to be Hellenistic Judaism, it is probable that some Helle­
nistic concepts also had an influence on its composition. Doubtlessly, there 
were concepts of logos known at the time when John's Gospel was com­
posed, and we have to investigate whether they can be helpful for our un­
derstanding of the hymn. 

First, Philo of Alexandria uses the concept of logos in a way similar to 
the hymn underlying the prologue to John's Gospel. Philo, amalgamating 
Jewish religious thought with Greek philosophical speculation,295 sees logos 
as a god, but of the second rank ('But the primal existence is God; and next 
to Hirn the word of God, but a11 other things subsist in the word only').296 
He usually indicates this by using aBO<; without the article for the logos and 
with the article for GOd.297 The logos is, for Philo, 'a mediating figure which 
comes forth from God and establishes a link between the remotely tran­
scendent God and the world or man, and yet which represents man to God 
as a high-priest [ ... ] and advocate [ ... ], i.e. as a personal mediator and not 
just in terms of the genuinely Gk. ava.-Aoyia..'298 In addition, Philo follows 
the movement, which we have discussed above, of letting the concept of 
the logos take the place that sophia had been occupying in earlier He11enistic 
Judaism299 and identifies logos and sophia ('This [River) issues forth out of 
Eden, the wisdom of God, and this is the Word of God').300 The important 

293 Cf. Ashton; 'The Transformation of Wisdom' 31. 
294 Cf. Ashton; 'The Transformation of Wisdom' 31. 
295 Cf. Kleinknecht; ''Aiyw B' 86-88. 
296 1:0 OE yt:vlKomnov E(mV 6 8t:0<;, Kai. Ot:tJ1:t:P<><; 6 8wu AOy<><;, 1:U 0' äUa Aoyq> 

J..lovov umxpxt:t (Philo; Allegorieal interpretation of Genesis II., m., II:86 (in: Philo I, 
ed. and trans. by EH. Colson and G.H. Whitaker, in: Loeb Classical Library 226, 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, Landon (Harvard University Press) 1929, 278» Cf. 
also Kleinknecht; ''Aiyw B' 76-89,87. 

297 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 88. 
298 Kleinknecht; ''Aiyw B' 87 (Translation from ThDNt IV, 89) 
299 Barrett, Charles K.; The Gospel aeeording to St. John, Londan (SPCK) 21978, 154. 
300 aÜ1:ll EK7tOPf:Uc:1:Ul EK 1:T)<; 'E8f:1l, 1:T)<; 1:0U 9wu crO<pla<;' tl öE Ecrnv 6 9wu AOY<><; 

(Philo; Allegorieal interpretation of Genesis II., m" 1:65 (Philo I, 188 - translation 
modified» Cf. also Kleinknecht; 'Aeyw B' 87, FN 88. 



The Prologue: lohn 1:1-18 81 

difference between Philonic thought and wisdom-speculation is that Philo, 
much more than Jewish wisdom-speculation, consistently sees the logos as a 
hypostasis and thus as a divine person.30l In addition, Philo sees the logos 
essentially within a dualistic context. God is, for Philo, completely different 
from the world, he is inaccessible and absolutely transcendent302; further­
more, God is absolutely good while matter is evil, thus God cannot be in 
direct contact with matter. Thus Philo needs a device by which God can be 
viewed as connected with the world, which is the logos.303 The cosmological 
dualism in Philo finds its parallel in the hYlnn, where, on the one hand, 
God does not deal with the world hirnself, but only through the logos. On 
the other hand, there is also a dualism between the skotia and the phos, the 
divine and its opponent. Although the dualism of the hymn is different 
from Philo' s, as it does not speak of the opposition of the divine or the ra­
tional and the material; the idea of a radical cosmological dualism is com­
mon to both, but is not present in wisdom-speculation. Ashton, assuming 
that the hYlnn exclusively draws upon wisdom-speculation, actually does 
not acknowledge the radical dualistic element of v.5. Therefore, Iassume 
that Philonic thought is a useful background for the interpretation of the 
hYlnn in the Prologue to Jolm' s Gospel, which can help us to clarify the 
meaning of the hYlnn.304 

301 Cf. Kleinknecht; ''Af.yro B' 86-88 and Sandmel, Samuel; Philo 0/ Alexandria: An 
Introduction, New York and Oxford (Oxford University Press) 1979, 94f, 148f. L. 
Hurtado, on the other hand, argues that the Logos is not an own hypostasis but a 
metaphorical concept (cf. Hurtado, Larry W.; One God, One Lord: Early Christian 
Devotion and Ancient Monotheism, London (SCM) 1988, 44-48). In fact, this par­
ticular detail may be very important for the interpretation of Philo, yet it does 
not matter for the exegesis of the hymn underlying the prologue to John's Gos­
pel. The particular usage of the term logos as God's creating and maintaining 
power has been introduced by Philo, and it could be and was understood as an 
own hypostasis by contemporary readers. At some point in the reception of 
Philo the interpretation of the logos as a hypostasis had been introduced and in 
the context of this study it does not make any significant difference whether 
Philo hirnself, the author of the hymn or somebody between them first saw the 
logos hypostatised. 

302 Cf. Sandmel; Philo, 94f. 
303 Cf. Sandmei; Philo, 94f. 
304 In order to clarify the meaning of the hymn, we do not have to ass urne that the 

author of the hymn drew upon Philo directly. It is also possible and does not 
devaluate Philo for our understanding the hymn that both the hymn and Philo 
ca me from a similar background, which was based in Hellenistic Judaism and 
Hellenistic eclecticism, fusing Jewish and Hellenistic thought, cf. Wilson, Robert 
McLachlen; 'Philo and the Fourth Gospel' ExpTim LXV, 1953,47-49 and Sand­
mel; Philo, 15Sf. For the similarities in the understanding of the logos between 
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Secondly, apart from the Philonic influence, there are also interesting 
paralleis with the mystico-religious speculations of Hermeticism.305 In 
Hermetic writings, Hermes Trismegistos is the hypostatised revealing and 
cosmogonic principle of the logos, which is essentially a cosmic and creative 
potency, the guide and agent of knowledge, increasingly represented as a 
religious doctrine of salvation, the revealer of what is hidden.306 He is also 
the media tor and revealer of the will of the Gods. The logos can even be 
described as God' s son and the MyoC; SWl>. The similarities between the 
concepts of logos in Hermeticism and the prologue to John' s Gospel are 
unlikely to be accidental; they will have their origin in the common intel­
lectual and spiritual environment, in which John's Gospel, Philo and Her­
metic thought may have evolved. 

Thirdly, there are paralleis between the Stoic concept of a divine logos 
and the hymn. I assume, however, that there is no direct Stoic or other 
Greek philosophical influence on the hymn; rather I assume that Stoic con­
cepts are mediated through eclectic thinking in Hellenistic Judaism, as we 
see it, e.g. in Philo. Through Philo or similar thought the paralleis between 
Stoa and the hymn can easily have been brought about. 

In sum, there was a metaphysical question in late antiquity, which 
theological and philosophical thinkers attempted to solve: If God was 
wholly transcendent, how could the gap between transcendent divinity 
and immanent humanity be bridged? The concept introduced was the logos, 
which was used differently by the various schools of thought. In this con­
text, the author of the hymn underlying the prologue to John's Gospel finds 
a distinct1y Christian solution to the problem, while building upon earlier 
ideas. As we will see, his particular view of the logos is unfolded in the 
further course of the hymn. 

In the first two stanzas of the hymn, the logos is further qualified. The 
first stanza describes in the first semi-stanza (vv.l +2)307 the relation be­
tween logos and God, in the second semi-stanza (v.3) the role the logos 

Philo and the fourth gospel cf. also Dodd, CH.; The Interpretation of the fourth 
Gospel, Cambridge (University Press) 1953, 66-73 and Argyle, A.W.; 'Philo and 
the Fourth Gospel' ExpTim LXIII, 1951, 385-386. It must not be forgotten, how­
ever, that all these authars compare Phila with the whole of John's Gospel. The 
similarities between Philo and the hymn, which is older than the main body of 
the gospel, are, in fact, much more striking than those between Philo and the 
whole of the gospel. Therefore, the Philonic paralleis to the hymn have to be 
taken seriously, even if the exact nature of the relation between the two carulOt 
be established here. 

305 For the relevance of Hermetic paralleis cf. pp.65f. 
306 Kleinknecht; ''Ai.yro B' 85f. 
307 Cf. above p.72. 
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played in creation. The whole first semi-stanza is playing only with the 
terms ev apxii, A.6yCX; and GE&; and combines them in different ways in 
order to describe the relation between God and the logos. It is, in my opin­
ion, too easy directly to identify the logos with Jesus, and to interpret the 
whole first semi-stanza as a definition of Jesus and rus relation to the Fa­
ther, and say with Kar! Barth that the prologue states the 

Identification of the essence of two distinguished persons. For to the person 
which has been named 6 �e�E�~� has come the logos even in person, and takes part 
in the same �e�E�6�t�T�J�~� [divinity).308 

In fact, I assume that the text is not really interested in objectifying the 
relation between Father and Son, but is saying something important and 
new about the logos. Contrary to Kar! Barth's assumptions Iassume that the 
recognition of a pre-understanding of the terms used is necessary. When 
the term logos is used here, it already has a meaning, which is transformed 
when it is combined with EV apxii and GE&;. 

The first important statement is that the logos pre-existed creation. The 
Philonic logos, for example, is part of creation, although he is the first and 
oldest of creation, belonging to the noetic realm, not to matter. This notion 
is explicitly contradicted in v.I. The logos was there already in the be gin­
ning, he precedes creation and is therefore entirely divine and not created. 
The hymn is not interested in what happened before the begiIming; there is 
no cosmogony or any explanation how the logos came into being; he is just 
there, not created but with God in the beginning, which is another impor­
tant predication of the logos. The logos is together with God, and even more, 
he is divine himself. The use of GE&; without the article can result from GE&; 
being the predicate-noun to 6 'A,OyCX;, as Hofius assumes,309 or it can be an 
influence from Philonic thought, since in Philo' s terminology the logos is 
differentiated from God by using 6 GE&; for God and GE&; for the logos, 
which means that the logos is divine, but not of the same rank as God.310 
Both interpretations are possible; however, it is going too far if one uses the 
former interpretation to read an almost Nicean theology into the hymn, as 
Hofius does, when he says that the 'the linguistic findings in v.Ic can only 
mean that the Logos is God - true and real God.'311 The hymn does not say 
anything in detail about the relation of the Father to the Son, because trus 
question arose only c.200 years later in the struggle that led to the formulation 

308 Barth, Kar!; Erklärung des Johannes-Evangeliums (Kapitel 1-8) (ed. by Walther 
Fürst), Kar! Barth, Gesamtausgabe, 11. Akademische Werke, 1925/26, Zürich 
(TVZ) 1976, 35. 

309 Cf. Hofius; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-18' 16f. 
310 Cf. Becker; Johannesevangelium, 88. 
311 Cf. Hofius; 'Struktur und Gedankengang des Logos-Hymnus in Joh 1:1-18' 17. 
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