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Preface 

An earlier version of this book was conceived and written as a dis
sertation under the direction of Dr. Julian V. Hills and presented to Mar
quette University in 2004 under the title, 'Truly This is the Savior of the 
World9: Christ and Caesar in the Gospel of John. I had long been inter
ested in how the political contexts of the gospels helped shape their con
tent, but had previously thought the best way to conceive of this 
relationship was by using materialist categories, such as those employed 
by Fernando Belo in his treatment of Mark. While I was casting about 
for a way to connect the political context of the Fourth Gospel to its 
theology, my director gently suggested that the approach employed here, 
rather than the standard tools of materialist exegesis, might perhaps 
permit me to say something of interest to the scholarly community. 
While researching and writing, I came to see not only the practical wis
dom of his advice but, even more importantly, the relevance of this sub
ject for contemporary political theology (which, however, I have left 
undeveloped in the present work) and for understanding the unparal
leled complexity of Johannine theology. 

I wish to express here my gratitude (such an inadequate word in this 
case) to Julian Hills, for the many years of instruction, moral support, 
professional guidance, and friendship I have enjoyed from him. With
out his example as a teacher and mentor, his constant support (usually 
unknown to me) behind the scenes pleading my case for financial assis
tance, and his careful editing and assistance at every stage, this project 
could never have come to completion. 

Special thanks is also due him for the simple reason that it was at his 
suggestion and encouragement that I submitted my work to the Catholic 
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Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series. My thanks therefore extend as 
well to Dr. Mark S. Smith and Fr. Joseph Jensen, O.S.B., of the Catholic 
Biblical Association of America, and to the anonymous reviewers who 
recommended my work for inclusion in this series. I would also like to 
thank Fr. William S. Kurz, S.J., Fr. Alexander Golitzin, Dr. Pol Vande-
velde, and Dr. Donald J . Rappe for the excellent advice and direction 
given to this work in its original dissertation format. The comments, 
corrections, and suggestions of all these individuals have greatly 
improved both the form and matter of this study. Any errors or defects, 
of course, are entirely the responsibility of the author. 

For the generous financial assistance in the form of tuition scholar
ships which have enabled me to pursue and complete my studies I am 
also deeply indebted to the Marquette University Graduate School and 
its Department of Theology. Fr. Thaddeus Burch, S.J., Fr. Philip Rossi, 
S.J., Mr. Thomas Marek, Ms. Cheryl Nelson (formerly of the Graduate 
School), and Ms. Gale Prusinski have shown a special solicitude 
towards me over many years, and I am most grateful to all of them. In 
addition, the staff of the library at my former employer, Conception 
Seminary College, especially Mrs. Carolyn Fischer, was invaluable in 
helping locate countless articles and books. This monograph could not 
have been completed without their assistance. 

My children, Emma, Madeleine, Karl, Louis, and Zoe, who may 
often have wondered whether they would finish their educations before 
I completed mine, deserve special mention here, both for the joy they 
have provided and the incentive they have given for me to complete this 
project in order to devote more time and energy to them. Finally, I wish 
to thank my wife, Carol, for the great patience she has shown and the 
immeasurable love and support she has given me through so many years 
of graduate education and beyond. To her, with my love, this work is 
dedicated. 
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Introduction 

We reject the false doctrine that there could be areas of 
our life in which we would not belong to Jesus Christ 
but to other lords, areas in which we would not need 

justification and sanctification through him. 
—Barmen Declaration, 1934 1 

Jesus of Nazareth, although abandoned by his closest followers and 
executed as a criminal by Pontius Pilate in Jerusalem during the reign 
of Tiberius, was proclaimed by the author of the Fourth Gospel as noth
ing less than ocoxnp xov KOGJIOU, Savior of the world (John 4:42; 1 John 
4:14: all Scriptural quotations RSV, unless otherwise indicated). So suc
cessful were John's efforts to spread this belief in Christ as the Savior of 
the world (John 20:31) that now, some 2000 years later, it is largely for
gotten how throughout the entire first century that same title "with 
sundry variations" was bestowed upon a group of men considerably 
less fondly remembered by Christ's followers: the Roman emperors.2 

Considering the infamy of certain of these men (e.g., Nero and Domi-
tian) among both Christians and pagans, John's decision to attribute 
this particular imperial title to Jesus is remarkable and can scarcely have 

1 R o b e r t M c A f e e B r o w n , e d . , Kairos: Three Prophetic Challenges to the Church 
( G r a n d R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 1990) 157. 

2 A d o l f D e i s s m a n n , Light from the Ancient East: The New Testament Illustrated by 
Recently Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World ( t r a n s . L i o n e l R . M . S t r a c h a n ; 
1927; repr . , P e a b o d y , M A : H e n d r i c k s o n , 1995) 364. F o r a fuller d i scuss ion o f t h e c u r r e n c y 
o f this title ( a n d its v a r i a t i o n s ) w i th in t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t , see C r a i g K o e s t e r , " T h e S a v i o r 
o f t h e W o r l d ( J o h n 4:42)," JBL 109 (1990) 665-80. 
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xii • Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John 

been accidental.3 In fact, it has frequently been suggested that the rela
tively late appearance of this title in Christian texts is due precisely to 
its association with the Roman emperor.4 The connotation of that title 
would have been well-known across the Roman Empire, as would have 
been its implications for understanding Jesus Christ: "like Caesar he 
was a figure of universal significance."5 

This appropriation by John of a title drawn from Roman political 
culture is not unique. Indeed, a number of titles in the Gospel of John 
were previously or contemporaneously applied to various Roman 
emperors, deceased or living. In addition to acoxfip TO\) Koajiou, Richard 
J . Cassidy lists 6 Kupioq and 6 lcupioc; Kai 6 Qeoq as titles central to both 
the Imperial Cult and Johannine Christology.6 Dio Cassius relates how 
the Emperor Domitian "took a tremendous pride in the titles of 'lord' 
and 'god'" (67 .5 .7) , while Suetonius reports Domitian's practice of 
beginning at least some of his circular letters with the phrase Dominus 
et deus noster hoc fieri iubet, "Our Lord and God orders the follow-

3 D e i s s m a n n (Light, 364) n o t e d this fac t o v e r seventy-f ive y e a r s a g o : " A n o t h e r f a c t , 
t h e g r e a t i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e E m p e r o r N e r o in the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e idea o f a S a v i o u r 
o f the w o r l d , h a s o n l y r e c e n t l y c o m e be fore m e in d u e c l e a r n e s s . O n his a c c e s s i o n N e r o 
w a s v e n e r a t e d in t h e E a s t as ' s a v i o u r o f t h e w o r l d . ' T h i s w a s n o m e r e i so la ted e x c e s s o f 
a d u l a t i o n ; it po in t s t o t h e inst i tut ion o f a c u l t , a s sugges ted by the fac t t h a t this c u l t o f 
N e r o as ' s a v i o u r o f t h e w o r l d ' left its c r e a t i v e m a r k o n l a n g u a g e . " K o e s t e r ("Sav ior ," 
666), whi le a d m i t t i n g t h e use o f this title m o r e b r o a d l y in the a n c i e n t w o r l d , c o n c l u d e s : 
" N e v e r t h e l e s s , in t h e first c e n t u r y , t h e title ' S a v i o r o f t h e w o r l d ' h a d s tr ik ing i m p e r i a l 
c o n n o t a t i o n s . " 

4 T h i s v i e w is exp l i c i t ly a r g u e d by V i n c e n t T a y l o r (The Names of Jesus [ N e w Y o r k : 
St. M a r t i n ' s , 1953] 108-9) a n d impl ied by C . H . D o d d (The Interpretation of the Fourth 
Gospel [ C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1953] 238-39). D o m i n i q u e C u s s (Impe
rial Cult and Honorary Terms in the New Testament [ F r i b o u r g : F r i b o u r g U n i v e r s i t y 
P r e s s , 1974] 71) fo l lows T a y l o r c losely , suggest ing in a d d i t i o n t h a t the p o p u l a r i t y a n d t h e 
o l o g i c a l suff ic iency o f t h e t e r m KUpioc, in t h e p r i m i t i v e C h u r c h m a y t e m p o r a r i l y h a v e 
a l lev iated t h e need for a d d i t i o n a l tit les for C h r i s t . O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , whi le O s c a r C u l l 
m a n (The Christology of the New Testament [ t r a n s . Shirley C . G u t h r i e a n d C h a r l e s A . 
H a l l ; Ph i lade lph ia : W e s t m i n s t e r , 1959] 241) e m p h a s i z e s t h e n o n - H e l l e n i s t i c c h a r a c t e r o f 
the t e r m acoxrip as used in the N T , he a d m i t s t h a t " p e r h a p s n o n - C h r i s t i a n u s a g e d id in 
fac t further [ e m p h a s i s a d d e d ] its C h r i s t i a n u t i l i za t ion—jus t as the n o n - C h r i s t i a n use o f 
Kyrios c o n t r i b u t e d t o t h e s p r e a d o f t h e c o n c e p t Kyrios Jesus Christos." C u l l m a n i g n o r e s 
t h e fac t t h a t , whi le J o h n ' s use o f ocotrip m a y wel l h a v e been inf luenced by the O T , t h e 
t e r m itself w o u l d c l e a r l y h a v e c o n n o t e d the e m p e r o r t o m a n y o f his r e a d e r s . 

5 K o e s t e r , "Sav ior ," 668. 
6 R i c h a r d J . Cass idy , John's Gospel in New Perspective: Christology and the Reali

ties of Roman Power ( M a r y k n o l l , N Y : O r b i s , 1992) 13-16, 33-39. 
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ing . . . " (Dom. 13.4; cf. Thomas' exclamation "My Lord and my God!" 
in John 2 0 : 2 8 ) / 

What makes the appearance of these titles in the Fourth Gospel so 
significant is the exclusive sense in which they are applied to Jesus—so 
exclusive in fact as practically to invite the notice of Roman authori
ties.8 Such titles would have the potential to provoke persecution, espe
cially during the reign of Domitian (81-96 C.E.), which overlapped with 
the period when the Fourth Gospel began to receive its final form. The 
appearance in the Gospel of titular duplications such as these suggests 
a conscious effort on the part of John to address issues which would 
unavoidably have been raised for his community by the Roman Impe
rial Ideology, or, as it is more commonly called, Augustan Ideology. 

Toward a Definition of "Augustan Ideology" 

While this topic will receive extended treatment in Chapter Two, it 
is necessary here to give a brief definition of what the Augustan Ideol
ogy was—and was not. What is called here the Augustan Ideology must 
be distinguished from the Imperial Cult per se. The former is more inclu
sive and involved a wide variety of political, social and literary practices 
(e.g., Virgil's Fourth Eclogue and Aeneid) which placed the emperor at 
the center of Roman society, in addition to its "strictly religious" man
ifestations in the worship and practices of the Imperial Cult. The Augus
tan Ideology developed after Octavian's ascension to power in 31 B.C.E., 
which marked the end of the Roman Republic, and effectively re
ordered the conceptual landscape of the Roman world by establishing 
the person of the emperor at its new center. Karl Christ writes of this 
sea-change in Roman society: 

7 C i t e d by C u s s (Imperial Cult, 57), fo l lowing Al fred R o b e r t T h e o d o r e F i n c k l e , De 
appellationibus Caesarum honorificis et adulatoriis usque ad Hadriani aetatem apud 
scriptores Romanos obviis ( K o n i g s b e r g : G r u b e r a n d L o n g r i e n , 1867) n o s . 28 a n d 31. 

8 C a s s i d y (Perspective, 34) asks : "Is t h e e m p h a s i s u p o n J e s u s ' sav ing p o w e r h e r e a n d 
in t h e G o s p e l a s a w h o l e s u c h a s t o p r e c l u d e t h a t a n e m p e r o r s u c h as N e r o o r a p a g a n 
g o d o f hea l ing m i g h t a l so a p p r o p r i a t e l y be g iven s u c h a c c l a i m ? . . . P a t e n t l y it is a b s u r d 
t o h o l d t h a t w i th in the p e r s p e c t i v e o f J o h n ' s G o s p e l s u c h a title c o u l d a l so be a t t r i b u t e d 
t o a n y g o d o r m y t h i c f o r c e . A n d sure ly it c a n n o t be c o n c e i v e d t h a t t h e G o s p e l o f J o h n 
a t t r i b u t e s a n y rea l r o l e in t h e ' saving' o f t h e w o r l d t o t h e p o w e r o f a R o m a n e m p e r o r . " 
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9 K a r l C h r i s t , The Romans: An Introduction to Their History and Civilisation ( t r a n s . 
C h r i s t o p h e r H o l m e ; B e r k e l e y / L o s Ange les : Un ivers i ty o f C a l i f o r n i a P r e s s , 1985) 51. 

1 0 A t t h e s a m e t i m e , it m u s t be sa id t h a t t h e A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y w a s n o t a t o t a l i t a r 
ian o n e — a t least in t h e m o d e r n s e n s e — w h i c h d o m i n a t e d a n d defined every a s p e c t o f pr i 
v a t e a n d pub l i c life w i t h i n the e m p i r e . S u c h a c o n c e p t i o n o f it r u n s t h e r isk o f e m p t y i n g 
the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y o f a n y specific c o n t e n t w h a t s o e v e r by identifying it w i t h i m p e r i a l 
R o m a n c u l t u r e in g e n e r a l . W h i l e c l e a r l y a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e p e r v a s i v e inf luence o f t h e 
A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y o n all levels o f R o m a n life, it is equa l ly i m p o r t a n t t o define it c a r e 
fully e n o u g h t h a t it d o e s n o t b e c o m e , as it h a s for s o m e s c h o l a r s , a n o m n i p r e s e n t fea
t u r e o f life w i t h i n t h e e m p i r e . F o r e x a m p l e , K a r l G a l i n s k y (Augustan Culture: An 
Interpretive Introduction [ P r i n c e t o n : P r i n c e t o n Univers i ty Pres s , 1996]) offers a d i scus 
s ion o f t h e b r o a d r a n g e o f m e a n i n g s auctoritas pos se s sed a n d the uti l i ty o f its c o n c e p 
tua l e las t ic i ty t o A u g u s t u s ' rule w h i c h , whi le qu i t e useful , is p e r h a p s t o o a m b i t i o u s (see 
C h a p t e r T w o b e l o w ) . In his r e v i e w o f Gal insky , J o s e p h B . S o l o d o w cr i t ic izes his e f forts 
t o l o c a t e t r a c e s o f auctoritas "out s ide the po l i t i ca l s p h e r e , . . . [ w h e r e he] runs i n t o t h e 

In the establishment and consolidation of the new political system, 
we must not underestimate the importance of the Augustan ideol
ogy. From the very beginning it helped to justify and legitimate 
[Augustus'] own claims, and to make propaganda for his own 
achievements. It was thus in line with ancient traditions of the 
Roman governing class, who had always been obliged to make a 
parade of the grounds on which they based their own social pres
tige. . . . What was new, however, in Augustan propaganda, was 
the size of the 'tool kit,' the scale of manipulation of views, the 
monopolisation of public opinion, and the gradual identification 
of one man and his family with the sovereignty of the state, the 
maiestas rei publicae. But it was not only the claims and achieve
ments which the Augustan ideology indoctrinated. Its slogans also 
preached integration; they helped to strengthen the system and 
make it fast; they gave prominence to the chosen successors of 
Augustus, and were a decisive factor in identifying the family of 
the princeps with the state.9 

This ideology was not monolithic, of course, nor incapable of con
siderable adaptation to the special circumstances of different regions 
and social classes throughout the empire. Rather, it was a complex and 
considerably varied set of beliefs, practices and claims about the nature 
and source of temporal power in imperial Rome. It presented the 
emperor or princeps as the central figure of the empire on whom the 
continued peace and prosperity brought by the Pax Romana depended.10 
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This translated on a practical level into a large set of demands on the 
population of the empire that were both religio-ideological—involving 
the "mythic" or "imaginative" space claimed by the emperor from his 
subjects—and socio-legal—pertaining to his more mundane social and 
political powers.11 As we will see, both sets of claims are addressed by 
John. 

Given the centrality of the Augustan Ideology to the social and polit
ical organization of the Roman Empire, Richard J . Cassidy's claim that 
in its final form the Gospel of John is preoccupied with the authority 
(both religious and secular—if such a sharp distinction can be made in 
the first century) of the Roman emperor seems eminently plausible.12 

When one examines the recent theories of Raymond E. Brown and J . 
Louis Martyn concerning the history and development of the Johannine 
community, the geographical and demographic reasons for supposing 
such a preoccupation with the emperor make this claim even more com
pelling.13 First, there is no plausible locale or timeline for the composi
tion of the Fourth Gospel in which the author(s) would not have been 
confronted at every turn by the images, practices, and beliefs of the 
Augustan Ideology. Moreover, by the 80s, when the final redaction of 
the Gospel had begun, the Johannine community had absorbed a large 

p r o b l e m o f g iv ing it so e x p a n s i v e a definit ion t h a t it m a y be c o m p a r a b l e t o v ir tua l ly a n y 
q u a l i t y " (Bryn Mawr Classical Review 9 [2000] 322). In l ight o f th i s , I will l imit m y t r e a t 
m e n t o f the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y t o its m o s t c o m m o n l y a c c e p t e d po l i t i ca l , re l ig ious , a n d 
l i t e r a r y m a n i f e s t a t i o n s . 

1 1 T o i l lustrate: the Weltanschauung invo lved in p r o c l a i m i n g A u g u s t u s C a e s a r ocorf|p 
TOO K O O U C U , a n d t h e resu l t ing h i e r a r c h i c a l c o n c e p t i o n o f b o t h s o c i e t y a n d t h e universe , 
a s wel l as o f the p l a c e o f bel ievers w i th in t h e m , w o u l d be "re l ig io - ideo log ica l ." O n t h e 
o t h e r h a n d , a n y soc ia l o r pol i t ica l s a n c t i o n s for the refusal t o d o s o (e .g . , e x e c u t i o n , p u n 
i s h m e n t , soc ia l o s t r a c i z a t i o n ) a r e "soc io - l ega l ." 

1 2 Cass idy , Perspective, 5. O f c o u r s e , the re l ig ious / secu lar d i c h o t o m y is in m a n y w a y s 
a n a c h r o n i s t i c in a n y d i scuss ion o f first-century s o c i e t y — w h i c h is n o t t o s a y it d o e s n o t 
h a v e a l imited usefulness . F o r a very intel l igent d i scuss ion o f t h e w a y in w h i c h it h a s dis
t o r t e d h i s t o r i c a l t h i n k i n g a b o u t t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t , see S i m o n R . F. P r i c e , Rituals and 
Power: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e U n i v e r s i t y 
P r e s s , 1984) 15-16. 

1 3 See espec ia l ly the r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y f o u n d in B r o w n , 
The Community of the Beloved Disciple: The Life, Loves, and Hates of an Individual 
Church in New Testament Times ( N e w Y o r k / M a h w a h , N J : Paul i s t , 1979); M a r t y n , The 
Gospel of John in Christian History: Essays for Interpreters ( N e w Y o r k / M a h w a h , N J : 
Pau l i s t , 1978) a n d History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (3d ed . ; Louisvi l le : W e s t 
m i n s t e r J o h n K n o x , 2003). 
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number of non-Jewish converts who presumably would have had per
sonal knowledge of, and perhaps even had participated in, the Imperial 
Cult. Thus, while Christians may (or may not) have been able to escape 
direct participation in the religious practices of the Imperial Cult, the 
pervasiveness of the Augustan Ideology in the first-century empire 
would still have confronted them at every turn. Many Johannine Chris
tians' personal experience overlapped with the larger ideology of the 
surrounding culture. As a result, there was a pressing need to distin
guish the nature and role of the emperor within Roman society from 
that of Christ within the Johannine community. 

Preliminary Investigations of the Problem 

Given the near universal penetration of the Augustan Ideology into 
Roman society in the first century, no Christian community could have 
entirely escaped or ignored it. Accordingly, one would expect to find an 
abundance of secondary literature on this theme in John's Gospel. When 
reviewing to the research done on the Fourth Gospel over the last cen
tury, though, we find relatively little has been produced.14 Despite the 

1 4 T h e t r e a t m e n t o f t h e i m p e r i a l t i t le ccotrip xoO K O C U O D c l e a r l y i l lus trates this neg 
lect . A m o n g t h e m a j o r c o m m e n t a t o r s , W a l t e r B a u e r (Das Johannesevangelium [3d ed . ; 
T u b i n g e n : M o h r (S iebeck) 1933] 75-76) t r a c e s o u t its R o m a n para l l e l s m o s t fully b u t d o e s 
n o t uti l ize t h e m in his c o m m e n t u p o n J o h n 4:42. D o d d (Interpretation, 238-39), w h i l e 
n o t c o n n e c t i n g J o h n ' s use o f the tit le t o t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t , d o e s n o t e t h a t "in the H e l 
lenist ic w o r l d it w a s a v e r y c o m m o n a t t r i b u t e o f p a g a n g o d s ( a n d o f e m p e r o r s ) , a n d it 
s e e m s likely t h a t it w a s in He l l en i s t i c c i rc l e s t h a t it g a i n e d c u r r e n c y . " R u d o l f B u l t m a n n 
(The Gospel of John: A Commentary [ i n t r o d u c t i o n by W a l t e r S c h m i t h a l s ; t r a n s . G . R . 
B e a s l e y - M u r r a y et a l . ; P h i l a d e l p h i a : W e s t m i n s t e r , 1971] 201 n. 4) l imits his d i s cuss ion t o 
a s ingle n o t e w h i c h d o e s n o t e v e n m e n t i o n t h e R o m a n u s e o f t h e t i t l e , a n o m i s s i o n 
r e p e a t e d in B a r n a b a s L i n d a r s (The Gospel of John [ N C B ; L o n d o n : O l i p h a n t s , 1972] 198). 
R a y m o n d E . B r o w n (The Gospel According to John [2 vo l s . ; A B 29-29A; G a r d e n Ci ty , 
N Y : D o u b l e d a y , 1966-70] 1 .175 n. 42) m a k e s o n l y a p a s s i n g m e n t i o n o f its a p p l i c a t i o n in 
t h e G r e e k w o r l d " t o g o d s , e m p e r o r s ( H a d r i a n w a s c a l l e d ' S a v i o u r o f t h e w o r l d ' ) , a n d 
h e r o e s . " R u d o l f S c h n a c k e n b u r g (The Gospel According to Saint John [3 vo l s . ; t r a n s . 
K e v i n S m y t h e t a l . ; N e w Y o r k : C r o s s r o a d , 1980-90] 1. 458) d o e s a c k n o w l e d g e t h e p r o v e 
n a n c e o f th i s t i t le in t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t b u t o n l y t o d e n y t h a t it impl ie s a n y p o l e m i c 
a g a i n s t it o n t h e r a t h e r c u r i o u s g r o u n d s t h a t t h e t i t le d o e s n o t a p p e a r in t h e b o o k o f 
R e v e l a t i o n . Similarly , C u l l m a n (Christology, 244) is r e l u c t a n t t o a c k n o w l e d g e this influ
e n c e , despite t h e t i tu lar o v e r l a p : "This a p p l i c a t i o n o f Soter [in J o h n 4:42 a n d 1 J o h n 4:14] 
f o r m a l l y s o u n d s qui te l ike He l l en i s t i c r u l e r w o r s h i p — i n d e e d , it s o u n d s e x a c t l y like t h e 
f o r m u l a s a p p l i e d , for i n s t a n c e , t o H a d r i a n . B u t o n e c a n by n o m e a n s d e c i d e w i t h c e r -
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wealth of studies on the background of the Gospel of John in the mod
ern era, the Roman context of Johannine theology has not attracted the 
sustained attention that it deserves. Only a very few scholars have taken 
seriously the possibility that John was aware of and responding to the 
claims of the Augustan Ideology. Perhaps the most direct effort to read 
the Gospel of John within its Roman context is Cassidy's John's Gospel 
in New Perspective. Cassidy's claim that, "in depicting Jesus' identity 
and mission within his Gospel, the evangelist John was concerned to 
present elements and themes that were especially significant for Chris
tian readers facing Roman imperial claims and for any who faced 
Roman persecution," seems essentially correct.1 5 However, Cassidy's 
work lacks the sort of detailed and tightly-focused discussion of the 
Augustan Ideology necessary to establish a thesis that the author con
cedes is perhaps "startling for many readers and students of the Gospel 
of John." 1 6 Without a careful investigation of the practices and litera
ture of the Augustan Ideology, Cassidy's broad, thematic study is 

t a i n t y w h e t h e r the a u t h o r w a s c o n s c i o u s o f a paral le l t o these f o r m u l a s , o r w h e t h e r here 
a l s o h e w a s o n l y u n c o n s c i o u s l y in f luenced by t h e m . " W a r r e n C a r t e r (The Roman 
Empire and the New Testament: An Essential Guide [Nashv i l l e : A b i n g d o n , 2006] 83-
99), in his o t h e r w i s e useful s t u d y o f R o m e ' s " I m p e r i a l T h e o l o g y , " d iscusses t h e R o m a n 
c o n n o t a t i o n s o f t h e title " s a v i o r " in Ph i l ipp ians 3:20 a n d L u k e 2:11, b u t m a k e s n o ref
e r e n c e t o J o h n 4:42. T h e o n e n o t a b l e e x c e p t i o n t o this neg lec t is t h e ar t i c l e by K o e s t e r 
( " S a v i o r " ) a l r e a d y m e n t i o n e d . 

1 5 Cass idy , Perspective, 1. Cass idy 's "po l i t i ca l" r e a d i n g o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l shou ld 
be c l e a r l y d is t inguished f r o m the " l iberat ion i s t" r e a d i n g s of fered by D a v i d R e n s b e r g e r 
(Johannine Faith and Liberating Community [Phi lade lphia: W e s t m i n s t e r , 1988]) a n d J o s e 
Por f i r io M i r a n d a (Being and the Messiah: The Message of St. John [ t r a n s . J o h n E a g l e -
son; M a r y k n o l l , N Y : O r b i s , 1973]). T h e s e la t t er w o r k s a r e m u c h m o r e efforts t o d r a w a 
po l i t i ca l t h e o l o g y f r o m the F o u r t h G o s p e l ( n o t a n u n w o r t h y t a s k in a n d o f itself) t h a n 
t o re la te J o h a n n i n e t h e o l o g y t o its specific h is tor ical -pol i t ica l c o n t e x t . F o r e x a m p l e , R e n s 
b e r g e r (Johannine Faith, 96-98,116-18), in his of ten v e r y fine b o o k , m a k e s a l m o s t n o ref
e r e n c e a t all t o t h e e x t r a - b i b l i c a l s o u r c e s a t o u r d i s p o s a l in his d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e 
r e l a t i o n s h i p o f C h r i s t t o C a e s a r . T h e i d i o s y n c r a t i c s t u d y o f M i r a n d a (Being, 175), p r e 
ferr ing t o find J o h n ' s e n e m y in c a p i t a l i s m r a t h e r t h a n C a e s a r i s m , fails t o m e n t i o n t h e 
I m p e r i a l C u l t a t all a n d even g o e s so far a s t o a c c u s e J o h n o f "se l f - indulgence" for p l a c 
ing t h e t h e o l o g i c a l e m p h a s i s u p o n " s a v i o r " ins tead o f "the w o r l d . " F o r a n e x a m p l e o f 
m o r e fruitful m e t h o d o f br ing ing one's c o n t e m p o r a r y pol i t i ca l c o n c e r n s t o b e a r o n the 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l , see T e r e s a O k u r e , The Johannine Approach to Mis
sion: A Contextual Study of John 4:1-42 ( W U N T 31; T u b i n g e n : M o h r [S i ebeck] , 1988). 

1 6 Cass idy , Perspective, 1. F o r i n s t a n c e , his ( ibid. , 10-16) br ief d i scuss ion o f t h e I m p e 
rial C u l t m a k e s little r e f erence t o t h e e n o r m o u s b o d y o f c lass i ca l (as o p p o s e d t o bibli
c a l ) s c h o l a r s h i p o n t h e t o p i c . 
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1 7 T h i s m a y a l so a c c o u n t for its l a c k o f n o t i c e wi th in t h e l i t era ture . In f a c t , I h a v e s o 
far l o c a t e d on ly t w o c r i t i c a l n o t i c e s o n the b o o k . W h i l e P a u l A n d e r s o n (JBL 113 [1994J 
731-33), in a genera l ly pos i t ive r e v i e w o f Cass idy , c o n s i d e r s m a n y o f his theses " a t least 
a r g u a b l e , if n o t c o n v i n c i n g , " o n the v e r y i m p o r t a n t t o p i c o f t h e J o h a n n i n e e m p l o y m e n t 
o f I m p e r i a l t i t les A n d e r s o n o v e r l o o k s the c l e a r t e m p o r a l p r i o r i t y o f t h e s e t it les in t h e 
Imper ia l C u l t . A t least p a r t o f the b l a m e for this m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g lies w i th C a s s i d y w h o , 
a s s ta ted a b o v e , d o e s n o t p r o v i d e a deta i led s t u d y o f the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y be fore inter
p r e t i n g t h e G o s p e l itself. T h e f a v o r a b l e r e v i e w o f J o h n M i t c h e l l S c h o l e r (Int 48 [1994] 
210) is l imited t o a s ingle p a r a g r a p h a n d offers n o cr i t i ca l e n g a g e m e n t w i t h the b o o k . 

ultimately more suggestive than demonstrative of a Roman imperial 
influence on the Fourth Gospel.17 

Craig Koester's article, "The Savior of the World (John 4:42)," is in 
general an excellent attempt to interpret the story of the Samaritan 
woman in John 4 in light of the Imperial Cult. After presenting the rel
evant inscriptional and literary evidence, Koester reconstructs the atti
tudes towards the Roman emperor that members of the Johannine 
community would likely have held (especially the Samaritan members 
symbolized by the woman at the well in John 4). He concludes that John 
4 is intended to draw the Samaritans away from their national religion 
and into the Christian community by presenting Christ as the true alter
native to Caesar—and belief in Christ as the true alternative to armed 
resistance against Rome. This study is both original and compellingly 
argued. Unhappily, the literary evidence of the Imperial Cult Koester 
offers, while very useful so far as it goes, offers an incomplete portrait 
of the Augustan Ideology. Furthermore, he makes no attempt here or 
elsewhere (to my knowledge) to integrate the Imperial motifs into an 
interpretation of the Gospel as a whole. Because of its limitations and 
despite its potential to contribute to a fresh understanding of John's 
Gospel, Koester's article has attracted considerably less notice than it 
deserves. 

More typical of Johannine research into the Imperial Cult is 
Dominique Cuss's Imperial Cult and Honorary Terms in the New Tes
tament. Her attempt to trace the titular linkages between the NT and 
the Imperial Cult has a very solid and well-documented foundation in 
the literary, numismatic and inscriptional evidence of the first and sec
ond centuries. Cuss deploys her knowledge quite effectively in an 
attempt to identify the Roman provenance of numerous christological 
titles. However, Cuss applies her researches to the book of Revelation 
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and provides only passing treatment to the impact of the Imperial Cult 
upon the Fourth Gospel. Similar objections can be raised regarding 
Klaus Wengst's study of the political, economic, and social effects of the 
ideology of the Pax Romana and their presence in the New Testament.18 

Indeed, research into the influence of the Augustan Ideology on primi
tive Christianity occurs commonly in discussions of Revelation and 
rarely in relation to the Fourth Gospel.19 

The Purpose and Structure of this Study 

Despite the widespread neglect of the Roman context of the Fourth 
Gospel in contemporary scholarship, the current situation is promising. 
As the work of the scholars mentioned above clearly show, all the tools 
necessary for a fresh reading of this Gospel are ready at hand, waiting 
to be put to work. Building on the work of several scholars, I will argue 
in this monograph that, in matters both of grand design and of minor 
detail, and on both a structural and a lexical level, the final redactor(s) 
of the Fourth Gospel made a conscious effort to address issues raised 
for the Johannine community by the Augustan Ideology. 

At the same time, it should be noted that the influence of the Augus
tan Ideology on the Fourth Gospel that I am proposing is a relatively 
indirect one. There was no body of documents constituting the essence 
of the Augustan Ideology upon which the evangelist drew (though Vir
gil's texts perhaps approximate this description). Instead, I suggest that 
the Roman documents and inscriptions related to the Augustan Ideol
ogy express a fundamental way of conceiving the world in the first cen
tury that John felt compelled to challenge through his Gospel. No direct 
literary dependence of the Gospel of John upon particular texts was 
involved. The Augustan Ideology was less a set of texts confronting the 

1 8 K l a u s W e n g s t , Pax Romana and the Peace of Jesus Christ ( t r a n s . J o h n B o w d e n ; 
Phi lade lph ia : F o r t r e s s , 1987). 

1 9 See, e.g. , D a v i d E . A u n e , " T h e Inf luence o f t h e R o m a n I m p e r i a l C o u r t C e r e m o n i a l 
o n t h e A p o c a l y p s e o f J o h n , " BR 28 (1983) 5-26; E l i s a b e t h Schiiss ler F i o r e n z a , The Book 
of Revelation: Justice and Judgment ( P h i l a d e l p h i a : F o r t r e s s , 1985) 192-99; L e o n a r d L . 
T h o m p s o n , The Book of Revelation: Apocalypse and Empire ( O x f o r d : O x f o r d Univer 
sity Pres s , 1990) 158-67. T h i s p r e f e r e n c e h a s been r e c i p r o c a t e d by c lass ic is ts e m p l o y i n g the 
N T a s a s o u r c e : see , for e x a m p l e , P r i c e , Rituals and Power, 196-98. 
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evangelist than the intellectual atmosphere that he and his readers 
breathed in every day, identifiable through a careful study of relevant 
texts. The underlying conceptual structure of the Augustan Ideology is 
found in the Gospel especially when it is being denied or criticized by 
the author. 

By carefully examining the function of the Augustan Ideology in first-
century Roman society, particularly but not exclusively as mediated 
through the Imperial Cult in the provinces of Asia Minor, we can find 
in the Fourth Gospel substantive parallels and allusions that would have 
clearly connoted the person of the emperor to John's audience. These 
parallels and allusions, in turn, are pervasive and systematic enough to 
suggest the existence of a polemic governing the final redaction of John 
and directed at least in part against the Augustan Ideology and the grave 
theological and practical dangers that it posed for the Johannine com
munity.20 In short, the final redactor(s) of the Gospel wanted to distin
guish clearly the nature of Christ's divinity and power from the religious 
and political authority of the emperor. 

In order to establish this thesis, it is necessary first to situate the 
Fourth Gospel temporally, geographically and demographically in order 
to show how the Augustan Ideology influenced its authors and their 
community and placed them at odds with the surrounding Roman soci
ety. Thus, Chapter One summarizes the results of modern efforts to 
reconstruct the history of the Fourth Gospel and of the community that 
produced it. I will pay special attention to theories that link the devel
opment of the Gospel to increasing conflicts between the community 
and the synagogue. These conflicts, I argue, ultimately resulted in the 
Johannine community being pronounced dTCoawdycoyoc; (John 9:22; 
12:42; 16:2). 

Chapter Two reconstructs the Roman context of the Gospel, in par
ticular the Augustan Ideology established during Augustus' reign to 
legitimate and perpetuate the emperor's supremacy within his newly 
founded imperial government. This discussion is not limited to the reli
gious aspects of the Augustan Ideology found in the Imperial Cult. 

2 0 It s h o u l d be s t r e s s e d , h o w e v e r , t h a t a n y p o l e m i c a g a i n s t the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y 
c o n s t i t u t e s o n l y the las t layer o f t h e F o u r t h Gospe l ' s l i t erary a n d p o l e m i c s e d i m e n t . It 
ne i ther e r a s e s n o r inva l idates the l i t erary vest iges o f ear l i er m o d e l s o f J e s u s ' m e s s i a h s h i p 
( a n d d e s c r i b e d a t g r e a t l ength by B u l t m a n n , B r o w n , M a r t y n , a n d o t h e r s ) w h i c h m a y 
h a v e surv ived in t h e t e x t . 
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Rather, it also includes the political relationships involved in the Augus
tan Ideology, some of the broader cultural and literary manifestations 
of it, and the legal and social demands and expectations that this ide
ology placed on subjects of the empire. This is particularly important 
since the Johannine community, once declared ctTcocuvdycoyoq, would 
have lost the exemption from participation in the Imperial Cult enjoyed 
by Judaism. In this context, the social, legal, and ideological challenges 
offered by the Augustan Ideology to the Johannine community (in part 
as a weapon wielded against it by opponents within the synagogue) will 
become more clear. 

Chapter Three turns to the vocabulary employed by the Imperial Cult 
to express and defend the divinity and authority of the Roman emperor. 
If the Johannine community in the final redaction of the Gospel 
attempted to address the Augustan Ideology as a real threat to the 
proper understanding and worship of Christ, it is likely some lexical evi
dence for this concern should be present in the text. Therefore, I isolate 
relevant "pools" of vocabulary associated with both political and divine 
authority in Roman society and explore how the Gospel of John also 
contains and critiques these notions of authority. 

Following the examination of the historical context and lexical tem
plate in support of this approach, the exegesis of the text begins. In 
Chapter Four, John's Prologue and the initial testimony of the Baptist 
are interpreted as attempts to contrast Christ with Caesar—an 
approach to the Prologue to my knowledge as yet untried. The Pro
logue makes clear from the very beginning of the Gospel that Christ is 
totally unlike the worshiped Caesar, both by what it affirms (for 
instance, the pre-existence of Christ as the Logos) and by what it omits 
(a birth narrative which might be misconstrued as the sort of "mirac
ulous sign" motifs employed by the Imperial Cult in recounting the 
births of emperors). 

Chapter Five examines the Johannine Passion Narrative. Particularly 
close attention is paid to three key verses: (i) 18:36, where Christ tells 
Pilate, "My kingdom is not of this world"; (2) 19:12, where "the Jews" 
tell Pilate, "If you release this man, you are not Caesar's friend"; and 
(3) 19:15, where the chief priests declare that "We have no king but Cae
sar." It is my contention that in these verses John attempts to differen
tiate clearly the authority claimed by Christ and the rule exercised by 
Pilate on behalf of the emperor. Rather than interpreting the Passion 
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Narrative as an anti-Semitic diatribe, I suggest that the main opponent 
is the Roman emperor. 

The Conclusion provides a general assessment of the Gospel of John 
based on my research in order to suggest it should be read as a chal
lenge not only to the synagogue but also to the Augustan Ideology that 
posed a serious theological and political threat to the Johannine com
munity's understanding both of Christ and of itself. In short, the Johan
nine community's encounter with large numbers of Gentile converts 
unavoidably brought it into contact with the Augustan Ideology. This 
encounter in turn demanded some clarification of the duties and pro
scriptions that membership in the community placed upon these con
verts. It also demanded that the Christology of the community be clearly 
distinguished from the portrait of Caesar that suffused everyday life in 
the empire. Thus, it is hardly surprising to find the Augustan Ideology 
in John, especially where it is used to convey the superiority of Christ 
to Caesar. 



C H A P T E R 1 

Neither Jew nor Roman: 
Reconstructing the History of 

the Johannine Community 

Over the last forty years Johannine scholarship has seen a renewed 
interest in the Jewish roots of the Gospel of John, after a generation of 
studies preoccupied with its Hellenistic and philosophical background.1 

This movement found expression in the efforts of important scholars 
such as Barnabas Lindars, Wayne Meeks, Oscar Cullmann, Rudolf 
Schnackenburg, and Marie-Emile Boismard.2 However, it is the attempts 
of Raymond E. Brown, J . Louis Martyn, and, to a lesser extent, Georg 
Richter to reconstruct the history of the community behind the Fourth 

1 R e n s b e r g e r (Johannine Faith, 15-36) offers a deta i l ed r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f t h e h i s tory 
o f J o h a n n i n e s c h o l a r s h i p in t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , inc lud ing t h e s e m i n a l w o r k s o f t h e 
first h a l f o f the c e n t u r y by B u l t m a n n (John) a n d D o d d (Interpretation). T o s o m e e x t e n t , 
t h r o u g h his l a ter r e s e a r c h D o d d (Historical Tradition in the Fourth Gospel [ C a m b r i d g e : 
C a m b r i d g e U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1963]) s erves a s a t r a n s i t i o n a l figure b e t w e e n these t w o 
p e r i o d s . 

2 L i n d a r s , John; M e e k s , The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine 
Christology ( N o v T S u p 14; L e i d e n : Bri l l , 1967); C u l l m a n n , The Johannine Circle ( t r a n s . 
J o h n B o w d e n ; Ph i lade lph ia : W e s t m i n s t e r , 1976); S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John; B o i s m a r d , 
L'Evangile de Jean: Commentaire ( vo l . 3 o f e d . i d e m , a n d P i e r r e B e n o i t , Synopse des 
Quatres Evangiles en francais; 4 vo ls . ; P a r i s : C e r f , 1977). In this c h a p t e r I p a s s o v e r w i t h 
m i n i m a l c o m m e n t t h e w o r k s o f L i n d a r s , M e e k s , a n d S c h n a c k e n b u r g b e c a u s e the ir s tud
ies d o n o t p r o v i d e a deta i led d i scuss ion o f the h i s tory o f the community w h i c h p r o d u c e d 
t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l . T h e thes is o f C u l l m a n n (Johannine Circle) t h a t t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m 
m u n i t y h a d e x t e n s i v e a n d e a r l y c o n t a c t w i t h " C h r i s t i a n He l l en i s t s" a n d o t h e r h e t e r o 
d o x J e w s , wh i l e it d o e s a d d r e s s t h e h i s t o r i c a l issue d irect ly , h a s m e t w i t h s u c h m i x e d 
r e c e p t i o n t h a t I h a v e c h o s e n n o t t o e x a m i n e it in de ta i l . R o b e r t K y s a r ( " C o m m u n i t y 
a n d G o s p e l : V e c t o r s in F o u r t h G o s p e l C r i t i c i s m , " Int 34 [1977] 355-66, e sp . 356) offers a 
fuller c r i t i c i s m o f this thesis . Similarly, B o i s m a r d (L'Evangile) relies o n a highly c o m p l e x 

1 
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Gospel that have attracted probably the most attention of any work in 
recent Johannine scholarship.3 Indeed, their efforts to reconstruct the 
origins of the Fourth Gospel within a social matrix dominated at first 
by conflict with the synagogue and (excepting Martyn) later by internal 
divisions over Christology have supplanted Bultmann's multiple-source 
theory of Johannine composition as the preferred exegetical framework. 
As D. M. Smith observes, this new approach "goes a long way towards 
explaining the distinctive character of the Fourth Gospel, if it does not 
answer every question about its provenance and purpose."4 

The key insight distinguishing the work of Brown, Martyn, and 
Richter from previous scholarship is that the text of the Fourth Gospel 
can and should be read as a multi-layered narrative that "tells us the 
story both of Jesus and of the community that believed in him."5 Brown, 
recalling the great breakthroughs in Gospel criticism at the beginning 
of the twentieth century by Julius Wellhausen and Rudolf Bultmann, 
notes that they shared the assumption that "the Gospels tell us prima
rily about the church situation in which they were written, and only sec-

l i t erary t h e o r y t h a t h a s n o t r e c e i v e d w i d e s p r e a d a c c e p t a n c e . M y d e c i s i o n n o t t o t r e a t 
t h e m a t l ength s h o u l d n o t , h o w e v e r , o b s c u r e t h e fac t t h a t these s c h o l a r s i l luminate the 
h i s tor i ca l m o d e l s u n d e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n in i m p o r t a n t w a y s , e.g. , Meeks ' s w o r k o n M o s a i c 
C h r i s t o l o g y in tersec t s w i t h , a n d a d v a n c e s , key e l e m e n t s o f the w o r k o f G e o r g R i c h t e r 
( " P r a s e n t i s c h e u n d fu tur i sche E s c h a t o l o g i e im 4. E v a n g e l i u m , " in Studien zum Johan-
nesevangelium [ed. J . H a i n z ; Bibl ische U n t e r s u c h u n g e n 13; R e g e n s b u r g : Pus te t , 1977]) 346-
82). L i k e w i s e , B r o w n (Community, 176-78) a d m i t s m u l t i p l e p o i n t s o f a g r e e m e n t w i t h 
C u l l m a n n ' s w o r k . 

3 B r o w n , Community a n d John; M a r t y n , History and Theology a n d Gospel of John; 
R i c h t e r , " P r a s e n t i s c h e . " R i c h t e r ' s t h e o r y is s u m m a r i z e d a n d as ses sed by A . J . M a t t i l l 
( " J o h a n n i n e C o m m u n i t i e s B e h i n d t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l : G e o r g R i c h t e r ' s A n a l y s i s , " TS 38 
[1977] 294-315). In a n i m p o r t a n t a r t i c l e , B r o w n ( " J o h a n n i n e E c c l e s i o l o g y — T h e C o m m u 
nity's O r i g i n , " Int 34 [1977] 379-93) offers his fullest a s s e s s m e n t o f M a r t y n a n d R i c h t e r . 

4 S m i t h , " T h e P r e s e n t a t i o n o f J e s u s in the F o u r t h G o s p e l , " in i d e m , Johannine Chris
tianity: Essays on its Setting, Sources, and Theology ( [ C o l u m b i a , S C : Univers i ty o f S o u t h 
C a r o l i n a P r e s s , 1984] 175-89, h e r e 181-82). Smith ' s o r i g i n a l a r t i c l e t a k e s in to a c c o u n t 
B r o w n ' s 1977 Interpretation ar t i c l e ( " J o h a n n i n e E c c l e s i o l o g y " ) but p r e d a t e s Community 
by t w o y e a r s . A s a re su l t , S m i t h i n a d e q u a t e l y a p p r e c i a t e s t h e m a j o r c o n t r i b u t i o n o f 
B r o w n t o t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f this t h e o r y . L i k e w i s e , t h e o t h e r w i s e useful d i s cuss ion o f 
K y s a r ( " T h e F o u r t h G o s p e l : A R e p o r t o n R e c e n t R e s e a r c h , " ANRW II 25. 3. 2391-480, 
esp . 2426-35), a l t h o u g h publ i shed in 1985, w a s a p p a r e n t l y c o m p o s e d n o la ter t h a n 1978 as 
it m a k e s n o re f erence t o B r o w n ' s fully d e v e l o p e d t h e o r y . 

5 B r o w n , Community, 17. 
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ondarily about the situation of Jesus which prima facie they describe."6 

Building upon and extending this methodological principle, Brown sug
gests that the Fourth Gospel, if carefully read, can tell us more. It can 
reveal not only "how the evangelist conceived of and presented Jesus to 
a Christian community in the last third of the first century" but also 
"something about the pre-Gospel history of the evangelist's christolog-
ical views . . . [and] about the community's history earlier in the cen
tury."7 Somewhat more poetically, Martyn compares the text of the 
Gospel "to what archeologists call a 'tell' . . . [in which] there are 
numerous literary strata, and to some extent these strata may be dif
ferentiated from one another . . . [while] much of the substance of the 
'material' in the strata is of such a character as to reflect communal 
interests, concerns and experiences."8 

Brown, Martyn, and Richter recognize the difficulties and uncertain
ties in any attempted reconstruction of the community's history from a 
text that is largely theological in its intent.9 Nevertheless, Brown rightly 
considers the postwar debates over the possible theological trajectories 
of the Fourth Gospel necessarily inconclusive in the absence of at least 
a tentative historical framework that can contextualize and arguably 
adjudicate them.10 It is this interest in the history of the community— 

6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid . 
8 M a r t y n , "Gl impses i n t o t h e H i s t o r y o f the J o h a n n i n e C o m m u n i t y , " in i d e m , His

tory and Theology, 145-67, h e r e 145. 
9 B r o w n (Community, 7) m o d e s t l y c l a i m s t h a t "if s i x t y p e r c e n t o f m y de tec t ive w o r k 

is a c c e p t e d , I shal l be h a p p y indeed ." In a s imi lar spir i t , M a r t y n ( " G l i m p s e s , " 146) sug
gests t h a t "it w o u l d be a v a l u a b l e p r a c t i c e for the h i s t o r i a n t o r ise e a c h m o r n i n g say ing 
t o h imse l f t h r e e t imes s lowly a n d w i t h e m p h a s i s , 'I d o n o t k n o w . ' " 

1 0 R e g a r d i n g t h e n u m e r o u s d e b a t e s o v e r the t h e o l o g i c a l c h a r a c t e r (e .g . , d o c e t i s t o r 
an t i -doce t i s t , s a c r a m e n t a l i s t o r a n t i - s a c r a m e n t a l i s t , Pe tr ine o r an t i -Pe tr ine ) o f the F o u r t h 
G o s p e l w h i c h d o m i n a t e d J o h a n n i n e s tudies t h r o u g h o u t t h e m i d d l e t h i r d o f t h e t w e n t i 
e th c e n t u r y , B r o w n (Community, 16-17) wr i t e s : " W h i l e t h e r e is a l w a y s s o m e basis in t h e 
J o h a n n i n e wr i t ings for s u c h r a d i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , t h e r e is e n o u g h ev idence o n the o t h e r 
side o f the issue t o m a k e t h e m u n c o n v i n c i n g a n d t o p o i n t t o w a r d s a m o r e n u a n c e d inter
p r e t a t i o n o f J o h a n n i n e c h r i s t o l o g y a n d ecc l e s io logy . A t a n y r a t e , t h e r e is l ittle t o be 
g a i n e d by d e b a t i n g o n c e m o r e s u c h p o i n t s . " Smi th ( " T h e C o n t r i b u t i o n o f J . L o u i s M a r 
t y n t o the U n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e G o s p e l o f J o h n , " in History and Theology, 1-19, h e r e 5) 
a c k n o w l e d g e s t h e s ign i f i cance o f th is a p p r o a c h f o r t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e F o u r t h 
Gospe l : " J u s t w h e n the s tage m i g h t h a v e been set for a bat t l e r o y a l b e t w e e n [ E r n s t ] K a s e -
m a n n a n d his all ies a n d t h e m o r e o r t h o d o x p o s i t i o n r e p r e s e n t e d by [ E d w y n ] H o s k y n s , 
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as opposed to earlier concerns focused almost exclusively on the gospel's 
theological location within a spectrum of possible positions—that 
makes this approach so potentially fruitful. Indeed, it is just this specifi
cally historical context that is required to understand the Roman influ
ence upon the Johannine community and its Gospel. 

Accordingly, in this chapter I attempt to situate the Johannine com
munity within its historical context. I focus in particular on the work 
of Brown and Martyn, and draw out the most secure results of their 
researches, especially those that might indicate potential sources of con
flict between the community and the surrounding Roman society. Only 
by consolidating the most secure results from the work of these three 
scholars can a stable foundation be laid for the present research into the 
Roman influence on the Fourth Gospel. 

Toward a History of the Johannine Community 

Adele Reinhartz is undoubtedly correct when she writes that the 
"ecclesiological tale" that Brown and Martyn drew from the Gospel of 
John "has since become virtually axiomatic in New Testament stud
ies." 1 1 These scholars agree that the origin of the community that pro
duced the Fourth Gospel was situated firmly within the synagogue. They 
also hold that the gospel's subsequent history (and to a large degree the 
development of its distinctive theology) was determined by the conflicts 
with and eventual separation from the synagogue. This insight has been 
one of the decisive factors in the shift from a Hellenistic to a Jewish 
framework for Johannine scholarship in the latter half of the last cen
tury. Given the importance of their work (and Richter's research to a 
lesser extent), and its influence upon an entire generation of scholars, a 
detailed reconstruction of their individual theories is unnecessary here 
and is available elsewhere.12 For our purposes, a basic outline of the 

the t e r m s o n w h i c h s u c h a d i scuss ion c o u l d g o f o r w a r d w e r e rad ica l ly q u e s t i o n e d by t h e 
or ig ina l , insightful , p r o v o c a t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n o f J . L o u i s M a r t y n . " 

1 1 Ade le R e i n h a r t z , Befriending the Beloved Disciple: A Jewish Reading of the Gospel 
of John ( N e w Y o r k : C o n t i n u u m , 2003) 37. 

1 2 R i c h t e r ' s t h e o r y is c o n t a i n e d in his " P r a s e n t i s c h e , " a n d m o s t t h o r o u g h l y a n a l y z e d 
by M a t t i l l , " J o h a n n i n e C o m m u n i t i e s " ( u p o n w h i c h b o t h B r o w n a n d M a r t y n d e p e n d 
heav i ly ) . T h e i m p e d i m e n t p o s e d by t h e lack o f t r a n s l a t i o n s in the s p r e a d a n d a c c e p t a n c e 
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broad features and stages of the history of the Johannine community 
generally shared by their theories is sufficient to provide a plausible 
framework for exploring the possible influence of the Augustan Ideol
ogy upon the community. Thus, in this section I will offer a very brief 
sketch of the "consensus" picture, which can be divided into three main 
stages in the history of the life of the community.13 

The Early Period: As noted above, all three writers share an assump
tion that the origin of the Johannine community lies in a sectarian Jesus-
movement within first-century Judaism, although the precise location 
and date are disputed. Richter locates the earliest stages of Johannine 
Christianity's development within a largely Jewish Johannine commu
nity, possibly already in conflict with followers of John the Baptist over 
the identity of the Messiah. The community, characterized theologically 
by a Mosaic understanding of Jesus as a divinely chosen prophet (e.g., 
John 1:29-34; 6:14), settled in Syria, northern Palestine and eastern Jor
dan.1 4 Brown shares this basic assumption about temporal and geo
graphical setting, but instead posits a group of mid-first century 
Palestinian Jews within the synagogue, accompanied by some followers 

o f R i c h t e r ' s w o r k is r e c o g n i z e d a n d l a m e n t e d by S m i t h (John Among the Gospels: The 
Relationship in Twentieth Century Research [Phi lade lphia: F o r t r e s s , 1992] 77). M a r t y n ' s 
t h e o r y is p r e s e n t e d m o s t fully in his History and Theology; for a n e x t e n d e d analys i s a n d 
a s s e s s m e n t , see S m i t h , " C o n t r i b u t i o n . " B r o w n ' s r e c o n s t r u c t i o n is p r e s e n t e d m o s t fully 
in his Community; h o w e v e r , despi te its e x c e e d i n g i m p o r t a n c e for c o n t e m p o r a r y s c h o l 
a r s h i p , I a m u n a w a r e o f a n y full- length t r e a t m e n t o f B r o w n ' s r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the his
t o r y o f the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y . G i lber t V a n Belle's m a s s i v e Johannine Bibliography, 
1966-198$: A Cumulative Bibliography on the Fourth Gospel ( C o l l e c t a n e a Bib l i ca et Re l i -
g i o s a A n t i q u a 1; Brusse l s : W e t e n s c h a p p e l i j k C o m i t e V o o r G o d s d i e n s t w e t e n s c h a p p e n 
K o n i n k l i j k e A c a d e m i e V o o r W e t e n s c h a p p e n , L e t t e r e n E n S c h o n e K u n s t e n V a n Belg ie , 
1988) d o e s n o t list even a s ingle m a j o r c r i t i c a l n o t i c e for B r o w n ' s Community. H o w e v e r , 
S m i t h ( " C o n t r i b u t i o n " ) d o e s a g o o d j o b o f s i t u a t i n g B r o w n ' s w o r k in r e l a t i o n t o t h e 
r e s e a r c h o f M a r t y n . 

1 3 T h e p e r i o d i z a t i o n used h e r e is d r a w n p r i m a r i l y f r o m M a r t y n (History and Theol
ogy), a n d s h a r e d (wi th a d a p t a t i o n s ) by J o h n A s h t o n (Understanding the Fourth Gospel 
[ O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1991] 166-74) m his d iscuss ion o f the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y ' s history. 

1 4 R ich ter , " P r a s e n t i s c h e , " 126 ( = M a t t i l l , " J o h a n n i n e , " 297). R i c h t e r gives n o defense 
o f this or ig ina l g e o g r a p h i c l o c a t i o n b u t a p p e a r s t o b a s e it u p o n s imi lar i t ies b e t w e e n t h e 
m o s t p r i m i t i v e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y a n d t h e l o w C h r i s t o l o g y o f t h e E b i o n i t i c C h r i s 
t ian i ty w h i c h w a s found in N o r t h e r n Pales t ine in t h e first c e n t u r y . F o r m o r e o n E b i o n i t i c 
C h r i s t i a n i t y , see H e l m u t K o e s t e r , Introduction to the New Testament: Volume 2. His
tory and Literature of Early Christianity (2d ed . ; B e r l i n / N e w Y o r k : de G r u y t e r , 2000) 
208-9. 
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of John the Baptist (e.g., John 1:6-8,19-36) , who came to accept Jesus as 
the Davidic Messiah.15 This group, he suggests, was quickly joined by 
a group of Samaritans who interpreted Jesus against a Mosaic back
ground as the Messiah sent from God. As a result of this union, there 
was a heightening of the community's Christology (e.g., John 4; 6:32-35). 
Martyn avoids committing to any particular geographic location or 
christological framework. Instead, he speaks of a group of Christian 
Jews who were "clearly living within the theological, social, and cul
tural security of the synagogue" while accepting Jesus as the Messiah.16 

Even while evangelizing other Jews with considerable success (e.g., the 
calling of the disciples in John 1:35-49), Martyn insists, this community 
of believers originally remained "wholly within the bosom of the syna
gogue."17 

During this early period the most primitive literary strata of the 
gospel perhaps began to develop, although the exact form of this 
process is the subject of disagreement. Martyn argues that, because of 
its success evangelizing other Jews, the community soon collected the 
homilies used in this activity and developed them into a primitive "Signs 
Source or Signs Gospel," which served as the foundation for further 
preaching and missionary work.1 8 Richter, on the other hand, sees the 
community having slowly developed a Grundschrift that portrayed 
Jesus as the prophet-Messiah promised by Moses as a result of conflicts 
with the synagogue. Brown is noncommital whether these Johannine 
traditions assumed literary form during this early stage. However, he 
posits an increasing missionary effort among Gentiles as an impetus 

1 5 B r o w n , Community, 29-31. B r o w n ( ib id . , 39) b a s e s his d e c i s i o n f o r this l o c a t i o n 
(Palest ine , t h e T r a n s j o r d a n a n d a d j a c e n t Syr ia ) o n the k n o w n o r likely loca le o f a n t i - t e m 
ple J e w s , p a r t i s a n s o f t h e B a p t i s t , a n d S a m a r i t a n s in t h e mid-f irst c e n t u r y . 

1 6 M a r t y n , " G l i m p s e s , " 152. 
1 7 Ib id . , 150. 
1 8 Ib id . , 150-51. M a r t y n in u n c l e a r a b o u t t h e e x a c t c h a r a c t e r o f this f o u n d a t i o n a l d o c 

u m e n t w i th in the c o m m u n i t y . It m a y h a v e been s imply a co l l ec t ion o f m i r a c l e s tor ies t h a t 
e v i d e n c e d t h e m e s s i a n i c c h a r a c t e r o f J e s u s (e .g . , R u d o l f B u l t m a n n ' s o n u e i a s o u r c e ) o r a 
m o r e fully d e v e l o p e d p r o t o - G o s p e l w i t h a p a s s i o n n a r r a t i v e a t t a c h e d a n d a m o r e e l a b 
o r a t e C h r i s t o l o g y (e .g . , R o b e r t T. F o r t n a ' s The Gospel of Signs: A Reconstruction of the 
Narrative Source Underlying the Fourth Gospel [ S N T S M S 11; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e 
Univers i ty P r e s s , 1970], based o n his d i s s e r t a t i o n d i r e c t e d by M a r t y n ) . M a r t y n a p p e a r s 
t o f a v o r a fuller v e r s i o n o f the d o c u m e n t a l o n g t h e lines o f F o r t n a ' s r e c o n s t r u c t i o n . See 
fur ther F o r t n a , The Fourth Gospel and Its Predecessor: From Narrative Source to Pres
ent Gospel (Ph i lade lph ia : F o r t r e s s , 1988). 
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behind both the heightening of the community's Christology and the 
deepening of its division with the synagogue. 

The Middle Period: As a result of these theological and possibly eth
nic changes among Johannine Christians, peaceful existence within the 
synagogue became increasingly difficult. Because of the conflicts with 
Jewish monotheism inherent in a rapidly escalating Christology, Mar
tyn argues that, by the late 80s, a crisis occurred in the Johannine com
munity that forced them into open schism with the synagogue. The 
introduction of the Birkat ha-Minim (the Curses upon Heretics sup
posedly promulgated by the Council of Jamnia) into the synagogue serv
ice resulted in the excommunication (being made dTcoowdycoyoq [9:22]) 
of some Johannine Christians from the synagogue (e.g., the healing of 
the blind man in John 9). It may also have occasioned the apostasy and 
return to the synagogue of others.19 Similarly, Brown also sees increased 

1 9 M a r t y n , " G l i m p s e s , " 152-53. M a r t y n gives a n e x t e n d e d d i scuss ion o f J o h n 9 a n d its 
ref lect ion o f e v e n t s in t h e life o f the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y in History and Theology, 35-
66. M a r t y n h a s c o m e u n d e r sus ta ined c r i t i c i s m for l inking the e x c o m m u n i c a t i o n o f t h e 
J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y f r o m t h e s y n a g o g u e a t the beg inn ing o f t h e M i d d l e P e r i o d w i t h 
t h e Birkat ha-Minim s u p p o s e d l y i s sued by t h e C o u n c i l o f J a m n i a . T h e l i n k a g e o f t h e 
Birkat ha-Minim t o the J o h a n n i n e u s a g e o f dTcocyuvdycoYoq is o n e o f t h e m o s t t r o u b l e d 
s teps in his a r g u m e n t a n d h a s n o t been a c c e p t e d by s o m e s c h o l a r s . S o m e h a v e sugges ted 
t h a t t h e B e n e d i c t i o n s s h o u l d n o t be d a t e d t o J a m n i a b u t r a t h e r t o t h e e a r l y s e c o n d c e n 
t u r y u n d e r G a m a l i e l , a n d t h a t t h e y a r e o n l y ind icat ive o f t h e issues w h i c h or ig ina l ly sep
a r a t e d J e w s a n d C h r i s t i a n s r a t h e r t h a n t h e a c t u a l c a u s e o f th is s e p a r a t i o n . T h i s view, 
w h i c h M a r t y n (History and Theology, 61 n. 75) a t t r i b u t e s t o M o r t o n S m i t h , is l a t e r 
a d v a n c e d a n d d e v e l o p e d b y W . H o r n b u r g in his " T h e B e n e d i c t i o n o f t h e M i n i m a n d 
E a r l y J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n C o n f l i c t " (JTS 33 [1982] 19-61). M e e k s ( " B r e a k i n g A w a y : T h r e e 
N e w T e s t a m e n t P i c t u r e s o f Chr i s t ian i ty ' s S e p a r a t i o n f r o m the J e w i s h C o m m u n i t i e s , " in 
" T o See Ourselves as Others See Us": Christians, Jews, "Others" in Late Antiquity [ed. 
J a c o b N e u s n e r a n d E r n s t S. F r e r i c h s ; Studies in t h e H u m a n i t i e s 9; C h i c o , C A : S c h o l a r s 
P r e s s , 1985] 93-115, h e r e 102), whi l e v e r y s y m p a t h e t i c w i t h t h e pos i t ing o f a J e w i s h mil ieu 
for t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l , is qu i te skept i ca l o f t h e v a l u e o f the B e n e d i c t i o n s for r e c o n s t r u c 
t ion t h e h i s tory o f the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y a n d bel ieves it h a s been a r e d - h e r r i n g for 
the s t u d y o f t h e Gospe l . T h i s s u p p o s e d link b e t w e e n t h e Birkat ha-Minim a n d t h e J o h a n 
nine use o f dTcoouvdyayyoq is a l so s t r o n g l y cr i t ic ized by R e u b e n K i m m e l m a n , " B i r k a t H a -
M i n i m a n d t h e L a c k o f E v i d e n c e for a n A n t i - C h r i s t i a n J e w i s h P r a y e r in Ant iqu i ty ," in 
Jewish and Christian Self-Definition (3 vols . ; ed . E . P. S a n d e r s ; P h i l a d e l p h i a : F o r t r e s s , 
1980-83) 2. 226-44. 

In M a r t y n ' s defense , S m i t h ( " C o n t r i b u t i o n , " 8 n. 17) p o i n t s o u t t h e c o n n e c t i o n a n d 
m u t u a l s u p p o r t b e t w e e n this ident i f icat ion by M a r t y n a n d t h e w o r k o f his c o l l e a g u e W . 
D . D a v i e s o n t h e Twel f th B e n e d i c t i o n in his The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount 
( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty Press , 1963) 275-86. F o r a discuss ion o f the m o r e r e c e n t 
s c h o l a r s h i p , see Pie ter W . V a n d e r H o r s t , " T h e B i r k a t H a - m i n i m in R e c e n t R e s e a r c h , " 
ExpTim 105 (1994) 363-68. 
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tensions with and eventual excommunication from the synagogue, pre
cipitated by the introduction of the Birkat ha-Minim, perhaps as a direct 
result of the Johannine Christians' elevated Christology.20 Their sepa
ration from the synagogue, Brown suggests, became permanent after an 
influx of Gentile converts joined the community. In this scenario, their 
admission would have been a logical extension of the community's pre
vious outreach to the non-Jewish Samaritans.21 The presence of these 
Gentiles, according to Brown, is reflected in the textual reference to a 
possible mission by Jesus to "the Greeks" (John 7:35) and by the appear
ance of Greeks (John 12:20-23) as a signal that Jesus' ministry to the Jews 
had come to an end.22 This break with the synagogue, Martyn argues, 
was possibly accompanied by the subsequent martyrdom of members 
of the community for ditheism by synagogue Jews (e.g., Jesus' predic
tion of persecution in John 15:18-16:4). The result was an increase in the 
community's hostility towards "the Jews." 2 3 

The trauma of excommunication and persecution in turn led the 
Johannine community to develop its distinctive Christology portraying 
Jesus as a stranger from heaven (e.g., John 3:31) and a dualism between 
the world "below," which rejects Christ and the community, and the 
world "above, " which is the spiritual home of Jesus and the community 
(e.g., John 1 5 , 1 7 ) . Brown further theorizes that an influx of Gentiles was 
either the result or the cause—he is unclear on this point—of all or part 
of the community relocating to Asia Minor, probably in an urban set
ting (e.g., John 7:35). 2 4 In any case, at least intermittent conflicts with Jews 

2 0 Init ial ly B r o w n (Community, 22) a d m i t s t h a t M a r t y n ' s ident i f icat ion o f t h e Birkat 
ha-Minim w i t h t h e c a u s e o f this e x p u l s i o n m a y be c o r r e c t , b u t in his deta i led d i scuss ion 
( ibid. , 42-43) he m a k e s n o m e n t i o n o f it, l o o k i n g ins tead t o o t h e r a n c i e n t t e s t i m o n i e s o f 
J e w i s h p e r s e c u t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n s ( i . e . , m. Sanh. 9:6; J u s t i n M a r t y r , Trypho 133:6, 95:4; 
Mart. Pol. 13:1). 

2 1 B r o w n , Community, 56. B r o w n believes this inf lux o f Gent i les w a s a c c o m p l i s h e d 
w i t h o u t m a j o r u p h e a v a l s wi thin the c o m m u n i t y , w h i c h (he argues ) r e m a i n e d unified until 
a f ter the G o s p e l w a s c o m p o s e d . 

2 2 Ib id . , 55-57. F o r a m o r e c o m p l e t e d i s c u s s i o n o f B r o w n ' s a r g u m e n t for a G e n t i l e 
r a t h e r t h a n D i a s p o r a J e w i s h p r e s e n c e , see t h e d i scuss ion o f " secure c o n c l u s i o n s " be low. 

2 3 M a r t y n , " G l i m p s e s , " 155. See a l so his " P e r s e c u t i o n a n d M a r t y r d o m : A D a r k a n d 
Difficult C h a p t e r in t h e H i s t o r y o f J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t i a n i t y " (in i d e m , Gospel of John, 55-
89), w h i c h c o n s i d e r s The Ascents of James a n d t h e Pseudo-Clementines a s pos s ib l e 
s o u r c e s for e a r l y J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n e x p e r i e n c e s o f p e r s e c u t i o n para l l e l ing a n d poss ib ly 
inf luencing the a u t h o r o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l , a s well a s his m o r e de ta i l ed d i scuss ion o f 
J o h n 5 a n d 7 in History and Theology, 68-98. 

2 4 B r o w n , Community, 56-57. 
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within the synagogue continued to plague the community. These forced 
the community to define its Christology in a defensive posture towards 
Judaism while at the same time it drew upon the religious traditions of 
the synagogue that it had inherited. Such a scenario, John Ashton notes, 
goes a long way towards explaining the "'Jewish and anti-Jewish' para
dox which has baffled so many commentators" on the gospel.25 

The Late Period: Having been excluded from and persecuted by the 
synagogue Jews for their supposed ditheism, the Johannine community 
redoubled its efforts at evangelization among the Gentile community, 
and in the process elevated its Christology. It is during this period, 
Richter argues, that the community reshaped the Grundschrift and 
added many of its most characteristic elements, such as the Prologue 
and numerous references to Jesus as the "Son of God" (e.g., John 1:34; 
10:36; 19:7) . In addition, the strife between Jewish Christians and this 
new movement was projected back to Christ's lifetime—a retrojection 
also claimed by Martyn and Brown. However, the hope of greater mis
sionary success here was largely unfulfilled, as the Johannine commu
nity proved as objectionable to many Gentiles at it had to the Jews. 2 6 

This effort at evangelization, Brown argues, was significant for the 
development of Johannine Christology despite its ultimate failure, since 
its demand that Jesus be presented "in a multitude of symbolic garbs" 
may also have helped break down the community's awareness of 
"worldly" distinctions.27 This, in turn, led to a greater emphasis on the 
universal significance of Jesus for all believers regardless of group or 
place of origin. Ultimately, though, continued persecution by the (now 
Diaspora?) Jews, paired with greater missionary contacts with and fre
quent rejection by Gentiles, caused the Johannine community to develop 
and heighten their Christology even further. As a result, they separated 
themselves more clearly from "the Jews" and "the World" of the Gen
tiles who had rejected Jesus.2 8 

2 5 A s h t o n , Understanding, 171. 
2 6 B r o w n (Community, 64-65) wr i t e s : " T h a t t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y w o u l d h a v e 

been de tes ted by non-be l i evers w h o e n c o u n t e r e d it, w e m a y wel l suspec t . L a t e r r e c o r d s 
s h o w t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h p a g a n s w e r e infur iated by t h e inner i n t i m a c y o f t h e C h r i s t i a n s 
w i t h the i r ' b r o t h e r ' a n d 's is ter' l a n g u a g e . " B r o w n h e r e fo l l ows A b r a h a m J . M a l h e r b e 
(Social Aspects of Early Christianity [ B a t o n R o u g e : L o u i s i a n a Univers i ty P r e s s , 1975] 40), 
w h o c i tes Ter tu l l i an (Apol. 39) a n d M i n u c i u s Fe l i x (Oct. 9.2, 31.8) for e v i d e n c e . 

2 7 B r o w n , Community, 57. 
2 8 Ib id . , 62-91. 
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At the same time, this reshaping and elevation of its Christology to 
appeal to Gentiles may have caused serious divisions and even schism 
within the Johannine community itself, as it could tend towards 
docetism. Thus, Richter sees in the Gospel itself evidence of more con
servative elements of the community who advocated a "Son of God" 
Christology in reaction to these docetic excesses by reasserting the true 
humanity of Christ (e.g., John 1:14-18; 20:24-29), especially through a 
renewed emphasis on the reality of the Eucharist (e.g., John 6:5i-58). 2 9 

Brown sees this schism most clearly in 1 John's appeals (i.e., 1:1; 2:7) to 
an original deposit of teaching concerning the proper understanding of 
Christ (e.g., 1 John 4:15; 5:5), the requirement for moral purity (e.g., 1 
John 2:15-17), observance of the commandments (e.g., 1 John 3:4-10), and 
brotherly love (e.g., 1 John 4:7-12); all of these were apparently under 
attack by the more radical members of the community.30 Martyn, on 
the other hand, denies the existence of serious conflict and schism within 
the comrruinity at any stage. Instead, he sees the self-identity of the 
Johannine community developing initially out of external conflicts with 
Jews in the synagogue who did not accept Jesus as Messiah, possibly 
abetted later by other Jewish Christians existing covertly within the syn
agogue, and in opposition to Gentiles who rejected the community's 
evangelization. Nevertheless, Martyn too sees the alienation of the 
Johannine community from the synagogue and other non-Johannine 
Christians and the possible despair caused by their excommunication 
during the Middle Period as being manifested in the negative portrayal 
of both "the Jews" and "the World" throughout the Gospel. Whether 
or not an internal schism over Christology occurred within the Com
munity (Brown and Richter are probably correct in seeing such a 
schism), by the time the Gospel assumed its final form it reflected a com
munity that had experienced a double alienation from both the syna
gogue that provided its initial matrix and the Gentile world that had 
largely rejected its efforts at evangelization. 

2 9 R i c h t e r , " P r a s e n t i s c h e , " 128 ( = M a t t i l l , " J o h a n n i n e , " 308). R e n s b e r g e r (Johannine 
Faith, 72) s u p p o r t s R i c h t e r ' s t h e o r y o f a n a n t i - d o c e t i c i m p e t u s beh ind t h e i n s e r t i o n o f 
this p a s s a g e in to t h e t e x t o f the G o s p e l . 

3 0 B r o w n , Community, 109-35. W h i l e B r o w n d o e s give t h e p o s t - G o s p e l p h a s e o f the 
c o m m u n i t y ' s h i s t o r y e x t e n d e d t r e a t m e n t , m y focus o n the G o s p e l p e r m i t s a m o r e s u m 
m a r y t r e a t m e n t o f it t h a n o f t h e ear l i er p r e - G o s p e l a n d G o s p e l p h a s e s o f t h e c o m m u 
nity's life. 
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Summarizing the final situation of the Johannine community when it 
produced its Gospel, Ashton writes: 

At this stage the Johannine community was shut off not just from 
the synagogue but from the world at large. This is clear from the 
very negative use of Koojxoq throughout the farewell discourses. 
Were it not for the single verse (10:16) on which Martyn builds so 
much, one might be tempted to think now in terms of a Christian 
ghetto. But we shall see that in this Gospel universalism and isola
tionism go hand in hand: the Jesus worshiped by John and his com
munity is still the light of the world even when the world is blind.31 

A full appreciation of this sense of alienation from the surrounding 
world is essential for understanding the threats to the community's exis
tence and its Christology. And the unique portrait of Christ in the 
Fourth Gospel, in turn, is made comprehensible only in light of the gen
eral portrait of the history of the Johannine community, which can be 
drawn with reasonable certainty from the works of Richter, Martyn, 
and Brown. So, while particular scholars may have strong preferences 
for one theory over another (the present author not excluded), it is wise 
to recall Smith's observation that "the differences between Martyn and 
Brown are of less weight than the agreements."32 

3 1 A s h t o n , Understanding, 173-74. 
3 2 S m i t h , " C o n t r i b u t i o n , " 14. Clear ly , J o h a n n i n e s c h o l a r s a r e still s o m e d i s t a n c e f r o m 

r e a c h i n g c o n s e n s u s o n t h e r e l a t i v e m e r i t s o f M a r t y n a n d B r o w n a s gu ides t o r e c o n 
s t r u c t i n g the J o h a n n i n e m i l i e u — t h o u g h R i c h t e r ' s s e c o n d a r y i m p o r t a n c e is m o r e secure ly 
es tab l i shed . H o w e v e r , g iven t h e v a r i o u s i m p e r f e c t i o n s in e a c h t h e o r y , this l a c k o f u n a 
n imi ty is m o r e o f a s t r e n g t h t h a n a w e a k n e s s , s ince p a r t i c u l a r w e a k n e s s e s in o n e t h e o r y 
c a n o f t en be offset by the s t r e n g t h s o f a n o t h e r . F o r i n s t a n c e , the a b s e n c e o f a n y a c c o u n t 
o f Gent i l e influence u p o n t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l in the w o r k o f M a r t y n a n d R i c h t e r c a n be 
s u p p l e m e n t e d by t h e a r g u m e n t s o f B r o w n for a n influx o f Gent i les a t t h e beg inning o f 
the M i d d l e P e r i o d a s a resul t o f e x t r a - J e w i s h m i s s i o n a r y w o r k . 

T h e w o r k o f these s c h o l a r s c a n n o t be c o n s i d e r e d in i so la t ion f r o m o n e a n o t h e r . N o t 
on ly d o e s B r o w n (Community, 176) c o n s i d e r t h e m t h e t w o m o s t i m p o r t a n t p r e d e c e s s o r s 
t o his t h e o r y o f t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y , he even g o e s s o far a s t o say 
t h a t " p e r h a p s t h e c o r r e c t p o s i t i o n is b e t w e e n M a r t y n a n d R i c h t e r . " T h e p o w e r f u l effect 
o f the ir w o r k o n B r o w n b e c o m e s c l e a r e r still w h e n w e c o n s i d e r his a b a n d o n m e n t o f t h e 
m u c h m o r e t r a d i t i o n a l d i scuss ion o f " J o h n a n d his r e d a c t o r " in t h e first v o l u m e o f his 
c o m m e n t a r y in f a v o r o f the m o r e r a d i c a l n o t i o n o f a J o h a n n i n e " s c h o o l o f w r i t e r s " oper 
a t i n g w i t h i n a n d r e s p o n d i n g t o t h e c o m m u n i t y ' s h i s t o r y in The Community of the 
Beloved Disciple. See espec ia l ly his John, 1. l x x x v i i - c i i ; Community, 17 ,101-3 . 
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M a t t i l l , " J o h a n n i n e , " 297. 

The great accomplishment of these scholars, whatever their dis
agreements, is the new and fruitful path for exegetes that their work 
opened. By abandoning the tacit assumption of a monolithic Johannine 
text and theology informing it, it becomes possible 

to distinguish the various strata in John and to trace the course of 
theological development within Johannine Christianity. And since 
each author does not write as a theoretician serenely surveying the 
ecclesiastical situation from his ivory tower but rather writes as an 
exponent of a specific Johannine community engaged in theologi
cal polemics, we shall also learn something of the congregation(s) 
represented by each author and the stages of development of the 
Johannine churches.33 

And at least one target of these polemics, I will argue, was the Roman 
emperor and the ideology that secured his place in the empire. 

Some Secure Conclusions about the Johannine Milieu 

More important than the individual successes of these scholars is the 
cumulative effect that their research has had on subsequent scholarship, 
and especially in providing some basic facts about the Johannine milieu 
that can serve as a secure foundation for further research. Of course, 
the search for a few secure points of reference within the history of the 
Johannine community is a considerably more modest goal than the 
reconstruction of its history, but as is often the case in studying the 
Fourth Gospel, the less presupposed, the better. Only a few of the details 
from these scholars' theories need be correct to support the thesis that 
the Augustan Ideology posed serious challenges to the community and 
that a response to it may be found within the text of the Gospel. 

These few "points of reference" are of paramount importance for 
establishing connections between the Augustan Ideology and the Johan
nine community. Only within a comprehensive theory of the commu
nity's origins and history can the social forces at work within the 
Johannine community and the inter connectedness of these points of ref-
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erence be seen clearly. They are not an arbitrary (or, worse yet, ad hoc) 
set of claims about the background of the Fourth Gospel. Rather, they 
constitute the bare-boned but most secure underpinnings of any coher
ent and comprehensive theory of Johannine origins that can both 
account for the Gentile and Jewish elements present within the Gospel 
and provide a comprehensible and plausible social setting for the 
expression of anti-Roman impulses. Moreover, the "two-layered" 
approach to the text pioneered by Martyn and Richter and further 
developed by Brown justifies searching the text for signs of such 
impulses within the community. 

In light of the research by these scholars, three key features of the 
Johannine community as it existed in its pre-Gospel and Gospel stages 
can be put forward as reasonably secure and relatively interconnected: 
(a) its origin in or relocation to Asia Minor before and while the Gospel 
was composed; (b) an influx of Gentile converts into the originally Jew
ish community sometime prior to the composition of the Gospel; and 
(c) the excommunication from, and continuing hostility by, Jews in the 
synagogue. It is the confluence of these three events that arguably 
resulted in harassment and persecution by the Roman authorities, per
haps indirectly at the instigation of "the Jews." Eventually certain fea
tures of the community were deemed offensive and potentially 
dangerous both to Roman religious custom and Roman political power. 
Given both the evidence and arguments presented above and the dis
cussion in the following chapters, no extended defense of these assump
tions need be given here. However, a fuller statement of each 
presupposition at this point may facilitate the later discussion as well 
as indicate (albeit cursorily) how numerous the occasions for possible 
conflict with the ideology and practice of the Imperial Cult would have 
been. 

(a) Asia Minor as the Location of Gospel 

Of the many disputed questions about the Fourth Gospel, few are as 
ancient as the place of its composition. The list of plausible locations 
can be narrowed to four main contenders, each one with defenders and 
arguments in its favor. Ephesus has been the traditional choice ever since 
Irenaeus (Adv. haer. 3 .1.2) at the end of the second century located it 
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there, based primarily on the belief that the author of the Gospel also 
composed Revelation. Antioch is also a possibility, given the relation
ship between the Gospel and the writings of Ignatius of Antioch. 
Alexandria has its defenders, too, who point to the ready adoption of 
John by the Valentinians and the wide circulation of the Fourth Gospel 
within Egypt from an early date. More recently, especially as the Jew
ish aspects of the Gospel have been given greater prominence, Palestine 
has emerged as another possible location.34 As with so many other prob
lems surrounding the Fourth Gospel, the answer probably lies some
where in-between these competing positions. 

Traditionally, the Fourth Gospel was believed to have been composed 
in Ephesus. However, the main source of this tradition, Irenaeus, bases 
this location for the Gospel on the belief that the evangelist and the 
author of Revelation were identical—an unsustainable position for 
modern scholars; nor has any textual or historical evidence has been 
provided that would demand acceptance of Ephesus as the location. But 
if Ephesus has not been definitively established as the place of compo
sition—and it has not—other attempts to rule it out as a possibility have 
been equally unsuccessful. For instance, Ashton rejects it based on the 
distance between the language of the Fourth Gospel and "the pidgin 
Greek of the Book of Revelation."35 However, the logic of this argu
ment presupposes authorial identity between these two works (unless 
he makes the very unlikely assumption that all Ephesian Christians were 
semi-literate). Walter Schmithals' rejection of Ephesus and Alexandria 
in favor of Syria and Palestine is based on nothing more than the geo
graphical requirements of a Bultmannian theory of Gnostic influence, 
which has been surpassed in subsequent scholarship.36 On the other 
hand, the argument from tradition, while not conclusive, cannot be dis
regarded. Irenaeus is, after all, the earliest witness we have about the 
place of the Gospel.37 Given the problems in establishing either Antioch 

3 4 It is n o t poss ib le t o r e v i e w these d e b a t e s in detai l h e r e . F o r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e d i scus
s ions o f the issues a n d figures invo lved in this d e b a t e , see inter alia G . R . B e a s l e y - M u r -
r a y (John [ W B C 36; W a c o , T X : W o r d , 1987] l x x i x ) a n d B r o w n (John, 1. ci i i ) . I o n l y wish 
t o lay o u t t h e b a s i c line o f r e a s o n i n g beh ind m y p r e f e r e n c e for E p h e s u s a n d its c o h e r 
e n c e w i t h the h i s t o r y o f the c o m m u n i t y ou t l ined a b o v e . 

3 5 A s h t o n , Understanding, 197. 
3 6 W a l t e r Schmi tha l s ( " I n t r o d u c t i o n , " in B u l t m a n n , John, 3-12, here 12) wri tes : " A b o v e 

all n o t h i n g in t h e G o s p e l p o i n t s t o its or ig in in E g y p t o r As ia M i n o r . " 
3 7 J o h n M a r s h (Saint John [Pe l i can N e w T e s t a m e n t C o m m e n t a r y ; B a l t i m o r e , M D : 
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or Alexandria as the most probable locations, the conclusion of John 
Marsh that "all in all none of the arguments for abandoning the long 
Irenaen tradition of Ephesus as the home of the gospel possess real 
cogency" seems correct.38 

This having been said, the rediscovery of the Jewish context of the 
Fourth Gospel in the mid-twentieth century and its implications for 
locating the Gospel's place of origin cannot be ignored. Brown's evolv
ing position on location shows how the Fourth Gospel has come to be 
read less and less as a timeless theological meditation and increasingly 
as a document with a Jewish history. In his original commentary in 1966, 
Brown does not even consider Palestine and accepts Ephesus as the most 
likely location primarily because it is the traditional favorite and 
because "there is nothing in internal evidence to give major support to 
any other theory."39 He notes even then that "the question of the place 
of the Gospel's composition is not an extremely important one." 4 0 After 
more than a decade of further research, though, he reveals a much 
greater interest in the place of composition and admits a greater com
plexity in the possible answers to the question. Like Richter and Mar
tyn before him, Brown argues in The Community of the Beloved 
Disciple that the origin of the Johannine community within the syna
gogue, alongside probable connections to adherents of John the Bap
tist, "certainly points to the Palestine area as the original homeland of 
the Johannine movement" (emphasis added).41 

While accepting some Palestinian influence on the Gospel, it is equally 
clear that the Gospel was not the product of an exclusively Palestinian 
environment. Even if the community originated there, it must have been 
dispersed geographically at later stages. For instance, Smith argues that 

P e n g u i n , 1968] 41) po in t s o u t t h a t E p h r a e m Syrus (d . 373) c l a i m e d A n t i o c h w a s the l o c a 
t i on , b u t the v e r y late d a t e o f this ( s o m e t w o h u n d r e d y e a r s af ter I r e n a e u s ) g r e a t l y w e a k 
ens its evident ia l f o r c e . F o r a fuller d i scuss ion o f the a n c i e n t t e s t imonies a b o u t J o h a n n i n e 
a u t h o r s h i p a n d p l a c e o f o r i g i n , inc lud ing the ir n e a r - u n a n i m i t y a b o u t E p h e s u s , see M a u 
r ice F. W i l e s , The Spiritual Gospel: The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel in the Early 
Church ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , i960) 7-12. W i l e s a l s o n o t e s t h a t , 
a c c o r d i n g t o E u s e b i u s , P o l y c r a t e s (Hist. eccl. 5.24.2-3) a n d C l e m e n t (Hist. eccl. 3.23.6-9) 
m a k e t h e s a m e c l a i m a t a p p r o x i m a t e l y t h e s a m e t i m e . 

3 8 M a r s h , Saint John, 41. 
3 9 B r o w n , John, 1. civ. 
4 0 Ibid . 
4 1 B r o w n , Community, 39. 
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the Gospel's identification of "the Jews" with the synagogue is one indi
cator about location: "Perhaps it goes without saying that only after 70 , 
and especially outside Palestine, would synagogue membership be the 
decisive mark of Jewish identity."42 Moreover, the existence of the 
Johannine epistles reveals the need for correspondence between differ
ent and presumably geographically separated Johannine churches, 
although the debate over inhospitality in 2 and 3 John suggests they 
might have been no more than different Johannine "house churches" 
within a common metropolitan (Ephesian?) area.43 

Long before Brown, Martyn, or Richter wrote, T. W. Manson put for
ward a comprehensive theory of relocation of the Gospel traditions and 
text that includes the other leading candidate for place, Antioch. George 
R. Beasley-Murray summarizes it thus: "The Fourth Gospel originated 
in a tradition which had its home in Jerusalem, and was taken to Anti
och; there it influenced literature connected with that city, the liturgical 
usage of the Syrian church, the teaching of missionaries who went out 
from it (e.g., Paul) and its later leaders (e.g., Ignatius); from Antioch it 
was taken to Ephesus, where 'the final literary formulation was achieved 
in the Gospel and Epistles attributed to John.'" 4 4 If correct in its main 

4 2 S m i t h , " C o n t r i b u t i o n , " 15. B r o w n (Community, 40-41) l ikewise recogn ize s t h e o d d 
ity o f J o h n ' s e x p r e s s i o n in 9:22: 

M o s t gent i le r e a d e r s o f t o d a y d o n o t n o t i c e t h e s t r a n g e n e s s o f J o h n ' s h a v i n g 
J e s u s a n d t h e J e w s a r o u n d h i m refer t o o t h e r J e w s s imply a s " the J e w s " — 
f o r t h e gent i l e r e a d e r s t h e J e w s c o n s t i t u t e a d i f ferent e t h n i c g r o u p a n d 
a n o t h e r re l ig ion ( a n d of ten t h e y t h i n k o f J e s u s m o r e a s a C h r i s t i a n t h a n a s 
a J e w ! ) . B u t t o h a v e t h e J e w i s h p a r e n t s o f t h e b l ind m a n in J e r u s a l e m 
d e s c r i b e d a s "being a f r a i d o f the J e w s " (9:22) is just as a w k w a r d a s h a v i n g 
a n A m e r i c a n l iving in W a s h i n g t o n , D C , d e s c r i b e d a s be ing a f r a i d o f " t h e 
A m e r i c a n s " — o n l y a n o n - A m e r i c a n s p e a k s t h u s o f "the A m e r i c a n s . " 

T h i s f a c t a b o u t J o h n ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s o c i a l g r o u p s w i t h i n the G o s p e l h a s b e e n insuf
ficiently a p p r e c i a t e d in the p a s t . 

4 3 B r o w n , Community, 98. E v e n t h e a s s u m p t i o n t h a t t h e epistles w e r e p r o d u c e d by 
" h o u s e c h u r c h e s " tac i t l y a s s u m e s a r e l o c a t i o n f r o m Pales t ine t o a m u c h l a r g e r a n d m o r e 
m e t r o p o l i t a n se t t ing t h a n t h a t f o u n d a r o u n d J e r u s a l e m . Since the p o p u l a t i o n o f E p h e s u s 
d u r i n g t h e first c e n t u r y m a y h a v e r e a c h e d o r e x c e e d e d 200,000, t h e poss ibi l i ty t h a t t h e 
J o h a n n i n e c h u r c h e s w e r e n o t g e o g r a p h i c a l l y i s o l a t e d f r o m o n e a n o t h e r a p p e a r s e v e n 
m o r e likely. F o r a d i scuss ion o f p o p u l a t i o n e s t i m a t e s for s o m e o f t h e m a j o r c i t ies o f A s i a 
M i n o r d u r i n g this p e r i o d , see G e o r g e M . A . H a n f m a n n , From Croesus to Constantine: 
The Cities of Western Asia Minor and Their Arts in Greek and Roman Times ( A n n 
A r b o r , M I : Un ivers i ty o f M i c h i g a n P r e s s , 1975) 49. 

4 4 B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, l x x x i , q u o t i n g T. W . M a n s o n , " T h e F o u r t h G o s p e l , " BJRL 
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outlines, this theory would be able to address the arguments of Martyn 
and Richter for a Palestinian and Syrian provenance for the Gospel 
without rejecting Brown's defense of the traditional choice of Ephesus 
as the final location of the community. Moreover, it would indicate why 
the Johannine community, as it moved to Antioch and then to Ephesus, 
would have come into closer and closer proximity to—and greater and 
greater conflict with—the Imperial Cult, since its presence in Asia Minor 
was stronger than in any other region of the Roman Empire. 

The only other candidate for the locale of the Johannine community, 
Alexandria, should be rejected. The argument from Johannine usage 
among Valentinian Gnostics, while interesting, is hardly conclusive or 
even especially compelling, given the late date of Heracleon's commen
tary (ca. 160-180) . 4 5 The same argument, supported by a much earlier 
dating (ca. 80-100), applies equally to Antioch through the writing of 
Ignatius.46 Likewise, the discovery of late first- or early second-century 
papyri in Egypt containing fragments of John—e.g., P 5 2 , containing John 
18:31-33, 37-38, which has been dated as early as 100—proves that the 
Gospel circulated in Egypt at an early date, but it is no argument for its 
origin there.47 Lindars notes: "But all the most ancient manuscripts of 
the New Testament come from Egypt, thanks to its preservation climate, 
and John's lack of knowledge of Philo actually precludes Alexandria 
from consideration."48 

The Johannine community, at least in its later stages when the Gospel 
received its final form, was evidently located not in rural Palestine but 
in a major metropolitan center, probably in Asia Minor. Whether in 
Ephesus or Antioch (or both), the Johannine community was situated 
within the cultural sphere of Asia Minor where the Augustan Ideology 
and especially the Imperial Cult were most prominent in the empire. 

30 (1946-47) 312-29, h e r e 320. B e a s l e y - M u r r a y n o t e s t h a t R . H . L i g h t f o o t a n d S c h n a c k e n 
b u r g h a v e fo l l owed M a n s o n in his t h e o r y . 

4 5 E l a i n e H . P a g e l s , The Johannine Gospel in Gnostic Exegesis: Heracleon's Com
mentary on John ( S B L M S 17; Nashv i l l e : A b i n g d o n , 1973) 16. 

4 6 W i l l i a m R . S c h o e d e l , Ignatius of Antioch ( H e r m e n e i a ; Phi lade lphia : F o r t r e s s , 1985) 
6. 

4 7 F o r a s u m m a r y o f these t e x t s a n d t h e d e b a t e s a b o u t the ir d a t i n g , see B e a s l e y - M u r 
ray , John, l x x v - l x x v i . 

4 8 L i n d a r s , John, 43. L i n d a r s ' c l a i m t h a t J o h n did n o t k n o w o f Ph i lo is wide ly but n o t 
un iversa l ly a c c e p t e d . F o r t h e bes t d i scuss ion o f the para l l e l s w i t h Ph i lo a n d t h e poss i 
bility o f his d i r e c t influence u p o n t h e G o s p e l , see D o d d , Interpretation, 54-73. 
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B r o w n , Community, 56-57. 

Close contact and conflict with it would have been unavoidable. More
over, whatever particular geographical choice is made by exegetes, the 
Johannine community would still be found within a society controlled 
by Rome and infused with the symbols and practices of the Augustan 
Ideology. 

(b) Increasing Gentile Presence Within the Community 

No theory of the Gospel's place of composition can be evaluated 
apart from the questions of Gentile presence within the Johannine com
munity and continuing Jewish hostility to it. Without understanding the 
composition of the community and the social forces acting upon it, the 
place where the Gospel was written remains little more than a name on 
a map. Brown recognizes this point and attempts to bring these prob
lems into dialogue with one another, albeit more tentatively than one 
might desire. In a most suggestive—though undeveloped—passage, 
Brown writes of John 7:35: 

Did the opening to the Gentiles involve a geographic move of the 
Johannine community (in whole or in part)? Many scholars have 
posited such a move in order to reconcile the evidence of Palestin
ian origins with the tradition of composition at Ephesus in Asia 
Minor. Is there a hint of transplantation in John 7:35 where "the 
Jews" wonder if Jesus is going off "to the Diaspora of the Greeks"? 
Some interpreters have read the genitive in this case as explicative: 
"to the Diaspora which consists of Greeks, i.e., Greek-speaking 
Jews." However, why would Jerusalem Jews hint that Jesus would 
find a better and safer hearing among Jews who spoke another lan
guage? A more likely suggestion is that he could escape the Jewish 
efforts to destroy him by going among the gentiles, with the geni
tive read as one of direction: "The Diaspora among the Greeks." 
This ironic proposal (which by the rules of Johannine irony uncon
sciously predicts what will happen) would have Jesus become a 
Diaspora Jew, living among the Gentiles and teaching them suc
cessfully. Is this also a portrait of the Johannine community?49 
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In short, Brown argues that the reference to "EXXr\veq in 7:35 (as well as 
in 12:20—notably the only two places in all four Gospels where the word 
appears) is an attempt by the evangelist to justify the community's 
acceptance of a large and ever-increasing number of Gentiles by retro-
jecting the process to the ministry of Jesus. 

Julian Hills has suggested that the tensions in the first century 
between Diaspora and Palestinian Judaism overlooked by Brown could 
provide a context for reading 7:35 as a reference to Diaspora Jews, which 
would undermine Brown's argument for a Gentile presence within the 
Johannine community.50 However, without denying tensions between 
Palestinian and Diaspora Jews, the overall character of the Gospel, and 
especially its anti-Jewish polemic, argues against such a reading. Indeed, 
this opinion is shared by most scholars. Schnackenburg argues that 
"'Greeks' does not mean Hellenistic Jews but native Greeks, those 
among whom the Jews of the Diaspora live. The expression TI 8iaa7co-
pd had already become a technical term, followed by a genitive to indi
cate the region concerned."51 Ernst Haenchen makes the same point: 
"The Evangelist has in mind not just a mission among Hellenistic Jew
ish Christians; the word 'Greeks' CEXXr\veq) and the fact of the mission 
to the Gentiles in the time of the Evangelist proves that."5 2 C. K. Bar
rett is even more forceful in rejecting the suggestion of a Johannine mis
sion to the Diaspora: 

The argument that the "EMriveq in 12.20 are not Greeks or pagans 
but Jews of the Diaspora is not convincing. Linguistically, this 
interpretation is not tenable, as Bauer and Windisch have already 
shown. These "EAAriveq are most naturally Greeks who are inter
ested in the culture and religion of Judaism. . . . This is confirmed 
by the most probable reading of 7.35. . . . It seems to me impossi
ble to accept the hypothesis that the Fourth Gospel is a missionary 
tract for Judaism in the Diaspora.53 

5 0 Hi l l s , p e r s o n a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
5 1 S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 2 .150. 
5 2 H a e n c h e n , John (2 vols . ; t r a n s . R o b e r t F u n k ; ed . R o b e r t F u n k a n d U l r i c h Busse; 

H e r m e n e i a ; Phi lade lphia : F o r t r e s s , 1984) 2. 17. 
5 3 B a r r e t t , The Gospel of John and Judaism ( t r a n s . D . M . S m i t h ; P h i l a d e l p h i a : 

F o r t r e s s , 1975) 18-19. 
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At best, Lindars argues, the passage can be read as admitting both 
groups (Jews and Gentiles) as the possible audience: "In this case the 
Jews take what Jesus has said literally, as so often, and suggest that he 
may intend to travel to the Greek cities of the Mediterranean seaboard, 
where there were numerous colonies of Jews, and they even consider 
the possibility of a mission to the Gentiles themselves."54 Even there, 
though, he points to the prophetic nature of the passage: "Though [the 
Jews] have misunderstood Jesus' words, we cannot miss the forecast of 
the Church's Gentile mission, which John has in mind in placing these 
words on their lips."5 5 

The expression TI 8iao7copd xcov "EM,f|vcov is clearly a reference to the 
Gentiles and not—or at least not primarily—to Hellenistic Jews, as 
Schnackenburg and Haenchen make clear. Likewise, a mission to the 
Gentiles by Christians after Jesus' death is a matter of established fact. 
But what are we to make of Brown's claim that relatively early in the 
history of the Johannine community a large number of Gentiles was 
admitted, and that it is precisely this development which the Gospel 
hints at? Everything that has been said above about 7:35 and 12:20 is 
compatible with Brown's theory, but nothing noted requires it. Could 
the Gospel not simply be a missionary tract for present or future evan
gelization, not reflecting at all the history of the community? 

As noted above, Martyn pays almost no attention to the question of 
Gentile presence within the community. He focuses instead on the con
flict between Jews in the synagogue and Jewish Christians who have left 
it, voluntarily or otherwise. Likewise, Richter leaves room for a Gentile 
presence (e.g., in the Middle Period, with the proponents of a "Son of 
God" Christology that understood Jesus as divine and descended from 
heaven), but he does not actually identify them with the Gentiles or any 
other group. Why? Perhaps the reason lies in the inadequate attention 
that these two scholars give to the notion of "the World" in the Fourth 
Gospel. Brown himself takes "the World" to refer specifically to non-
Christian Gentiles and not at all as virtually identical to "the Jews." 5 6 

While his thesis that the focus on "the Jews" in John 5-12 and on "the 

5 4 L i n d a r s , John, 296. 
5 5 Ibid . In his c o m m e n t a r y , B a r r e t t (St. John, 325) s tr ikes a s imi lar p o s i t i o n a s r e g a r d s 

7:35: "Jesus will n o t m e r e l y visit t h e s c a t t e r e d J e w s but will a l so t e a c h t h o s e w h o by birth 
a r e n o t J e w s a t a l l ." 

5 6 B r o w n , Community, 63. Cf . the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n in B a r r e t t , St. John, 420,528. 
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World" in chapters 14-17 "suggests a chronology in the relationships" 
may not be the key to the narrative structure of the Gospel as a whole, 
it likely reflects an important division within the Johannine community 
between Jews and Gentiles which predates the Gospel.5 7 Missionary 
work was not only a task set by the Gospel; it was also a past reality 
that had shaped the Gospel itself. Brown argues: "What I would deduce 
from the Johannine references to the world is that, by the time the 
Gospel was written, the Johannine community had had sufficient deal
ings with non-Jews to realize that many of them were no more disposed 
to accept Jesus than were 'the Jews,' so that a term like 'the world' was 
convenient to cover all such opposition."58 

An early appearance of Gentiles within the Johannine community 
also makes sense on a sociological level. The impending or actual sep
aration from the synagogue and continuing hostility of the Jews that the 
Gospel clearly reveals (see below) would have increasingly limited the 
availability of Jewish converts whom the community needed to grow 
and survive. This may have been realized relatively early in the history 
of the community, along with the fact that the only other possibility for 
new members would have been the Gentiles among the Diaspora. Even 
without any textual evidence for the inclusion of Gentiles within the 
community, such an assumption would make sense based on what we 
know of other Jewish-Christian churches of the period.59 

Given these considerations, the conclusion that the Johannine com
munity began to attract Gentile members before any "official" break 
with the synagogue, and before the Gospel reached its final form, seems 
likely. Whatever questions can be raised about particular details of 
Brown's theory, one of its greatest strengths is the fact that it cuts the 
Gordian knot within the text itself: it explains the strongly Jewish ele
ments at the heart of the Gospel and accounts for the setting of the final 
version of the Gospel and of the Epistles within a community that was 

5 7 B r o w n , Community, 63. S a n d r a M . Schne iders h a s r e p e a t e d l y w a r n e d a g a i n s t a n 
o v e r l y l i teral i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f J o h n ' s c a t e g o r y o f " the J e w s " t o a v o i d ant i -Semi t i c r e a d 
ings o f t h e t e x t , a n d her m o r a l p o i n t for m o d e r n r e a d e r s is well t a k e n (Wri t t en that you 
may believe: Encountering Jesus in the Fourth Gospel [ N e w Y o r k : H e r d e r a n d H e r d e r , 
i99S>] 7 5 - 7 6 ) . 

5 8 B r o w n , Community, 65. 
5 9 See , e.g. , G r a h a m S t a n t o n , A Gospel for a New People: Studies in Matthew ( E d i n 

b u r g h : T. & T. C l a r k , 1992) 113-45. 
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increasingly, if not predominantly, Gentile. In sum, the presence of rel
atively large numbers of Gentiles in the community by the time the 
Gospel was produced can be assumed. 

(c) The Persistence of Jewish Hostility 

The relocation of the community from Palestine to the general vicin
ity of Asia Minor and the influx of Gentiles that accompanied this move 
(whether as partial cause or result) presuppose another, far less contro
versial assumption: that the Jewish authorities within the synagogue 
saw the Johannine community as a threat (e.g., John 11:48) and displayed 
hostility towards its members. While it is less clear whether this hostil
ity boiled over into persecution by "the Jews" or simply the instigation 
of persecution at the hands of the Roman authorities, very few con
temporary scholars would deny that throughout its history the com
munity that produced the Fourth Gospel found itself in conflict with the 
synagogue, or that this conflict appears in the text itself (e.g., 9:22; 12:42; 
16:2). 

Whatever one makes of the Birkat ha-Minim, and whether it 
reflected, brought about, or actually constituted the ban placed on Jew
ish-Christians by the synagogue, there is no doubt that before the end 
of the first century a final and irrevocable rupture had occurred between 
Jews and Christians. This break, in turn, would had not have been just 
psychologically traumatic to the Johannine Christians since, as Martyn 
argues, "Jews who believe in Jesus may have been subjected not only to 
expulsion from the synagogue, but also to severe discipline and indeed 
to persecution which goes as far as death."6 0 The level of animus 
directed at "the Jews" in the Fourth Gospel could well point to more 
than a simple schism within the synagogue, with much more than 
friendships at stake.61 The extent of this persecution can be left to a later 

6 0 M a r t y n , " P e r s e c u t i o n a n d M a r t y r d o m , " 56. 
6 1 It s h o u l d be e m p h a s i z e d h e r e , t h o u g h , t h a t t h e conf l ic t w a s c e r t a i n l y a " t w o - w a y " 

affair, t h a t is, J o h a n n i n e Chr i s t i ans w e r e n o t m e r e pass ive v ic t ims o f "the J e w s " b u t p r o b 
ably i n s t i g a t o r s a s well , a t least a s " t h o r n s in the s ide" o f the J e w i s h l eaders , w i t h the ir 
a n t i - s y n a g o g u e p o l e m i c s . T h e n u m e r o u s w a r n i n g s a m o n g p o s t - W o r l d W a r II s c h o l a r s 
a g a i n s t ant i -Semit ic readings o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l s h o u l d n o t be f o r g o t t e n in t h e a c c o u n t 
o f J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n re la t ions under ly ing m y r e a d i n g o f t h e G o s p e l . F o r f u r t h e r d i scus
s ion, see C h a p t e r Five below. 
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discussion, when we consider the place of the Johannine community 
under Roman rule. At present, the only question is whether the hostil
ity between the two groups substantially pre- or postdated this break. 

That hostility would have predated any such break makes sense when 
we consider the trajectory of the Johannine community away from the 
synagogue. Conflict with the synagogue was hardly unique to the 
Johannine community during the first century, but could be found 
throughout the early history of Jewish Christianity. This conflict may 
be traced back to the ministry of Jesus since two of the Synoptics ascribe 
the immediate cause of Jesus' betrayal and execution to Jewish author
ities (e.g., Matt 26:3 II Mark 14:10; cf. Luke 22:52). That this hostility con
tinued after Jesus' death is also clear from the testimony of Paul. Despite 
its highly theologized retelling of the history of the Primitive Church, 
Acts also contains genuine traditions about the earliest tensions between 
Jews and Christians.62 From the martyrdom of Stephen (Acts 7:58) to 
Paul's claim that "five times I have received at the hands of the Jews the 
forty lashes less one" (2 Cor 11:14) , the evidence from the first genera
tion of Christianity reveals conflict with, and persecution by, the syna
gogue. The last example is particularly notable for understanding early 
Jewish persecution of Jewish Christians since, as Jerome Murphy-
O'Connor points out, "such punishment could be administered only by 
qualified authorities [i.e., the Jewish leaders in the synagogue], and not 
by private individuals."63 

There is no reason to think the Johannine community was spared 
these experiences. In a recent sociological analysis of the transition from 
"faction" to "sect" in early Jewish Christianity, John H. Elliott marks 
out eight steps for this process. Especially interesting are the fifth and 
sixth: 

(5) A view held by the faction that the parent body is distinct from 
itself. They constitute 'the Jews/Judaeans' (John 7:13; 9:22, 28; 19:38; 
20:19). . . . (6) A move on the part of the corporate body to differ
entiate and dissociate itself from the erstwhile Jewish faction with 

6 2 F o r a fuller d i scuss ion o f t h e conf l ic t be tween t h e " H e b r e w s " a n d "Hel len is t s" in 
A c t s 6, see M a r t i n H e n g e l , Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity ( t rans . J o h n B o w -
den; Ph i lade lph ia : F o r t r e s s , 1980) 71-80. 

6 3 J e r o m e M u r p h y - O ' C o n n o r , Paul: A Critical Life ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1996) 67-68. 
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6 4 E l l i o t t , " T h e J e w i s h M e s s i a n i c M o v e m e n t : F r o m F a c t i o n t o S e c t , " in Modelling 
Early Christianity: Social-scientific studies of the New Testament in its context (ed . Phil ip 
F. Es l er ; L o n d o n a n d N e w Y o r k : R o u t l e d g e , 1995) 75-95, h e r e 79. 

6 5 M a r t y n , History and Theology, 85. 

the claim that the movement is no longer representative of, or con
sistent with, the core values and commitments of the parent body 
of Israel (Birkat ha-minim; exclusion of the Jesus movement from 
synagogues: John 9:22; 12:42; i 6 :2 ) . 6 4 

Elliott's analysis provides theoretical support for the work of Richter, 
Martyn, and Brown, in their assumption of a rupture between the 
Johannine community and the synagogue. This is especially true in the 
case of Martyn, since ongoing Jewish hostility towards Christians pro
vides a historical context and rationale for the Jewish authorities to have 
introduced the Birkat ha-Minim into the order of worship in the syna
gogue. No group unnecessarily creates a schism within its ranks. Rather, 
it was the last resort in a long and painful internal struggle. 

It also appears that Jewish hostility towards the Christians continued 
after the break. The evidence here, while mainly inferential, is no less 
compelling. Martyn argues that evidence of the persecution of Chris
tians (or at least of former Jews who had converted) can be found in the 
two-tiered drama of John 7, where there is "an unhistorical juxtapos
ing" of "the Jerusalem Sanhedrin of Jesus' day and . . . the Gerousia 
[local representatives of the Pharisaic Bet Din in Jamnia] of John's 
city."6 5 Hence, in 7:32, when the Chief Priests send urcipeTac; (officers), 

John does not need to juxtapose two terms. He has been able to 
effect the double level with a single term. For Chazzanim [= 
\)7cr|p8Tai] may equally well refer to the Levitical Temple police, 
who were at the beck and call of the Sanhedrin (via its high priestly 
members), and to the beadles of a local court, among whose func
tions may have been that of summoning litigants for trial before a 
local Gerousia. . . . It is apparent, therefore, that in constructing 
the final scene (7:45 ff.), John concentrates his view on the con
temporary level of the drama. To his eyes the power in the local 
Gerousia lies with members who belong to the Pharisaic chabura 
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["guild" or brotherhood], and these men do actually dispatch 
Chazzanim to arrest Jewish Christians charged with being 
Mesithim ["beguilers" or proselytizers].66 

Likewise, C. K. Barrett assumes an ongoing persecution reflected in the 
text of the Fourth Gospel in order to make sense of John 9 and 16: "The 
dangerous situation of such Jewish Christians [who had been made ano-
cruvdycoYoq] must also have been known to their non-Jewish fellow 
Christians. The whole context [of John 9 and 16] places the hatred of 
the world in a broad framework, but it is not surprising that John, in a 
purportedly historical work, gave this hatred an appropriate (Jewish) 
form."6 7 

In short, from its earliest stages until the time when the Gospel 
received its final form, the Johannine community found itself in conflict 
with the Jewish authorities in the synagogue and under the threat of 
various forms and degrees of persecution by them. This situation gave 
impetus to the tendency towards separatism, which the influx of Gen
tiles into the community had already set in motion and which probably 
manifested itself in the geographical relocation of the community from 
Palestine to the more cosmopolitan region of Asia Minor. 

Conclusion 

After the work of Martyn and Brown, no one seriously questions the 
deeply Jewish character of the Fourth Gospel. From the community's 
origin within the synagogue to its excommunication from and subse
quent persecution by it, first-century Judaism provides an essential con
text for reading and historically situating the Fourth Gospel. However, 
no matter how Jewish the Gospel may be, it is not only Jewish in its 
background or interests. Rather, it reflects a wider range of influences 
and concerns. The history of the community that has been sketched out 
here, with its trajectory from the synagogue to the Gentile communities 
of Asia Minor, suggests another context as well, specifically, a Roman 

6 6 Ibid. , 85-86. 
6 7 B a r r e t t , John and Judaism, 18. 
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one that would prove just as objectionable and inhospitable. In Chap
ter Two we consider the possibility that the Jewish authorities employed 
Roman law as a weapon in their fight against Johannine Christianity. 
These questions about the history of the community exceed the param
eters set by Richter, Martyn, and Brown. Thus, it is to this Roman con
text of the Fourth Gospel that we now turn. 



C H A P T E R 2 

Confronting the Many Faces 
of Power: Augustan Ideology 
and Johannine Christianity 

After his defeat of Antony at the Battle of Actium in 31 B .C.E. , Octa-
vian (declared Augustus in 27 B .C .E . and hereafter referred to by this 
title) set about reordering the Roman political and social order to avoid 
the political unrest, assassinations, and civil war that had brought Rome 
to the brink of ruin. Key to his success in this task was the development 
of what is now called the Augustan Ideology, which overturned the con
ceptual landscape of the Roman Republic and laid the foundation for 
a unified and dynamic imperial system by establishing the person of the 
emperor at the center of the new order. This ideology, Karl Christ 
writes, did not simply secure the position of Augustus as the current 
ruler over the Roman Empire, but its "slogans also preached integra
tion; they helped strengthen the system and make it fast; they gave 
prominence to the chosen successors of Augustus, and were a decisive 
factor in identifying the family of the princeps with the state."1 It was 
perhaps the decisive factor in the formation of the Roman world and 
thus for the growth of Christianity, including the Johannine community. 

In the first part of this chapter, I will examine the three main areas 
of Roman life that were essential for the rise and consolidation of 
the Augustan Ideology: (1) Augustus' supreme political position and the 
structures that he and his successors used to exercise control over the 
empire of the first century; (2) the Imperial Cult, which arose during 

1 C h r i s t , Romans, 51. 

27 
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the reign of Augustus to justify and buttress the position of the emperor 
in Roman society by making him the object of popular religion; and 
(3) the aptly-named "Augustan poets," especially Virgil, whose works 
helped to connect the role of the emperor to the heroic past of the 
Roman people. As will be shown, the cumulative effect of these three 
manifestations of the Augustan Ideology was not merely to secure the 
political position of the Emperor within Roman society. Rather, it 
resulted in the creation of a new and distinctively Roman Weltan
schauung, which situated the inhabitants of the empire not only in 
respect to the emperor but within the larger cosmos as well. After 
showing the penetration of the Augustan Ideology into everyday 
Roman life and thought, I will argue that this ideological hegemony 
presented a serious threat to the Johannine community, since the com
munity could neither accept nor participate in the Augustan Ideology, 
nor could it claim a legal exemption from doing so because of its 
excommunication from the synagogue. 

The Augustan Ideology in the First Century 

In the introduction to this study, I made a distinction between the 
"religio-ideological" and the "socio-legal" aspects of the Augustan Ide
ology. The former, I suggested, refers to the "mythic" or "imaginative" 
space claimed by the Emperor from his subjects as the central figure in 
the empire, while the latter covers the social and political demands 
placed on them.2 This distinction is not absolute, of course, and some 
overlap is unavoidable. Nevertheless, only by first understanding how 

2 T h e r e is s o m e d e b a t e w h e t h e r t h e p e o p l e o f A s i a M i n o r a r e p r o p e r l y c o n s i d e r e d 
"subjec t s" o f R o m e dur ing this p e r i o d , a l t h o u g h the a r g u m e n t s d o n o t cha l l enge the rea l 
ity o f t h e e m p e r o r ' s p o w e r a n d instead revo lve a r o u n d the t echn ica l ques t ion o f legal s ta 
tus . R o b e r t T u r c a n ( " L a p r o m o t i o n de sujet p a r le c u l t e d u s o u v e r a i n , " in Subject and 
Ruler: The Cult of the Ruling Power in Classical Antiquity: Papers presented at a con
ference held in The University of Alberta on April 13-is, 1994, to celebrate the 65th anniver
sary of Duncan Fishwick [ed. Al is ta ir Smal l ; J o u r n a l o f R o m a n A r c h a e o l o g y S u p p l e m e n t 
Series 17: A n n A r b o r , M I : n .p . , 1996] 51-62, h e r e 51) wr i t e s : " T h u s , by law, t h e e m p e r o r 
h a d n o subjec t s , or, m o r e e x a c t l y — a n d this justifies t h e title o f this t a l k — t h e r e w e r e sub
jects a n d the e m p e r o r . B u t , in a n y c a s e , w h e t h e r they w e r e ca l led R o m a n ci t izens o r t r a v 
elers , b e f o r e the e m p e r o r e v e r y o n e w h o lived in the R o m a n w o r l d w a s de facto in the 
s ta te o f a subjec t f r o m the m o m e n t w h e n he he ld , w i t h t h e full p o w e r d e l e g a t e d by the 
R o m a n p e o p l e , a s o v e r e i g n t y w h i c h t r a n s c e n d e d t h e law." 
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important the emperor was as a political, religious, and literary-mythic 
symbol of the empire can we appreciate the difficulties and dangers 
involved in attempts by the Johannine community to carve out a theo
logical and cultic space for itself. Therefore, in this section I attempt to 
outline the most significant "religio-ideological" features of the Augus
tan Ideology before turning in the next section to its "socio-legal" sta
tus in Roman society and the demands that it would have placed on 
dissident groups such as the Johannine community in the first century. 

(a) The Political Aspect: Potestas and Auctoritas 

Beginning with Augustus, the position of the emperor within the 
Roman government was defined by his tribunicia potestas, the official 
and publicly recognized legal power he possessed by virtue of the impe
rial office.3 Augustus dates the start of his reign to his assumption of 
this power (probably in 36 B .C .E . ) , which was later granted him for life. 
Through the constitutional settlement of 27 B .C .E . Augustus officially 
surrendered the broader dictatorial powers previously granted him dur
ing and following his contest with Antony (albeit while simultaneously 
assuming other compensatory powers). Thereafter he intentionally lim
ited his still enormous potestas to forms that were putatively continu
ous with the republican constitution and exercised it with a limited but 
still meaningful degree of consent and advice from the Senate (in con
trast to his great-uncle and adoptive father Julius Caesar, whose flagrant 
disregard for the republican sensibilities of the Senate had precipitated 
his murder in 4 4 ) . 4 It was not until later in the first century C.E., first 

3 In this c o n t e x t potestas refers t o " a pos i t ion o f p o w e r , office, m a g i s t r a c y ; a l so , juris
d i c t i o n , a u t h o r i t y " (Oxford Latin Dictionary [ ed . P. G . W . G l a r e ; c o m b i n e d e d . , 
r e p r i n t e d w i t h c o r r e c t i o n s ; O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1996], s.v. "potestas" [3 .a]) . 

4 T h e cont inu i t i e s a n d d i scont inu i t i e s b e t w e e n A u g u s t u s ' rule a n d the L a t e R e p u b l i c , 
a n d t h e s t r a t e g i c dec i s ion o f A u g u s t u s t o p r e s e n t h imse l f as c o n t i n u o u s w i t h its t r a d i 
t ions , is d iscussed in W . Eder , " A u g u s t u s a n d the P o w e r o f T r a d i t i o n : T h e A u g u s t a n Pr in -
c i p a t e as Binding L i n k be tween R e p u b l i c a n d E m p i r e , " in Between Empire and Republic: 
Interpretations of Augustus and His Principate (ed . K u r t A . R a a f l a u b a n d M a r k T o h e r ; 
B e r k e l e y / L o s Ange les : Un ivers i ty o f C a l i f o r n i a P r e s s , 1990) 71-122. F o r a m o r e c o m p l e t e 
d i scuss ion o f t h e c o n s t i t u t i o n a l p o w e r s he ld by A u g u s t u s , see t h e c o m m e n t a r y t o Res 
Gestae Divi Augusti: The Achievements of the Divine Augustus (ed . P. A . B r u n t a n d J . 
M . M o o r e ; O x f o r d : O x f o r d Univers i ty Pres s , 1967; hereafter , Achievements) 10-15; Pau l 
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under Caligula and especially under Vespasian, that these "official pow
ers" of the emperor began to shatter the molds imposed by the repub
lican tradition.5 It is this later break with Augustus' practices and the 
resentment it provoked that demonstrates the essentially public and law
ful character of potestas as it was understood in the first century. 

The potestas of the emperor, however, was never sufficient by itself 
to rule the empire of the first century, a fact that Augustus fully real
ized.6 To meet the demands of governing a far-flung empire that his 
potestas, even when expanded quite beyond traditional republican 
boundaries, could not accomplish, Augustus made auctoritas a central 
component of his mode of governing.7 This distinction is crucial for 

Pet i t , Pax Romana ( t r a n s . J a m e s Wil l is ; B e r k e l e y / L o s Angeles : Un ivers i ty o f C a l i f o r n i a 
Press , 1976) 46-53. 

5 C h r i s t (Romans, 53) notes : 

F r o m the lex de imperio Vespasiani, t h e s o - c a l l e d "cer t i f i ca te o f a p p o i n t 
m e n t " o f t h e E m p e r o r V e s p a s i a n w h i c h h a s b e e n p a r t l y p r e s e r v e d in a n 
inscr ip t ion , w e l earn t h a t t h e n e w princeps a s s u m e d , in o n e f lagrant b u n d l e , 
all t h e r i g h t s , offices a n d priv i leges p r e v i o u s l y he ld by A u g u s t u s , T i b e r i u s 
a n d C l a u d i u s . T h i s m a s s i v e a c c u m u l a t i o n w a s all the m o r e p r o v o c a t i v e for 
t h e very r e a s o n t h a t V e s p a s i a n in o t h e r r e s p e c t s a p p e a l e d o s t e n t a t i o u s l y t o 
t h e e x a m p l e o f A u g u s t u s . In rea l i ty his v e r y idea o f the p r i n c i p a t e w a s d i a 
metr i ca l ly o p p o s e d t o t h a t o f his a l r e a d y idealised predecessor . W h i l e A u g u s 
tus h a d m a i n t a i n e d the a p p e a r a n c e o f being still b o u n d by the o ld r e p u b l i c a n 
rules o f prec i se ly l imited t e r m s in office a n d co l leg ia l s h a r i n g o f m a g i s t r a t e s ' 
p o w e r s , V e s p a s i a n t o g e t h e r w i t h his s o n T i t u s (AD 79-81) y e a r a f t er y e a r 
a s s u m e d t h e c o n s u l a t e , t o g e t h e r w i t h tribunicia potestas a n d imperium con-
sulare, a n d in AD 73-74 a l so the c e n s o r s h i p . 

N o t a b l y , the re igns o f V e s p a s i a n (69-79 C.E.) a n d T i t u s (79-81 C.E.) i m m e d i a t e l y p r e c e d e d 
t h e p e r i o d d u r i n g w h i c h t h e c o m p o s i t i o n o f J o h n o c c u r r e d . T h e y c l e a r l y c o n s t i t u t e a 
p e r i o d o f aggress ive e x p a n s i o n in imper ia l p o w e r s t h a t w o u l d h a v e f u r t h e r i m p o s e d the 
p e r s o n a l i t y a n d figure o f the e m p e r o r u p o n his subjec t s . 

6 I n d e e d , the o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h e R o m a n m i l i t a r y res i s ted c o m p l e t e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n o f 
p o w e r in o n e p e r s o n , in large p a r t a s a resul t o f the admin i s t ra t ive s t r u c t u r e o f t h e e m p i r e 
t h a t n e e d e d m o r e l oca l c o n t r o l o v e r f o r c e s by g o v e r n o r s a n d p r o c o n s u l s , as wel l as the 
r e p u b l i c a n t r a d i t i o n o f s e n a t o r i a l c o n t r o l . W h i l e A u g u s t u s qu ick ly b r o u g h t m o s t o f t h e 
a r m y u n d e r his c o m m a n d , even a t the end o f his life a single A f r i c a n legion (the 3d A u g u s 
tus ) r e m a i n e d u n d e r t h e c o n t r o l o f a g o v e r n o r . O n l y u n d e r C a l i g u l a w a s its c o m m a n d 
t r a n s f e r r e d t o a n i m p e r i a l l ega te . See M i c h a e l G r a n t , The Army of the Caesars ( N e w 
Y o r k : Scr ibner , 1984) 55-84. 

7 E v e n h e r e , t h o u g h , w e find A u g u s t u s w o r k i n g o u t o f the r e p u b l i c a n t r a d i t i o n , a t 
least nomina l ly , s ince u n d e r the repub l i c auctoritas h a d re ferred t o " a n i n f o r m a l d e c r e e 
o f the s e n a t e " o r " a p r o p o s a l m a d e by a n indiv idual s e n a t o r " (Oxford Latin Diction
ary, s.v. "auctoritas" [4]). 
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understanding the nature of Augustus' rule, as Edwin S. Ramage points 
out in his study of the Res Gestae Divi Augusti: "The key words here 
[in 34.3] are auctoritas and potestas which are clearly two different 
things serving two different functions in Augustus' career. Potestas is 
easy to deal with in this context, for it is clearly legitimate power con
nected with holding political office. Auctoritas, however, is more com
plicated and so more difficult to understand, since it is not as directly 
based in law and politics as potestas is." 8 Karl Galinsky describes auc
toritas as "part of a para- or supraconstitutional terminology (other 
such terms are princeps, pater patriae, and even libertas) by which 
Augustus bypassed or, on a different view, transcended the letter of the 
republican constitution."9 This auctoritas, in turn, was based on— 
indeed, defined by—Augustus' "personal influence or ascendancy."10 

John Buchan more generally describes it as "a status won by strong men 
in all ages despite the forms of a constitution."11 

In contrast to his potestas, Augustus' auctoritas constituted an amor
phous and informal influence based not on legal statute but rather upon 
his personal client-relationships with numerous individuals inside and 
outside of the official governmental structure. There was precedent for 
this use of the clientele-structure by Julius Caesar, who administered 
Gaul solely through his auctoritas, and a major factor in Augustus' tri
umph over Antony was "his mobilisation of [Julius] Caesar's clien-
tela"n It is not surprising that under Augustus the client-patron 
relationship became the decisive element of how his auctoritas func
tioned in Roman political culture, since its application to the state 
repeated a more basic pattern of human relationships which organized 
Roman society at every level.13 In the case of the emperor, this client-

8 R a m a g e , The Nature and Purpose of Augustus' "Res Gestae" ( S t u t t g a r t : Steiner, 
1987) 41. 

9 Gal insky , Augustan Culture, 12. 
1 0 Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. "auctoritas" (12). 
1 1 B u c h a n , Augustus ( B o s t o n : H o u g h t o n Miffl in, 1937) 151. 
1 2 C h r i s t , Romans, 49. 
1 3 P e t e r G a r n s e y a n d R i c h a r d Sa i ler ( " P a t r o n a l P o w e r R e l a t i o n s , " in Paul and 

Empire: Religion and Power in Roman Imperial Society [ed. R i c h a r d A . H o r s l e y ; H a r -
r i s b u r g , PA: T r i n i t y Press I n t e r n a t i o n a l , 1997] 96-103, h e r e 96) d e s c r i b e t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f 
p a t r o n a g e t o t h e R o m a n soc ia l o r d e r thus : " T h e p l a c e o f a R o m a n in soc ie ty w a s a func
t i o n o f his p o s i t i o n in t h e soc ia l h i e r a r c h y , m e m b e r s h i p o f a family, a n d i n v o l v e m e n t in 
a w e b o f p e r s o n a l re la t ionsh ips e x t e n d i n g o u t f r o m the h o u s e h o l d . R o m a n s w e r e obl i 
g a t e d t o a n d c o u l d e x p e c t s u p p o r t f r o m the ir famil ies , k i n s m e n , a n d d e p e n d e n t s b o t h 



32 • Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John 

patron relationship, a two-way street whereby "a patron's auctoritas 
entailed an active concern for his client's welfare," linked the emperor 
to his subjects not merely on a transactional basis but also, ideally, on 
a deeper level of loyalty and trust.14 In this respect, the emperor's auc
toritas was part of what made him a leader as opposed to a mere offi
cial (however powerful).15 Brunt and Moore neatly illustrate the 
difference: "With potestas a man gives orders that must be obeyed, with 
auctoritas he makes suggestions that will be followed."16 Thus, publi
cation—or, when necessary, invention—of those qualities in the per
sonal character of the emperor that represent him as a reliable and 
trustworthy patron became one of the most important functions of the 
Augustan Ideology. 

That the distinction between potestas and auctoritas was well-
established in Roman imperial culture, even after the triumph of Chris
tianity, is testified to by numerous ancient authors.17 Cicero relates how 

inside a n d ou t s ide t h e h o u s e h o l d , a n d fr iends , p a t r o n s , p r o t e g e s a n d c l i ents ." W h e t h e r 
this c o n c e p t o f p a t r o n a g e c a n be e x t e n d e d t o t h e R o m a n a t t i t u d e t o w a r d s A s i a M i n o r 
has been t h e subjec t o f s o m e d e b a t e . T h e c lass ic a r g u m e n t in defense o f this thes is by E . 
B a d i a n (Foreign Clientelae 264-/0 B.C. [ O x f o r d : O x f o r d Univers i ty P r e s s , 1958] 1-13, 55-
83) w a s c h a l l e n g e d by, inter alios, E . S. G r u e n ' s The Hellenistic World and the Coming 
of Rome ( B e r k e l e y / L o s Angeles: Univers i ty o f C a l i f o r n i a Press , 1984). R e c e n t inscr ipt iona l 
ev idence s u p p o r t i n g B a d i a n , a n d a s h o r t d i scuss ion o f t h e d e b a t e , c a n be f o u n d in T. W . 
H i l l a r d , " R o m a n P a t r o n a l P r a c t i c e in t h e G r e e k E a s t , " in New Documents Illustrating 
Early Christianity ( ed . S. R . L l e w e l y n ; vo l . 9; G r a n d R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 2002) 6-7. 

1 4 R i c h a r d H o r s l e y , " I n t r o d u c t i o n , " in Paul and Empire, 10-23, h e r e 15. A . N . Sher-
w i n - W h i t e (Roman Society and Roman Law in the New Testament [ O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 
1963] 65) i l lustrates wel l the i n f o r m a l ye t p o w e r f u l inf luence o f auctoritas in r e f e r e n c e t o 
Paul's a p p e a l t o C a e s a r in A c t s 26:32: 

E q u a l l y w h e n A g r i p p a r e m a r k e d : " T h i s m a n c o u l d h a v e been re leased if he 
h a d n o t a p p e a l e d t o C a e s a r , " this d o e s n o t m e a n t h a t in s t r i c t l a w the g o v 
e r n o r c o u l d n o t p r o n o u n c e a n a c q u i t t a l a f ter t h e a c t o f a p p e a l . It is n o t a 
q u e s t i o n o f law, but o f the re la t ions b e t w e e n t h e e m p e r o r a n d his s u b o r d i 
n a t e s , a n d o f t h a t e l e m e n t o f n o n - c o n s t i t u t i o n a l p o w e r w h i c h t h e R o m a n s 
ca l l ed auctoritas, "pres t ige ," o n w h i c h the p r i m a c y o f the P r i n c e p s so largely 
d e p e n d e d . N o sensible m a n wi th h o p e s o f p r o m o t i o n w o u l d d r e a m o f s h o r t -
c i r c u i t i n g t h e a p p e a l t o C a e s a r unless he h a d specific a u t h o r i t y t o d o s o . 

1 5 T h e a s s o c i a t e d m e a n i n g o f auctoritas, " l e a d e r s h i p a s a qua l i ty , a u t h o r i t y , influ
e n c e , " c a p t u r e s this p e r s o n a l a s p e c t o f it (Oxford Latin Dictionary, s.v. "potestas" [7]). 
G a l i n s k y (Augustan Culture, 15) ca l l s this " the k ind o f [ p e r s o n a l ] s u b s t a n c e o n w h i c h 
real inf luence is b a s e d . " 

1 6 B r u n t a n d M o o r e , Achievements, 84. 
1 7 Indeed , G e r a l d B o n n e r (St. Augustine of Hippo: Life and Controversies [ N o r w i c h : 

C a n t e r b u r y P r e s s , 1986] 231) p o i n t s t o August ine ' s a p p e a l t o t h e a u t h o r i t y o f t h e C a t h o l i c 
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the then consul-elect Quintus Mettelus, "when a certain tribune of the 
plebs had in virtue of his prerogative ordered the masters of the games 
to celebrate them in defiance of a senatorial decree, forbade the cele
bration though [he was still] a private citizen, and achieved by his per
sonality (auctoritate) what he could not yet achieve as a magistrate 
(potestate, literally, 'by his power')."1 8 Similarly, Tacitus writes when 
describing the practices of the Germanic tribes: "Then a king or a chief 
is listened to, in order of age, birth, glory in war, or eloquence, with the 
prestige that belongs to their counsel (auctoritate) rather than any pre
scriptive right to command (potestate) " i 9 In perhaps the most famous 
example, from his Res Gestae Divi Augusti, Augustus writes of his sixth 
and seventh consulships: "After this time, I excelled all in influence (auc
toritate), although I possessed no more official power (potestatis) than 
others who were my colleagues in the several magistracies."20 

This last example is particularly important for our study, since Augus
tus' auctoritas played an essential role in establishing one of the other 
major components of the Augustan Ideology, the Imperial Cult. The Res 

c h u r c h in justifying his o w n a c c e p t a n c e o f the Bible: " T h e v e r b used [in In Johan. Evang. 
3 7 . 6 ] — c o m m o v e o — i s a fairly s t r o n g o n e ; w e m i g h t p e r h a p s r e n d e r it ' c o n s t r a i n ' in the 
c o n t e x t ; but it is significant t h a t w h a t c o n s t r a i n s is auctoritas—authority—a w o r d w h i c h , 
in t h e pol i t ica l t h e o r y o f t h e la ter R o m a n E m p i r e , h a d a p e c u l i a r m e a n i n g , v e r y differ
en t f r o m the c o e r c i v e p o w e r — p o t e s t a s — o f the R o m a n e m p e r o r . " 

1 8 C i c e r o , Pis. 4.8 ( W a t t s , L C L ) : cum quidam tribunus plebis suo auxilio magistros 
ludos contra senatus consultum facere iussisset, privatus fieri vetuit, atque id, quod non-
dum potestate poterat obtinuit auctoritate. 

1 9 T a c i t u s , Germ. 11.5-6 ( H u t t o n , L C L ) : mox rex vel princeps, prout aetas cuique, 
prout nobilitaSy prout decus bellorum, prout facundia est, audiuntur auctoritate suadendi 
magis quam iubendi potestate. H e r b e r t W . B e n a r i o (Tacitus' Germany [ W a r m i n s t e r : Ar i s 
a n d Phi l l ips , 1999] 78) c o m m e n t s : " E m p h a s i s is g a i n e d by t h e p r e s e n c e o f t w o w o r d s 
w h i c h w e r e e x t r e m e l y p o t e n t in R o m a n po l i t i ca l v o c a b u l a r y , auctoritas a n d potestas. 
T h e f o r m e r r e p r e s e n t s p e r s o n a l pres t ige , t h e la t ter a u t h o r i t y l inked w i t h a p o s i t i o n . " It 
is w i d e l y a c k n o w l e d g e d t h a t T a c i t u s h e r e i m p o s e s t h e e s sent ia l ly R o m a n d i s t i n c t i o n 
b e t w e e n auctoritas a n d potestas o n t o t h e G e r m a n i c tr ibes as p a r t o f his l a r g e r s t r a t e g y 
as a n a u t h o r t o ideal ize t h e m in o r d e r t o cr i t ic ize by c o m p a r i s o n t h e pol i t ics o f R o m a n 
s o c i e t y in the la te first c e n t u r y C.E. F o r a d i scuss ion o f T a c i t u s ' m o t i v e s in w r i t i n g , see 
ibid. , 4. 

2 0 A u g u s t u s C a e s a r , Res Gestae Divi Augusti (hereafter , Res Gestae; t r a n s . B r u n t a n d 
M o o r e ) 34.3: Post id tempus auctoritate omnibus praestiti, potestatis autem nihilo 
amplius habui quam ceteri qui mihi quoque in magistratu conlegae fuerunt. B o t h t h e 
L a t i n a n d G r e e k vers ions used in this s t u d y a r e d r a w n f r o m Documents Illustrating the 
Reigns of Augustus and Tiberius (2d ed . ; e d . V i c t o r E h r e n b e r g a n d A . H . M . J o n e s 
[ O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1976]) 1-31. 
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Gestae—written personally by Augustus to extol the virtues and 
achievements underlying his auctoritas—was read to the Senate by 
Tiberius' son at Augustus' funeral in 14 C . E . 2 1 In this rather curious doc
ument, it is primarily his auctoritas, and not the official honores and 
potestatae granted by the Senate, that grounds "the old emperor's argu
ment, his apologia, for receiving his crowning honour, state divinity, 
which he had modestly (or prudently) rejected throughout his life
time." 2 2 In any event, Augustus' strategy was very successful. Immedi
ately following the funeral, a certain Numerius Atticus swore under 
oath he had seen Augustus' soul ascend into heaven, and the following 
month the full Senate officially granted "heavenly honors," i.e., the sta
tus of divinity, to Augustus and established a temple and priesthood for 
his worship. This event marks the "official" start of the Imperial Cult, 
at least in the West.2 3 It is to this new element in Roman life that we 
now turn. 

(b) The Religious Aspect: Imperial Cult 

The Senate's decision to declare Augustus a god and to establish his 
cult had benefits for the empire that stretched far beyond the posthu
mous gratification of his vanity. Without senatorial endorsement, 
Augustus' auctoritas, upon which the Augustan Ideology had placed the 

2 1 I t ta i G r a d e l (Emperor Worship and Roman Religion [ O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 2002] 
282) a r g u e s t h a t t h e Res Gestae c o n s t i t u t e s a u n i q u e d o c u m e n t in the a n c i e n t w o r l d , a n 
a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l funera l o r a t i o n w h i c h a l l o w e d A u g u s t u s "even in d e a t h . . . t o r e m a i n 
in c o n t r o l a n d a r g u e his o w n c a s e , " so t h a t "it w a s n o t left t o T i b e r i u s t o p r e s e n t the 
a r g u m e n t for de i f i cat ion ." 

2 2 Ib id . , 281. 
2 3 Ib id . , 273-74. B y R o m a n t r a d i t i o n , A u g u s t u s ' a p o t h e o s i s c o u l d o n l y be m a d e offi

c ial a f t er his d e a t h , b u t as e a r l y a s the first d e c a d e o f his rule A u g u s t u s c l e a r l y b e g a n t o 
c u l t i v a t e his cu l t . D u n c a n Fish w i c k (The Imperial Cult in the Latin West [ E P R O E R 108; 
4 vols , in 2; Le iden: Bri l l , 1991] 1 . 1 . 90) wr i t e s : "Officially divinity w a s s o m e t h i n g A u g u s 
tus w o u l d a t t a i n o n l y af ter d e a t h , but unofficial ly t h e r e a r e signs he w a s n o t a v e r s e t o 
the m o r e o p e n ascr ip t ion o f divinity t o h imsel f a l r e a d y in his l i fetime." T h e earl iest e x a m 
ples F i s h w i c k g ives c o m e f r o m t h e " c h a r i s m a t i c l a n g u a g e o f t h e c o u r t p o e t s " w h o s e 
" p o e t i c l icense" frequent ly w e n t b e y o n d t r a d i t i o n a l honor i f i c l a n g u a g e in r e f e r e n c e t o 
A u g u s t u s . O n the m a t t e r o f c o u r t p o e t s , see a l s o L . C e r f a u x a n d J . T o n d r i a u , Le Culte 
des Souverains dans la Civilisation Greco-Romaine (Par i s : Desc l ee , 1957) 332-34. A s will 
be s h o w n be low, t h e m o r e "official" p o e t i c m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y in 
Virgil a n d H o r a c e p l a y e d a v e r y p r o m i n e n t ro l e in its s p r e a d . 
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burden of Roman stability and prosperity, would have died with him.2 4 

Instead, 

the imperial cult succeeded brilliantly in solving the problem of 
Augustus' charismatic authority. . . . In its pure form charismatic 
authority is naturally unstable. It may not last the lifetime of its 
possessor and it certainly cannot be transmitted to his successor. 
The importance of rituals is that they can objectify and institu
tionalize this unstable form of charisma. Thus the sudden outbursts 
of the cult of Augustus helped to ensure the perpetuation of his per
sonal authority."25 

In other words, establishing, honoring and promoting the cult of Augus
tus allowed subsequent emperors to preserve and draw upon his auc
toritas in order to solidify the system of governance that he had built 
during his lifetime.26 The subsequent establishment of cults for Augus
tus' successors were modeled on his, and were properly perceived as 
building upon and continuous with his auctoritas rather than as chal
lenges to it. 2 7 

2 4 T h e i n f o r m a l , o r a t least n o n - c o n s t i t u t i o n a l , c h a r a c t e r o f t h e e m p e r o r ' s auctoritas 
is a l s o d e m o n s t r a t e d by t h e fac t t h a t it, unl ike his potestas, w a s n o t t r a n s f e r a b l e a t d e a t h . 
B r u n t a n d M o o r e (Achievements, 84) n o t e : " A u g u s t u s ' auctoritas, f o u n d e d o n his h igh 
b ir th , g r e a t a c h i e v e m e n t s a n d u n e x a m p l e d a c c u m u l a t i o n o f offices a n d legal p o w e r s , w a s 
n o t inher i ted by all his s u c c e s s o r s . T i b e r i u s c o u l d h a v e c l a i m e d t h e s a m e p r e - e m i n e n c e , 
b u t n o t C a l i g u l a , C l a u d i u s o r N e r o . " 

2 5 P r i c e , Rituals and Power, 58. 
2 6 L i k e w i s e , t h e " l i t e r a r y - m y t h i c " w o r k o f Virgi l in t h e Aeneid a l so s erved this p u r 

p o s e : "I f t h e A e n e i d is v i e w e d f r o m t h e p e r s p e c t i v e o f its r e c e p t i o n ( h i s t o r i c a l , ideo log
i c a l , p o e t i c a l o r w h a t e v e r ) , t h e t h e m e o f l e g i t i m a c y o f s u c c e s s i o n b e c o m e s t h a t o f 
translatio imperii" ( D u n c a n F. K e n n e d y , "Virgi l ian E p i c , " in The Cambridge Compan
ion to Virgil [ed. C h a r l e s M a r t i n d a l e ; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1997] 145-
54, h e r e 153). 

2 7 W h e n t h e c u l t o f t h e l iving e m p e r o r c a m e i n t o p r a c t i c e i n t e r m i t t e n t l y a f t er t h e 
d e a t h o f T i b e r i u s ( w h o h a d r e j e c t e d it for h imse l f ) , it w a s m o d e l e d o n a n d identified in 
the publ i c m i n d w i t h the ex i s t ing cu l t t o A u g u s t u s . T h e s t a n d a r d p r a c t i c e for a n e m p e r o r 
w h o w o u l d n o t a c c e p t divine h o n o r s w a s t o h a v e his genius w o r s h i p e d ins tead , n o r m a l l y 
o n his b ir thday . F o r a d i scuss ion o f the cu l t o f A u g u s t u s ' genius, see C h r i s t , Romans, 162. 
T h e c u l t o f t h e e m p e r o r ' s genius, h o w e v e r , is p r i m a r i l y a W e s t e r n p r a c t i c e , s ince t h e 
a c c e p t a n c e ( o r a t least t h e l a c k o f p r o h i b i t i o n ) by a l iving e m p e r o r o f divine h o n o r s dur 
ing his l ifetime w a s c o m m o n in the E a s t e r n P r o v i n c e s a n d p r o b a b l y w i d e s p r e a d in t h e 
W e s t a s wel l . G r a d e l (Emperor Worship, 233) p o i n t s o u t : " W e m a y res t a s s u r e d t h a t s u c h 
refusals o f sacri f ice h a d v e r y little o r n o effect w h a t s o e v e r , a n d o b v i o u s l y n o m a n w a s 
e v e r p r o s e c u t e d for sacri f ic ing t o his e m p e r o r . " 
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This legitimating function was especially important in the newly con
quered Eastern provinces of the Roman Empire of the first century of the 
Common Era, where the Imperial Cult flourished more than anywhere 
else in the Empire despite—or perhaps because of—the absence of any 
personal presence of the Emperor during this period.28 Simon R. F. Price 
has argued persuasively that the Imperial Cult helped to form a symbi
otic relationship between Rome and the Asian Provinces. On the one 
hand, the new cult gave legitimacy to Roman power. On the other hand, 
it allowed these relatively new Roman subjects "to come to terms with 
a new type of power" previously unknown in the region by presenting 
these new realities of power in the form of traditional Hellenistic ruler 
cults.29 The innovation of the Imperial Cult, which distinguished it from 
these earlier cults and which made it such an effective part of the Augus
tan Ideology, was its function not "merely" as a religious system but 
also as what Price calls as a "system of exchange."30 The Imperial Cult 
sponsored by Greek cities was an important instrument for establishing 
and maintaining relationships between Rome and the Greeks and for 
mediating power relations between the Greeks themselves. The accept
ance of worship by the emperor in turn bestowed a prestige upon the 
gift-givers, which frequently became an important part of their self-
identity.31 This does not entail, as G. W. Bowersock supposes, that "the 

2 8 P r i c e , Rituals and Power, i. 
2 9 Ib id . , 29. F o r a fuller d i scuss ion o f t h e Hel len i s t i c ru l er cu l t s a n d the ir r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t o the I m p e r i a l C u l t , see F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 1 . 1 . 6-20; Li ly R o s s T a y l o r , The Divin
ity of the Roman Emperor ( M i d d l e t o w n , C T : A m e r i c a n Ph i lo log ica l A s s o c i a t i o n , 1931) 
1-34. 

3 0 P r i c e , Rituals and Power, 6$-yj. P r i c e h e r e a d o p t s t h e ideas o f F r e n c h soc io log i s t 
P i erre B o u r d i e u in his Outline of a Theory of Practice ( t r a n s . R i c h a r d N i c e ; C a m b r i d g e : 
C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty Press , 1977). 

3 1 Steven J . Fr iesen {Twice Neokoros: Ephesus, Asia and the Cult of the Flavian Impe
rial Family [ E P R O E R 116; L e i d e n : Bri l l , 1993] 58) n o t e s : 

T h e ev idence for P e r g a m u m , h o w e v e r , c l ear ly d o c u m e n t s t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f 
s u c h titles for the i n h a b i t a n t s o f Asia's c i t ies . In t h e ear ly y e a r s o f T r a j a n ' s 
r e i g n , t h e c i t y o f P e r g a m u m s t o p p e d us ing t h e s imple t i t le f| $ov\i\ Kai 6 
8fjuo<; in its i n s c r i p t i o n s a n d r e p l a c e d it w i t h f| po \Af | Kai 6 Sfjuoc, xc5v 
vecoKopov n e p y a u e v c a v , " t h e b o u l e a n d t h e d e m o s o f t h e n e o k o r a t e 
P e r g a m e n e s . " In a m a t t e r o f a few y e a r s , the P e r g a m e n e s a m e n d e d their offi
c ia l title t o s h o w t h a t t h e y w e r e t h e first c i ty o f A s i a t o rece ive a p r o v i n c i a l 
c u l t a n d so t h e inscr ipt ions f r o m a b o u t 102-114 CE r e a d f| $o\)\r\ Kai 6 8f||Lio<; 
xc5v Tipcoicov vecoKopov n e p y a u e v o v . In 114 CE t h e c i t y r e c e i v e d a s e c o n d 
p r o v i n c i a l cu l t f r o m T r a j a n a n d in i t ia ted the t it le f| Pov^fj Kai 6 8f|p.o<; TWV 
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cult was fundamentally an extension of a diplomatic system which had 
developed under the Republic."3 2 Rather, it reveals the complexity of 
the Imperial Cult's function in Asia Minor as a set of practices which 
defies categorization as either purely political or purely religious.33 

Neither was the Imperial Cult simply a matter of external practices 
aimed at winning favor from the emperor. Such an interpretation reflects 
a very Christian—or perhaps Augustinian—understanding of religion 
as essentially or even exclusively concerned with "inferiority" as the cri
terion of authenticity.34 Helmut Koester typifies this attitude: 

The cult of the emperor was part of the official Roman state reli
gion, it never became a new religion as such, or a substitute for reli
gion. . . . Certainly, people were grateful for the establishment and 
preservation of peace by the emperor, and they hoped that the gods 
or the powers of fate would continue to enable the emperor to 
secure peace and prosperity. But this did not imply that this Roman 
empire could be the fulfillment of the religious longings and spiri
tual aspirations of mankind.35 

According to this view, the public and political character of the Impe
rial Cult disqualifies it from serious consideration as a religious phe
nomenon, and instead it should be treated as a political, sociological, 
or cultural practice. However, with the exception of some educated and 
philosophically inclined elites, the contrast between "interior" and 
"exterior" religion was hardly a central one for the first-century mind, 
if it existed at all. 3 6 

7cpc6x(ov Kai 8iq vecoKopov r i e p y a u e v o v . In 120 CE t h e tit le a p p e a r s w i t h the 
a d d i t i o n o f t h e t e r m UTITPOTCOXK;. 

3 2 B o w e r s o c k , Augustus and the Greek World ( O x f o r d : O x f o r d Univers i ty Press , 1965) 
121. 

3 3 P r i c e (Rituals and Power, 18-19) a r g u e s t h a t " the c o n v e n t i o n a l d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n 
re l ig ion a n d pol i t ics privi leges the v i ew o f a n o b s e r v e r o v e r t h a t o f the G r e e k s a n d m a k e s 
it imposs ib le t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e d y n a m i c s o f the i m p e r i a l c u l t . " 

3 4 Price's ( ibid. , 10) w a r n i n g a g a i n s t m a k i n g t o o t ight a d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n the reli
g i o u s a n d the po l i t i ca l s p h e r e s in the first c e n t u r y o r d o w n p l a y i n g t h e re l ig ious " a u t h e n 
t i c i ty" o f the I m p e r i a l C u l t b e c a u s e o f its po l i t i ca l func t ions in t h e e m p i r e is v a l u a b l e . 
B o t h m i s t a k e s , he says , a r e " c o v e r t l y Chr i s t i an iz ing" a n d i m p o s e the c a t e g o r i e s o f a la ter 
C h r i s t i a n d e b a t e o n the t h o u g h t - w o r l d o f t h e first c e n t u r y . 

3 5 Koes t er , Introduction to the New Testament: Volume 1 . History, Culture and Reli
gion of the Hellenistic Age (2d ed . ; B e r l i n / N e w Y o r k : de G r u y t e r , 1995) 355. 

3 6 F o r a fuller d i scuss ion ( p a r t i c u l a r l y o f the A u g u s t i n i a n a n d L u t h e r a n or ig ins o f the 
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m o d e r n pre jud ice a g a i n s t a n c i e n t re l ig ious a t t i t u d e s ) , see K r i s t e r S t e n d a h l , " T h e A p o s 
tle P a u l a n d t h e I n t r o s p e c t i v e C o n s c i e n c e o f t h e W e s t , " in Paul Among Jews and Gen
tiles (Ph i lade lph ia : F o r t r e s s , 1976) 78-96. 

3 7 Alfoldy, "Subjec t a n d ruler, subjec t s a n d m e t h o d s : a n a t t e m p t a t a c o n c l u s i o n , " in 
Subject and Ruler, 254-61, h e r e 255. 

3 8 Ib id . 

Against these anachronistic criticisms of the religious significance of 
the Imperial Cult, Geza Alfoldy claims that "the cult of the ruler was a 
central element of ancient religious life. I would even dare to suggest 
that under the Roman Empire, from the time of Augustus to that of 
Constantine, the cult of the emperor was, according to patterns of 'reli
gion' (not in a Christian but in the sense of Roman religion) the most 
important type of worship."37 Alfoldy recognizes its immense popular
ity, because of the numerous feasts and festivals associated with it, as 
well as its universal quality, where "practically everybody was involved" 
(in contrast to the plethora of local dieties also worshiped by the peo
ples of the empire). In addition, Alfoldy argues that the success of the 
Imperial Cult ultimately depended upon its ability to meet the sincere 
religious needs of everyday people: 

First, even if the worship of the emperor might upon occasion have 
amounted to nothing more than adulation or political calculation, 
or even if it was sometimes mere hypocrisy, there can be no doubt 
about the widespread conviction that the ruler was a god, or was 
at least something like a god. His insuperable and therefore divine 
power, at once a very real and present force for most of his sub
jects, was regarded by these people as the guarantee of their salus. 
Moreover, to secure the continual operation of this power, it was 
necessary to fulfill the demands of cult—with prayers, victims, and 
further rites—in the same way as one might acquire the help of 
other gods. The only difference was that the emperor was also a 
human being, liable to illness and death, i.e., he could guarantee 
the salus of his subjects only when his own salus was secured. Pre
cisely this double nature of the ruler, however, magnified the impor
tance of his cult. On the one hand, it was necessary to honor and 
adore him; but it was also essential to sacrifice for his safety. In 
other words, one sacrificed not only to him as a god, but also for 
him as a man.3 8 
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Moreover, in these prayers for the salus of the living emperor, we see 
the fulfillment of yet another duty of the client towards his patron as 
payment for the salus received from him. Steven J . Friesen writes: 

Thus, the double prayer—to the emperor and to the gods on behalf 
of the emperor—does not reveal a deep-seated ambivalence at the 
heart of the imperial cult. Rather, the twofold prayer accurately 
reflected imperial theology: the gods looked after the emperors, 
who in turn looked after the concerns of the gods on earth to the 
benefit of humanity. Imperial authority ordered human society, and 
divine authority protected the emperors. That is why the prayer to 
the emperors was a petition regarding various personal affairs, and 
the prayer to the gods was simply for the continued well-being of 
the emperor.39 

J . Rufus Spears describes the dynamic here: "By his care, Augustus pre
serves the commonwealth. His subjects, cognizant of this fact, pray for 
his safety, and, in so doing, pray for their own safety."40 The overlap 
here of the "political" and the "religious" elements of the Augustan Ide
ology could not be clearer. 

Despite its importance for understanding the phenomenon of the 
Imperial Cult, exactly how pervasive this devotion to and intercession 
on behalf of the emperor was outside of the public cult remains unclear: 
"Private cult of the emperor, its form and quantity, must be decisive for 
any general interpretation of emperor worship, especially so since schol
ars have usually claimed that the phenomenon was exclusively or over
whelmingly a public one and from this conclusion have often questioned 
the 'sincerity' or 'true religiosity' of imperial cults. . . . Unfortunately, 
the sources fail us almost completely in this field."41 Nevertheless, Ittai 
Gradel argues for at least some standardized forms of private cult based 
on the presence of frescoes and murals in private residences.42 Similarly, 

3 9 F r i e s e n , Twice Neokoros, 152. 
4 0 S p e a r s , Princeps A Diis Electus: The Divine Election of the Emperor as a Political 

Concept at Rome ( P a p e r s a n d M o n o g r a p h s o f t h e A m e r i c a n A c a d e m y in R o m e 26; 
R o m e : A m e r i c a n A c a d e m y in R o m e , 1977) 129. 

4 1 G r a d e l , Emperor Worship, 198. T h e o b s c u r i t y o f p r i v a t e d e v o t i o n t o t h e e m p e r o r 
is c a u s e d in p a r t by the a b s e n c e o f a n y g e n e r a l s t u d y o n it ( ibid. , 198 n. 1). 

4 2 Ib id . , 198-212. 
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Duncan Fishwick has argued for an established set of private devotional 
practices associated with the Imperial Cult, involving the offering of 
wine and incense to the Emperor on a daily basis within the house
hold.4 3 Even if these arguments fail, though, this is hardly evidence 
against such practices. It must be remembered that "our evidence [for 
the Imperial Cult] overwhelmingly consists of texts and monuments cre
ated, indeed, published for the public to behold. . . . The basic point, 
however, is that absence of evidence cannot be taken as evidence of 
absence, as has usually been assumed in the few remarks found on the 
subject in modern scholarship."44 Until more evidence is unearthed and 
the existing remains more carefully scrutinized with this question in 
mind, no further conclusions can be reached on this matter. 

However, given the concerns raised above about the misapplication 
of Christian criteria in evaluating the importance of Roman religion to 
its individual practitioners, the absence of private devotion to the 
emperor may not be a very meaningful measure of its place in the men
tal landscape of the first century or of the type of threat that the Impe
rial Cult was seen as posing to early Christians. While the presence of 
such practices would have given impetus to any effort in the Johannine 
community to draw contrasts between devotion to the emperor and the 
worship of Jesus, their absence would not have significantly reduced the 
need to do so. Whether someone worshiped the emperor in the temple 
or in the home, the act involved the worshiper in a larger ideology that 
integrated secular power and divinity, as well as the individual's rela
tionship to both. That was one of the most vexing problems confronting 
Christians in the first century, and the Johannine community may have 
felt it more keenly than any other Christian group of its day. 

Efforts at avoiding participation in the Imperial Cult and the politi
cal life of the day would not have been sufficient to escape the Augus
tan Ideology, which was much more than a set of religious rituals. 
Through the work of the Augustan poets, the rule of Caesar came to 
include a conception not only of society and the gods but of the greater 
course of all human history. It is to their work that we must now turn 
in order to complete our sketch of the Augustan Ideology. 

4 3 F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 2. 1. 531-32. 
4 4 G r a d e l , Emperor Worship, 198-99. 
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(c) The Literary-Mythic Aspect: The Augustan Poets 

The function of any ideology is to interpret in a comprehensive man
ner the world and the place in it of those who live under—or, more 
properly, within—that ideology. Thus, if the Imperial Cult situated the 
subjects of the Emperor "vertically" in relation to the gods, and the 
emperor's auctoritas situated them "horizontally" within their society, 
then the work of the Augustan poets, especially Virgil, did so "diachron-
ically" through the representation of Roman history. In other words, 
their poetry presented Augustus not only as the inheritor of the repub
lican traditions of Rome but also as the bearer of the historical destiny 
of the Roman people. To that extent, their work was very important for 
both the Imperial Cult and the notion of Augustus' auctoritas, and it 
provided a central support for both. By means of the Augustan poets, 
the imperial system established by Augustus came to be understood not 
merely as a fortuitous resolution to the crises of the first century B.C.E. 

but as the fulfillment of an inevitable and divinely ordained historical 
process.45 A complete account of the Augustan poets, and of the schol
arly debates over how directly or sincerely they fulfilled the "officious 
directives" given them by Augustus, cannot be attempted here. How
ever, it is undeniable that their work was an effective means of "prop
agating the ideas and tenets of the new regime."46 

4 5 T h a t t h e s e p o e t s p r e s e n t e d A u g u s t u s in s u c h a f a v o r a b l e l ight is n o t s u r p r i s i n g , 
g iven t h a t t h e y w e r e clientes d e p e n d e n t (d irect ly o r indirect ly ) u p o n his p a t r o n a g e a n d 
f a v o r t o c o n t i n u e the i r w o r k . T h e d e g r e e o f t h e poe t ' s d e p e n d e n c e o n his p a t r o n in 
A n c i e n t R o m e w a s c o n s i d e r a b l e , if n o t a b s o l u t e : " L i t e r a t u r e c o u l d h a r d l y be c o n s i d e r e d 
as a p r o f e s s i o n , t h o u g h a c e r t a i n n u m b e r o f m e n l ived by it. Virgi l a n d H o r a c e , for all 
the ir p o p u l a r i t y , d e p e n d e d o n the ir p a t r o n s for the ir c o m f o r t if n o t for the b a r e m e a n s 
o f l ive l ihood. It is n o t p r o b a b l e t h a t t h e r e a d i n g publ i c w a s l a r g e e n o u g h t o g u a r a n t e e 
i n c o m e s for t h o s e w h o l ived ent ire ly by the ir a r t , t h o u g h M a r t i a l s e e m s t o h a v e d o n e 
p r e t t y wel l" ( H a r o l d M a t t i n g l y , Roman Imperial Civilisation [ G a r d e n City , N Y : A n c h o r 
D o u b l e d a y , 1959] 79). 

4 6 H a n s - P e t e r Stahl , edi tor's i n t r o d u c t i o n t o Vergil's Aeneid: Augustan Epic and Polit
ical Context ( L o n d o n : D u c k w o r t h , 1998) i - x x x i i i , h e r e x x v . Stahl's i n t r o d u c t i o n d o e s a n 
e x c e l l e n t a n d c o n c i s e j o b o f s o r t i n g o u t t h e m o d e r n s c h o l a r l y d e b a t e s o v e r Virgil's p o e t i c 
m o t i v e s a n d m e t h o d s , " r a n g i n g f r o m Vergi l v i ewed a s e n d o r s i n g R o m e ' s i m p e r i a l w a r 
f a r e , t o Vergil l ending his v o i c e t o t h e v i c t i m s o f R o m a n i m p e r i a l i s m ; f r o m t h e p r e s e n t -
d a y l i t erary cr i t ic 's denia l t h a t a n y a p p l i c a t i o n o f po l i t i ca l c o n t e x t is feasible , t o Vergi l 
seen a s ho ld ing u p the ideal o f the o ld r e p u b l i c t o R o m e ' s n e w m a s t e r " ( ibid. , x v ) . T h i s 
d ivers i ty o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , S tahl a r g u e s , " h a s a l m o s t a l w a y s been e n t w i n e d w i t h r e a c -
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The most important of these ideas (for our purposes) is the glorifica
tion—indeed, the divinization—of Julius Caesar and Augustus by the 
Augustan poets. The clearest example of this "literary-mythic" aspect 
of the Augustan Ideology is found in work of Virgil.47 Virgil's magnum 
opus, the Aeneid, was begun at Augustus' request after his victory at 
Actium and famously saved from the flames by imperial order follow
ing the poet's premature death in 19 B . C . E . 4 8 From the flight of Aeneas 
from fallen Troy in Book 1 to his slaying of Turnus at the mouth of the 
Tiber (Book 12) , the Aeneid provides a mythical past for the Romans 
that is nothing less than a "theology of history" or, better yet, theo-
dicean epic.49 The weight of this task is reflected even in the somber tone 
of the poem, "a mood very different from the joyousness of Homer. For 
the burden the Aeneid carries is no less than the history and destiny of 
Rome and, in a sense, the world."5 0 

Virgil lays the groundwork for the Imperial Cult by emphasizing the 

t ion t o t h e po l i t i ca l c o n d i t i o n s preva i l ing in t h e in terpre ter ' s o w n t i m e " ( ibid. , x i x ) . T h i s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n m o d e r n po l i t i c s a n d Virg i l i an s c h o l a r s h i p h a s been m a s t e r f u l l y 
t r a c e d o u t by T h e o d o r e Z i o l k o w s k i , Virgil and the Moderns ( P r i n c e t o n : P r i n c e t o n U n i 
vers i ty P r e s s , 1993) a n d D u n c a n F. K e n n e d y , " M o d e r n R e c e p t i o n s a n d the ir I n t e r p r e t i v e 
I m p l i c a t i o n s " (in Cambridge Companion to Virgil, 38-57). B u t w h a t e v e r his p r i v a t e a t t i 
t u d e s t o w a r d s t h e e m p e r o r w e r e , t h e h i s t o r i c a l f a c t is t h a t Virgil 's w o r k s e r v e d a s a n 
inva luab le a n d i m m e n s e l y p o p u l a r s u p p o r t for A u g u s t u s a n d the i m p e r i a l s y s t e m . 

4 7 I h a v e a d o p t e d the m o s t c o m m o n spel l ing o f his n a m e , Virgi l , t h r o u g h o u t m y t e x t , 
but h a v e p r e s e r v e d t h e a l t e r n a t e spel l ing, Vergi l , w h e n e m p l o y e d by o t h e r a u t h o r s . 

4 8 J u s t h o w direct ly A u g u s t u s c o n t r o l l e d these p o e t s is unclear , a n d t h e r e s e e m t o h a v e 
been i n t e r m e d i a r y p a t r o n s s e p a r a t i n g t h e e m p e r o r f r o m t h e m . G o r d o n W i l l i a m s ("Did 
M a e c e n a s T a l l f r o m F a v o r ' ? A u g u s t a n L i t e r a r y P a t r o n a g e , " in Between Republic and 
Empire, 258-75, h e r e 263) r e j e c t s t h e a r g u m e n t t h a t a f t e r 19 c . E . A u g u s t u s p e r s o n a l l y 
a s s u m e d t h e p o s i t i o n o f p a t r o n t o Virgi l ( v e r y briefly, g iven the lat ter 's d e a t h t h a t y e a r ) 
a n d o t h e r s , d i s p l a c i n g M a e c e n a s (Virgil 's first p a t r o n ) a n d " a c t u a l l y r e q u e s t i n g — o r 
r a t h e r d e m a n d i n g — p o e m s o n specific t o p i c s . " W h e t h e r o r n o t this t h e o r y is c o r r e c t , w e 
c a n be c e r t a i n t h a t A u g u s t u s ' a p p r o v a l w o u l d h a v e been o f p a r a m o u n t c o n c e r n s ince , 
even if M a e c e n a s w a s n o t d i sp laced as p a t r o n , "the l i t erary p a t r o n a g e e x e r c i s e d by [h im] 
w a s u n i q u e in t h a t it w a s e x e r c i s e d for t h e po l i t i ca l benefit o f A u g u s t u s " ( ibid. , 267). 

4 9 A c c o r d i n g l y , S tahl w r i t e s o f the d e a t h o f T u r n u s in B o o k 12: " F a r f r o m see ing in 
T u r n u s a h e r o d y i n g for Italy, t h e Aeneid p r e s e n t s h i m a s a rebel a g a i n s t t h e g o d s " ( " T h e 
D e a t h o f T u r n u s : A u g u s t a n Verg i l a n d t h e P o l i t i c a l R i v a l , " in Between Republic and 
Empire, 174-211, h e r e 177). 

5 0 F. J . H . L e t t e r s , Virgil ( N e w Y o r k : Sheed & W a r d , 1946) 91. F o r a d i scuss ion o f the 
" imper ia l i s t i c" (in t h e m o d e r n sense) m o t i v e s w h i c h lay behind t h e A u g u s t a n Ideo logy , 
name ly , t h e belief a m o n g R o m a n s t h a t t h e y w e r e by n a t u r e des t ined t o rule t h e w o r l d , 
see P. A . B r u n t , "Laus Imperii," in Paul and Empire, 25-35. 
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divine origin of the Julio-Claudian house, specifically with the idea of 
presenting Aeneas as the offspring of Venus (e.g., Aen. 1 . 2 6 1 ) . 5 1 Since 
Julius Caesar claimed a similar descent, this device served Augustus' 
own ambitions for divinity while at the same time presenting his rule as 
the culmination of a historical process that could be traced back 
through the myth of the Aeneid to Aeneas himself.52 This genealogy is 
made explicit in the Sibyl's prophecy to Aeneas in Book 6: 

Turn hither now your two-eyed gaze, and behold this nation, the 
Romans that are yours. Here is Caesar and all the seed of lulus des
tined to pass under heaven's spacious sphere. And this in truth is 
he whom you so often hear promised you, Augustus Caesar, son 
of a god, who will again establish a golden age in Latium amid 
fields once ruled by Saturn; he will advance his empire beyond the 
Garamants and Indians to a land which lies beyond our stars, 
beyond the paths of year and sun, where sky-bearing Atlas wheels 
on his shoulders the blazing star-studded sphere.53 

5 1 O n e m e a s u r e o f Virgil's succes s h e r e c a n be f o u n d in the f a c t t h a t A e n e a s h imse l f 
b e c a m e t h e o b j e c t o f w o r s h i p in R o m a n re l ig ion a l o n g w i t h t h e J u l i o - C l a u d i a n s . See 
J o y c e M . R e y n o l d s , " R u l e r - c u l t a t A p h r o d i s i a s in t h e late R e p u b l i c a n d u n d e r t h e J u l i o -
C l a u d i a n e m p e r o r s , " in Subject and Ruler, 41-50, e sp . 44. 

5 2 J o h n T a s k e r ( " T h e A p o t h e o s i s o f A u g u s t u s in Virgi l 's Eclogues" [ M . A . thes is : 
B r o w n Univers i ty , 1964; ava i lab le f r o m Univers i ty M i c r o f i l m s , A n n A r b o r , M I ] 84) wri tes : 

W h i l e O c t a v i a n w a s let t ing n o o n e f o r g e t a b o u t his divine a n c e s t o r s a n d his 
m a n y c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h C a e s a r , Virgi l w a s s t r e n g t h e n i n g his p o s i t i o n — u l t i 
m a t e l y t o his o w n g o o d — b y l a u d i n g the ir divinity in l i t e r a t u r e . T o a p o t h e 
os ize C a e s a r is t o g ive O c t a v i a n divine p a r e n t a g e w h i c h w o u l d s u p p o r t his 
u l t i m a t e e l eva t ion t o deus whi le y e t a l ive . If J u l i u s C a e s a r a s f a t h e r is deified 
a n d t h e l a m e n t i n g m o t h e r o f Eel. V, 22-23 is u n d e r s t o o d t o be V e n u s , 
Aeneadum genetrix, t h e u l t i m a t e de i f i ca t ion o f t h e i r m u t u a l o f f spr ing is 
g u a r a n t e e d . 

5 3 Virgi l , Aen. 6.788-97 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : 

Hue geminas nunc flecte aeies, banc aspice gentem 
Romanosque tuos. hie Caesar et omnis Iuli 
progenies magnum caeli ventura sub axem. 
hie vir, hie est, tibi quern promitti saepius audis, 
Augustus Caesar, divi genus, aurea eondet 
saecula qui rursus Latio regnata per arva 
Saturno quondam, super et Garamantas et Indos 
proferet imperium; iacet extra sidera tellus, 
extra anni solisque vias, ubi caelifer Atlas 
axem umero torquet stellis ardentibus aptum. 
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The political implications of this passage for Augustus' auctoritas are 
clear: "In the Aeneid, Vergil portrays Augustus as chosen by Jupiter to 
establish a universal Roman empire and to rule over a renewed golden 
age." 5 4 Aeneas' submission to his historical mission prefigures Augus
tus' role as the instrument of the gods who saved Rome from the calami
ties of the civil wars; he was not simply another, albeit uniquely 
successful, politician. The importance of this last point for the Augus
tan Ideology cannot be overstated. Theodore Haeckel writes: "Aeneas— 
Aeneas, the leader towards the glory of Rome. But the true leader—and 
this, be it remembered, was Virgil's opinion after a century of civil 
war—the true leader is not he who makes himself leader, but he who is 
called and dedicated to that end by Fate." 5 5 

Likewise, the shield forged by Vulcan in Book 8 , with the history of 
Rome displayed upon it, places Augustus' highly idealized triumph over 
Antony at the apex of this history: "In the center could be seen brazen 
ships with Actium's battle; one might see all Leucate aglow with war's 
array, and the waves ablaze with gold. Here Augustus Caesar, leading 
Italians to strife, with peers and people, and the great gods of the 
Penates, stands on the lofty stern; his joyous brows pour forth a dou
ble flame, and on his head dawns his father's star."56 Virgil's artistry is 
at work here on a variety of levels, which are all tied to the purposes of 
the Augustan Ideology. As Gordon Williams observes about Book 8 : 
"Augustus can be seen in this portrait to embody all the virtues that 
have appeared in the earlier scenes" on the shield, which include pax, 
fides, castitas, pietas, virtus, and res publica et libertas.57 Alexander G. 
McKay has even argued that the shield itself is a symbol of Augustus' 

5 4 S p e a r s , Princeps A Diis Electus, 123. 
5 5 H a e c k e l , Virgil, Father of the West ( t r a n s . A . W . W h e e n ; N e w Y o r k : Sheed & 

W a r d , 1934) 80. 
5 6 Virgi l , Aen. 8.675-81 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : 

in medio classis aeratas, Actia bella, 
cernere erat, totumque instructo Marte videres 
fervere Leucaten auroque effulgere fluctus. 
hinc Augustus agens Italos in proelia Caesar 
cum patribus populoque, Penatibus et magis disy 

stans celsa in puppi, geminas cui tempora flammas 
laeta vomunt patriumque aperitur vertice sidus. 

5 7 W i l l i a m s , Technique and Ideas in the Aeneid ( N e w H a v e n / L o n d o n : Y a l e Univer 
sity P r e s s , 1983) 155-56. See a l so R a m a g e , Nature and Purpose, 74-75. 
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triumph: "But Vulcan's shield was designed above all to signal the end 
of civil wars and the achievement of a matchless victory and peace. . . . 
The orbis of the shield is transformed finally into an emblem of orbis 
terrarum, a massive Atlantean burden which prefigures Rome's future 
empire, a burden which Aeneas-Augustus carries piously into a beck
oning future."58 

This motif of Augustus as divinely ordained leader is also found in 
Virgil's Fourth Eclogue, often called the "Messianic Eclogue," because 
of its prophecy of a Golden Age that would be inaugurated by the birth 
of a child.59 In it, Virgil tells the consul Pollio of 

the birth of a child, under whom the iron brood shall at last cease 
and a golden race spring up throughout the world! Your own 
Apollo is now king! And in your consulship, Pollio, yes, yours, 
shall this glorious age begin, and the mighty months commence 
their march; under your sway any lingering traces of guilt shall 
become void and release the earth from its continual dread. He 
shall have the gift of divine life, shall see heroes mingled with gods, 
and shall himself be seen by them, and shall rule the world to 
which his father's prowess brought peace.60 

5 8 M c K a y , "Now Ennarabile Textum} T h e Shield o f A e n e a s a n d the Tr ip le T r i u m p h 
o f 29 B C , A e n e i d 8.630-728," in Vergil's Aeneid: Augustan Epic and Political Context, 
199-221, h e r e 213-14. 

5 9 See , for i n s t a n c e , J o s e p h B . M a y o r et a l . , Virgil's Messianic Eclogue: Its Meaning, 
Occasion and Sources ( L o n d o n : J . M u r r a y , 1907); J o h n V a n Sickle , A Reading of Virgil's 
Messianic Eclogue ( N e w Y o r k : G a r l a n d , 1992). A g a i n s t c h r i s t i a n i z i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , 
Allen B r e n t (The Imperial Cult and the Development of Church Order: Concepts and 
Images of Authority in Paganism and Early Christianity before the Age of Cyprian 
[ V C S u p 65: Le iden: Bri l l , 1999] 54) p o i n t s o u t t h a t " a l t h o u g h w e m a y d e s c r i b e this o d e a s 
'mess ian ic , ' it is i m p o r t a n t t o r e m e m b e r t h a t the g o l d e n a g e t h a t is h e r e in v i e w is n o t 
o n e t h a t ex i s t s e terna l ly a s t h e g o a l o f h i s tory , but is r a t h e r a r e t u r n i n g g o l d e n a g e . " O n 
the o t h e r h a n d , J . W i g h t D u f f (A Literary History of Rome from the Origins to the Close 
of the Golden Age [ed. A . M . Duff; N e w Y o r k : B a r n e s a n d N o b l e , 1953] 324) suggests t h a t 
" m u c h o f the i m a g e r y m a y fairly be t e r m e d ' M e s s i a n i c ' in the sense t h a t it is u l t imate ly 
t r a c e a b l e t o J e w i s h ideas , w h i c h s p r e a d c o n s i d e r a b l y in I ta ly in t h e la t ter h a l f o f the first 
c e n t u r y B . C . " 

6 0 Virgi l , Eel. 4.8-17 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : 

. . . nascenti puero, quo ferrea primum 
desinet ac toto surget gens aurea mundo, 

: tuus iam regnat Apollo. 
Teque adeo decus hoc aeviy te consule, inibit, 
Pollio, et incipient magni procedere menses; 
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One of Virgil's greatest innovations here was to project the Golden Age 
into the future rather than in the distant past, as was the common prac
tice in the Roman world. Another was his identification of its inaugu
ration with the birth of a child, which resulted in centuries of 
christianizing interpretations of the poem.6 1 These two innovations 
enabled the poem's pastoral ideal to be both personalized (in the 
emperor) and realizable (through his rule), which suited its solemn and 
prophetic tone. This prophetic quality, in turn, made the poem uniquely 
well suited for its adoption by Augustus, since "Vergil's presentation of 
prophecy after prophecy surely struck a chord with an audience that 
considered prophecy an important and interesting part of life."6 2 Augus
tus could not have been unaware of the power of such symbolism in the 
public mind, and it surely played an important part in his decision to 
"request" the Aeneid.63 

te duce, si qua manent sceleris vestigia nostri, 
inrita perpetua solvent formidine terras. 
Hie deum vitam accipiet divisque videbit 
permixtos heroas et ipse videbitur Mis, 
pacatumque reget patriis virtutibus orbem. 

Ironica l ly , t h e p o e m w a s or ig ina l ly c o m p o s e d c a . 40 B.C.E. a n d p r o b a b l y r e f e r r e d t o the 
a n t i c i p a t e d b ir th o f a son t o A n t o n y a n d his n e w wife O c t a v i a ( A u g u s t u s ' s i s t er ) . H o w 
ever, by the t i m e h e publ i shed it five y e a r s la ter Poll io's c o n s u l s h i p h a d e n d e d a n d Virgi l 
h a d been " d r a w n i n t o the c i rc l e o f M a e c e n a s a n d b e c a m e a c q u a i n t e d w i t h O c t a v i a n , " 
c a u s i n g t h e p o e m t o be a s s o c i a t e d w i t h A u g u s t u s ins tead o f A n t o n y ( W e n d e l C l a u s s e n , 
Virgil's Eclogues [ O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1995] 126). F o r a full d e b a t e o v e r the q u e s t i o n o f 
the ident i ty (if a n y ) o f the puer, see the d i scuss ion o f W i l l i a m s , W i l l i a m S. A n d e r s o n , a n d 
C h a r l e s E . M u r g i a in Virgil's Fourth Eclogue (ed . W i l h e l m W u e l l n e r ; P r o t o c o l series o f 
the c o l l o q u i e s o f t h e C e n t e r for H e r m e n e u t i c a l Studies in Hel len i s t i c a n d M o d e r n C u l 
t u r e 7; Berke ley : C e n t e r for H e r m e n e u t i c a l Studies in Hel len i s t i c a n d M o d e r n C u l t u r e , 
1975). 

6 1 C l a u s s e n , Virgil's Eclogues, 121. F o r a fuller d iscuss ion o f this t r a d i t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n 
in terpre ta t ion , w h i c h lies outs ide the s c o p e o f this study, see Pierre C o u r c e l l e , " L e s E x e g e s e 
chre t i ennes de la q u a t r i e m e e c l o g u e , " Revue des etudes anciennes 59 (1957) 298-315; Stefan 
F r e u n d , Vergil im fruhen Christentum : Untersuchungen zu den Vergilzitaten bei Tertul-
lian, Minucius Felix, Novatian, Cyprian und Arnobius ( P a d e r b o r n : S c h o n i n g h , 2000). 

6 2 C l a u s s e n , Virgil's Eclogues, 65. P r o v i d i n g h i s tor ica l c o n t e x t t o Virgil's p o e m , Spears 
(Princeps A Diis Electus, 121) o b s e r v e s t h a t " a l t h o u g h a belief in o m e n s w a s a n essent ia l 
e l e m e n t in t h e R o m a n re l ig ious menta l i ty , o r a c l e s a n d o m e n s f o r e s h a d o w i n g k ingsh ip 
h a d l o n g been a n i m p o r t a n t pol i t ica l a n d l i t erary dev ice in the G r e e k w o r l d . " D a v i d P o t 
ter (Prophets and Emperors: Human and Divine Authority from Augustus to Theodo-
sius [ C a m b r i d g e , M A : H a r v a r d Univers i ty P r e s s , 1994] 70) wr i t e s : "It is p e r h a p s i ron ic 
t h a t Vergil's e f fort t o imi ta te o r a c u l a r verse is s o successful t h a t t h e p o e m h a s been t a k e n 
t o be a n a c t u a l p r o p h e c y . " 

6 3 T h i s is n o t t h e on ly n o d t o A u g u s t u s a n d the J u l i a n h o u s e t h a t Virgil m a k e s in the 



Confronting the Many Faces of Power • 47 

If, as Ramage claims, "Vergil is the creator of the image which Augus
tus adopted," then Horace is "the announcer" of this image.64 Dieter 
Geogi points out that "Virgil's Fourth Eclogue is not a strange and sin
gular bird, but the expression of a more general and pervasive mood" 
that reaches its fullest expression in Horace's poetry.65 For example, 
Horace acclaims Caesar as "a sovereign than whom nothing greater, 
nothing better, have the Fates and gracious gods bestowed upon the 
world, nor shall bestow, even though the centuries roll backward to the 
ancient age of gold." 6 6 Elsewhere, he places Augustus second only to 
Jove in power as lord of all the earth: "Mayest thou [Jove] be lord of 
all, with Caesar next in power! Whether he lead in well-earned triumph 
the humbled Parthians, that now threaten Latium, or the Seres and Indi
ans lying along the borders of the East, second to thee alone shall he 
with justice rule the broad earth."6 7 

Eclogues: "In E c l o g u e I t h e r e is T i tyrus ' s g r a t i t u d e t o O c t a v i a n for his l a n d , in t ens ion 
w i t h Me l iboeus ' s h a v i n g been u n p r o p e r t i e d so t h a t it c o u l d be g iven t o O c t a v i a n ' s vet
e r a n s . . . . In E c l o g u e V it m a y be t h a t o n e w a y ( t h o u g h o n l y o n e w a y ) t o r e a d D a p h n e ' s 
d e a t h is t o th ink o f t h e d e a t h o f Ju l ius C a e s a r , a n d in E c l o g u e I X o n e o f the ha l f - forgot 
ten s o n g s pred ic t s the rising o f Ju l ius C a e s a r ' s s t a r in the sky" ( D a v i d Ferry , The Eclogues 
of Virgil [ N e w Y o r k : F a r r a r , S t r a u s a n d G i r o u x , 1999] x i ) . T h e F i r s t E c l o g u e is poss ibly 
a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l , s ince Virg i l l ived in C a m p a n i a w h e n " O c t a v i u s w a n t e d t o set t le 
200,000 d e m o b i l i z e d t r o o p s o n t h e l a n d , a n d ruthless ly c o n f i s c a t e d f a r m s in I t a l y . . . . It 
is poss ib le t h a t V a r u s , o r s o m e o t h e r p o w e r f u l fr iend, s a v e d Vergil's h o m e f r o m confis
c a t i o n " (W. F. J a c k s o n K n i g h t , Roman Vergil [ L o n d o n : F a b e r a n d F a b e r , 1944] 41). See 
a l so Tasker , " A p o t h e o s i s , " 89. 

6 4 R a m a g e , Nature and Purpose, 145. 
6 5 D i e t e r G e o r g i , " W h o is t h e T r u e P r o p h e t ? " in Paul and Empire, 36-46, h e r e 36. 

Desp i te his genius , H o r a c e " h a s c o m e in for his s h a r e o f c e n s u r e for the w a n t o f r e s t ra in t 
t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s his ef forts t o h o n o u r A u g u s t u s in his p o e t r y " ( J . F. D ' A l t o n , Horace 
and his Age: A Study in Historical Background [ L o n d o n : L o n g m a n s , G r e e n , 1917] 115). 
W h e t h e r H o r a c e p e r s o n a l l y be l ieved in t h e d iv in i ty o f A u g u s t u s is a m a t t e r o f s o m e 
d e b a t e . See L . P. W i l k i n s o n , Horace & His Lyric Poetry ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e U n i 
vers i ty P r e s s , 1946) 30-31. 

6 6 H o r a c e , Odes 4.2.37-40 ( B e n n e t t , L C L ) : 

quo nihil maius meliusque terris 
fata donavere bonique divi, 
nec dabunt, quamvis redeant in aurum 
tempora priscum. 

6 7 H o r a c e , Odes 1.12.51-57 ( B e n n e t t , L C L ) : 

tu secundo 
Caesare regnes. 
Hie seu Parthos Latio imminentis 
egerit iusto domitos triumpbo, 
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This ode helped to win for Horace the commission of composing the 
Carmen saeculare in 17 B .C .E . to commemorate the secular games, "the 
official jubilee for the founding of the republic."68 In this work Horace, 
by reference to Aeneas recognizes the divine origin of Augustus and 
prays for blessings upon his reign: "And [grant] what the glorious scion 
of Anchises and of Venus, with sacrifice of milk-white steers, entreats 
of you, that he may obtain, triumphant o'er the warring foe, but gen
erous to the fallen!"69 The message here is unmistakable: "the miracu
lous heroic past [found in the Aeneid] has become present epiphany in 
the activity of Augustus."70 Likewise, the occasion for its publication, 
the secular games, was hardly accidental. According to Georgi, "since 
Octavian understood himself as the savior of the republic, a celebra
tion of the turn (revolution) of a saeculum as centenary of the initial 
republic fit well into his program. He had the secular games, long over
due, very carefully prepared."71 The trust placed in Horace is repaid 
repeatedly through his works, where Augustus' rule was portrayed as 
"a manifestation of order overcoming chaos, of reason replacing brute 
force. Viewed in this light, the new regime acquired more than a tem
poral dignity."72 

The immense popularity of these two poets played no small part in 
the propagation of the Augustan Ideology among the educated classes, 
at the very least. How far their works penetrated into the public con
sciousness, either directly or indirectly, is less clear. Given the very low 
literacy rates in the ancient world, direct, personal knowledge of Virgil 

sive subiectos Orientis orae 
Seras et Indos, 
te minor latum reget aequos orbem. 

6 8 D ' A l t o n , Horace and his Age, 37. T h e p r o m i n e n c e o f this a s s i g n m e n t a n d its ro l e 
in s e c u r i n g H o r a c e ' s f a m e c a n n o t be o v e r s t a t e d : " T h e succes s o f t h e C a r m e n a n d t h e 
w o r l d - w i d e publ ic i ty o f t h e o c c a s i o n g a v e h i m a n e w lease o n life" ( W i l k i n s o n , Horace, 
17). 

6 9 H o r a c e , Carm. saec. 49-52 ( B e n n e t t , L C L ) : 

quaeque vos bobus veneratur albis 
clarus Anchisae Venerisque sanguis, 
impetret, bellante prior, iacentem 
lenis in hostem. 

7 0 G e o r g i , " W h o is the T r u e P r o p h e t ? " 42. 
7 1 Ib id . , 37. 
7 2 E d u a r d F r a e n k e l , Horace ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1957) 354. 
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was certainly not common in the empire as a whole. Still, a widespread 
if second-hand popular knowledge of Virgil's account of Aeneas' arrival 
in Latium and his sacrifice there (Aen. 8.18-85) is presupposed by its por
trayal on the Ara Pads Augustae, perhaps the greatest monument to 
Augustus erected during his lifetime.73 Likewise, some have seen a more 
subtle influence of Virgil on the Imperial Cult in his references to Julius 
Caesar's star (e.g., Aen. 8.81; Eel. 9.47), which helps to account for the 
numerous appearances of astronomical themes in the Imperial Cult, 
especially its temples.74 Horace's Carmen saeculare, on account of its 
special function in the secular games, certainly received a wider audi
ence than any work of Virgil. Nevertheless, because of his supreme 
artistry and the role of his epic in the formation of the public con
sciousness during Augustus' reign, Virgil, and not Horace, remains the 
defining poet of the Augustan Ideology. With only slight exaggeration, 
W. R. Johnson claims that "it would be more nearly correct to say that 
the Aeneid created the Augustan Age than to say that the Augustan Age 
produced, in any way, the Aeneid."75 

Propertius, on the other hand, reveals the darker side of the Augus
tan Ideology, with its unparalleled concentration of power in one per
son and its sweeping reorganization of traditional Roman society. His 
Elegies ostensibly represents a cycle of poems tracing out his doomed 
love for a consort (Cynthia) with whom marriage was forbidden by the 
Lex Papia Poppea of Augustus in 9 c . E . While Augustus' military tri
umphs are duly praised (e.g., 2.10.13-18; 4.6.22-23) and prayers are offered 
for his health in order to secure Rome's triumph (3.11.50) in the poem, 
the poet "was unable to adopt a more heroic style" like Virgil's.76 

Rather, the underlying theme of Propertius' poem is the precarious posi
tion of the individual under Augustus and his ideology. Stahl identifies 
this theme as "a poet's difficulty in raising his unique personal voice in 
a publicly uniform and therefore homogenizing environment. Histori
cally speaking, the problem touches upon the situation of a non-

7 3 H . H . S c u l l a r d , From the Gracchi to Nero: A History of Rome from 133 B . C . to 68 
A.D. ( N e w Y o r k : Praeger , 1959) 360-61. See a l so R a m a g e , Nature and Pupose, 65. 

7 4 C e r f a u x a n d T o n d r i a u , he Culte des Souverains, 334. 
7 5 J o h n s o n , Darkness Visible: A Study of Vergil's Aeneid ( B e r k e l e y / L o s Ange les : U n i 

vers i ty o f C a l i f o r n i a Pres s , 1976) 136. 
7 6 S c u l l a r d , From the Gracchi to Nero, 248. 
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conformist under the rule of Emperor Augustus, telling of the individ
ual's attempts to preserve his identity by carefully voicing even his most 
intimate personal concerns."77 

Here we find expressed the essential problem of the Augustan Ideol
ogy for the first century. Augustus truly had saved Rome from destruc
tion in the civil wars and had brought a real measure of peace and order 
to the empire; for these accomplishments the Augustan Ideology duly 
exalted him. Because of its ubiquity, hegemony within Roman society, 
and its penetration into personal life, the Augustan Ideology typified the 
"Caesarism" that Oswald Spengler called a "kind of government which, 
irrespective of any constitutional formulation that it may have, is in its 
inward self a return to thorough formlessness."78 The price paid for 
peace was, in the minds of many (if not on their tongues), perhaps too 
great. If even so educated and well-placed an artist as Propertius could 
only indirectly lament its influence, how much greater must have been 
the tensions and difficulties of a dissident group such as the Johannine 
community. 

Summary 

Clearly, any attempt to understand the Roman context of the Fourth 
Gospel must begin with a study of the Augustan Ideology. Through it, 
the most important strands of the individual's life (family, status, reli
gion, a personal sense of security) all found a common point of refer
ence and were able to be brought together under a larger and 
surprisingly comprehensive view of the world above and around them 
and their place in it. Many loose ends remained, of course, and proba
bly very few people reflected in a systematic fashion—or at all—on how 
these different aspects of their lives were held together through the per
son of the emperor. The hallmark of any successful ideology, though, is 
its invisibility to those who live under it. It is only when one steps out
side of a meaning-system, when, like Jesus, one "overcomes the world" 

7 7 S tahl , Propertius: "Love" and "War": Individual and State under Augustus ( B e r k e 
l e y / L o s Ange les : Un ivers i ty o f C a l i f o r n i a P r e s s , 1985) 3. 

7 8 Spengler, The Decline of the West (2 vols . ; t r a n s . C h a r l e s F r a n c e s A t k i n s o n ; N e w 
Y o r k : K n o p f , 1926-28) 2. 431. 



Confronting the Many Faces of Power • 51 

(John 16:33), that it can become an object of reflection and criticism. 
When the Johannine community stepped outside of this ideology (and 
outside the legally privileged realm of the synagogue as well), it 
unavoidably placed itself against the Roman world in which it lived. It 
is to the results of this conflict, namely, the danger of persecution by 
Roman authorities experienced by the Johannine community, that we 
now turn. 

Excommunication and Persecution: 
Two Challenges to Johannine Christianity 

The synagogue was a "legally privileged realm" within Roman soci
ety, as noted in Chapter One of this study, which discussed the Johan
nine community's conflict with and eventual expulsion from the 
synagogue. The effect of being declared anoavv&ycoyoq on the Johan
nine community would have been traumatic, not just psychologically— 
through the loss of the familiar setting and meaning system of the 
synagogue—but also legally—since Jews enjoyed a privileged legal sta
tus within the Empire. Jews in Roman society were exempt from many 
of the practices of the Augustan Ideology. Thus, once they were 
removed from the synagogue, Jewish members of the Johannine com
munity would have lost this special status. By first examining the "socio-
legal" status of the Imperial Cult in first century society, we can begin 
to understand how and why being made dTcocuvdycoyoq would have 
placed the Johannine community at odds not only with the Jews but 
with Rome as well. The community, whatever their disagreements with 
traditional Jewish beliefs, would still have considered the practices of 
the Augustan Ideology anathema and could not have participated in 
them. This, then, was the dilemma facing Johannine Christians when 
the Gospel was composed: while no longer Jews either legally or theo
logically, neither were they Romans. 

Unfortunately, it is very difficult to determine the exact status of the 
Johannine Christians with respect both to the Roman government and 
to the synagogue: in both contexts, their position was "extra-legal." The 
Johannine community, in the eyes of the Romans, was not a legal entity 
but a vague association of people who could not be accurately num
bered. Likewise, for those Johannine Christians who had been made 
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dTcoawdycayoq, the synagogue would no longer make official notice of 
them. Being neither Jew nor Roman, the Johannine community fell 
between the cracks in first-century society, leaving no records that 
would give us direct access to their legal and religious situation. There
fore, as with the reconstructed history of the Johannine community of 
J . Louis Martyn and Raymond E. Brown, our study here is necessarily 
inferential and our primary sources scanty. 

(a) The "Socio-legal" Status of the Imperial Cult 

We are able here to leave to one side the auctoritas of the emperor 
and the "literary-mythic" aspects of the Augustan Ideology, not because 
they were unimportant—they were perhaps even more important than 
the Imperial Cult—but because they were by definition ideological and 
not obligatory in the strictest sense of the term. Only in the Imperial 
Cult do we find a legally constituted and manifestly public forum within 
which participation or non-participation could be easily recognized and 
punished. As Adolf Deissmann notes, "it is not always possible . . . to 
distinguish between the Imperial cult and the Imperial law; the Impe
rial cult was in fact a portion of the law of the constitution."79 The ques
tion is, what were the precise legal demands and social expectations that 
the Imperial Cult placed upon members of the Empire? 

The Imperial Cult relied far more upon social pressure rather than 
legal sanction for its success, and it is doubtful whether there was any 
specific legal requirement that all members of society attend or partici
pate in the Imperial Cult, at least during the first century.80 Duncan Fish-
wick argues that attendance was widespread, "though we have no idea 
of the numbers in attendance."81 We do know that "governors, orators, 

7 9 D e i s s m a n n , Light, 343. 
8 0 In the th i rd century , "as p a r t o f the first c a s e o f a general p e r s e c u t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n s , 

the e m p e r o r D e c i u s o r d e r e d the w h o l e p o p u l a t i o n o f t h e e m p i r e t o sacrif ice t o t h e g o d s " 
(ed. M a r y B e a r d e t a l . , Religions of Rome [2 vols . ; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e U n i v e r s i t y 
Press , 1998] 1. 239). It is possible t h a t v a r i o u s p r o v i n c e s o r cities m a y h a v e es tabl i shed s im
ilar l a w s earl ier, t h o u g h t h e r e is n o r e c o r d o f s u c h . In a n y c a s e , n o s u c h un iversa l legis
la t ion ex i s t s f r o m t h e first c e n t u r y . 

8 1 F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 2. 1. 529. F r i e s e n (Twice Neokoros, 164) m a k e s a s imi lar 
p o i n t a b o u t the mul t ip le a t t r a c t i o n s o f t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t a n d t h e l ike l ihood o f its gen
era l p o p u l a r i t y : 
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prostitutes, craftsmen, and tinkers" all flocked to cities where the festi
vals were held, and "special tax breaks were given to peddlers and 
craftsmen selling wares."8 2 In light of these economic benefits, it is not 
surprising that the general public's "presence at festivals of the living 
emperor at least will certainly have been encouraged."83 Because of its 
entertainment value, as much as for any religious content the Imperial 
Cult might have, encouragement to attend was probably unnecessary 
for many people. Moreover, since "the different sections of the munic
ipal populace would have been represented whenever or wherever the 
town paid cult to the emperor," the absence of members of the Johan
nine community might have been noted by authorities.84 

Complete avoidance of these ceremonies would have been difficult 
anyway, if for no other reason than their scale and their place in the 
public calendar: "Processions with the carrying of imperial likenesses— 
a practice ingrained in Roman cult—will have marked the major impe
rial occasions of the year in the Latin west, very much as they did in the 
Eastern provinces of the Roman Empire. Both at the provincial level 
and at the municipal level such public demonstrations must have been 
factors contributing significantly to social cohesion and imperial una
nimity."85 The importance of this social function alone would have jus
tified the financial and political capital expended on the Imperial Cult 
by local authorities, and the extensive control that they frequently exer
cised over its performance.86 

If t h e r e is little d i r e c t ev idence for the affect o f t h e C u l t o f t h e Sebas to i [ i .e . , 
t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t ] o n t h e g e n e r a l p o p u l a c e , a few b r o a d in ferences c a n be 
d r a w n . T h e r e w e r e m a n y a s p e c t s o f t h e cu l t w h i c h w o u l d h a v e a p p e a l e d t o 
m a n y i n h a b i t a n t s o f t h e r e g i o n . T h e c u l t s y m b o l i z e d s ignif icant facets o f life 
in R o m a n A s i a in t h e late first c e n t u r y CE: t h e benefits o f i m p e r i a l a u t h o r i t y , 
g r a t i t u d e t o w a r d s a n d d e p e n d e n c e u p o n the e m p e r o r s , t h e o r d e r i n g o f c i t ies 
o f the p r o v i n c e , a n d t h e r o l e o f t h e elites in t h e m e d i a t i o n o f imper ia l influ
e n c e . T h e C u l t o f t h e S e b a s t o i l ikewise p r o v i d e d r e g u l a r o p p o r t u n i t i e s for 
e n t e r t a i n m e n t , t r a v e l , soc ia l i n t e r c o u r s e , a n d e x t r a e c o n o m i c act iv i ty . 

8 2 T h o m p s o n , Book of Revelation, 161. T h o m p s o n h e r e c i t e s D i o C h r y s o s t o m , O r . 

35.15. 
8 3 F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 2 . 1 . 529. 
8 4 Ibid. 
8 5 Ibid. , 2 . 1 . 536. 
8 6 F o r i n s t a n c e , "in N a r b o , t h e a u t h o r i t i e s c o l l e c t e d m o n e y t o p a y for a p a r t i c u l a r l y 

e x p e n s i v e kind o f offer ing o n b e h a l f o f t h e e m p e r o r — t h e t a u r o b o l i u m , qui te o f ten m a d e 
by c i t ies , n o t by indiv iduals , in G a u l — a n d d e t e r m i n e d t h e t y p e a n d c a l e n d a r o f s a c r i -
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As for the degree of participation attendance entailed, specifics are 
hard to come by but a few facts can be ascertained. In general, "at the 
provincial level the performance of rites was essentially the responsi
bility of the high priest with his assistants," although "on certain occa
sions, however, there is clear evidence that the ordinary man was drawn 
in." 8 7 But any "lay" involvement in the official rites performed by the 
high priest was uncommon. As with most religious practices, partici
pation was probably much more extensive than it was intensive among 
the general populace: 

As for participation by the individual, . . . in principle everyone 
was expected to take part but all that was required was to wear 
festive attire, notably crowns, and to hang the doors of one's home 
with laurels and lamps Above all, formal participation did not, 
as a rule, impose any obligation to perform rites; individuals were 
free to pay cult or not as they chose. In practice it seems clear that 
everyone did join in, even the elite, to some of whom the emperor 
cult might appear laughable or offensive.88 

Whether it was mandatory or not (and this may have varied from 
place to place and time to time), the social pressure to participate in the 
Imperial Cult, at least during the major festivals, was probably great. 
As Alfoldy writes, 

In the cult of the emperor, however, practically everybody was 
involved. This is true in a double sense. Spatially, the ruler-cult was 
carried out at Rome as well as in all the towns of Italy and the 
provinces, and even in private houses. Socially, it was spread 
through all classes and groups. The fratres Arvales and the colle
gia of sodales Augustales, sodales Flaviales, etc. represented the 
participation of the senatorial aristocracy in this cult; the flamines 
or sacerdotes provinciae, coming from the equestrian order and 
other local elites, represented the whole population of their 

fices f o r the numen o f t h e e m p e r o r " ( R a m s a y M a c M u l l e n , Paganism in the Roman 
Empire [ N e w H a v e n / L o n d o n : Y a l e Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1981] 105). 

8 7 F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 2. 1. 528,530. 
8 8 Ib id . , 2. 1. 529-30. 
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province; the flamines of the towns represented the elites of the 
municipia and coloniae; the seviri Augustales the 'second class' of 
the urban population, especially rich freedmen; the magistri and 
the ministri of the Lares Augustorum etc. were freedmen and 
slaves.89 

Given the popularity of and broad demographic representation at the 
festivals, systematic avoidance of them would have been noticeable, to 
say the least.90 

More serious still, the "official" character of these ceremonies made 
any public resistance to them appear as anti-social and a potential threat 
to the public order deserving the notice of the Roman authorities. Christ 
concedes as much: "At the same time, the systematic merger of politics 
and religion was characteristic of the new religious system. The cult 
worship of the princeps became an act of political loyalty."91 It was not 
by accident that "willingness to perform sacrifice came to be used as a 
key test of Christians during the persecutions" of the second and third 
centuries.92 For instance, Price points out the existence of four refer
ences to demands made of Christian martyrs for sacrifices "to the 
emperor" (Acta Pionii 8; Eusebius, Mart. Pal. (Syriac) I . I , 54; Hist. eccl. 
7.15)—in two of these instance as a "lesser alternative after the Chris
tian had refused to sacrifice to the gods."9 3 Later, under the Decian per
secution in the third century, the Romans actually issued documents 
which certified the offering of sacrifices, though this "formaliziation" 
of the persecution process probably did not occur before then.94 While 
there is no direct evidence tracing this "test of loyalty" back to the first 
century, the refusal of Christians to participate in the sacrifices by the 
second century would comport with an early origin to the "loyalty test" 

8 9 Alfoldy, "Subjec t a n d R u l e r , " 255. 
9 0 O u t s i d e t h e fest ivals , t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t w o u l d a l s o h a v e m a d e itself felt in n u m e r 

o u s , s m a l l e r w a y s . F o r i n s t a n c e , "sacri f ices m i g h t be m a d e t o i m p e r i a l s t a t u e s by t h o s e 
e n t e r i n g m a r r i a g e , " a n d "s ta tues w e r e p l a c e d o n g r a v e s i tes" ( T h o m p s o n , Book of Rev
elation, 163). E x a c t l y h o w n o r m a l o r n o r m a t i v e t h e s e s e c o n d a r y m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f t h e 
I m p e r i a l C u l t w e r e c a n n o t be d e t e r m i n e d w i t h a n y p r e c i s i o n . 

9 1 C h r i s t , Romans, 161. 
9 2 B e a r d et a l . , Religions of Rome, 2 .164. 
9 3 P r i c e , Rituals and Power, 221. 
9 4 B e a r d et a l . , Religions of Rome, 2. 165. 
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practiced by Roman authorities. We do know that, as early as the sec
ond decade of the second century, Pliny the Younger imposed a similar 
test on Christians called before him, and punished with death those who 
would not supplicate the gods.9 5 Adela Yarbro Collins suggests that 
"such tests were probably used somewhat earlier as well."9 6 

Cassidy has argued that John 21 refers, in part at least, to public tri
als and political loyalty-tests similar to those imposed by Pliny a gener
ation later. In John 21:18-19 Jesus says to Peter: "Truly, truly, I say to you, 
when you were young, you girded yourself and walked where you 
would; but when you are old, you will stretch out your hands, and 
another will gird you and carry you where you do not wish to go. (This 
he said to show by what death he was to glorify God.)" While certainly 
preserving an earlier tradition and referring primarily to Peter, Cassidy 
suggests that the lesson of this passage is for all those charged with pas
toral responsibility for the community: "Might not John's readers have 
accordingly reflected that some of those called to pastoral service within 
the Christian community could also be called to martyrdom? This con
sideration possesses a two-edged significance; it has implications for the 
communities themselves and for those individuals serving in pastoral 
capacities within Christian communities."97 If Richard J . Cassidy is cor
rect—and I think he is—it would indicate that at least the leaders of the 
Johannine community may have had a certain prominence that could 
attract Roman attention, or even perhaps a duty to place themselves in 
harm's way for the good of the community. However, based on the text 
of the Gospel it is difficult to infer more about either the visibility of the 
Johannine church in first-century society or its internal church order.98 

The objection has been made that, "for Christians, then, sacrificing 
itself was at stake, not obeisance to the emperor."99 While it may be true 
that Christians "were happy to pray for the state but not to sacrifice for, 
let alone to, the emperor," failure to perform such sacrifices was still 

9 5 Pliny, Ep. 10.96-97. F o r t h e e x a c t p o w e r s o f the l o c a l R o m a n a u t h o r i t i e s in the first 
a n d e a r l y s e c o n d c e n t u r i e s , inc luding the ir abi l i ty t o t r y a n d c o n d e m n t o d e a t h n o n - c i t 
izens, see S h e r w i n - W h i t e , Roman Society, 1-23. 

9 6 Y a r b r o C o l l i n s , " T h e A p o c a l y p s e ( R e v e l a t i o n ) , " NJBC, 996-1016, here 1009. 
9 7 Cass idy , New Perspective, 78. 
9 8 F o r a d i scuss ion o f c h u r c h o r d e r in t h e G o s p e l , see S m i t h , Johannine Christianity, 

190-222. 
9 9 T h o m p s o n , Book of Revelation, 164. 
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considered a de facto defiance of the emperor subject to severe punish
ment, even death. The importance of the Imperial Cult for integrating 
the far-flung empire of the first century and reinforcing the position of 
the emperor within this empire made it a central element in the Augus
tan Ideology. Through it, the ideas of the auctoritas of the emperor and 
the destiny of Rome were able to be disseminated throughout every level 
of Roman society in a form both recognizable and powerfully persua
sive. Given this context, it is not surprising that rejection of the Impe
rial Cult was seen not as a private decision but as a public and political 
act of rebellion against Rome, or that its punishment took place within 
the context of the cult. Hence, "the martyrdom of Christians . . . took 
place in the context of games linked with imperial festivals or put on by 
imperial priests. It was in the amphitheater that condemned prisoners 
were decapitated, burned alive or exposed to the beasts, so the setting 
was appropriate for the punishment of those who refused to pay cult to 
the gods of Rome, one aspect of which was the cult of the emperor."100 

The most notorious persecutions took place, of course, in the second 
and third centuries. However, the Neronian persecution of Christians 
in Rome in 64 C E . indicates what Christian communities potentially 
faced already in the first century.101 

(b) "Made ATrocruvdycoyog": The Legal Status of 
Johannine Christians Under Rome 

To understand the position of the Johannine community vis-a-vis the 
Imperial Cult, it is first necessary to determine the status of the Jews 
under Roman rule, since the community (as was shown in Chapter One) 
originated within the synagogue and was in conflict with it during the 
latter half of the first century—and certainly during the time of the 
Gospel's composition. Jews within the empire enjoyed a de facto, if not 
a de iure, exemption from participation in the Imperial Cult. As a result, 
they were normally spared from the persecutions that Christians 
endured in the first three centuries.102 

1 0 0 F ish w i c k , Imperial Cult, 2. 1. 577. 
1 0 1 M i c h a e l G r a n t , The World of Rome ( C l e v e l a n d / N e w Y o r k : W o r l d , i960) 186-87. 
1 0 2 O f c o u r s e , the J e w s w e r e frequent ly p e r s e c u t e d , b u t n o t for the ir re l ig ion per se 

b u t r a t h e r for the ir pol i t ica l act iv i t ies (especial ly in Pales t ine) o r o u t o f a g e n e r a l p o p u -
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The exact status of the Jewish privilege is a matter of some debate. 
Koester denies that the Jews had any special legal status whatsoever 
within the empire: 

Members of the diaspora communities . . . were never officially 
exempted from participation in the public cults of the city or state. 
The idea that Judaism was a religio licita, an officially licensed reli
gion, is a modern construction meant to draw a comparison with 
unprivileged early Christianity; this concept did not exist in antiq
uity, either in the Hellenistic or Roman period. . . . No one could 
possibly receive permission to scorn the deities of the city or the 
gods of the Roman people. It is no accident that no document is 
preserved that grants such a right; the claims of Jewish authors in 
this respect are purely apologetic. In actual practice, it was simply 
ignored when Jews (or Christians) failed to show up at official reli
gious celebrations. Such nonobservance was only noticed when 
there were other reasons for a rise in anti-Jewish feelings among 
residents of the city.1 0 3 

However, Koester is almost certainly mistaken in this claim. Wayne 
Meeks points out that in "the famous letter of Claudius in A . D . 41 , a 
papyrus copy of which was discovered in the first decade of this cen
tury, . . . [he] reconfirmed the Jews' rights to continue their ancestral 
practices without molestation."104 These would presumably include, for 
instance, the Jewish law forbidding the display of pagan images within 
the Temple, which had always been respected by Roman governors; the 
exception was Pilate, who provoked a major riot recorded by Josephus 
(J. W. 2 .169-74; Ant. 18 .55-59) . 1 0 5 These privileges were not restricted to 

l ar a n t i p a t h y t o w a r d s t h e m a s a d i s t inc t a n d e x c l u s i v e g r o u p w i t h i n R o m a n soc ie ty . 
J u d a i s m itself w a s n e v e r p u t u n d e r a b a n by t h e a u t h o r i t i e s , a s w a s t h e c a s e w i t h C h r i s 
t ianity. 

1 0 3 K o e s t e r , History, Culture, and Religion of the Hellenistic Age, 215-16. 
1 0 4 M e e k s , The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul ( N e w 

H a v e n / L o n d o n : Y a l e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1983) 38. T h e t e x t re ferred t o by M e e k s is P L o n d . 
1912 (= CPJ n o . 153). 

1 0 5 See H e l e n K . B o n d , Pontius Pilate in History and Interpretation ( S N T S M S 100; 
C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty Pres s , 1998) 79-85. Cal igu la ' s p l a n t o e r e c t a s t a t u e o f 
h imse l f in the T e m p l e , w h i c h c e r t a i n l y w o u l d h a v e p r o v o k e d even g r e a t e r u n r e s t , w a s 
p r e v e n t e d on ly by his a s s a s s i n a t i o n in e a r l y 41 C.E. See G r a n t , The Jews in the Roman 
World ( N e w Y o r k : B a r n e s a n d N o b l e , 1973) 120-32. 
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Palestine. Josephus also records "a series of edicts by Roman officials 
guaranteeing the rights of the Jews of Ephesus and exempting from mil
itary service those of them who were Roman citizens."106 

That these privileges explicitly included a Jewish substitution for the 
Imperial Cult is also clear. E. Mary Smallwood, in a discussion of the 
province of Judea in the early first century, writes: 

It went without saying that the Jews of the new province enjoyed 
the privileges of religious liberty guaranteed for the Diaspora by 
Julius Caesar and Augustus [emphasis added]. The right to prac
tice Judaism carried with it automatically the privilege of exemp
tion from participation in the imperial cult. It was most probably 
at the time of the formation of the province, when the normal 
provincial oath of loyalty to the emperor will have been instituted, 
that a substitute for the direct worship of the emperor as a deity 
was devised for the Jews: in accordance with their Law, which 
countenanced prayer and sacrifice for temporal overlords, sacri
fices of two lambs and a bull were to be offered daily in the Tem
ple to God for the emperor's well-being, to replace the offering of 
sacrifices to the emperor himself normal in other provinces.107 

We do not know whether Christians were ever, at least in the first cen
tury, given a similar option. 

This is not to claim, of course, that first-century Judaism was mono
lithic—it most certainly was not—or that there was a single, simple 
Roman test for whether or not someone was Jewish and thereby able 
to claim exemption from sacrifice. The cultural and religious diversity 
of first-century Judaism has been well documented, especially for the 
Diaspora following the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C . E . 1 0 8 Likewise, 

1 0 6 M e e k s , First Urban Christians, 44. H e c i tes h e r e J o s e p h u s , Ant. 14.223-30, 234, 237-
40. 

1 0 7 E . M a r y S m a l l w o o d , The Jews under Roman Rule from Pompey to Diocletian: A 
Study in Political Relations (id ed . ; B o s t o n / L e i d e n : Bri l l , 2001) 147-48. F o r a fuller dis
cuss ion o f the privi leges a n d l imited s o v e r e i g n t y o f t h e J e w s in J u d a e a , see H a n n a h M . 
C o t t o n , "Jewish J u r i s d i c t i o n u n d e r R o m a n R u l e , " in Zwischen den Reich en: Neues Tes
tament und Romische Herrschaft (ed. M i c h a e l L a b a h n a n d J u r g e n Z a n g e n b e r g ; T e x t e 
und A r b e i t e n z u m n e u t e s t a m e n t l i c h e n Z e i t a l t e r 36; T u b i n g e n / B a s e l : F r a n c k e , 2002) 13-28. 

1 0 8 See, e.g. , T e s s a R a j a k , " T h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y a n d its b o u n d a r i e s , " in The Jews 
Among Pagans and Christians in the Roman Empire (ed. Jud i th L i e u et a l . ; L o n d o n / N e w 
Y o r k : R o u t l e d g e , 1992) 9-28. 
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the official tolerance granted Jews by the Romans need not always or 
even usually have been a matter of universal legislation or edict. Rather, 
it is likely that most Jewish privileges of the first century—at least those 
which did not directly impact the administration of the empire, such as 
those governing military service or the Temple-tax—were adopted 
piecemeal as local circumstances required.109 At the same time, Judaism 
was hardly amorphous and the requirements for being considered Jew
ish could not have been completely subjective. The fact that Christians 
left the synagogue shows that the Jews had a clear understanding of 
their self-identity. 

The self-understanding of what it meant to be Jewish was intimately 
connected to membership in the synagogue, "especially outside Pales
tine," D. M. Smith argues, where "synagogue membership [would] be 
the decisive mark of Jewish identity."110 On a practical level, the con
tinuation of the Jerusalem temple tax and its confiscation by the 
Emperor Vespasian after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 C . E . would have 
required administrative rules among the Romans which conformed 
more or less to the current Jewish self-understanding.111 At the very 

1 0 9 R a j a k ( " W a s t h e r e a R o m a n C h a r t e r for the J e w s ? " in The Jewish Dialogue with 
Greece and Rome: Studies in Cultural and Social Interaction [ L e i d e n / B o s t o n / C o l o g n e : 
Bril l , 2001] 301-34, h e r e 331), a r g u i n g a g a i n s t t h e a s s u m p t i o n o f a un iversa l ( a n d univer
sally r e s p e c t e d ) spec ia l s t a t u s for J e w s in t h e e m p i r e , n o t e s t h a t , "as far as t h e ev idence 
o f the d e c r e e s [ o f J e w i s h priv i lege] g o e s , it l o o k s r a t h e r as t h o u g h in m a n y c a s e s t h e y 
b e c a m e n e c e s s a r y o n l y b e c a u s e o f de l iberate ly e n g i n e e r e d a t t a c k s o n J e w i s h p r a c t i c e s . " 
Cf . the a r g u m e n t for a special J e w i s h s t a t u s in S m a l l w o o d , Jews under Roman Rule, 128-
43. 

1 1 0 S m i t h , " C o n t r i b u t i o n , " 15. R a j a k ("Jewish C o m m u n i t y , " 10-11) wr i te s : " D i a s p o r a 
c o m m u n i t i e s w e r e g r o u p e d a r o u n d the inst i tut ion o f the synagoge, a l so cal led proseuche, 
o f w h i c h t h e r e w o u l d be m o r e t h a n o n e in a l arge c i t y — e l e v e n a r e a t t e s t e d for R o m e in 
the c a t a c o m b e p i t a p h s . Inscr ip t ions revea l s y n a g o g u e officials t o h a v e been p r o m i n e n t 
figures. B u t the w o r d synagoge, w h i c h m e a n s assembly , unl ike proseuche, w h i c h m e a n s 
prayer , c a r r i e s a n i m p o r t a n t ambigu i ty , a n d w e c a n n o t a l w a y s tell w h e t h e r a bui ld ing is 
i n t e n d e d , o r m e r e l y t h e p a r t i c u l a r c o m m u n i t y . " T h e d i s t i n c t i o n , it s h o u l d be n o t e d , 
w o u l d n o t affect t h e ques t ion o f m e m b e r s h i p c r i t e r i a t h a t a r e i m p o r t a n t for m y d iscus
sion. 

1 , 1 S m a l l w o o d (Jews under Roman Rule, 345) m a k e s c l e a r the impl i ca t ions o f this c o n 
fiscation b o t h for t h e R o m a n a u t h o r i t i e s a n d J e w s in t h e e m p i r e : 

In 71-72 [Vespas ian] a p p r o p r i a t e d t h e half -shekle T e m p l e - t a x for t h e R o m a n 
e x c h e q u e r by c o n v e r t i n g it in to a t a x os tens ib ly for the benefit o f the t e m 
ple o f J u p i t e r C a p i t o l i n u s , t h e g o d w h o in the R o m a n v i c t o r y h a d t r i u m p h e d 
o v e r the G o d o f I srae l , a n d a t the s a m e t i m e e x t e n d i n g its inc idence t o c o v e r 
b o t h sexes f r o m the a g e o f t h r e e t o ( p r o b a b l y ) t h e s i x t y - s e c o n d b i r t h d a y in 
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least, payment of the tax would be required for member of the syna
gogue by the synagogue authorities, which itself would be a criterion 
for membership. This is also important for determining when the Johan
nine community might have become recognizable to the Romans as a 
distinct group. Expulsion from the synagogue would remove someone 
from the tax-roll, which would simplify the task of a Roman inquisitor. 

Once they were declared dTcoawdycoyoq Johannine Christians would 
presumably have ceased payment of the "Jewish tax." They would have 
lost their legal exemption from the Imperial Cult and may have pre
sented a new set of problems to the Roman authorities. Indeed, these 
problems may have arisen even earlier, depending on the exact mean
ing of anocvvayaiyoq: it may be a technical legal term which actually 
effected the expulsion of Johannine Christians from the synagogue, or 
only a descriptive term (possibly devised by Christians) referring to an 
expulsion that was accomplished separately. Preferring the former inter
pretation, Martyn argues that the term refers to "the formal separation 
of the disciples of Jesus from the synagogue" when declared by "an 
authoritative body within Judaism."1 1 2 While admitting that it may have 
had a less formal and merely descriptive meaning, Martyn still argues 
that "one would expect it to bear some relation to known Jewish meth
ods of discipline. Thus when one seeks to identify the term historically, 
the practice of the ban is the most obvious candidate."113 BDAG, how
ever, takes the second interpretation, defining it as "expelled from the 

t h e c a s e o f w o m e n a n d p e r h a p s for life in the c a s e o f m e n . T h e effect o f this 
m e a s u r e w a s t h a t J u d a i s m b e c a m e a religio licita on ly for t h o s e p e o p l e w h o 
d e c l a r e d the i r a l l e g i a n c e by p a y i n g t h e didrachmon, s o o n t o be k n o w n as 
t h e "Jewish T a x " , t o R o m e , a n d t h u s p u r c h a s i n g t h e privi lege o f w o r s h i p 
ing Y a h w e h a n d c o n t r a c t i n g o u t o f t h e i m p e r i a l c u l t by a s u b s c r i p t i o n t o 
Jup i ter . 

1 1 2 M a r t y n , History and Theology, 39. M a r t y n ( ibid.) c o n c e d e s t h a t this i n t e r p r e t a 
t ion is necessar i ly c o n j e c t u r a l , s ince " the adjec t ive d7toa\)vdyayyo(; h a s n o t yet been found 
in any d o c u m e n t o t h e r t h a n t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l . " 

1 1 3 Ib id . , 43. M a r t y n d r a w s h e r e o n t h e c l a i m o f J a m e s H o p e M o u l t o n a n d G e o r g e 
M i l l i g a n (The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament Illustrated from Papyri and Other 
Non-literary Sources [ L o n d o n : H o d d e r a n d S t o u g h t o n , 1930] 70) t h a t dTcooDvaytOYO^ is 
"just t h e s o r t o f w o r d t h a t w o u l d h a v e t o be c o i n e d for use in t h e J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y " . 
T h i s c o n c l u s i o n w o u l d n o t be a p p r e c i a b l y w e a k e n e d if it w a s c o i n e d by C h r i s t i a n s w h o 
h a d been p l a c e d u n d e r t h e b a n — a poss ibi l i ty t h a t M a r t y n (History and Theology, 43) 
c o n s i d e r s . 
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synagogue, excluded, put under a curse/ban."114 Under either interpre
tation, and whether it was coined by Jews or Christians, dTCoawdycoyoq 
points to the official separation from the synagogue of the Johannine 
community.115 

One important result of this separation may have been the persecu
tion of Christians by leaders of the synagogue. Brown cites the deaths 
of Stephen (Acts 7:58-60), James son of Zebedee (Acts 12:2-3) , and of 
James the brother of the Lord (Josephus, Ant. 20.9) as examples, and 
the theological justification given for such killings (m. Sanh. 9 : 6 ) . 1 1 6 

Martyn points to Acts 13:34-50, where "in Pisidian Antioch the Jews per
suade the city authorities 'to drive Paul and Barnabas out of their dis
trict.'" 1 1 7 This occurred at a time when Paul was still subject to direct 
punishment from the Jewish authorities themselves (2 Cor 11:24): "Five 
times I have received at the hands of the Jews forty lashes less one." 1 1 8 

It may be a similar persecution by Roman proxy that Justin Martyr 
refers to in his complaint against the Jews: "Though you have slain 
Christ, you do not repent; but you hate and murder us also . . . as often 
as you get the authority."119 Brown draws out the implications of such 
examples more fully: 

Now we know that in the second century the 'killing' of Christians 
by Jews was most often not a direct action but by way of denun
ciation to the Romans. Judaism was a tolerated religion, and in 
principle the Jews were not forced to take part in public worship. 
As long as Christians were considered Jews, there was no specific 

1 1 4 B D A G , s.v. "drcocnwdyGyyoc,." 
1 , 5 A n interes t ing q u e s t i o n , w h i c h c a n n o t be p u r s u e d h e r e , is a t w h a t p o i n t a n d o n 

w h a t bas is the J e w s wi th in the s y n a g o g u e felt it n e c e s s a r y t o e x p e l the J o h a n n i n e C h r i s 
t ians . H o w e v e r , this m a y a l w a y s r e m a i n a n u n a n s w e r e d q u e s t i o n s ince , a s R o b e r t D o r -
n a n (Birth of a Worldview: Early Christianity in its Jewish and Pagan Context [ O x f o r d / 
San F r a n c i s c o : W o r l d v i e w P r e s s , 1995] 55) w r i t e s , "unfor tunate ly , w e h a v e a l m o s t n o evi
d e n c e t o d o c u m e n t t h e J e w s ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f w h a t it m e a n t t o be a J e w in t h e cit ies o f 
the M e d i t e r r a n e a n w o r l d . " M o r e o v e r , the soc io log ica l c a t e g o r y o f d e v i a n c e w h i c h w o u l d 
under l ie a n y a t t e m p t e d r e c o n s t r u c t i o n is itself a m a t t e r o f s o m e d e b a t e . See J o h n M . G . 
B a r c l a y , " D e v i a n c e a n d A p o s t a s y : S o m e A p p l i c a t i o n s o f D e v i a n c e T h e o r y t o F i r s t - C e n 
t u r y J u d a i s m a n d Chr i s t i an i ty ," in Modelling Early Christianity, 114-27. 

1 1 6 B r o w n , Community, 42. 
1 1 7 M a r t y n , History and Theology, 54. 
1 . 8 Ib id . , 47. 
1 . 9 J u s t i n M a r t y r , Trypho 133.6; 95.4, c i ted a n d trans la ted in B r o w n , Community, 42-43. 
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legal reason for the Romans to bother them. But once the syna
gogues expelled them and it was made clear that they were no 
longer Jews, their failure to adhere to pagan customs and to par
ticipate in emperor worship created legal problems. Second-cen
tury Christians accused Jews of betraying them to Roman 
inquisitors. The Martyrdom of Poly carp 13:1 says that "the Jews 
were extremely zealous, as is their wont, in preparing material for 
burning the saint," a burning that was carried out by a Roman 
pro-consul ca. A .D. 1 5 5 . 1 2 0 

Such Christian views of Jewish incitement was not solely a second-cen
tury phenomenon. Smallwood, following the claims of Melito of Sardis 
and Clement of Rome, suggests that the Neronian persecution—which 
predates the production of the Fourth Gospel by a generation—"was 
engineered by the Jews in an attempt to enlist the might of Rome as their 
ally in their conflict with the new sect which they feared and hated."1 2 1 

Even taking full account of the anti-Jewish polemic in many of these 
second-century Christian complaints and disavowing the subsequent 
use of them to justify Christian anti-Semitism, there is probably some 
historical basis lying behind them. While this view remains hypotheti
cal, Brown suggests that "indirect participation in executions carried 
out through expulsion from the synagogues may have been part of the 
background for John's charges against 'the Jews. '" 1 2 2 

Nor did the Johannine community's problems with Roman author
ity end with their formerly Jewish members. The Johannine community 
was placed in a double bind by the presence in it not only of Jews but 
also of Gentiles who presumably had previously participated in the 
Imperial Cult. The presence of Gentiles within or around the religious 
community was hardly unique to Christians, of course. However, the 

1 2 0 Ibid. , 43 . 
1 2 1 S m a l l w o o d , Jews under Roman Rule, 218-19. S m a l l w o o d c i tes E u s e b i u s , Hist. eccl. 

2.25.1-5; C l e m e n t , / Clem. 5-6. 
1 2 2 B r o w n , Community, 43 . O f c o u r s e , n o t all i n s t a n c e s o f R o m a n p e r s e c u t i o n need 

be e x p l a i n e d by J e w i s h inc i t ement , even w h e n J e w s w e r e d irect ly involved . It c o u l d often 
s imply be a c a s e o f R o m e p r o t e c t i n g a r e c o g n i z e d g r o u p a g a i n s t a n u n r e c o g n i z e d o p p o 
n e n t in o r d e r t o a v o i d m o r e s e r i o u s t r o u b l e later. A s S m a l l w o o d (Jews under Roman 
Rule, 219) n o t e s , " T h e a n t a g o n i s m b e t w e e n J u d a i s m a n d the re l ig ion w h i c h t h r e a t e n e d 
t o u n d e r m i n e it c a n n o t h a v e e s c a p e d t h e n o t i c e o f t h e p o w e r c o m m i t t e d t o the p r o t e c 
t ion o f J u d a i s m . " 
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strictness of the Johannine Christians about their continued participa
tion in pagan practices set them apart from the Jews. For example, Jew
ish proselytes were often less rigid in the demands placed upon a Gentile 
"God-fearer," who could frequently meet the Jewish demand of 
monotheism "with singularly little action . . . by the avowal that the 
divinities he worshiped were all aspects of the single divine nature."1 2 3 

Likewise, "some Jewish texts encouraged further worship at the Jewish 
Shrine, but this was rarely felt to be incompatible for Gentiles with con
tinued pagan practices." 1 2 4 On the other hand, what Price calls the 
Christian "transvaluation of sacrifice" prevented any such laissez-faire 
attitude towards paganism, even if distinctions were made by the 
Romans between sacrifice for the emperor and sacrifice to him. 1 2 5 

Since the actual degree of participation demanded of average Romans 
and its popularity has been discussed above, it is not necessary to repeat 
it here. It should be clear, though, that any decision to recuse oneself 
from participation in the Imperial Cult, especially after previous 
involvement, carried potential dangers. On an individual if not a com
munal level, avoidance of the Imperial Cult may have posed a threat to 
these Gentile Christians. The persecution of Roman Christians by Nero 
in 64 was a constant reminder of the threat of Roman power to the 
Christians of the late first century. Assuming the correctness of these 
considerations, it may be expected that the Fourth Gospel contains a 
polemic aimed not only against the Jews who incited persecution of the 
Johannine community, but also against the Roman authorities and the 
Imperial Cult that served as their instruments. 

Conclusion 

As has been shown in the first part of this chapter, to be a Roman of 
the first century was to exist within a world whose focal point, religious, 
political, and historical, was the Emperor. In contrast, to be a Christian 
was potentially to set oneself outside the world of the Roman world of 
the first century, ideologically if not politically. To recognize Christ as 

1 2 3 M a r t i n G o o d m a n , " J e w i s h P r o s e l y t i z i n g in t h e F i r s t C e n t u r y , " in Jews Among 
Pagans and Christians, 53-78, h e r e 73 . 

1 2 4 Ibid . 
1 2 5 P r i c e , Rituals and Power, 222. 
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Deus et dominus was, by definition, not to recognize Domitian as such. 
And this, in turn, was to deny the ideological foundations of the polit
ical order established during the Augustan Principate, which had 
restored peace, stability and a relative prosperity to the Mediterranean 
after the disastrous civil wars of the first century B . C . E . Christianity, like 
Judaism before it, made a special claim on the believer that took prece
dence over all previous commitments. Unlike the Jews, though, it was 
not until the fourth century that Christians found a place within Roman 
society that would shelter them from its power. Thus, conversion to 
Johannine Christianity meant that the Roman imperial Weltanschau
ung had to be rejected and replaced, however inchoately at first, by a 
new understanding of the world which was radically incommensurable 
with their previous beliefs and the beliefs of the Roman world about 
them. That persecution would have followed upon such a decision is 
hardly surprising, since by its refusal to accede to the Augustan Ideol
ogy the Johannine community effectively challenged the authority of the 
entire social order of the first century. 

The crucifixion of Jesus at the hands of Roman authorities and the 
belief in his subsequent resurrection and ascension into heaven coun-
terpose the main contestants vying for divine authority. To defend the 
divinity and authority of Jesus for believers, it was necessary to delimit 
the divinity and authority of the emperor. In order to do so, it was nec
essary to make their respective authorities in some way commensurable, 
and thus a common language of power was required to present this con
flict. Since there was no well developed christological language already 
available, the only remaining option was to conceptualize and portray 
Jesus in the language of power familiar to Christians, namely that of the 
emperor. In Chapter Three we will examine the language of the Fourth 
Gospel and see how, in some of its key christological terms, it echoes 
the language of the Augustan Ideology in its attempt to express a dis
tinctively Johannine Christology. 



C H A P T E R 3 

Rethinking the Language of Power: 
John's Christological Vocabulary 

in Its Roman Context 

In his magisterial study of the effects of Victorian literary culture on 
the experience of trench warfare in the First World War, Paul Fussell 
discusses how John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress provided a template 
used by British soldiers to interpret both the experience of war and its 
role in their private spiritual histories. He writes: "It would be impos
sible to count the number of times 'the Slough of Despond' is invoked 
as the only adequate designation for churned-up mud morasses pum-
meled by icy rain and heavy shells. It becomes one of the inevitable 
cliches of memory. So does 'the Valley of the Shadow of Death,' where, 
in Bunyan, 'lay blood, bones, ashes, and mangled bodies of men, even 
of Pilgrims that had gone this way formerly.'"1 This process of literary 
transference, Fussell argues, is not simply an affectation of the educated 
elites or a result of the dearth of literariness among the lower classes. 
Rather, 

it is a case illustrating E. D. Hirsch's theory of the way new mean
ings get proposed: "No one would invent or understand a new type 
of meaning unless he were capable of perceiving analogies and 
making novel subsumptions under previously known types.... By 
an imaginative leap the unknown is assimilated to the known, and 
something genuinely new is realized." The "new type of meaning" 

1 P a u l Fusse l l , The Great War and Modern Memory ( O x f o r d : O x f o r d U n i v e r s i t y 
Press , 1975) 139. 

6 6 
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is that of the new industrialized mass trench warfare. The "previ
ously known types" are the motifs and images of popular romance. 
The "something genuinely new" is the significant memories of the 
war we have been focusing on, where significant means, in fact, 
artistic. Because Dante has never really been domesticated in 
Protestant England, when an English sensibility looks for tradi
tional images of waste and horror and loss and fear, it turns not to 
the Inferno but to Pilgrim's Progress.1 

In short, the traumatic events of the First World War, despite their incom
mensurability with all previous civilian life, became intelligible and capa
ble of communication by being cast into existing literary models. A 
reader lacking familiarity with this precedent literature misses not only 
occasional literary echoes and allusions, but also the larger meaning-
system that made possible the remembrance and description of the war. 

A similar interpretative process arguably occurred within the Johan
nine community during the first century in its attempts to formulate and 
express the belief in Jesus which defined it and separated it from both 
Judaism and the surrounding Roman world. In this case, the "new type 
of meaning" behind the Fourth Gospel is the belief that the human being 
Jesus was also the divine Christ who offered salvation to his believers. 
The "something genuinely new" was the distinctive high Christology of 
the Johannine community, which found its first and fullest expression in 
the Fourth Gospel. And, I will suggest in this chapter, at least some of 
the "previously known types" were drawn from the Augustan Ideology, 
which placed the Roman emperors at the center of religious and politi
cal life throughout the Mediterranean world and, in particular, Asia 
Minor during the first century. As such, the Augustan Ideology provided 
a universal currency for discussions of power and divinity. 

The history of the Johannine community sketched in Chapter One 
sets the Fourth Gospel apart from most other NT texts (the book of 
Revelation being a notable exception) in the degree of contact and 
potential conflict that it might have experienced with the Augustan Ide-

2 Ib id . , 139. Fussel l h e r e q u o t e s f r o m E . D . H i r s c h , Validity in Interpretation ( N e w 
H a v e n / L o n d o n : Y a l e Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1967) 105. F o r a re l iable o v e r v i e w o f H i r s c h ' s t h e 
o r y a n d his la ter a m e n d m e n t s t o it r e g a r d i n g the p lace o f a u t h o r i a l intent in t e x t u a l inter
p r e t a t i o n , see E d g a r V. M c K n i g h t , The Bible and the Reader: An Introduction to Literary 
Theory (Phi lade lphia: F o r t r e s s , 1985) 94-100. 
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3 B r o w n , Community, 57. 

ology. Accordingly, this engagement may have fostered a dialectical rela
tionship between Augustan and Johannine concepts and language about 
divinity. As the community left its original home in the synagogue and 
turned to the surrounding world for converts, a new vocabulary to pro
claim its belief in Christ would have been acutely needed. As Raymond 
E. Brown writes: 

An opening towards the Gentiles (with or without a geographic 
move) and the need to interpret Johannine thought to them 
involved much more than the occasional parenthetic note explain
ing Hebrew or Aramaic terms. It would have been necessary to 
adapt Johannine language so that it could appeal more widely.... 
[WJhile phrases like "Son of God" and "I AM" have a distinctive 
Old Testament and intertestamental background, their usage in 
John could be appreciated by pagan Greeks. If this is true, the exis
tence of "parallels" to Johannine terminology and thought in var
ious bodies of Hellenistic and pagan literature may become more 
intelligible.3 

In other words, the movement of the Johannine community into the 
Gentile world demanded not merely the translation but to a consider
able extent the recreation of their distinctive Christology in the manner 
described by Hirsch. That the Johannine community possessed the first 
two components of Hirsch's theory, the "new type of meaning" and the 
"something genuinely new," is evident. The uniqueness of the Fourth 
Gospel and the faith that motivated its composition are sufficient proof. 
However, the claim that John's Gospel generated this new type of mean
ing via the ideology and language of imperial Rome remains to be 
demonstrated. 

Perhaps the best way to identify this influence is by searching for lex
ical parallels between the Augustan Ideology and the Christology of the 
Fourth Gospel. The most likely entry point for any widespread socio-
religious phenomenon into the thought world of the Johannine com
munity would be in the common words and phrases that they employed 
and modified in their attempts to express their newfound belief in the 
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divine Christ. By locating and analyzing some of these parallels, the 
influence of the Augustan Ideology upon the authors of the Fourth 
Gospel can begin to be understood. 

This chapter takes the first step in understanding the role of the 
Augustan Ideology on Johannine thought, namely, the establishment of 
a lexical basis for comparison. Having already sketched out in Chap
ters One and Two the first-century religious and socio-political context 
of the Fourth Gospel, in this chapter I will examine three of the most 
important concepts relating to the person of Christ in the gospel: 
oixjia; 6 ocoxnp xov Koquoi); and 6 moq xov Qeov. While questions of defi
nition and translation cannot be entirely avoided, the goal here is not 
to give an exhaustive discussion of the theological meaning of any of 
these concepts as they appear in John. Rather, I will only compare and 
contrast the Johannine usage of each of these with the Greek and Latin 
vocabulary of the Augustan Ideology (and with other NT occurrences 
where relevant) in order to situate them within the immediate social and 
religious context of the Gospel. The Augustan Ideology served as the 
backdrop before which—or, in the case of the Johannine community, 
against which—daily life was lived across first-century Asia Minor. 
Some of the key terms in the Johannine Christology clearly echo this 
backdrop.4 Only when it has been shown how the christological lan
guage of the Fourth Gospel would have evoked in the minds of its read
ers a wide range of religious and political concepts drawn from the 
Augustan Ideology can we turn to the more complex and "theological" 
attempts at exegesis in Chapters Four and Five. 

'E^ouaia, "Power" 

For exegetes, theologians, and even moderately educated Christian 
believers, it is common knowledge that the Gospel's overriding concern 

4 I genera l ly will speak h e r e o f J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t o l o g y r a t h e r t h a n the " p r e s e n t a t i o n 
o f J e s u s " in J o h n . Smith ( " P r e s e n t a t i o n o f J e s u s , " 175) a r g u e s t h a t " C h r i s t o l o g y is a sec
o n d - o r d e r l a n g u a g e a b o u t J e s u s . J o h n ' s G o s p e l is a first o r d e r p r e s e n t a t i o n o f J e s u s . " 
H o w e v e r , I w o u l d a r g u e t h a t — e s p e c i a l l y in t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l — t h e p o r t r a i t o f J e s u s is 
c o n t r o l l e d by a p r e - u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f h i m w h i c h c a n o n l y be c o n s i d e r e d c h r i s t o l o g i c a l . 
T h e r e f o r e , it m i g h t be be t ter t o dis t inguish t h e , for l a c k o f a b e t t e r t e r m , " e x p e r i e n t i a l " 
C h r i s t o l o g y o f the evange l i s t f r o m t h e "bibl ica l" o n e o f pos t -b ib l i ca l t h e o l o g i a n s . 
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lies with Christology. It reshaped numerous OT and early Christian 
terms and ideas to produce a unique portrait of Jesus. As has been 
argued above, its Roman context subtly shaped and colored the 
Gospel's thought, and gave new resonances and connotations to its 
christological terms that they do not possess elsewhere in the NT. A 
prime example of this process, I suggest, can be found in his use of the 
term e^o\)oia. While it appears in John only eight times (1:12; 5:27; twice 
in 10:18; 17:2; twice in 19:10; 19:11), these occurrences mark some key texts 
in the revelation and defense of Jesus' divinity and authority: the Pro
logue (1:12), confrontations with the Jewish authorities over Jesus' work 
and person (5:27; 10:18); the Farewell Discourse in which Jesus calls upon 
the Father to glorify him (17:2); and the confrontation with Pilate dur
ing the Passion Narrative (19 :10-11) . 5 In each of these contexts, Jesus' 
supremacy is either being challenged by those outside the community 
(10:18; 19:10-11), or being affirmed by Jesus (17:2) or the text of the Gospel 
(1:12). If the purpose of the Gospel was indeed that the reader "may 
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God" (20:31), the evangelist 
could hardly have chosen more prominent places to employ this term. 

The proper English translation of ecjovcia has occasioned consider
able controversy among scholars and translators, who have normally 
alternated between "power," "authority" and "right" as the best ren
dering. BDAG provides little firm guidance here, offering as possible 
translations "right," "capability," "authority," "absolute power," and 
"ruling" or "official power" for the different attestations of the word 
in John. 6 This ambiguity is reflected also in the most widely accepted 
English translations, which show no standard translation for the eight 
occurrences of e^ovaia in the Fourth Gospel.7 

This diversity in translation reflects an uncertainty about the exact 
meaning of a term whose importance has not been adequately recog
nized and whose meaning within the Roman context of the first century 

5 Al l w o r d - c o u n t s , unless o t h e r w i s e n o t e d , a r e b a s e d o n A l f r e d S c h m o l l e r , Hand-
konkordanz zum griechischen Neuen Testament (8th e d . , 3d rev. p r i n t i n g ; S t u t t g a r t : 
D e u t s c h e Bibelgese l l schaft , 1989). 

6 B D A G , s.v. " e ^ o u o i a . " 
7 T h e m o s t c o m m o n r e n d e r i n g ( t h o u g h o n e n o t sys temat i ca l ly e m p l o y e d ) is " p o w e r . " 

T h e R S V uses it for every o c c u r r e n c e e x c e p t 5:27, a n d t h e N A B for all e x c e p t 17:2, w h e r e 
b o t h s u b s t i t u t e " a u t h o r i t y . " T h e R E B uses b o t h t r a n s l a t i o n s , a s wel l a s " m a d e sover 
e ign" for 17:2, whi le t h e N I V uses " r i g h t , " " a u t h o r i t y , " a n d " p o w e r " var ious ly . 
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has too often been overlooked by scholars.8 Normally such a diverse 
rendering of a single term would not raise any great concern, since 
translators are expected to be especially sensitive both to Greek context 
and connotation and to the rather different and difficult demands of 
contemporary English usage. In this instance, though, I would suggest 
that the word choice of the evangelist was quite intentional and uniform 
in meaning. 

This uniformity of meaning is suggested by the fact that even a cur
sory examination of the respective semantic domains reveals that Greek 
offers almost as many synonyms as does English for these words. This 
makes it seem unlikely that the consistent usage of e^ouoia was coinci
dental.9 Less likely still is the suggestion that the evangelist was so lim
ited in his vocabulary that he was unaware of the choices available, 
including such common terms as 8\)va|ja<; or io%t>(;. Furthermore, the 
lack of consensus among translators on any single rendering does not 
suggest John was playing off an ambiguity or double entendre in his 

8 T h e e m p h a s i s p u t a c e n t u r y a g o by E d w i n A . A b b o t t (Johannine Vocabulary: A 
Comparison of the Words of the Fourth Gospel with Those of the Three [ L o n d o n : A d a m 
a n d C h a r l e s B l a c k , 1905]) o n e ^ o u o i a for J o h n ' s t h e o l o g y h a s u n f o r t u n a t e l y been i g n o r e d 
by m o s t c o m m e n t a t o r s , i n c l u d i n g , surpr i s ing ly , C a s s i d y (Perspective), w h o f o c u s e d 
specif ical ly o n t h e R o m a n c o n t e x t o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l . 

9 F o r i n s t a n c e , 8\>va|LU<; ( w h i c h a p p e a r s a p p r o x i m a t e l y 118 t i m e s a n d s p r e a d a c r o s s all 
the N e w T e s t a m e n t t e x t s e x c e p t J o h n , t h e J o h a n n i n e Epis t l e s , P h i l e m o n , 1 T i m o t h y a n d 
J u d e ) a n d icx^c, ( w h i c h a p p e a r s ten t i m e s in t h e N T , in M a r k , E p h e s i a n s , 2 T h e s s a l o n i -
a n s , 1 a n d 2 Peter , a n d R e v e l a t i o n ) a r e per fec t ly w o r k a b l e s y n o n y m s for e ^ o v c i a under
s t o o d a s " p o w e r " in the sense o f "abil ity t o d o s o m e t h i n g . " 'Emxayfi ( a p p e a r i n g s ix t imes 
in t h e Paul ine a n d P a s t o r a l Epis t les ) o r £7tixp07cf| ( o n c e , in A c t s 26:12), whi le less c o m m o n 
w o r d s t h a n e ^ o v a i a , c o u l d still subs t i tu te for " a u t h o r i t y . " T h e sense o f "r igh t" is a m o r e 
difficult c a s e , g iven its d i s t inc t ive m o d e r n c o n n o t a t i o n s , b u t o p t i o n s e x i s t e v e n h e r e . 
T e p a q ( B D A G : " m a t e r i a l e x h i b i t i o n o f e s t e e m , pr ize , r e w a r d , in o u r lit. g iven by G o d " ) , 
whi le n o t o c c u r i n g in the N T b u t in L X X , J o s e p h u s , 1 C l e m e n t , a n d the A p o c a l y p s e o f 
Peter , c o u l d p r o b a b l y subs t i tu te w i t h o u t s ignif icant loss o f m e a n i n g . M o r e o v e r , TIUT| (in 
the sense o f " a m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f h o n o r , e s t e e m " [ B D A G ] ) a p p e a r s 29 t i m e s in t h e N T , 
p r e d o m i n a n t l y in t h e P a u l i n e a n d C a t h o l i c Epis t les a n d R e v e l a t i o n b u t a l s o o n c e ( i .e . , 
4:44) in J o h n , a n d m i g h t e v e n be m o r e a p p r o p r i a t e t h a n e^ov&ia in s o m e p l a c e s (e .g . , 
1:12). T h e s e m a n t i c d o m a i n s a n d verba l s equiva lences used here a r e d r a w n f r o m J o h a n n e s 
P. L o u w a n d E u g e n e A . N i d a , eds . , Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based 
on Semantic Domains ( N e w Y o r k : U n i t e d Bible Soc ie t ies , 1988]), w i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n o f 
yepaq. Its e q u i v a l e n c y is d r a w n f r o m B D A G a n d S. C . W o o d h o u s e , English-Greek 
Dictionary: A Vocabulary of the Attic Language ( L o n d o n : G e o r g e R o u t l e d g e 6 c S o n s , 
1910) s.v. "yepac,." W h i l e t h e t o p i c c a n n o t be f u r t h e r d e v e l o p e d h e r e , it is w o r t h n o t i n g 
t h a t m a n y o f t h e s e s y n o n y m s a l s o c a r r i e d a p o l i t i c a l - i m p e r i a l c o n n o t a t i o n d u r i n g t h e 
first c e n t u r y . See D e i s s m a n n , Light, 363 n. 9. 
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choice. Rather, the evangelist evidently selected e^ovoia intentionally 
because it best captured the meaning that he wished to convey. What 
was that meaning? 

As shown in Chapter Two, within the context of the Gospel, namely, 
Roman-ruled Asia Minor in the first century, the Augustan ideology 
carefully distinguished between "power" and "authority," namely, in 
regard to the auctoritas and the potestas of the emperor. Thus, the tech
nical political distinction between auctoritas and potestas made by 
Augustus in the Res Gestae extended to the Greek translations of the 
text found in Ancyra and Apollonia. The passage quoted above (Res 
Gestae 34.3: "I excelled all in influence [auctoritate], although I pos
sessed no more official power [potestatis] than others who were my col
leagues") was translated dcjic6|Li[a]Ti rcdvicov 8if|veyKa, e^owiaq 8e otiSev 
xi nhelov ea%ov xd)v awap^dvxcov JLIOI . 1 0 If the decision by this translator 
to render potestas as e^ovoia and auctoritas as d^icojLia is not arbitrary 
but reflects a technical distinction, this may shed a great deal of light on 
John's choice of e^ovcia in the gospel, rather than another common 
word such as Siivajuq. 

In fact, did d^icojia have a special technical sense that contrasted with 
ecjouoia? With the exception of the Res Gestae, tracing this technical 
usage in the Imperial Cult is difficult at best, as the lexical evidence of 
the Imperial Cult in the rest of Asia Minor does not address these cat
egories, at least not in conjunction with one another. Of course, e^owia 
is mentioned countless times in connection with the Julio-Claudian and 
Flavian emperors, but d îcojxa (as well as auctoritas in the Latin West) 
is almost entirely absent from the literary and inscriptional evidence for 
the Imperial Cult.1 1 However, there is a simple explanation for this 
omission: d^icojia or auctoritas refers to a set of practices and arrange
ments that is not publicly expressed or documented. Thus, in the case 

1 0 T h e b r a c k e t s in a n y q u o t e s f r o m t h e Res Gestae h a v e been suppl ied by t h e e d i t o r 
o f t h e c r i t i c a l t e x t , H a n s V o l k m a n n , u p o n w h o s e w o r k E h r e n b e r g a n d J o n e s b a s e d the ir 
edi t ion . T h e t e x t survives in the m o s t c o m p l e t e f o r m a t "the t emple o f ' R o m e a n d A u g u s 
tus ' a t A n c y r a , t h e a n c i e n t c a p i t a l o f G a l a t i a , the m o d e r n A n k a r a ; h e r e w e r e inscr ibed 
o n t h e w a l l s o f t h e t e m p l e t h e L a t i n t e x t a n d a G r e e k p a r a p h r a s e o f i t" ( B r u n t a n d 
M o o r e , Achievements, 1). T h e w o r d " p a r a p h r a s e " h e r e is t o o w e a k , s ince all o t h e r edi
t o r s t r e a t it a s a t r a n s l a t i o n . T h e r e a r e t w o o t h e r surv iv ing s o u r c e s , a L a t i n v e r s i o n f r o m 
Pis id ian A n t i o c h a n d a G r e e k o n e f r o m A p o l l o n i a , t h e c a p i t a l o f Pis idia . 

1 1 ArpoKpvcri e ^ c u a i a w a s t h e n o r m a l t r a n s l a t i o n o f tribunicia potestas, w h i c h w a s 
c l a i m e d by every e m p e r o r a n d c o n s t i t u t e d a s t a n d a r d tit le in publ i c inscr ip t ions . 
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of living emperors especially, any reference to what Galinsky calls the 
"para- or supraconstitutional terminology" of auctoritas would be 
unwise if not actually dangerous. Rather, the preference was to recog
nize publicly only those powers "officially" granted under the consti
tution. For Agrippa to publicly state in Acts 26:32 that he would not 
exercise his potestas to release Paul without the consent of the emperor 
would not only demean both men but would also be legally untenable.12 

Given this consideration, the scarcity of dĉ icojia in the evidence of the 
Imperial Cult is not particularly relevant for determining its technical 
meaning in the first century. 

The decision to render auctoritas as dĉ icojia was not unreasonable on 
a lexical level, despite the term's limited usage in Koine Greek (it does 
not appear in the New Testament and is not discussed in BDAG). 1 3 In 
Classical Greek the meaning of di;ico|na corresponded well with what 
the Romans would come to call auctoritas. LSJ defines it primarily as 
"that of which one is thought worthy, an honour," secondly as "hon-

1 2 T w o o ther , s u p p o r t i n g e x p l a n a t i o n s a l s o c o m e t o m i n d : (1) In t h e c a s e o f d e c e a s e d 
e m p e r o r s , s ince auctoritas o r d^icoua dies w i t h its p o s s e s s o r a n y p o s t h u m o u s re f erence 
t o it w o u l d m a k e little sense . N o t a b l y , A u g u s t u s ' p u b l i c r e f e r e n c e t o his auctoritas o r 
d^icoua w a s a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l a n d l imited t o a single i n s t a n c e . (In a s imi lar ve in , whi le 
L y n d o n J o h n s o n w a s f a m o u s for his abi l i ty t o p e r s u a d e a n d d i r e c t l eg i s la tors , his p u b 
lic l e g a c y r e m a i n s on ly t h o s e official func t ions [ the e n a c t m e n t o f leg is lat ion, t h e i s suance 
o f e x e c u t i v e o r d e r s , the c o m m a n d o f t h e mi l i tary ] w h i c h t h e c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l o t t e d t o h i m 
as p r e s i d e n t — t h e r e a r e n o s t a t u e s o f h i m " a r m - t w i s t i n g " a n y o n e . ) ; (2) S ince A u g u s t u s 
i n t e g r a t e d i n t o t h e c u l t v a r i o u s v i r t u e s s u c h a s virtus, pietas, iustitia, a n d dementia 
( w h i c h , b e c a u s e o f the ir brevi ty , w e r e g iven spec ia l p r o m i n e n c e o n R o m a n c o i n a g e ) — 
a n d all these e x p r e s s e d the " p e r s o n a l e x c e l l e n c e " w h i c h underl ies auctoritas—the a c t u a l 
m e n t i o n o f it w o u l d be superf luous . F o r a d i scuss ion o f t h e ro l e o f t h e v ir tues in justify
ing A u g u s t u s ' auctoritas, see F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 1. 1. 109; C e r f a u x a n d T o n d r i a u , 
Le Culte des Souverains, 403-4; B r e n t , Imperial Cult, 64-67. 

1 3 In a n emai l t o the a u t h o r d a t e d 17 J u l y 2003, Dr. W i l l i a m M c C a r t h y o f T h e C a t h o l i c 
Un ivers i ty o f A m e r i c a p o i n t e d o u t t h a t C a s s i u s D i o [55.3.5] c l a i m s auctoritas c a n n o t be 
p r o p e r l y e x p r e s s e d in G r e e k . H o w e v e r , by the s e c o n d c e n t u r y d^icoua b e g a n t o be used 
in t h e A p o s t o l i c a n d P a t r i s t i c wr i t ings t o refer t o t h e h o l d e r s o f defined offices o r pos i 
t ions in the C h u r c h , espec ia l ly t h a t o f b i s h o p . F o r this la ter d e v e l o p m e n t , see G . W . H . 
L a m p e (A Patristic Greek Lexicon [ O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1961] s.v. "d^icoua") w h o c i tes 
C l e m e n t o f R o m e , Const. Ap. 8.1.22, a n d T i t u s o f B o s t r a ' s ( f r a g m e n t a r y ) Commentary 
on Luke 22:3. T h e m o r e genera l m e a n i n g o f "dignity, r a n k , office," t h o u g h in this ins tance 
used in c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e e p i s c o p a c y , is g iven by A . E . S o p h o c l e s (Greek Lexicon of 
the Roman and Byzantine Periods [ N e w Y o r k : F r e d e r i c k U n g a r , 1887] s.v "d^icoua") , c i t 
ing t h e f o u r t h - c e n t u r y Can. Ap. 76. G i v e n t h e p r i m a r i l y p a s t o r a l r a t h e r t h a n jur id ica l 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e bishop's func t ions in t h e ear ly c h u r c h , the c h o i c e h e r e is qui te log
ical , even t h o u g h — o r b e c a u s e — i t reverses the s t a n d a r d R o m a n u s a g e . 
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our, reputation," and only thirdly as "rank, position."14 Since the Greek 
translation of the Res Gestae was almost certainly a local product, its 
vocabulary likely reflects the accepted usage of these terms in Asia Minor 
and not a mistranslation by a non-native Greek- or Latin-speaking 
author.15 Moreover, no translator would choose an uncommon word 
such as d^icojLia and not erciTayfi or 8mtpo7cf|, which were both common 
enough words in the NT (in contrast to d^icojxa), unless it was recog
nized as a technical term for "(imperial) authority."16 

This presumably technical usage of a^icojia in conjunction with 
e^ouaia in the Res Gestae might also explain John's predilection for the 
former because of the importance of this document in the establishment 
and development of the Imperial Cult, especially in Asia Minor. Not 
only was the Res Gestae read at Augustus' funeral and inscribed upon 
bronze tablets (no longer extant) at his tomb in Rome; it was also pub
licly posted in the Roman temples of several major cities in central Asia 
Minor. At the request of several cities in Asia Minor, Augustus had 
authorized the Imperial Cult as early as 29 B .C.E . in conjunction with 
that of Roma.17 Thus, by the time the gospel was composed, there was 
a century of tradition and development for the Imperial Cult in Asia 
Minor. Indeed, no other region of the empire had so many temples and 
altars dedicated to it. Simon R. F. Price lists a total of 45 imperial altars 
and 75 imperial temples in Asia Minor at the beginning of the second 
century C.E., concentrated in the central and western regions but also 
found as far east as northern Cappadocia, as well as in eastern Pisidia.18 

At the same time, the display of the Res Gestae at temples and altars 
other than the three extant in Galatia and the bordering regions of 
Pisidia is unknown, and so it may not have been the practice in these 

1 4 L S J , s.v. "d^icoua." 
1 5 B r u n t a n d M o o r e , Achievements, 2. T h e y base the ir j u d g m e n t o n Res Gestae Divi 

Augusti: Text Monumentis Ancyrano et Antiocheno Latinis, Ancyrano et Apolloniensi 
Graecis (2d ed . ; e d . J . G a g e ; P a r i s : L e s Belles L e t t r e s , i960) 9-13. 

1 6 T h a t d^icouct refers specif ical ly t o t h e e m p e r o r ' s auctoritas is a l s o c l ear , s ince the 
on ly o t h e r m e n t i o n o f auctoritas in the Res Gestae is t o t h a t o f t h e S e n a t e (Res Gestae 
12: [ex senatus auctoritatje), w h i c h is t r a n s l a t e d by a different e x p r e s s i o n ent ire ly (86y -
u a x t OIVIVKAJITOI)) w h i c h refers n o t t o a n y i n f o r m a l p o w e r but r a t h e r t o " a f o r m a l s t a t e 
m e n t c o n c e r n i n g ru les o r r e g u l a t i o n s t h a t a r e t o be o b s e r v e d " ( B D A G , s.v. " 8 6 y u a " ) . 

1 7 F o r a full c h r o n o l o g y o f A u g u s t u s ' p r o m o t i o n o f his cu l t a s e a r l y as 41 B.C.E., see 
C e r f a u x a n d T o n d r i a u , Le Culte des Souverains, 313-22. F o r a c o m p l e t e list o f t h e titles 
a n d h o n o r s g r a n t e d A u g u s t u s , see T a y l o r , Divinity, 270-87. 

1 8 P r i c e , Rituals and Power, x v i - x x v i . 
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areas.19 Galatia was the only eastern region that Augustus elevated to a 
province during his reign (in 25 B . C . E . ) , and it is possible that this region 
developed a unique cult because of its special relationship to Augustus.20 

On the other hand, Price argues that during this period of imperial con
solidation all cultic practice, including the Imperial Cult, tended 
towards uniformity.21 In addition, Augustus reorganized the province 
of Asia in 27 B . C . E . and made Ephesus its capital. As a result, Ephesus 
enjoyed a special relationship to the Imperial Cult in general and to 
Augustus in particular. His temple occupied the center of the Upper 
Square, which was redesigned during his reign. Thus the absence of any 
public version of the Res Gestae would seem unlikely.22 Taking into 
account as well the importance of Antioch, Apollonius and Pisidian 
Antioch in the commercial and political life of the region, the assump
tion of at least a general familiarity with the document's contents by at 
least some of the cult's more educated participants also seems reason
able, regardless of the precise location of the Johannine community in 
Asia Minor (see Chapter One). 2 3 

1 9 N e i t h e r P r i c e (Rituals and Power) n o r F i s h w i c k (Imperial Cult) g ives ev idence o f 
the Res Gestae be ing uti l ized in t h e r i tua l s o f t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t , t h o u g h this is n o t a n 
impossibi l i ty , a t least o n c e r t a i n festival d a y s . T h e r e - c r e a t i o n o f t h e a c t u a l c u l t i c r i tuals 
p e r f o r m e d a t t h e a l t a r is n o t o r i o u s l y difficult. P r i c e (Rituals and Power, 207-8), w h o s e 
s t u d y is n e c e s s a r i l y l imited t o t h e " e x t e r n a l " f e a t u r e s o f t h e c u l t s u c h a s pr ies t ly g a r 
m e n t s , p r o c e s s i o n a n d a r c h i t e c t u r e , n o t e s t h a t " t h e r e is indeed o n l y o n e e x t a n t p r o s e 
d e s c r i p t i o n o f a n y G r a e c o - R o m a n sacr i f i ce ." F i s h w i c k (Imperial Cult, 2 . 1 . 475) m a k e s a 
s imi lar c o m p l a i n t a b o u t t h e W e s t . H o w e v e r , the v e r y fac t t h a t t h e c a l e n d a r w a s p o p u 
la ted b y — i n d e e d , o r d e r e d a r o u n d — n u m e r o u s i m p e r i a l feas ts ( ib id . , 2. 1. 482-501) 
increases the p r o b a b i l i t y o f t h e Res Gestae^ u s a g e in a t least s o m e c e r e m o n i e s . 

2 0 T h e a m b i g u i t y o f t h e t e r m " G a l a t i a , " c o v e r i n g a s it d o e s b o t h a R o m a n jur isdic
t ion a n d a n e thn ic a r e a w h i c h inc ludes Pis id ian A n t i o c h a n d A p o l l o n i a , a l so ar i ses w h e n 
d e t e r m i n i n g the rec ip ients a n d d a t e o f Paul 's epistle t o the G a l a t i a n s . See W e r n e r G e o r g 
K u m m e l , Introduction to the New Testament (rev. ed . ; t r a n s . H o w a r d C l a r k K e e ; 
Nashv i l l e : A b i n g d o n , 1975) 295-96. F o r a m o r e c o m p l e t e h i s t o r y o f R o m a n ru le in this 
p r o v i n c e , see D a v i d M a g i e , Roman Rule in Asia Minor to the End of the Third Century 
after Christ (2 vo l s . ; 1950; repr . , N e w Y o r k : A r n o , 1975) 1. 453-67. 

2 1 P r i c e (Rituals and Power, 56) w r i t e s : " T h i s g r e a t e r c o n s o l i d a t i o n o f c u l t s in t h e 
imper ia l p e r i o d is p a r t o f a m o r e e x t e n s i v e c h a n g e in t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n the h o n 
o u r s a n d the ruler. T h e r e p l a c e m e n t o f p i e c e m e a l a n d i so la ted cu l t s by a n e w dens i ty a n d 
o r g a n i z a t i o n o f cu l t s he lped t o s t r e n g t h e n the idea t h a t the cul t s themse lves h a d rea l c o n 
st i tut ive p o w e r . " 

2 2 F o r a d i a g r a m o f the U p p e r S q u a r e in s e c o n d - c e n t u r y C.E. E p h e s u s , see ibid. , 139. 
2 3 F r i e s e n , Twice Neokoros, 158. U n f o r t u n a t e l y , w e h a v e n o e v i d e n c e for o r a g a i n s t 

the c i r c u l a t i o n o f t h e Res Gestae in w r i t t e n f o r m , so t h e " l i t e r a r y " p r e s e n c e o f the w o r k 
in A s i a M i n o r o u t s i d e the c o n t e x t o f t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t c a n n o t be d e t e r m i n e d . G i v e n t h a t 
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As we have seen, the pairing and contrasting of d^icojia and ecjoucia 
in Roman political thought, if not always in texts, was commonplace 
in the first century. Thus the employment of one in a political context 
would have been evocative of the other, even for so common and mul
tivalent a term as e^ovoia. This rhetorical device of "paired terms" was 
common in the ancient world. Another instance of "paired-terms," also 
related to the Augustan Ideology, can be found in Virgil (Aen. I . I ) , Arma 
virumque cano ("Arms and the man I sing"), which is evoked by Ovid 
in his Amores I . I , Arma gravi numero violentaque bella parabam edere 
("Arms, and the violent deeds of war, I was making ready to sound 
forth"). 2 4 William McCarthy, claiming that this "sort of silent sum
moning . . . is exceedingly common," argues that "when Ovid begins 
the Amores with arma gravi numero he plays on and the 
audience/reader is supposed to think of the beginning of Vergil's Aeneid 
[Arma virumque cano). 'Arms' and 'man' are thus linked . . . , but Ovid 
swaps out 'man' because his purpose is not to write another epic." 2 5 

Similarly, John did not intend to memorialize another Caesar. Assum
ing the evangelist was writing for a community alienated from and feel
ing threatened by the surrounding Roman society, there would be no 
better way to challenge the most pervasive form of secular power in 
Asia Minor, d^icojia, than by constantly invoking its contrasting pair, 
e^oua ia . 2 6 When we examine the Fourth Gospel with the distinction 
between s^ovcia and dcjicGjia in mind, it becomes evident why John 
would want to evoke this comparison in the minds of his readers. 

In John e^ovaia is a manifestly christocentric concept. All the refer
ences to e^o-ucia immediately involve the person of Jesus: to the power 

its e x i s t e n c e is n o t ev idenced in a n y o t h e r l i t e r a t u r e o f t h e p e r i o d — i n d e e d , its e x i s t e n c e 
w a s u n k n o w n in t h e M e d i e v a l W e s t unti l its d i s c o v e r y by a D u t c h s c h o l a r in 1555—this 
is i m p r o b a b l e . F o r a s h o r t h i s t o r y o f its r e d i s c o v e r y a n d r e c o n s t r u c t i o n by m o d e r n scho l 
a r s , see t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h e Res Gestae in Velleius Paterculus: Compendium of 
Roman History; Res Gestae Divi Augusti (ed . F r e d e r i c k W . Shipley; L C L : C a m b r i d g e , 
M A . : H a r v a r d Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1924) 332-38. 

2 4 Virgi l = ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) ; O v i d = ( S h o w e r m a n , L C L ) . 
2 5 Dr . W i l l i a m M c C a r t h y , e m a i l t o a u t h o r d a t e d 17 J u l y 2003. 
2 6 Similarly, in c o n t e m p o r a r y A m e r i c a n Engl i sh , t h e c o m m o n w o r d " H o u s e " a l so h a s 

a p a r t i c u l a r po l i t i ca l m e a n i n g c o n n e c t e d w i t h the S e n a t e . If the p r e s i d e n t w e r e t o lav
ishly p r a i s e t h e " H o u s e " w h i l e n e v e r m e n t i o n i n g t h e S e n a t e , th is d e n o t a t i v e a b s e n c e 
w o u l d n o t necessar i ly c o r r e s p o n d t o a c o n n o t a t i v e o n e , a n d m i g h t well be used t o impl ic
itly c o n d e m n t h e S e n a t e . 
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he gives (1:12); to the power he is given (5:27; 10:18; 17:2); and to the power 
which is wrongly claimed over and then denied by him (19:10-11). If e^cu-
cia was intended by John to mean "authority" in the technical sense 
described above, major problems would immediately arise for his Chris
tology and soteriology since in the first century, as has been shown 
above, "authority" was not a transferable possession. Jesus could not 
give his followers the "authority" to become children of God (1:12), nor 
could the Father give him "authority" to execute judgment (5:27), to lay 
down his life or take it up again (10:18), or "authority" over all flesh 
(17:2), nor could any "authority" be given to Pilate from above (19:11). 
All these appearances of e^ovcia involve the handing of something to 
someone else, an action that is inconceivable if ecjouaia means "author
ity." Likewise, Pilate could never release Jesus or crucify him on his own 
"authority" (19:10), since that ability was clearly given him by his office 
and not by his personal influence. 

Furthermore, John's Christology could not use e^cooia to mean 
"authority" in this strictly political sense for the simple reason that, as 
explained above, in the first century "authority" functioned as a "two-
way street" or a "system of exhange" between patrons and clients. 
Thus, of necessity it involved the consent and active participation of 
both parties, and thereby constituted a de facto limitation on the exer
cise of power. Such an understanding of Jesus' ecjoixria stands radically 
at odds with a high Christology of Jesus as the pre-existent Xoyoc, (1:1): 
he is the one through whom all things were made and without whom 
not anything was made that was made (1:3), one with the Father (10:30), 
and the one over whom the ruler of this world has nothing (14:30: ev 
ejioi oi)K e%ei o\)Sev). Note the absence of the term e^oucia in 14:30, 
which is entirely appropriate since ecjovaia (= "power" in the Johan
nine sense) cannot be attributed at all to "the Ruler of this world."2 7 

TDNT describes this type of power thus: "ecjouoia signifies the absolute 
possibility of action which is proper to God, who cannot be asked con
cerning the relationship of power and legality in this e^ovaia, since he 
is the source of both."2 8 

2 7 S c h a c k e n b u r g (Saint John, 3. 87) d iscusses the poss ib le r a b b i n i c para l l e l s for this 
e x p r e s s i o n , but a l so notes its c loses t J o h a n n i n e paral le l in 19:11 ( w h e r e Pilate's p o w e r o v e r 
C h r i s t is c h a l l e n g e d by h i m ) . 

2 8 W e r n e r F o e r e s t e r , " e ^ o v o i a , " TDNT, 2. 566-67 . 
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Neither could John employ ec^ouaia as "authority" in the associated 
but somewhat looser sense of "the merit or weight of an opinion or of 
a person holding that opinion." Nowhere in the gospel is there even a 
hint that Jesus' e^ovcia rests on his virtues, wisdom or learning, as 
would be the case with Caesar (at least in the Augustan Ideology), the 
Jewish authorities, or, more distantly, some Geioq dvf |p . 2 9 The contrast 
of John with the Synoptic gospels on this point is revealing. For 
instance, in Matt 7:29 II Mark 1:22 II Luke 4:32, the crowd is astonished 
that Jesus teaches as one with e ^ o w i a , generally (and properly) ren
dered as "authority" because of the stated contrast with the Scribes (in 
Matthew and Mark) rather than a political figure. However, the closest 
Johannine parallel omits the use of e^ovcia entirely. Jesus instead says: 
yvcoaexai jcepi xf\q 8i8a%fj<; Tioxepov E K TOV Qeov eaxiv TI eycb an e,\iamov 
XaXti (7:17: "He shall know whether the teaching is from God or 
whether I am speaking on my own" [RSV, slightly emended]). And the 
onlookers respond: OVSEKOTE eX&kr\cev 6wco<; dvGpomoq (7:46: "No one 
ever spoke like this man"). Notably absent from the Johannine account 
of Jesus's "authority" as a teacher is e^oixria, the very word used by all 
the Synoptic writers.30 

This specific and highly connotative use of ecjouoia by John, though, 
would work, as it would evoke in the minds of the readers the con
trasting term in the pair, d^icojia. In other words, unless the members of 
the Johannine community knew a "previously known type" such as the 

2 9 O n the r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the c o n c e p t o f a Geioc, dvf|p t o the d e v e l o p m e n t o f t h e I m p e 
rial C u l t , see K o e s t e r , History, Culture, and Religion of the Hellenistic Age, 164-65, 280-
81. 

3 0 W e c a n a s s u m e t h a t J o h n ' s n o n - u s e o f e ^ o v a i a w a s i n t e n t i o n a l for t w o r e a s o n s . 
F irs t , J o h n ' s m e t h o d o f c i r c u m l o c u t i o n h e r e d o e s n o t a t all reflect c o m m o n u s a g e in K o i n e 
G r e e k . A s B a r r e t t (St. John, 318) n o t e s , t h e e x p r e s s i o n in 7:17 involves " a c la s s i ca l c o n 
s t r u c t i o n [wh ich] o c c u r s h e r e o n l y in t h e N e w T e s t a m e n t . T h e a l t e r n a t i v e s a r e a b s o l u t e ; 
the e x t r e m e humi l i ty o f the J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t is t o be n o t e d . H e d o e s n o t s p e a k as a Geloc, 
dvf|p w i t h a u t h o r i t y o f his o w n ; his humi l i ty a n d o b e d i e n c e a l l o w h i m t o s p e a k w i t h the 
a u t h o r i t y o f G o d . " S e c o n d , t h e arc' eumrKn) c o n s t r u c t i o n ( w h e r e b y in 7:46 J e s u s speaks 
"on his o w n " r a t h e r t h a n "by his o w n a u t h o r i t y " ) is u n i q u e t o J o h n a m o n g t h e gospe l s , 
o c c u r r i n g three o t h e r t imes in t h e gospel (5:30; 8:28; 14:10) a n d w i t h m i n o r v a r i a t i o n s t h r e e 
m o r e t i m e s (7:18; 16:13: a$ e\iamov; 12:49: e £ ejiauro'G). W h i l e J o h n s t a n d s a l o n e a m o n g 
t h e g o s p e l w r i t e r s in h a v i n g J e s u s use euouxo i ) t o refer t o h imse l f (a full s i x t e e n t i m e s ) , 
the a b s e n c e o f e^ODaia even in 7:46 po ints t o a c o n s c i o u s dec is ion o n the p a r t o f the e v a n 
gelist t o a v o i d t h e t e r m in these verses ( J . H . B e r n a r d , A Critical and Exegetical Com
mentary on the Gospel According to St. John [2 vo ls . ; I C C ; E d i n b u r g h : T. & T. C l a r k , 
1928] 1. 246). 
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e£oi)aia of the emperor that contrasted with his d£i(0|ia, they would not 
understand how the e^ovcia of Jesus was essentially different from and 
superior to that of Caesar. I have tried to show that, in fact, the con
cepts of ecjowia and dĉ io)|Lia were paired together in first-century Asia 
Minor by the realities of Roman governance and by the omnipresent 
Imperial Cult, which structured and presented these realities within a 
comprehensive religio-political ideology. Unless these competing and 
incompatible understandings of ec^ouoia are recognized in interpreting 
the Fourth Gospel, it is impossible to appreciate properly the portrait 
of Jesus that John offers to his readers. When the evidence is taken as a 
whole, it may be reasonably concluded that for John ec^owia means 
"power" and does not refer to "authority," at least as those concepts 
were understood at the time. Thus, the absence of d^icojia from John's 
Gospel is not an accident, as is possibly the case in the other NT writ
ings. Rather, it is an important part of his christological strategy in the 
Gospel: Jesus' e^ovaia, unlike that of the emperor, does not depend at 
all upon, and differs entirely from, d^ico/^a. 

In contrast, the absence of d^icojia from the other NT texts that fre
quently employ ecjouaia does not appear to indicate a similar strategy. 
While the Synoptic authors use e^ovoia more frequently than John, they 
greatly vary in their connotations.31 The Matthean occurrences center 
mainly around the "authority" of Jesus (and by extension the church) 
as opposed to that of the Scribes and Pharisees, and do not evidence any 
special concern with secular authority.32 On the other hand, Mark and 
Luke are less ecclesial and more cosmological in their concerns: "Mark 
and Luke agree, though not verbatim, in associating their evangelistic 
statements about out Lord's 'authority' with authority over devils, i.e., 
the power of casting out unclean spirits."33 Even where the Synoptic 

3 1 T h e figures a r e : ten t i m e s in M a t t h e w , ten t i m e s in M a r k , a n d t w e n t y - t h r e e t imes 
in L u k e - A c t s ( s ix t een a n d seven t i m e s , re spec t ive ly ) . All b u t o n e o f t h e M a r k a n o c c u r 
r e n c e s (13:34) a r e d u p l i c a t e d in M a t t h e w , L u k e o r b o t h . 

3 2 F o r a fur ther d i scuss ion o f M a t t h e w ' s c o n c e r n w i t h the e ^ o u o i a o f t h e c h u r c h a n d 
its re la t ionsh ip t o rabb in ic t r a d i t i o n , see R i c h a r d H . H i e r s , " 'Binding' a n d 'Loos ing ' : T h e 
M a t t h e a n A u t h o r i z a t i o n s , " JBL 104 (1985) 233-50. 

3 3 A b b o t t , Johannine Vocabulary, 90. T h i s d o e s n o t necessar i ly m a k e t h e d i scuss ion 
a p o l i t i c a l , but it d o e s e m b e d t h e po l i t i ca l a s p e c t s o f e^ovoia in to a l a r g e r c o s m o l o g i c a l 
f r a m e w o r k . H o w a r d C l a r k K e e (Community of the New Age: Studies in Mark's Gospel 
[Phi ladelphia: W e s t m i n s t e r Press , 1977] 71) w r i t e s t h a t , in M a r k ' s a p o c a l y p t i c wor ld -v i ew , 
"the po l i t i ca l p r o b l e m s — i n v o l v i n g b o t h po l i t i ca l a n d re l ig ious a u t h o r i t i e s — w i l l n o t be 
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and Johannine materials overlap the most, namely in the Passion Nar
rative (arguably the most obvious place to deploy e^ovcia in a political 
sense), the Synoptic writers uniformly do not use the word, while John 
employs it three times within two verses ( 19 :10 -11 ) . 3 4 Unlike the con-
trastive use in John, the Synoptic evangelists generally harmonize secu
lar and divine e^ouaia, as summed up in the logion: "Render therefore 
to Caesar the things which are Caesar's, and to God the things that are 
God's" (Matt 22:21 II Mark 12:17 II Luke 20:25; cf- Gos. Thorn. 17 ) . The 
same holds for Paul. Although e^o-ucia does occasionally refer to 
Roman or secular government power (e.g., Rom 13:1) , Paul normally 
uses ec^owia to refer either to his "right" of respect and support by his 
churches or to spiritual powers and principalities that Christians must 
resist (e.g., Eph 6 :12) . 3 5 In general, Paul was unconcerned about secular 
authorities; he even offers modest support.36 Only in John—evidently 

reso lved unti l t h e d e m o n i c a n d c o s m i c p o w e r s a r e b r o u g h t u n d e r c o n t r o l . T h e v e r y f a c t 
t h a t t h e i m a g e r y used t o d e p i c t t h e po l i t i ca l p o w e r s is d r a w n f r o m t h e c o s m i c m y t h o l 
o g y o f t h e A n c i e n t N e a r E a s t — r a g i n g w a t e r s , m y s t e r i o u s m o u n t a i n s , falling s t a r s , e a r t h 
q u a k e s — u n d e r s c o r e s the i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n p r e s e n t real i t ies a n d unseen p o w e r s . " 

3 4 See C h a p t e r F i v e below. A t this p o i n t , it is n o t n e c e s s a r y t o t a k e a p o s i t i o n o n the 
d e p e n d e n c e o r i n d e p e n d e n c e o f J o h n f r o m t h e S y n o p t i c gospe ls . Specific e x e g e t i c a l ques 
t ions will be a d d r e s s e d in la ter c h a p t e r s o n a c a s e - b y - c a s e basis . F o r the c lass ic s t a t e m e n t 
o n J o h a n n i n e i n d e p e n d e n c e , see P a t r i c k G a r d n e r - S m i t h , Saint John and the Synoptic 
Gospels ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1938). F o r a m o r e r e c e n t defense o f the 
d e p e n d e n c e - t h e s i s , see T h o m a s L . B r o d i e , The Quest for the Origins of John's Gospel: 
A Source-Oriented Approach ( O x f o r d : O x f o r d Un ivers i ty Pres s , 1993) 67-120. 

3 5 F o r a very c o n t r o v e r s i a l cha l l enge t o this t r a d i t i o n a l in terpre ta t ion o f P a u l , see W e s 
ley C a r r , Angels and Principalities: The background, meaning and development of the 
Pauline phrase h a i a r c h a i k a i h a i e x o u s i a i ( S N T S M S 42; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e U n i 
vers i ty P r e s s , 1981) 104-10. 

3 6 J o s e p h A F i t z m y e r , Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen
tary ( A B 3 3 ; N e w Y o r k : D o u b l e d a y , 1 9 9 3 ) 662-65. H o w e v e r , Paul's a t t i t u d e t o w a r d sec
u l a r a u t h o r i t y m a y be m o r e c o m p l e x a n d subvers ive , a lbe i t in a m u c h m o r e " p a s t o r a l " 
w a y as o p p o s e d t o J o h n ' s chr i s to log ica l cr i t ique . Die ter G e o r g i (Theocracy in Paul's Prac
tice and Theology [ M i n n e a p o l i s : F o r t r e s s , 1 9 9 1 ] 1 0 2 ) wr i t e s : 

Paul ' s t r e a t m e n t o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f C h r i s t i a n s t o the po l i t i ca l a n d legal 
a u t h o r i t i e s is a n e x a m p l e o f his c r i t i c a l i m a g i n a t i o n . T h e p e r i o d w a s o n e o f 
increas ing pol i t ica l c e n t r a l i z a t i o n , a n d t h e r e w a s a g r e a t e m p h a s i s o n the ide
o l o g y o f C a e s a r ' s a u t h o r i t y a n d p o w e r . Y e t P a u l , in this le t ter [ i .e . , R o m a n s ] 
t o t h e c i t izens o f the c a p i t a l , n e v e r m e n t i o n s t h e princeps o r t h e spec ia l s t a 
tus o f R o m e . A n d in R o m . 1 3 : 1 - 7 , he b o r r o w s a f r a g m e n t o f J e w i s h t r a d i 
t i o n f r o m t h e r e p u b l i c a n p e r i o d . B y c i t ing th is a n a c h r o n i s t i c t r a d i t i o n 
( p a r t i c u l a r l y d u r i n g th is t i m e o f i n c r e a s i n g c e n t r a l i z a t i o n ) , P a u l g ives t h e 



Rethinking the Language of Power • 81 

because of the unique history of the community that produced it—is 
there an attempt to evoke a connotation of d îoDjia through its absence. 

Arguments ex silentio, of course, are always difficult and should be 
used with caution. At the same time, when embedded in a larger nar
rative that justifies and extends their implications, they can also be quite 
illuminating. Not without a certain amount of justice, David R. Hall 
complains: "Arguments from silence fail to recognize one simple fact: 
the art of writing is the art of omission."37 However, it is necessary to 
remember, too, that the art of persuasive writing is the art of meaning
ful omission, and the evangelists were concerned, above all else, with 
persuasion.38 Barnabas Lindars writes: "The Gospel according to John 
is a book with a message. The author wants to bring the reader to the 
point of decision."39 And, as any good rhetorician knows, the most 
effective way to bring an audience to this "point of decision" is to 
sharpen contrasts and eliminate alternatives and possible compromise 
positions in their minds. The subtext is visible from within the larger 
social, cultural and political situation that initially produced and 
received the text. 

In summary, the significance of e^oucia for John's Christology 
requires a careful reading of the Fourth Gospel not simply against its 
Jewish background, but within its immediate cultural and political con
text. In this context, ecjouaia carried not only a specific political mean
ing in Roman Asia Minor, but also evoked the related concept of d^icojia 

p a s s a g e a c r i t i c a l s lant: he urges d e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n a n d u n d e r m i n e s t h e ideol 
o g y t h a t s u p p o r t s the m a j e s t y o f t h e s t a t e . 

Da le B . M a r t i n (Slavery as Salvation: The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity 
[ N e w H a v e n / L o n d o n : Y a l e U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 1 9 9 0 ] 1 0 2 ) a t t e m p t s t o t r a c e Paul ' s c o n 
c e p t i o n o f e ^ o v o i a a s " r i g h t " n o t t o a po l i t i ca l p a r a d i g m per se b u t r a t h e r t o f irst-cen
t u r y m a s t e r / s l a v e r e l a t i o n s . 

3 7 H a l l , The Seven Pillories of Wisdom ( M a c o n , G A : M e r c e r Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1990) 
61. 

3 8 H a l l ( ibid. , 63) c l a i m s t h a t " the w o r d 'gospel ' m e a n s ' g o o d n e w s , ' a n d t h e gospe l 
w r i t e r s w e r e ' n e w s m e n . ' . . . T h e gospe l w r i t e r s , like m e d i a p e o p l e t o d a y , h a d t o l earn 
the a r t o f se lect ive o m i s s i o n . " B u t n e w s m e n a r e n o t — o r a t least s h o u l d n o t b e — e d i t o 
rial ists , b u t on ly journa l i s t s . In a n y c a s e , J o h n w a s m u c h c l o s e r t o t h e f o r m e r t h a n t h e 
latter. A s he tells us c learly , "these [ things] a r e w r i t t e n t h a t y o u m a y believe t h a t J e s u s is 
the C h r i s t " (20:31). T h e g o a l o f t h e gospe l is belief a n d n o t t h e o b j e c t i v e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 
h i s tor ica l events . P r e s u m a b l y , t h e c o n t r a s t w i t h t h e dai ly p a p e r s c o u l d n o t be grea ter . 

3 9 L i n d a r s , John, 24. 
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which could not be attributed to Christ within the framework of the 
Johannine Christology. In contrast to the emperor's conditional author
ity, John proclaims Christ's absolute power. In light of this contrast, 
Edwin A. Abbot wisely chose ecjowia as one of the two "key words" 
in his research because, in his words, it "pervades the whole of the 
Fourth Gospel in such a way that to follow the Evangelist's use of it is 
to trace, in brief, the development of his doctrine as well as the meth
ods of his style."4 0 

fO (xornp TOV KOG|LIO\), "The Savior of the World" 

Though appearing only once in the Fourth Gospel (4:42; cf. 1 John 
4:14), 6 acoxf]p TO\) K6GJJ,O\) perhaps expresses the Johannine Christology 
more accurately and succinctly than the widely quoted John y.16.41 

George R. Beasley-Murray calls 4:42 "a notable confession, worthy to 
be placed alongside the declarations about Jesus in chap. 1 , " while 
Edwyn Clement Hoskyns considers it a prime example of John's "capac
ity for crystallizing the meaning of Christian tradition into a short and 
pregnant phrase."42 That John is in fact creative in his use of 6 acornp 
TOV KOGjiOi) is not disputed by scholars. What is disputed, though, is 
exactly how John is being theologically creative here. In Hirsch's terms, 
what "previously known type" is John employing here to create "some
thing genuinely new" in first-century Christianity? Since John is not the
ologizing ex nihilo, the tradition or cultural phenomenon used in 
portrayal of Jesus needs to be determined. 

A few scholars have attempted to explain John's use of ocoxrip in 4:42 

4 0 A b b o t t , Johannine Vocabulary, 14. H i s o t h e r se l ec t ion , nxoxeveiv ( ' to bel ieve' o r 
' to h a v e faith in ' ) , h a s little o r n o r e s o n a n c e w i t h t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t a n d c a n be p a s s e d 
o v e r h e r e . 

4 1 T h i s is n o t t o c l a i m , o f c o u r s e , t h a t 6 ccorrip TOV KOOUOI) exhausts the c o n t e n t o f 
J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t o l o g y . E r n s t K a s e m a n n (The Testament of Jesus According to John I J 
[ t r a n s . G e r h a r d K r o e d e l ; Ph i lade lph ia : F o r t r e s s , 1968] 60), p r o p e r l y e m p h a s i z i n g the ro l e 
o f j u d g m e n t in Chr i s t ' s mis s ion a g a i n s t t h o s e w h o w o u l d focus o n l y o n t h e J o h a n n i n e 
cal l t o C h r i s t i a n unity, a r g u e s t h a t ne i ther J o h n 3:16 n o r 4:42 " a d e q u a t e l y d e s i g n a t e ^ ] the 
J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t . " 

4 2 B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, 64; H o s k y n s , The fourth Gospel ( ed . F r a n c i s N o e l D a v y ; 
L o n d o n : F a b e r a n d F a b e r , 1947) 248. 
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by reference to the LXX, where it renders the Hebrew masiah.43 For 
instance, J . H. Bernard argues that "the title has its roots in the OT and 
there is no need of the hypothesis that it is imported into the NT from 
the pagan mysteries or from the Emperor cults." 4 4 However, most 
scholars have rejected the argument for an OT (or another Jewish) 
source for John in 4:42, because of the lack of any biblical or Jewish 
precedent for John's usage. Indeed, there is little precedent in Jewish 
usage at all: it is very infrequent in the LXX: "acoxfip is not used as a 
term for the Messiah" (cf. Isa 62:11); and it is even rarer in later 
Judaism, where "ccornp occurs in the Apocrypha only with reference 
to God as the One who keeps Israel past and present from many dan
gers." 4 5 Given the paucity of evidence for a Jewish source behind this 
occurrence of acoxfip, at most it can be said that "the OT passages prob
ably provided a scriptural basis for using a title which could be under
stood in a wider context."4 6 

Likewise, the NT occurrences of acoxfip are not especially illuminat
ing for the Fourth Gospel. Paul uses it only twice, both times in refer
ence to Jesus (Phil 3:20; Eph 5:23), and these occurrences are almost 
certainly unknown to John. 4 7 Luke uses it three times to refer to Jesus 
(Luke 2:11; Acts 5:31; 13:23) and once for God (Luke 1:47). Once again, 
there is no consensus about possible Lukan influence on the Gospel of 
John. 4 8 Furthermore, Werner Georg Kummel points out that the appear
ances in Luke 2:11 and Phil 3:20 both use it "in the Jewish sense of the 

4 3 B a r r e t t , St. John, 244. B a r r e t t d o e s n o t , h o w e v e r , a c c e p t t h e O T as J o h n ' s s o u r c e 
( o r a t least his p r i m a r y s o u r c e ) for ocoxf|p h e r e . 

4 4 B e r n a r d , St. John, 1 .162 . See a l so L i n d a r s , John, 198. 
4 5 W e r n e r F o e r e s t e r a n d G e o r g F o h r e r , "acotrip," TDNT, 7 .1012 ,1015 . 
4 6 P h e m e P e r k i n s , The Gospel According to John: A Theological Commentary 

( C h i c a g o : F r a n c i s c a n H e r a l d P r e s s , 1978) 59. See a l s o B a r r e t t (St. John, 244): "I t s e e m s 
very p r o b a b l e t h a t J o h n ' s t e r m i n o l o g y is d r a w n f r o m G r e e k s o u r c e s , a s is in p a r t his d o c 
tr ine o f s a l v a t i o n , b u t he h a s behind h i m the O l d T e s t a m e n t c o n c e p t i o n of , a n d h o p e for, 
sa lva t ion , a n d the pr imit ive Chr i s t ian c o n v i c t i o n t h a t the h o p e w a s fulfilled in J e s u s . J o h n 
d o e s n o t hes i ta te , in this c h a p t e r (vv. 25f.), t o r e p r e s e n t J e s u s as t h e M e s s i a h o f J u d a i s m ; 
but he insists t h a t this t e r m , a n d all o t h e r s , m u s t be u n d e r s t o o d in t h e w i d e s t sense ." 

4 7 A s r e g a r d s E p h e s i a n s , cf . the a r g u m e n t o f B r o d i e , Quest, 128-34. 
4 8 C f . ibid., 116-20; A n t o n Dauer , Johannes und Lukas ( F B 50; W i i r z b u r g : E c h t e r , 1984); 

H a n s - P e t e r H e e k e r e n s , Die Zeichen-Quelle der johannischen Redaktion (SBS 113: 
S t u t t g a r t : K a t h o l i s c h e s B i b e l w e r k , 1984) 
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anticipated eschatological bearer of salvation," and not as descriptions 
of the pre-Easter Jesus.4 9 Moreover, these occurrences do not appear to 
reflect a pattern of calling Jesus ccotrip in the Primitive Church.50 This 
relative infrequency of acorrip for Jesus perhaps sprang from the associ
ation of the term with Hellenistic religion in general and the Imperial 
Cult in particular: "Common in the religious aspirations of the Hel
lenistic world, [acoxf|p] did not commend itself to the Christians as a 
leading title for their Lord." 5 1 In any case, there is no evidence of any 
specific Christian precedent for John 4:42. 

Only after the time when the Fourth Gospel was composed—and 
probably not until well into the second century—does camp come into 
general use as a title for Jesus. The remaining appearances of camp in 
reference to Jesus (excluding 1 John 4:14) are all from the Pastoral and 
Catholic Epistles (2 Tim 1:10; Tit 1:4; 2:13; 3:4; 2 Pet 1:1; 1:11; Jude 25; cf. 
the references to God in 1 Tim 1:1; 2:3; 4:10). In these writings "'savior' 
as a title for Christ occurs in keeping with the language of Hellenism, 
which used this title to identify a wide range of deities, but also men 
and, above all, the emperor."52 At the same time, there is no evidence 
of Johannine dependence upon any of these texts. Wilhelm Bousset 
notes that ocoxfip also enjoyed a currency among the Valentinian Gnos
tics of the second century, which may be another indicator of the term's 
popularity among Christians: "The language usage of the Valentinians 
who made their compromise with the church, however, also lets us infer 
something of the language usages at least of certain circles in the Great 

4 9 K u m m e l , The Theology of the New Testament According to Its Major Witnesses: 
Jesus—Paul—John ( t r a n s . J o h n E . Steely; Nashv i l l e : A b i n g d o n , 1973) 274. 

5 0 D o d d (Interpretation, 239) observes : " T h e r e is t h u s little g r o u n d for s u p p o s i n g t h a t 
the p r i m i t i v e t r a d i t i o n g a v e t h e tit le oxorrip t o J e s u s . T h i s is s o m e w h a t surpr i s ing , s ince 
it w o u l d s e e m t o sugges t itself n a t u r a l l y f r o m t h e e t y m o l o g y o f t h e n a m e J e s u s ; b u t it is 
s o . " F o r a fuller d i scuss ion o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the n a m e J e s u s ( = J o s h u a ) t o t h e t e r m 
M e s s i a h , see J o h n P. Me ier , A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus: Vol. 1 . The 
Roots of the Problem and the Person ( A B R L : N e w Y o r k : D o u b l e d a y , 1991) 205-8. 

5 1 J . L . H o u l d e n , A Commentary on the Johannine Epistles ( B N T C ; N e w Y o r k : 
H a r p e r a n d R o w , 1973; repr. as 2d ed . , 1994) 116. 

5 2 K u m m e l , Introduction, 274. I a s s u m e h e r e (w i th the large m a j o r i t y o f s c h o l a r s ) a 
late d a t i n g for J u d e , 2 Peter, a n d t h e P a s t o r a l Epis t l e s . Cf . J o h n A . T. R o b i n s o n , Redat-
ing the New Testament (Phi lade lphia: W e s t m i n s t e r , 1976) 67-85,140-200. E v e n if R o b i n 
s o n w e r e c o r r e c t in his ear ly d a t i n g o f the N T t e x t s , it w o u l d n o t af fect m y a s s u m p t i o n 
o f J o h a n n i n e i n d e p e n d e n c e f r o m these epist les . 
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Church. Thus around the middle of the second century people begin 
extensively to characterize Jesus as the 'Savior.'"5 3 

Although Christians later adopted the term as a uniquely suitable title 
for Christ, the scarcity of this term in the NT is not very surprising. An 
examination of its range of meanings in the first century reveals that it 
did not have a singularly religious, much less messianic, sense. Noting 
the widespread use of the term in the ancient world in reference not only 
to political and religious figures but "as a title of honor for deserving 
persons" of every sort, BDAG defines acoxf|p quite broadly as "one who 
rescues, savior, deliverer, preserver."54 TDNT recognizes an even wider 
range of meanings in the Hellenistic world, ranging from impersonal 
entities such as ships or rivers to human and divine persons. Thus, the 
gods are frequently called aoyrfjpeq, as are human physicians, philoso
phers, and statesmen of various importance.55 When we compare this 
broad and frequently non-religious Hellenistic usage with the scattered 
and dissimilar uses of acoxrip in the OT and NT, the direction that we 
should take to understand John 4:42 is clear. 

Perhaps part of the reason for the obscurity of 6 acotnp xov KOGJIOD to 
some scholars is that they only look at the noun, ocotfip, in isolation 
from its modifier zov Koajucu. The connection is possibly overlooked 
because only the Johannine writings attest to the precise formula 6 
ocoxfip TOO KOOJLIOD, which would have resonated with the Augustan Ide
ology. Once this connection is recognized, the provenance of 6 acornp 
TOV Koajioi) within the Imperial Cult is evident. 

While the exact expression used by John was attributed only to 
Hadrian in the second century, the term camp (with various combina
tions) was applied to every emperor from Augustus to Vespasian with 
the exception of Caligula, and in the early second century to both Trajan 
and Hadrian:56 

5 3 B o u s s e t , Kyrios Christos: A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginings of 
Christianity to Irenaeus ( t r a n s . J o h n E . Steely; Nashv i l l e : A b i n g d o n , 1970) 311. See a l so 
Page l s , Johannine Gospel, 48. 

5 4 B D A G , s.v. "ocorrip." 
5 5 F o e r e s t e r a n d F o h r e r , "owrr |p ," TDNT, 7.1004-10. 
5 6 T h e d a t a in this c h a r t a r e d r a w n f r o m K o e s t e r , "Savior ," 667. K o e s t e r relies u p o n 

D a v i d M a g i e , De romanorum iuris publici sacrique vocabulis sollemnibus in graecum 
sermonen conversis (Leipzig: Teubner , 1905) 67-68. D o m i t i a n p r e f e r r e d t h e title Dominus 
et deus noster. 
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Title Period 
acoxfjp TT\^ oiKODu.evr|(; Julius Caesar, Claudius, Hadrian 

GCOTHP tew EM.f|vcov xe K a i xf|c; OIK-

o\)|iievr|(; na<yr\q 
Augustus 

e\)8py8Tr|(; Kai acoxfip xov of>u7tavxo(; 
KOGUOI) 

Augustus, Tiberius 

acoxfjp Kai euepyexriq xf|c; oiKO\)|xevr|(; Nero, Titus 

acoxfjp Kai ei)Epyexr]q xov KOOUOD Vespasian 

acoxfjp TOX) navxoq KOGUOI) Trajan 

6 navxbq KOGJIOD acoxnp Kai e\)Ef>yexr\q Trajan 

acoxfjp TOX) K6GJJ,OD Hadrian 

Whether or not the term acoxrip in any of these combinations constituted 
an official title has been the subject of some debate. TDNT makes the 
argument that "occnp was not and did not become part of the imperial 
style. . . . If it had been a title for the world saviour who brings in the 
golden age one would have expected it to be officially adopted at least 
by Caligula, Nero, and Domitian."57 This claim, however, seems to be 
based primarily on the fact that acoxfip "was not reserved exclusively 
[emphasis added] for the emperor," which is hardly a decisive consid
eration in such matters.58 At best, this is a semantic argument about the 
"official" function of the term acoxfip, since it was associated with the 
emperor in the popular mind. 

Augustan Ideology encouraged the popular belief in the emperor as 
acoxfip. For instance, "in the famous decree of the League of Asia Cities, 
probably to be dated to 9 B.C., Augustus is hailed as a divinity and sav
ior whom Divine Providence has bestowed upon mankind for its bene
fit and for the restoration of peace."5 9 Indeed, the popular ascription of 
the name acoxfip to various emperors was an increasingly common fea
ture of life in the empire immediately before and throughout the first-
century. Even before Augustus, "in an official inscription of the year 

5 7 F o e r e s t e r a n d F o h r e r , "acoxrip," TDNT, 7 . 1010. 
5 8 Ibid . 
5 9 S p e a r s , Princeps A Diis Electus, 215. 
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4 8 B . C . , the town council of Ephesus, in conjunction with other Greek 
cites of Asia, spoke of Julius Caesar, who was then dictator, as 'the God 
made manifest, offspring of Ares and Aphrodite, and common savior 
of human life (xov ano "Apecoq Ka i 'A(|)po8e[i]Tr|<; 0£ov e7U(J>avf| Kai KOIVOV 

xov dvGpamivo'u piou ccGTfjpa)." 6 0 Nor is this the only such instance of 
the emperor assuming that title. Later, in the first century C . E . , 

Philo notes that Caligula had been looked upon by many as the 
"Saviour and Benefactor" of his people who would "pour fresh 
streams of blessing on Asia and Europe." . . . During the Jewish 
campaigns, Vespasian and Titus received enthusiastic acclamations 
and the people hailed them as their Saviors. At Tiberias, Vespasian 
and his army were met by citizens, who opened up the gates of the 
city to them, and acclaimed them as their Saviour and Benefactor. 
. . . On the return of Vespasian to Rome after the seige of 
Jerusalem, he was received with great enthusiasm by the people 
who had come out to meet him, and they called him their Bene
factor and Saviour, the only person worthy to be the ruler of the 
Romans.61 

That these titles with their applications were known to Jews of the first 
century is demonstrated by the fact that Cuss's references to Vespasian 
and Titus come not only from Philo, but also from Josephus.62 The same 
general knowledge presumably was found also among the Jewish Chris
tians within the Johannine Community as well as the Gentile converts. 

This evidence points to the use of the title 6 ocoxnp xov KOOJIOU in asso
ciation with the emperor, if not always the Imperial Cult proper. In con
trast, its absence from the OT and NT is marked. However, that John 
actually intended the reader to make such a connection with the Impe
rial Cult requires demonstration. Oscar Cullmann objects that, while 
"this application of Soter formally sounds quite like Hellenistic ruler 
worship—indeed, it sounds exactly like the formulas applied, for 
instance, to Hadrian . . . one can by no means decide with certainty 
whether the author was conscious of a parallel to these formulas, or 

6 0 D e i s s m a n n , Light, 344. 
6 1 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 68-69. 
6 2 J o s e p h u s , / . W. 3.459; 4-112-13; 7.71. 
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whether here he was only unconsciously influenced by them."6 3 More 
forcefully, Hoskyns denies that "the fourth Evangelist has simply bor
rowed a phrase from Philo or transferred to Jesus a current Hellenistic 
title. . . . The phrase Saviour of the world is Johannine, but its meaning 
belongs essentially to the earlier Christian literature."64 However, as we 
have seen, there is no extant Christian literature prior to John that uses 
this title. Moreover, it is not feasible to follow Hoskyns' assumption 
that "in the Fourth Gospel [there are] no . . . literary allusions to non-
biblical, non-Christian writers . . . [and] the Evangelist formulates his 
generalizations out of the oral and literary material with which he is 
familiar as a Christian."65 

Most scholars have looked beyond the Christian and Jewish context 
of the Fourth Gospel to explain 4:42, even when they are reluctant to 
associate it specifically with the Imperial Cult. For example, Rudolf 
Schackenberg points out that "the title 'Saviour of the world' also 
played a part in Hellenism, and the evangelist probably felt that it was 
well adapted for the public preaching of the Gospel," though he cor
rectly warns that "clearly, he does not wish it to be understood in the 
sense in which it was used in his syncretistic environment."66 Against 
such a minimalist interpretation of John's choice of titles, though, 
Dominique Cuss argues: "Even the question as to what extent the early 
Christians would have been influenced in the use of the title 'acoxfip' by 
its parallel usage in the imperial cult, is perhaps less significant than the 
fact that it was used at all, at least from the point of view of the Roman 
authorities. It was enough that it was used, and this aggravated the dis
pute between the authorities and the Christian community."67 Follow
ing Cuss on this point, I would propose a polemical purpose for the 
phrase: the decision by John to use 6 ccoxfjp xov KOCJUCU must have been 
polemical for the very reason that only a polemical intent would justify 
the hazards of using it in the first place. 

When we look to the narrative context of the title, namely, Jesus' pub
lic ministry in a Samaritan setting, the conclusion that 6 acoxfip xov 

6 3 C u l l m a n n , Christology, 244. 
6 4 H o s k y n s , Fourth Gospel, 248. H o s k y n s h e r e relies in p a r t o n a t r a d i t i o n a l , e a r l y 

d a t i n g t o the P a s t o r a l Epis t les w h i c h h a s been genera l ly re j ec t ed , a s s t a t e d a b o v e . 
6 5 Ibid . 
6 6 S c h a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 458. 
6 7 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 71. 
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Koajioi) had a specifically imperial connotation for John's readers makes 
eminent sense. Barclay M. Newman and Eugene A. Nida hint at this 
view when, while admitting Jewish parallels, they also suggest that, "in 
light of the fact that Samaria was largely under the influence of Greek 
culture, it may be better to look for the background of this term in the 
Greek world, where it was applied to gods, emperors, and various 
heroes."68 More explicitly, Craig Koester, recalling Josephus' accounts 
of the popular acclamations of Vespasian and Titus as saviors, argues 
that in 4:42 "the use of the full title 'Savior of the world,' rather than 
the more typical 'savior' or 'benefactor,' in a scene where Jesus was wel
comed by the townspeople on the road and invited into the city, sug
gests that the passage was intended to evoke imperial connotations."69 

That the following verses (4:43-45) tell of Jesus' being welcomed as well 
by the Galileans continues a pattern already established by Vespasian 
and Titus of a ccotrip being lauded and welcomed in each city that he 
visits.70 

That John's choice of acoxrip in 4:42 was intended to convey to the 
reader the Imperial Cult and not a Jewish background also seems likely 
when one recalls that he also had available the noun Meaaiaq, which 
the same chapter applies earlier to Jesus (4:25) . 7 1 In the larger narrative 
context of 4:42 (especially after Jesus had identified himself with the 
Meaoiaq to the Samaritan woman in 4:25-26), the reiteration of this title 

6 8 B a r c l a y M . N e w m a n a n d E u g e n e A . N i d a , A Translator's Handbook on the Gospel 
of John ( L o n d o n / N e w Y o r k / S t u t t g a r t : U n i t e d Bible Soc ie t ies , 1980), 133. 

6 9 Koes t er , "Sav ior ," 667. C a s s i d y (Perspective, 103 n. 20) pra i se s Koes ter ' s a t t e m p t t o 
d e t e r m i n e the m e a n i n g o f this title by s i tuat ing it in its n a r r a t i v e c o n t e x t : 

[ K o e s t e r ] r ight ly e m p h a s i z e s t h a t this title t r a n s c e n d s the t r a d i t i o n a l m e a n 
ings a s s o c i a t e d w i t h S a m a r i t a n o r J e w i s h m e s s i a n i c e x p e c t a t i o n s a n d a t t r i b 
u te s a u n i v e r s a l s ign i f i cance t o J e s u s like t h a t o f C a e s a r . K o e s t e r ' s 
m a r s h a l l i n g o f re ferences f r o m J o s e p h u s t o s h o w t h a t the w e l c o m e a n d title 
a c c o r d e d J e s u s by t h e S a m a r i t a n s c o n t r a s t s e f fect ive ly t o t h e c o m p a r a b l e 
w e l c o m e s a n d titles a c c o r d e d t o V e s p a s i a n a n d T i t u s a t t h e t i m e o f t h e J e w 
ish W a r is a l s o a n e x t r e m e l y useful c o n t r i b u t i o n . 

7 0 A d m i t t e d l y , t h e visit t o C a n a (4:46-54) w h i c h f o l l o w s d o e s n o t c o n t a i n s u c h a n 
a c c o u n t , b u t th is is p r o b a b l y d u e t o its h a v i n g b e l o n g e d t o a s e p a r a t e , p r e - e x i s t e n t 
"oT|ueia s o u r c e . " F o r a c o m p l e t e d i scuss ion o f the t h e o r e t i c a l o r i u e i a s o u r c e , see G . V a n 
Bel le , The Signs Source in the Fourth Gospel: Historical Survey and Critical Evaluation 
of the Semeia Hyposthesis ( B E T L 116; L o u v a i n : L e u v e n U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s / U i t g e v e r i j 
P e e t e r s , 1994). 

7 1 F o r a fuller d i scuss ion o f J o h n ' s use o f M e a o i a q a n d its H e b r e w b a c k g r o u n d , see 
B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, 65. B e a s l e y - M u r r a y ( ibid. ) identifies it a s a t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e 
S a m a r i t a n H e b r e w taheb (tdweb). 
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by the Samaritan crowd would be appropriate unless John intended to 
draw upon Roman connotation of the imperial title, 6 ccorfip TOU KOO-
jaou.72 While Jesus is truly the Meaaiaq awaited by the Jewish people, 
he is more than that: he is savior of the entire world. Accordingly, 
Koester writes: "When the people of Sychar heard about [Jesus telling 
the woman all things about herself], they put the pieces together, rec
ognizing that what Jesus said about the woman as an individual fulfilled 
and surpassed their national hopes."7 3 

In conclusion, the appearance of the imperial title 6 acoxfip ̂ ov KOG-
JIOU in John 4:42 was the result of an effort by the evangelist to present 
Jesus as surpassing the nationalist messianic expectations of Samaritans 
and Jews. His mission, John tells his audience, is truly universal. To sup
ply the language to express this category, John drew on Imperial Cult. 
While John's Christology comports with the Jewish background of the 
Johannine community, in the new context of the Augustan Ideology it 
also adopts the idioms of the Imperial Cult, which would have con
fronted members of the community. In borrowing from it, though, John 
challenges its presuppositions: 

The cult of Christ goes forth into the world of the Mediterranean 
and soon displays the endeavour to reserve for Christ words 
already in use for worship in that world, words that had been 
transferred to the deified emperors (or had perhaps even been 
newly invented in emperor worship). Thus there arises a polemi
cal parallelism between the cult of the emperor and the cult of 
Christ, which makes itself felt where ancient words derived by 
Christianity from the treasury of the Septuagint and the Gospels 
happen to coincide with solemn concepts of the Imperial cult 
which sounded the same or similar.74 

7 2 S u c h a "universa l i s t" r e a d i n g o f acornp b e c o m e s even m o r e c o m p e l l i n g — a n d m o r e 
firmly p l a n t e d in a specif ically R o m a n c o n t e x t — w h e n w e focus o n the modi f ier x c u K O O -
uo\) a n d h o w it w a s u n d e r s t o o d in R o m a n soc ie ty: " T h e [ R o m a n ] S t a t e is s u m m e d u p 
in T h e W o r l d . ' A s B i s h o p W e s t c o t t s a y s , 'In t h e E m p e r o r t h e W o r l d f o u n d a p e r s o n a l 
e m b o d i m e n t a n d c l a i m e d D i v i n e h o n o u r ' " ( W i l l i a m M . R a m s a y , The Church in the 
Roman Empire Before A.D. iyo [ N e w Y o r k / L o n d o n : P u t n a m ' s , 1893] 304). R a m s a y q u o t e s 
here f r o m B . F. W e s t c o t t , The Epistles of St. John: the Greek Text, with Notes and Essays 
(id ed . ; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1886) 255. 

7 3 K o e s t e r , "Sav ior ," 675. 
7 4 D e i s s m a n n , Light, 342. 
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This polemic was presumably operating on a more complex theologi
cal and narrative level (as the Samaritan context of 4:42 makes clear). 
Nonetheless, John's use of 6 G(oxr\p xov KOOJIOV is clear at the lexical 
level. As is the case with e^owia, attention to the Roman context of 
John's vocabulary does not merely nuance our understanding of his 
Christology, it deepens it considerably. 

O vioq xov 9eo\), "The Son of God" 

The centrality, if not the precise meaning, of the title 6 vioq xov Qeov 
in Johannine Christology is manifest in the stated purpose of the Gospel 
that the reader "may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God" 
(20:31). However, any discussion of possible Roman influence on John's 
use of the christological title 6 vioq xov Qeov faces a number of chal
lenges that do not apply to 6 acoxnp xov KOOJXOD and e£,ovoia. Unlike 6 
acoxfip xov KOCJIOI), which is unique to the Johannine literature in the 
Bible, 6 vioq xov Qeov occurs numerous times throughout the NT and 
occasionally in the OT as well. And, while e^ovoia seems to have a spe
cific meaning and connotation in John lacking in other NT texts, 6 vioq 
xov Qeov has at least some overlap in meaning with its other NT occur
rences, despite whatever special nuances it may manifest in the Fourth 
Gospel. Moreover, it is impossible to do more here than indicate briefly 
the similarities and dissimilarities in the use of this title in John's Gospel 
and other scriptural texts. Fortunately, our purposes do not demand an 
exhaustive study of the range of meanings that the OT and NT gives to 
this title. Rather, this study will attempt only to sketch out how John's 
use of 6 vioq xov Qeov as a messianic title stands apart from other occur
rences of the phrase in the Bible, and then to see how this distinctive 
Johannine usage would have evoked and challenged the meaning of this 
title within the Imperial Cult. 

Hanz Conzelmann points out that "the historical origin of the title 
Son of God, unlike that of Messiah, is obscure."75 Certainly, in the Jew
ish background to John, there is little evidence for use of the expression 
"Son of God" as a special, messianic title—as opposed, for example, to 

7 5 C o n z e l m a n n , An Outline of the Theology of the New Testament ( t r a n s . J o h n B o w -
den; L o n d o n : S C M , 1969) 76. 
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the more general notion of a king being called God's son (e.g., 2 Sam 
7:14; Pss 2:7; 89:26), where "the connection with the historical monar
chy rules out a Messianic interpretation of these verses," or to a gen
eral concept of the people of Israel as "sons of God" (e.g., Exod 4:22 
[LXX]: moq 7tpcox6xoKO<; JIO-U; P S S . Sol. 17:27: mot Qeov).76 Josephus never 
uses the title, while Philo uses it only metaphorically (e.g., inner spiri
tual laughter is called "son of God" in Mut. 131) or morally (e.g., the 
doer of good is "God's son" in Spec. 1 . 3 1 8 ) . 7 7 Even in Palestinian 
Judaism, where political unrest and eschatological expectation made the 
title more popular, "the OT promises in which the royal anointed one 
is called God's son . . . were used with caution and not adduced with
out explanation."78 Moreover, E. P. Sanders notes, "in a Jewish context 
'Son of God' does not mean 'more than human.' All Jews were 'Sons of 
God' or even the (collective) 'Son of God." 7 9 Given the very different 
understanding of the expression 6 vibq xov Qeov in Greco-Roman reli
gion (see below), not to mention its later Christian use, it is not sur
prising that "Judaism in pre-Christian times obviously avoided 
employing the title 'Son of God' in order to ward off misunderstanding 
of the term in the non-Jewish world. This Jewish reservation naturally 
became all the stronger when Christians began to apply this title 'Son 
of God' to Jesus of Nazareth."80 

7 6 P e t e r Wulf ing v o n M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 349, 354. Cf . C o n z e l m a n n (Out
line, 76), w h o a r g u e s t h a t t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e title t o k ings m a k e s it " t h e r e f o r e syn
o n y m o u s wi th M e s s i a h . " 

7 7 M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 355. 
7 8 Ib id . , 8. 361-62. M a r t i t z p o i n t s o u t t h a t " the t it le 'Son o f G o d ' is n o t used in t h e 

D e a d Sea Scrol ls e i ther e x c e p t in O T q u o t a t i o n s " (e .g . , the re f erence t o 2 S a m 7:14 in 4Q 
Flor . 14). R e g i n a l d H . F u l l e r (The Foundations of New Testament Christology [ N e w 
Y o r k : Scr ibner , 1965] 32) t a k e s this c i t a t i o n as e v i d e n c e t h a t "'son o f G o d ' w a s indeed 
used as a M e s s i a n i c title in p r e - C h r i s t i a n J u d a i s m . " Fu l l er ( ibid. , 33) a l so po in t s o u t t h a t 
in Pa les t in ian J u d a i s m the high pr ies t w a s ca l l ed "son o f G o d , " a l t h o u g h "it is . . . m o s t 
unlikely t h a t this u s a g e shou ld be c o n s i d e r e d as a s o u r c e for the C h r i s t i a n use o f S o n o f 
G o d as a title for J e s u s . " F o r m o r e r e c e n t d i scuss ions o f the o c c u r r e n c e s o f this t it le in 
the D e a d Sea Scro l l s , especia l ly in re f erence t o Pa les t in ian J u d a i s m , see F i t z m y e r , " T h e 
Pales t in ian B a c k g r o u n d o f 'Son o f G o d ' as a Ti t le for J e s u s , " in Texts and Contexts: Bib
lical Texts in Their Textual and Situational Contexts. Essays in Honor of Lars Hartman 
(ed. T. F o r n b e r g a n d D . H e l l h o l m ; O s l o / C o p e n h a g e n / B o s t o n : S c a n d a n a v i a n Un ivers i ty 
Press , 1995) 567-77-

7 9 S a n d e r s , The Historical Figure of Jesus ( L o n d o n : P e n g u i n , 1993) 161. 
8 0 M a r t i t z et a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 362. T h e s a m e is t r u e o f later J e w i s h usage . W i l l i a m 

M a n s o n (Jesus the Messiah: The Synoptic Tradition of the Revelation of God in Christ: 
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The title is attested first in Christian literature in Paul, who uses 6 
vioq xov Qeov four times (Rom 1:3; 2 Cor 1:19; Gal 2:20; Eph 4:13) and 6 
vioq twice (1 Cor 15:28; 1 Thess 1:10). The notion of Jesus' divine sonship 
was a central one in Paul's theology, but whether and in what sense 
Paul's employment of the title is original remains unclear.81 In any case, 
we may contrast Paul's clear preference for the equally early title icupio*;, 
which appears, according to Vincent Taylor, 103 times by itself and fifty-
nine times in other combinations in the Pauline corpus. This difference 
puts into perspective the relative importance of the title 6 vioq xov Qeov 
for understanding Paul's theology.82 But, whatever the christological 
assumptions behind Paul's use of 6 vioq xov Qeov, its relevance to our 
study is quite limited, since John presumably was not dependent upon 
it. Much work has recently been done on the influence of the Augustan 
Ideology on some of the key concepts of Pauline theology (e.g., faith-

With Special Reference to Form-Criticism [ L o n d o n : H o d d e r a n d S t o u g h t o n , 1943] 106) 
n o t e s t h a t , "in the T a l m u d , . . . t h e M e s s i a h is n a m e d S o n o f G o d on ly w h e n a n O l d Tes 
t a m e n t p a s s a g e , u n d e r s t o o d t o be M e s s i a n i c , m a k e s use o f t h a t a p p e l l a t i v e . " 

8 1 If, a s L u c i e n C e r f a u x (Christ in the Theology of Saint Paul [ t r a n s . Geof frey W e b b 
a n d A d r i a n W a l k e r ; N e w Y o r k : H e r d e r a n d H e r d e r , 1966] 452) suggests , " m o s t o f the c o n 
t e x t s in w h i c h the e x p r e s s i o n 'Son o f G o d ' a p p e a r s w e r e p r o v i d e d for Pau l by prev ious 
C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , " the v e r y pr imi t iveness o f these t r a d i t i o n s w o u l d n a t u r a l l y suggest 
a s imi lar J e w i s h a n d M e s s i a n i c m e a n i n g for the tit le. H o w e v e r , B o u s s e t t (Kyrios Chris-
tos, 207) a r g u e s t h a t , whi le it is poss ib le a n d even likely t h a t "wi th t h e d e s i g n a t i o n o f 
J e s u s a s the vioq xov QEOV P a u l r e a c h e d b a c k t o a n o l d e r m e s s i a n i c t i t l e , . . . in a n y c a s e 
w i t h h i m it r ece ives a n e w i m p r i n t w h i c h h a s n o t h i n g m o r e t o d o w i t h J e w i s h m e s -
s iano logy . In Pau l the Son o f G o d a p p e a r s as a s u p r a t e r r e s t i a l be ing w h o s t a n d s in the 
c lo se s t m e t a p h y s i c a l c o n n e c t i o n w i t h G o d . " B u t w h e t h e r P a u l in fac t in tended "Son o f 
G o d " t o e x p r e s s such a high C h r i s t o l o g y is d o u b t f u l . F i t z m y e r (Romans, 233-34) w a r n s 
t h a t " t h o u g h Pau l implies by t h e title a s ignif icant r e l a t i o n s h i p [ b e t w e e n J e s u s a n d the 
F a t h e r ] , o n e shou ld be r e l u c t a n t t o l o a d it w i t h all t h e m e t a p h y s i c a l c o n n o t a t i o n o f la ter 
p a t r i s t i c w r i t e r s . A l t h o u g h P a u l never s p e a k s o f J e s u s a s a n i n c a r n a t e Son (cf. J o h n 1:14-
18), his use o f huios m a y imply s o m e s o r t o f p r e e x i s t e n t f i l iat ion." B a r r e t t (A Commen
tary on the Epistle to the Romans [ B N T C ; N e w Y o r k : H a r p e r a n d R o w , 1957] 19) denies 
even this impl i ca t ion: J e s u s " w a s born a s Son o f D a v i d , appointed S o n o f G o d . W e h a v e 
n o g r o u n d s for t a k i n g a n y o t h e r t h a n t h e n a t u r a l view, namely , t h a t t h e b ir th p r e c e d e d 
the a p p o i n t m e n t . " O f c o u r s e , these q u e s t i o n s o v e r t h e "he ight" a n d " b r e a d t h " o f Paul's 
C h r i s t o l o g y a r e b e y o n d t h e s c o p e o f this study. F o r f u r t h e r d i scuss ion o f the t o p i c , see, 
F i t z m y e r , "Paul ine T h e o l o g y , " N / B C , 1388-1402. 

8 2 T h i s Paul ine p r e f e r e n c e for icupioc, is s ignif icant for u n d e r s t a n d i n g pr imi t ive C h r i s 
t o l o g y : " ' L o r d ' in its v a r i o u s c o m b i n a t i o n s w a s by c h o i c e a n d p r e f e r e n c e t h e h a b i t u a l 
usage o f primit ive Chr i s t ian i ty b o t h ear ly a n d late . C h r i s t i a n s in g e n e r a l k n e w t h a t C h r i s t 
w a s ' the Son o f G o d ' , but t h e y p r e f e r r e d t o cal l h i m ' L o r d ' " ( V i n c e n t T a y l o r , The Per
son of Christ in New Testament Teaching [ N e w Y o r k : St. M a r t i n ' s , 1959] 148). 
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fulness, peace, grace), but no argument has been made linking Paul's 
use of this title with the Imperial Cult.83 Given these facts, we may leave 
the Pauline appearances of 6 vibe, xov Qeov aside without additional 
comment. 

When we turn to the Synoptic Gospels, the frequency and pattern of 
use of 6 vibq TOV Qeov is quite different, with the expression occurring 
some twenty times in reference to Jesus (nine in Matthew, five in Mark, 
and six in Luke).8 4 Despite some important differences, there is a fun
damental similarity of reference among these appearances.85 For Mark, 
"the title Son of God expresses the mystery of Jesus as the One sent by 
God in a higher sense than any of the prophets . . . in contrast to a 
Christology which sees Jesus primarily as a miracle-worker."86 Sharing 
this Markan lack of the Hellenistic concept of a Qeloq dvf|p, "Matthew 
takes it further [than Mark] when he places Jesus' teaching and healing 
in Galilee . . . under the word of salvation to those who dwell in the 
land and shadow of death.... Thus the miracles here are no longer the 
manifestation of the 6eio<; dvf|p, but of his mercy and lowliness. The 
fundamental rejection of the Hellenistic picture of the miracle-worker 

8 3 G e o r g i , Theocracy, 84-88. See a l so K o e s t e r , " I m p e r i a l I d e o l o g y a n d Paul 's E s c h a -
t o l o g y in 1 T h e s s a l o n i a n s , " in Paul and Empire, 158-66; Ne i l E l l io t t , " T h e A n t i - I m p e r i a l 
M e s s a g e o f the C r o s s , " in i d e m , 167-83. W h i l e G e o r g i (Theocracy, 87) a r g u e s t h a t , in gen
e r a l , "Paul ' s gospe l m u s t be u n d e r s t o o d a s c o m p e t i n g w i t h t h e gospe l o f the C a e s a r s , " 
C e r f a u x (Christ in the Theology of Saint Paul, 456-57) expl ic i t ly re jec t s s u c h a n a s s o c i a 
t ion , a t least in t h e c a s e o f 6 vide, TOV Qeov: "It w o u l d be d e s c e n d i n g t o o l o w if w e w e r e 
t o c o m p a r e t h e S o n o f G o d o f t h e C h r i s t i a n s w i t h t h e n u m e r o u s 'Sons o f G o d ' w i t h 
w h i c h p a g a n m y t h o l o g y w a s c o l o u r e d . " 

8 4 T h e title 6 moc, TOV Qeov a p p e a r s in M a t t h e w n ine t i m e s (4:3, 6; 8:29; 14:33; 16:16; 
26:63; 27*40> 43,54), M a r k five t i m e s (1:1; 3:11; 5:7; 14:61; 15:39), a n d L u k e s ix t imes (1:35; 4:3* 
9, 41; 8:28; 22:70—but in A c t s see a l s o 9:20 a n d poss ib ly 8:37, o m i t t e d f r o m m o s t c r i t i c a l 
ed i t ions ) . T h e r e l a t e d t e r m moc, [iov o c c u r s in M a t t h e w f o u r t imes ( three t imes in 11:27; 
24:36), M a r k o n c e (13:32), a n d t h r e e t imes in L u k e 10:22, whi le moc, uo\) o c c u r s in e a c h 
S y n o p t i c G o s p e l t w i c e ( M a t t 3:17; 17:5; M a r k 1:11; 9:7; L u k e 3:22; 9:35). T h e s e s ta t i s t i c s , 
a n d t h o s e for P a u l i n e a n d J o h a n n i n e u s a g e s be low, a r e d r a w n f r o m T a y l o r , Person of 
Christ, 147. T a y l o r d o e s n o t p r o v i d e the specific verse c i t a t i o n s , w h i c h a r e f r o m Schmol ler , 
Handkonkordanz. 

8 5 F o r a d i s c u s s i o n o f t h e m o r e subt le c h a n g e s in m e a n i n g w h i c h 6 moc , TOV Qeov 
u n d e r w e n t in its m o v e m e n t t h r o u g h t h e S y n o p t i c ( a n d P a u l i n e ) t r a d i t i o n s , see Ful ler , 
Foundations, 33-34, 65,114-15,164-67,192-97. 

8 6 M a r t i t z e t a l . , "moc, ," TDNT, 8. 379. F o r a n i m p o r t a n t d i scuss ion o f M a r k ' s p o s 
sible use a n d r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f ear l i er C h r i s t o l o g i e s w h i c h i n t e r p r e t e d J e s u s a s a Geioc, 
dvrip, see P a u l J . A c h t e m e i e r , " T o w a r d t h e I so la t i on o f P r e - M a r k a n M i r a c l e C a t e n a e , " 
JBL 89 (1970) 265-91. 
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is thus declared."87 A similar caution is found in Luke, where "the invo
cation of Jesus as Son of God by the demons [ 4 : 4 1 ] . . . is expressly inter
preted by the obviously more natural Xpiaxoq. . . . The fact that in the 
centurion's confession in 23:47 Son of God is replaced with 8iKaioq prob
ably testifies to a desire to safeguard against exposition in terms of 
pagan sons of God." 8 8 This is not to deny that the title 6 moq xov Qeov 
has a richer and broader meaning than indicated here when taken in the 
context of the specific Christologies of the Synoptic Gospels, or that the 
concept of a Geioc; dvf|p in the ancient world was more amorphous than 
is often recognized.89 Nevertheless, in the Synoptic Gospels "Son of 
God" in its basic sense appears to be associated positively with a Jew
ish Messianic (rather than a metaphysical) understanding of Jesus and 
negatively against a Greco-Roman concept of the Geioc; dvf|p. 

Unlike the case with Paul and the Synoptic Gospels, 6 vide, xov QEOV 

captures the Christology of the Fourth Gospel possibly better than any 

8 7 G u n t h e r B o r n k a m m et a l . , Tradition and Interpretation in Matthew ( t r a n s . P e r c y 
Scot t : N T L ; Phi ladelphia: W e s t m i n s t e r , 1963) 37. S c h n a c k e n b u r g (The Gospel of Matthew 
[ t r a n s . R o b e r t R . B a r r ; G r a n d R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 2002] 37-38) a g r e e s h e r e t h a t t h e 
M a t t h e a n usage is p r i m a r i l y a i m e d a g a i n s t a Geioc, d v i p C h r i s t o l o g y r a t h e r t h a n a t a p o s 
itive s t a t e m e n t o f J e s u s ' " o n t o l o g i c a l " s ta tus : "'Son o f G o d ' c a n n o t be m e a n t in a m e t a 
phys i ca l sense; r a t h e r , it c h a r a c t e r i z e s t h e M e s s i a h in t h e C h r i s t i a n sense (16:16; 26:63), m 

his u n i o n w i t h G o d the F a t h e r , a b o n d p r o c l a i m e d by G o d h imse l f (3:17; 17:5). T h i s 'Son 
o f G o d , ' w h o never the le s s c a n be h u n g r y a n d h a v e a p p e t i t e s , p r e s e n t e d n o difficulties 
for t h e n a r r a t o r , a s it did l a t er for the F a t h e r s o f the c h u r c h . " 

8 8 M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 380-81. M a r t i t z a l s o c o n s i d e r s t h e possibi l i ty sug
ges ted by C . F. D . M o u l e ( " T h e C h r i s t o l o g y o f A c t s , " in Studies in Luke-Acts: Studies 
Presented in Honor of Paul Schubert [ ed . L e a n d e r E . K e c k a n d J . L o u i s M a r t y n ; 
Nashv i l l e : A b i n g d o n , 1966] 159-85, h e r e 165) t h a t L u k e in tent iona l ly a v o i d s t h e title S o n 
o f G o d b e c a u s e o f t h e possibi l i ty o f s u c h m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g s : " Y e t o n c e m o r e it is n o t e 
w o r t h y t h a t t h e t i t le m o ; is g iven t o J e s u s in t h e G o s p e l o n l y by o t h e r t h a n h u m a n 
vo ices—div ine , ange l ic , o r s a t a n i c , o r in his o w n m o n o l o g u e , until the c l i m a x o f the s t o r y 
w h e n , a t the tr ia l be fore t h e S a n h e d r i n , J e s u s is a s k e d w h e t h e r he is t h e Son o f G o d a n d 
gives , p e r h a p s , a n o n c o m m i t t a l rep ly" . O n the o t h e r h a n d , W i l l i a m K u r z h a s sugges ted 
t o m e t h a t Luke's use o f 8 1 K ( X I O ; is p r o b a b l y based o n his desire t o e m p h a s i z e J e s u s ' inno
c e n c e a n d t h a t he dies a n i n n o c e n t m a r t y r ' s d e a t h . In a n y c a s e , " the s t r o n g r e s e r v e o f 
L u k e in r e l a t i o n t o t h e t it le S o n o f G o d m i s u n d e r s t o o d in t e r m s o f t h e d iv ine sons o f 
p a g a n i s m s h o w s t h a t f u n d a m e n t a l l y he is n o t re ferr ing t o a n y t h i n g o t h e r t h a n the e lec
t i on o f G o d . . . . S ince L u k e w a s n o t in teres t ed in t h e b io log i ca l q u e s t i o n he d o e s n o t 
c r o s s o v e r t h e b o u n d a r y t o a m e t a p h y s i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g " ( M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " 
TDNT, 8. 382). 

8 9 " A s r e g a r d s the ques t ion w h e t h e r div ine sonsh ip is c o n n e c t e d w i t h the Hel lenis t ic 
idea o f the 0 e l o ; dvf|p it is thus t o be n o t e d t h a t 9 e i o ; ctvr|p is by n o m e a n s a fixed e x p r e s 
s ion a t least in t h e p r e - C h r i s t i a n e r a " ( M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 339). 
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other title used by John. Indeed, it might fairly be described as prima
rily a "Son of God" Christology. However, as Sjef van Tilborg points 
out, "the impression one is left with, when reading John's Gospel—that 
Jesus is called son of God on just about every page—is not based on the 
constant use of the title. Rather the contrary."90 While essentially cor
rect, Tilborg perhaps underestimates the relative statistical prominence 
of the title in the Fourth Gospel, which "reveal[s] a strong preference 
for the terminology of Sonship."91 In comparison with the first three 
Gospels, John contains nine occurrences of 6 uioq TOU 08ou (1:34, 49; 3:18; 
5:25; 10:36; 11:4, 27; 19:7; 20:31)—more than any Synoptic Gospel except 
Matthew—and sixteen of 6 uioq (1:18; 3:16, 17 , 35, twice in 36; twice in 
5:19, 21, 22, twice in 23, 26; 6:40; 14:13; 17:1)—more than double the num
ber of occurrences in all the Synoptics combined.92 While all these 
occurrences cannot be given even a cursory treatment here, this great 
disparity in frequency between John and the Synoptic Gospels strongly 
suggests that the title 6 moc; zov Qeov carries an importance and a dis
tinctiveness in the former which it does not in the latter. In the Fourth 
Gospel, "the title 'son of God' is not identical with the messianic Christ-
title. It contains messianic connotations—the son of David as the son 
of God; the just one as the son of God; the people as sons of God—but 
it also goes beyond that."9 3 

To note the most immediate difference, the Synoptic concern with 
correcting a 0eio<; dvf|p Christology does not appear to be a dominant 
theme in John. While two occurrences (Jesus' in 11:4 and Martha's in 

9 0 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus ( N o v T S u p 83; Le iden: Bri l l , 1996) 27. 
9 1 T a y l o r , Person of Christ, 148. T h i s p r e f e r e n c e for the n o t i o n o f Sonsh ip is c o n t i n 

ued in 1 J o h n , w h e r e 6 moc, TOV 0eoO o c c u r s seven t imes (3:8; 4:15; 5 : 5 , 1 0 , 1 2 , 1 3 , 20), moc, 
JLICU s ix t i m e s (2:22, 23 [ t w i c e ] , 24; 4:14; 5:12), a n d 6 moc, OUTOU ("His S o n " ) e ight t i m e s (1:3, 
7; 3:23; 4:9; 5 :9 ,10 ,11 , 20). H o w e v e r , moc, uo-u d o e s n o t a p p e a r in the J o h a n n i n e c o r p u s . 

9 2 T i l b o r g (Reading John in Ephesus, 27) a r g u e s t h a t 6 moc, TOV Geou a n d 6 moc, a r e 
so c lose ly c o n e c t e d in J o h n ' s G o s p e l t h a t " the t r a d i t i o n a l d i s t inct ion b e t w e e n s p e a k i n g 
a b o u t ' the s o n ' a n d ' the son o f G o d ' d o e s n o t ex i s t a n y m o r e . " N o r a r e these o c c u r r e n c e s 
the on ly m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f J o h n ' s "Son o f G o d " C h r i s t o l o g y : " T h e i m p r e s s i o n o f s u c h 
o m n i p r e s e n c e o f t h e use o f t h e tit le c o m e s a b o u t , b e c a u s e J e s u s ( o r t h e evange l i s t ) c o n 
s tant ly s p e a k s a b o u t ' the fa ther ' a n d ' m y f a t h e r ' imply ing t h a t J e s u s s p e a k s a b o u t h i m 
self as t h e son o f t h e f a t h e r " ( ib id . ) . T h e di f ference h e r e be tween J o h n a n d the S y n o p t i c s 
is r e m a r k a b l e : Traxfip (used in re ference t o G o d ) o c c u r s in the Synopt i c Gospe l s o n l y e ight 
t imes ( f o u r in M a t t h e w , o n c e in M a r k , a n d t h r e e t i m e s in L u k e ) b u t s o m e e i g h t y - t w o 
t imes in J o h n ( a n d a n o t h e r t w e l v e in 1 J o h n ) ! 

9 3 Ib id . , 29. 
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11:27) are associated with the raising of Lazarus, none of the others is 
situated within the context of miracle stories. Moreover, even John 11 is 
not focused on the miraculous power of Jesus to raise the dead, though 
clearly he has such power. Unlike the standard pattern found in Synop
tic miracle stories, in John 11 , "Lazarus is thrust into the background, 
and the sisters have been made the chief persons."94 Rather, as Rudolf 
Bultmann notes, this pericope effectively completes Jesus' public min
istry, simultaneously precipitating the decision of the Sanhedrin to seek 
his death and setting the stage for Jesus' journey to the cross by prefig
uring his own triumph over death in the raising of Lazarus.95 This tri
umph, truly the great and only work of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, 
bears a significance for all his believers that could never be ascribed to 
the works of a Qeloq dvip: "The raising of Lazarus is no piece of black 
magic, or even the supreme achievement of a saint; it is an anticipation 
of what is to take place at the last day. It means that the believer has 
eternal life; that he has passed from life to death."96 

Furthermore, the nine occurrences of 6 vioq xov Qeov in the Fourth 
Gospel show a remarkable pattern. Unlike the simple expression 6 vioq, 
"exclusive to . . . 6 vwq xov Qeov is the fact that it is used as a real title" 
and not simply as a description of Jesus.9 7 While Jesus applies the title 
to himself three times (3:18; 10:36; 11:4), the remaining six occurrences are 
placed on the lips of the main symbolic witnesses to Jesus' divinity: John 
the Baptist (1:34), Nathanael (1:49), the Samaritan woman (5:25), Martha 
(11:27), the leaders of the Synagogue (19:7), and the Evangelist himself 
(20:31). Each speaker in this list carries a definite symbolic significance 
for members of the Johannine community based on its history. First, the 
figure of John the Baptist is significant for bringing his followers into 
the Johannine community, as emphasized by Brown.9 8 Second, 
Nathanael is described as "an ideal Israelite" (1:47) and almost certainly 
stands in the narrative as "a representative of the true Israelites who 
believe in Jesus and recognize him as king." 9 9 Third, in John 5, "the 

9 4 B u l t m a n n , John, 395. 
9 5 Ib id . , 394-409. 
9 6 B a r r e t t , St. John, 388. 
9 7 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 28. 
9 8 B r o w n , Community, 69-71. 
9 9 B a r r e t t , St. John, 184; K o e s t e r , "Sav ior ," 671. H o w e v e r , B r o w n a r g u e s t h a t " there 

is n o ev idence t h a t N a t h a n a e l is a purely [ e m p h a s i s a d d e d ] s y m b o l i c f igure" (John, 1. 82). 
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evangelist portrays the Samaritan woman in a way that presents the 
Samaritan people as part of a world estranged from God." 1 0 0 Fourth, 
in John n, Martha is held up by John "to his readers as a mirror for 
their own faith, [where] Martha's attitude is an example of faith which 
proves its worth in a critical situation."101 Fifth, the chief priests and 
officers in John 19, representing those Jews in the synagogue who per
secute the community, ironically call Jesus "Son of God" in their denun
ciation of him to Pilate.102 Sixth and finally, the Jewish testimony in John 
19 is then sealed by John's own confession in 20:31, which reveals the 
purpose of the preceding narrative of Christ's life, death, and resurrec
tion, namely, the belief that Jesus is in fact the Son of God. 

When we consider this list of characters in light of the history of the 
Johannine community laid out in Chapter One of this study, the iden
tities of these six witnesses to Jesus as 6 moq xov Qeov are clearly impor
tant. All the major groups whose response to Jesus, positive or negative, 
helped to determine the composition and history of the community are 
represented here as confessing the true identity of Christ (albeit ironi
cally in the case of the synagogue Jews). Thus, in the course of the 
Gospel, the entire Johannine social world, including followers of John 
the Baptist, believing Jews, Gentiles, Johannine Christians under trial, 
the synagogue Jews, the leaders of the Johannine community (in the per
son of the evangelist), and even Jesus himself, acclaims Jesus as the Son 
of God. The artistry and theological purpose at work here is evident. 

What is perhaps most striking about the list above (apart from the 
literary artistry behind it) is the sheer universality of the confession of 
Jesus as 6 moq xov 0eo\), a feature also in evidence in the use of 6 acoxfip 
xov KoajnoD. Every conceivable reader of the Gospel could relate to it, 
making clear the significance of Jesus not only for Jews, or Gentiles, or 
believers, but for all humanity. Unlike the messianic connotations of 6 
vibq xov Qeov found in the OT and the Synoptic Gospels, in John this 

1 0 0 K o e s t e r , "Sav ior ," 669. K o e s t e r a l s o p o i n t s o u t t h e p r o n o u n c e d R o m a n p r e s e n c e 
in S a m a r i a , inc luding a cap i ta l c i ty (Sebaste) " n a m e d for C a e s a r A u g u s t u s , " w h i c h w o u l d 
h a v e been c o m m o n k n o w l e d g e a m o n g r e a d e r s o f the G o s p e l ( ibid. , 679). 

1 0 1 S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 2. 332. 
1 0 2 T h e i r t e s t i m o n y is p e r h a p s t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t o f all the wi tnesses , s ince by w h a t 

B r o w n (John, 2. 891) cal l s the ir " c r e s c e n d o o f disbel ief [where in] J e s u s is m o c k i n g l y o r 
incredu lous ly ca l l ed ' the K i n g o f t h e J e w s , ' ' the m a n , ' a n d 'God's S o n . ' " In the p r o c e s s , 
the series o f titles first given t o J e s u s in c h a p t e r o n e is c o m p l e t e d t h r o u g h a " m o c k rever
sa l" ( P a u l D . D u k e , Irony in the Fourth Gospel [ A t l a n t a : J o h n K n o x , 1985] 133). 
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title is put on the lips of every group in the world. This universality in 
turn reveals implicitly to John's readers the identity of the true rival of 
Jesus, namely the putative "Ruler of this world" who "is cast out" 
(12:31), "judged" (16:11), and who now "has no power" over Jesus (14:30). 
Only one other person in the first century could claim any comparable 
dominion on the earth: the Roman emperor—who was also proclaimed 
6 vioq xov Qeov. When we examine the use of this title within the Augus
tan Ideology, it is evident why John contrasts Christ versus the emperor 
as 6 vioq xov Qeov. 

The title 6 vioq xov Qeov—universally rendered divi filius in Latin— 
was a standard one for the emperors of the first century beginning with 
Augustus, whose "full name after 27 B.C. was Imperator Caesar divi fil
ms Augustus, while other Romans were simply called, for example, 
Marcus Tullius Marci filius Cicero."103 Augustus' strategy of advertis
ing the divinity of his adoptive father Julius Caesar to promote his own 
apotheosis and authority was repeated by his successors: "As Augustus 
was the son of the god Julius, and Tiberius of Divus Augustus, so was 
Nero the son of Divus Claudius and Domitian the son of Divus Ves
pasian." 1 0 4 Upon the assumption of this title by an emperor, it was 
immediately communicated throughout the empire by its inclusion on 
coins and public monuments.105 As Cuss notes, "the frequency of the 
abbreviation of this title on coins and inscriptions must have impressed 
this idea firmly on the minds of Christian and pagan alike." 1 0 6 The title 

1 0 3 H . G a l a s t e r e r , " A M a n , a B o o k , a n d a M e t h o d : Sir R o n a l d Syme's Roman Revo
lution A f t e r Fi f ty Y e a r s , " in Between Republic and Empire, 1-20, h e r e 15. T a y l o r (The 
Divinity of the Roman Emperor, 103) d a t e s t h e or ig in o f this p r a c t i c e t o 40 B.C.E., whi le 
C u s s (Imperial Cult, 72) t r a c e s it b a c k a s e a r l y as 42 B.C.E. 

1 0 4 Ib id . , 73. 
1 0 5 T h e spec ia l p o w e r o f c o i n s ( b e c a u s e o f the ir un iversa l use) t o p r o m o t e t h e notion 

o f t h e e m p e r o r ' s d iv in i ty w a s r e c o g n i z e d e a r l y by A u g u s t u s , a n d wel l b e f o r e A c t i u m 
" g r a d u a l l y t h e p o r t r a i t s o f o t h e r t r i u m v i r s d i s a p p e a r e d f r o m t h e R o m a n m i n t , t h e 
n a m e s o f t h e m o n e y e r s a r e s u p p r e s s e d , a n d O c t a v i a n d r o p s his t i t le triumvir. Impera
tor Caesar divi filius, his e m b l e m s , his v i c t o r i e s , his h o n o r s , a n d his p r o t e c t i n g g o d s 
b e c o m e t h e so le a d o r n m e n t o f m o n e y c o i n e d in R o m e " (Tay lor , Divinity, 131). See a l s o 
F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 1. 1. 76. T h a t th is p r a c t i c e o f l imi t ing t h e p e r s o n a n d a d o r n 
m e n t s o f the e m p e r o r t o R o m a n c o i n a g e e x t e n d e d t o t h e p r o v i n c e s is p r o v e n by M a t t 
22:21 II M a r k 12:17 II L u k e 20:25. T h e a p p e a r a n c e o f t h e t it le o n p u b l i c m o n u m e n t s in the 
E a s t m a y even p r e d a t e o r i m m e d i a t e l y p o s t d a t e t h e v i c t o r y a t A c t i u m : a n i n s c r i p t i o n 
f r o m O l y m p i a b e f o r e 27 B.C.E. re fers t o AircoKpdxopa, a n d t h e b a s e o f a s t a t u e in P e r g a -
m u m f r o m t h e s a m e p e r i o d r e a d s in p a r t A\)xoKpdxopa K a i a a p a Qeov viov Qeov 
l e p a a x o v ( C u s s , Imperial Cult, 72). 

1 0 6 Ib id . , 73. 
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divi filius would have been associated in the public mind with the 
emperor. 

Despite its wide currency, the title's exact meaning in the context of 
the Augustan Ideology is less clear. While "in the Roman imperial 
period Divi filius was rendered Qeov moq," it is unclear whether its 
translation from Latin to Greek (and from Italy to Asia Minor) did not 
undergo some change in meaning, however subtle. 1 0 7 The common 
assumption that 6 uioq xov deov and divi filius are interchangable—and 
thus that the understanding of the Imperial Cult in the West could be 
transferred more or less straightforwardly to the study of it in Asia 
Minor—has been challenged by Price, who notes that 0e6<;, "though a 
basic term of Greek religion, has never been given a detailed semantic 
study."108 One result of this neglect is that 

the bizarre practice of calling the emperor theou huios is seen as 
perfectly natural because it is simply the translation of divi filius. 
Why natural? Because, as the heirs of Rome, we can attempt to 
ignore the cultural differences between us and the ancient world. 
But the tactic of treating Greek as a translation out of Latin does 
not always work. Calling the living emperor theos cannot be seen 
as a translation of divus, a term which applies only to dead emper
ors. Modern scholars are therefore forced to treat the usage as 
'deviant', the product of either folly or flattery. In fact the failure 
of theos to translate divus undermines the first assumption that 
huios theou is a translation of divi filius.109 

While divus was well-defined in its range of applications, "there were 
no uncontroversial criteria for the predication of theos. The boundaries 

1 0 7 M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 336-37. 
108 p r j C C ) " G o d s a n d E m p e r o r s : T h e G r e e k L a n g u a g e o f the R o m a n I m p e r i a l C u l t , " 

JHS 104 (1984) 79. P r i c e a r g u e s t h a t "the G r e e k s u n d e r R o m a n rule suffer f r o m a d o u b l e 
p r e j u d i c e . O n t h e o n e h a n d , He l l en i s t s lose i n t e r e s t in t h e G r e e k s a f t e r t h e c l a s s i c a l 
p e r i o d ; o n t h e o ther , R o m a n h i s t o r i a n s find it h a r d t o a v o i d a R o m a n o c e n t r i c p e r s p e c 
t ive. T h i s d o u b l e pre jud ice b e c o m e s p a r t i c u l a r l y a c u t e w h e n t h e issue is t h e re l ig ious lan
g u a g e used by G r e e k s t o refer t o the R o m a n e m p e r o r " ( ibid.) . E x a m p l e s o f the t r a d i t i o n a l 
pos i t ion w h i c h identified 6 m o ; xoO QEOV w i t h divi filius inc lude C u s s (Imperial Cult, 72), 
w h o wr i t e s : "As h a s a l r e a d y been p o i n t e d o u t by severa l a u t h o r s , 6 m o ; xov Qeov o r m o ; 
Qeov is t h e c o r r e s p o n d i n g G r e e k f o r m u l a " for divi filius. T h e a u t h o r s she c i tes inc lude 
s u c h m a j o r figures a s D e i s s m a n n , C e r f a u x a n d T o n d r i a u . 

1 0 9 P r i c e , " G o d s a n d E m p e r o r s , " 79. 
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of the concept were not unequivocally defined."110 Unlike in Rome, 
where "the emperor was not a deus ('god') in his lifetime, but after his 
death might be made a divus" in the Greek-speaking provinces of the 
empire—especially Asia Minor—Qeoq was used for both human persons 
such as the emperor (e.g., theos Nero), living or dead, and any one of 
the traditional deities.111 Thus, it is not possible to assume that when a 
citizen of Ephesus worshiped Augustus as Qeov vioq he understood the 
term in the same sense as a Roman senator who proclaimed Augustus 
divi filius. As Price observes, Qeov vwq "had a different range of mean
ings, forming part of a radically different conceptual system."1 1 2 

This differences between divi filius and 6 vioq xov Qeov hold impor
tant implications for understanding the Johannine use of the title. 
Rather than simply assume that there could be no real influence of the 
Imperial Cult on the Fourth Gospel's Christology, it is necessary to con
sider the possibility that the emperor was in fact understood by Greek-
speaking Christians as a "true" god—or at least as true a god as any 
other. The christianizing tendency among many exegetes and historians 
to minimize or deny entirely the religious significance of the Imperial 
Cult (discussed above in Chapter Two) has certainly been felt in the 
study of the Fourth Gospel, much to the detriment of our understand
ing of Johannine Christology. 

For instance, let us consider C. H. Dodd's observation that "in pop
ular Hellenistic usage therefore the expression vioq Qeov reflects a cer
tain confusion of divinity and humanity. On the one hand it represents 
a reduction of the idea of God, and on the other hand an extravagant 
estimate of the great man." 1 1 3 Dodd simply avoids the problem by 
assuming that the concept of God, which is clear to us, would have been 
equally clear to a person of the first century—a "covertly Christianiz
ing" move on his part. Not surprisingly, Dodd shifts his attention away 

1 1 0 Ib id . ,8o . 
1 1 1 Ib id . , 82. Price 's e x a m p l e o f "theos N e r o " is d r a w n f r o m C e r f a u x a n d T o n d r i a u , 

he Quite des Souverains, 191. C a s s i d y (Perspective, 11-12) m a k e s t h e s a m e p o i n t as P r i c e 
a b o u t t h e L a t i n , b u t d o e s n o t m e n t i o n o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f this f a c t for u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
the G r e e k o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l . 

1 1 2 P r i c e , " G o d s a n d E m p e r o r s , " 84. Similarly, P r i c e ( ibid. , 84 n. 45) p o i n t s o u t t h a t 
"it is a l s o w r o n g t o i m a g i n e t h a t Sebastos is a n e x a c t t r a n s l a t i o n o f t h e L a t i n Augustus. 
It d id indeed b e c o m e the s t a n d a r d e q u i v a l e n t a l m o s t i n s t a n t a n e o u s l y , b u t its s e m a n t i c 
m o t i v a t i o n is m o r e s t r o n g l y re l ig ious t h a n Augustus.1" 

1 1 3 D o d d , Interpretation, 251. 
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from popular usage to the philosophical concept of God in the ancient 
world. However, any potential "confusion" in the popular mind in the 
first century would be clarified in John's Gospel. Similarly, Tilborg's deci
sion to focus his discussion on the christological title fiaGitevq in John 
19:12, while relevant for determining the extent of Roman influence on 
the Fourth Gospel, leads him to neglect the more important title 6 moq 
xov Qeov. Furthermore, he determines its sense solely from internal evi
dence in the Gospel and without reference to the Imperial Cult.114 Behind 
both these exegetical moves, I would suggest, seems to be an unfounded 
assumption that the meaning of 6 vibq xov Qeov was unproblematical for 
the Evangelist or his audience, and that they would have automatically 
understood that the title was used equivocally in the Fourth Gospel and 
the Imperial Cult. But, as Price has shown, such an assumption is con
tradicted by the usage of 6 vwq xov Qeov across Asia Minor in the first 
century, which is the best candidate for the context of the Gospel's com
position. 

Given the ambiguity of the title 6 vioq xov Qeov in the first-century 
mind, the danger of confusion among Christians about its application 
to Jesus should not be ignored. Indeed, as we have seen, it may have 
been just this danger of confusion that led the primitive Church to avoid 
its use. At least in the case of the Fourth Gospel, we must differ with 
Cuss's judgment that "it is not likely that the term 'Son of God' for 
Christ had been influenced by the imperial use." 1 1 5 We do agree with 
her that "the Christian title at least had a similarity of words [with the 
imperial title], and this in itself could have led Christians to look on the 
pagan use as blasphemous."116 However, in the Fourth Gospel the solu
tion to this problem was not to avoid the title but to redefine it as one 
proper not to the emperor but to Jesus Christ, the true vioq xov Qeov. 

Certainly, Dodd's observation that "there is no other writing known to 
me in which the idea of divine sonship is treated with anything like such 
fullness and precision" suggests that such a reinterpretation is taking 
place in the Fourth Gospel.1 1 7 

1 1 4 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 196-219. T h i s n e g l e c t is a l s o a p p a r e n t in his 
r a t h e r br ie f d i scuss ion o f 6 m o ; TOO QEOV ( ibid. , 27-29), despi te its m u c h g r e a t e r p r o m i 
n e n c e in t h e t e x t . In fa irness , T i lborg ' s m a i n interest is in the Pass ion N a r r a t i v e , b u t s ince 
6 m o ; xov QEOV a p p e a r s t h e r e a l s o (19:7), his s i lence is c u r i o u s . 

1 1 5 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 74. 
1 1 6 Ib id . 
1 1 7 D o d d , Interpretation, 253. 
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John was attempting a reinterpretation precisely because of the wide
spread (mis-)understanding of 6 vwq xou Beou associated with the Impe
rial Cult. As I have suggested above, "Son of God" is perhaps the 
central christological title in the Fourth Gospel, and it defies concise def
inition. The meaning of this title cannot simply be stated. Instead, the 
person who is 6 uloq xou 0eou can only be pointed to—which is exactly 
what the Fourth Gospel does. Thus, only a more detailed exegesis of the 
Prologue and the Passion Narrative, offered in Chapters Four and Five, 
will clarify the broad outlines of the Johannine Christology and the 
challenge that it presented to the image of the emperor found in the 
Augustan Ideology. 

Conclusion 

We have seen how some of the central religious and political concepts 
of the Augustan Ideology, namely, e^owia, 6 acornp TOU KOG|IO\), and 6 
vioq xov 0eo\), were taken up into Johannine Christology and radically 
altered and subverted as a result. I have argued that these terms would 
have immediately connoted the emperor in the popular mind of the first 
century and that these are turned by John into attributes and titles of 
Christ. While still drawing on their sense within the Augustan Ideology, 
these terms can no longer be thought of as properly belonging to that 
conceptual system. Even though the new christological senses of these 
concepts have not been fully developed here, the very fact that this 
process of adoption and adaptation took place indicates that the Fourth 
Gospel was involved in a struggle with the Augustan Ideology for their 
meanings, and that the Johannine Christology cannot be understood 
outside of its immediate political and religious context. At this point, 
we are finally in a position to attempt a more detailed exegesis of two 
of the central sources of John's Christology, namely, the Prologue and 
the Passion Narrative, in light of its crucial but frequently ignored 
Roman setting. 



C H A P T E R 4 

"In the Beginning Was the Word 5 5: 
Christology as Counter-Ideology 
in the Prologue to John's Gospel 

In discussing the hazards and uncertainties which necessarily accom
pany any interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, J . Louis Martyn observes 
that "the surveyor knows that a point fixed by measuring along a 
straight line is more reliable if it is confirmed by the intersection of two 
reasonably drawn lines. . . . [I]f it is reasonably clear that John is a the
ologian with opponents, it is equally clear that the scholar who searches 
for clues to the identity and beliefs of those opponents will need as many 
scientific controls as he can get."1 In keeping with this advice, the first 
three chapters of this study have attempted to lay out several sets of 
"controls" for the interpretation of the Gospel, including a schematic 
reconstruction of the Johannine community's history, the Roman social 
and ideological context of the Gospel, and the significant parallels with 
and connotations of the Augustan Ideology in the christological lan
guage of the Gospel. The intersection of these ecclesio-historical, clas
sical, and christological trajectories, in turn, can point out a fruitful and 
almost completely uncharted course for the interpretation of the Gospel 
of John, one that reads the Gospel as responding not solely, or even pri
marily, to the Jewish or philosophical-Gnostic background of the text 
but rather to its Roman religious and political context in general, and 
to the image of the emperor in the Augustan Ideology in particular.2 

1 M a r t y n , " S o u r c e C r i t i c i s m a n d Re l ig ionsgesch i ch te in the F o u r t h G o s p e l , " in Jesus 
and Man's Hope (2 vo ls . ; ed . D . G . B u t t r i c k ; P i t t s b u r g h : P i t t s b u r g h T h e o l o g i c a l Semi 
nary , 1970-71) 1. M7-73, h e r e 251. 

2 N e g l e c t o f t h e R o m a n c o n t e x t o f pr imi t ive C h r i s t i a n i t y is h a r d l y un ique t o s c h o l -

104 
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The Prologue is perhaps the most logical starting point for any such 
attempt. Because of both its narrative position and theological depth it 
holds a privileged place in the Gospel for understanding the Johannine 
Christ. As Rudolf Bultmann writes: 

A preliminary glance tells us that 1.1-18 forms a whole, and has been 
placed at the beginning of the Gospel as a kind of introduction. A 
remarkable introduction, certainly! For the Prologue is no intro
duction or foreword in the usual sense of the words. There is no 
indication in it of the content or structure of what follows; nor are 
we told why the author has set his task, as we are, for instance, in 
the Gospel of Luke. On the contrary, the section forms a whole, 
and is complete in itself; it is not necessary for anything to follow.3 

Bultmann's judgment about the Prologue, both as regards its unique 
position in the NT—where it has long been recognized as the christo
logical locus classicus—and its self-sufficiency as a summary of the the
ology of the Fourth Gospel as a whole, seems essentially correct.4 This 
is not to say, of course, that the Prologue could take the place of the 

a r s h i p o n J o h n . E x c e p t for t h e b o o k o f R e v e l a t i o n (see I n t r o d u c t i o n ) , o n l y re la t ive ly 
recent ly h a s the R o m a n c o n t e x t o f the N T wr i t ings b e g u n t o rece ive a n y sus ta ined a t t e n 
t ion a m o n g s c h o l a r s . In a d d i t i o n t o R i c h a r d J . Cass idy ' s John's Gospel in New Perspec
tive, see a l so his Society and Politics in the Acts of the Apostles ( M a r y k n o l l , N Y : O r b i s , 
1987) a n d Paul in Chains: Roman Imprisonment and the Letters of St. Paul ( N e w Y o r k : 
C r o s s r o a d , 2002). F u r t h e r w o r k o n the R o m a n c o n t e x t o f Paul's life a n d t h o u g h t a p p e a r s 
in R i c h a r d A . H o r s l e y , ed . , Paul and Empire a n d , m o s t recent ly , Paul and Politics: Ekkle-
sia, Israel, Imperium, Interpretation: Essays in Honor of Krister Stendahl ( H a r r i s b u r g , 
PA: T r i n i t y Press I n t e r n a t i o n a l , 2000). 

3 B u l t m a n n , John, 13. 
4 C u l l m a n n (Christology, 249), s u m m i n g u p the u n i q u e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e P r o l o g u e 

for C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y , w r i t e s t h a t " a l t h o u g h L o g o s b e c a m e the d o m i n a n t d e s i g n a t i o n 
for J e s u s in the c las s i ca l C h r i s t o l o g y o f t h e a n c i e n t C h u r c h , a n d t o a g r e a t e x t e n t w a s 
even c o n s i d e r e d t h e essential c o n t e n t o f all Chr i s to logy , w e find it a s a C h r i s t o l o g i c a l title 
on ly in o n e g r o u p o f N e w T e s t a m e n t wr i t ings , the J o h a n n i n e . " J a m e s D . G . D u n n (Chris
tology in the Making: A New Testament Inquiry Into the Origins of the Doctrine of the 
Incarnation [Ph i lade lph ia : W e s t m i n s t e r , 1980] 239) judges t h a t t h e P r o l o g u e " e x p r e s s e s 
w i t h o u t d o u b t t h e m o s t p o w e r f u l W o r d - c h r i s t o l o g y in t h e N T , " w h i l e L o u i s D u p u i s 
(Who Do You Say That I Am? Introduction to Christology [ M a r y k n o l l , N Y : O r b i s , 1994] 
71), a l ead ing R o m a n C a t h o l i c t h e o l o g i a n w h o is n o t u n c r i t i c a l o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l high 
C h r i s t o l o g y d r a w n f r o m J o h n , never the le s s c o n s i d e r s t h e L o g o s - C h r i s t o l o g y c o n t a i n e d 
in t h e P r o l o g u e t o be the " c l i m a x " a n d t h e "best e x p r e s s i o n " o f N T C h r i s t o l o g y . 
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Gospel in subsequent christological reflection.5 Neither does this mean 
that the Prologue has no literary forebears or parallels in the religious 
and philosophical literature of the ancient world, whether pagan, Jew
ish, or Christian.6 Rather, Bultmann's judgment expresses the simple fact 
that any plausible reading of the Gospel must attend properly to the 
high Christology of John's Prologue and its ancient setting.7 

5 R o b i n s o n ( " T h e use o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l for c h r i s t o l o g y t o d a y , " in Christ and 
Spirit in the New Testament: Studies in Honour of Charles Francis Digby Moule [ed . 
B a r n a b a s L i n d a r s a n d Stephen S. Smal ley; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1973] 
61-78, h e r e 61) p o i n t s o u t t h a t "in the p a t r i s t i c a g e it w a s t a k e n for g r a n t e d t h a t t e x t s 
f r o m [John's ] G o s p e l w e r e t o be r e g a r d e d a s p r i m a r y d a t a o f the p r o b l e m w h i c h h a d t o 
be so lved . N o c h r i s t o l o g y w h i c h . . . failed t o pos i t in J e s u s b o t h g e n u i n e h u m a n l imi ta
t ions a n d c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f p r e - e x i s t e n t g l o r y c o u l d satisfy the ' f a c t s . ' " W h i l e t h e p o s t -
b ib l ica l h i s t o r y o f c h r i s t o l o g i c a l d o g m a is, o f c o u r s e , f a r b e y o n d t h e s c o p e o f this 
d i scuss ion , the p r o f o u n d influence o f t h e J o h a n n i n e w r i t i n g s o n its d e v e l o p m e n t is wel l 
d o c u m e n t e d . T h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l for A n t e - N i c e n e C h r i s t o l o g y is 
t r e a t e d b o t h in T. E . P o l l a r d , Johannine Christology and the Early Church ( S N T S M S 13; 
C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1970) a n d in W i l e s , Spiritual Gospel. W h e n t h e 
v o l u m e s o n J o h n finally a p p e a r in the A n c i e n t C h r i s t i a n C o m m e n t a r y series ( D o w n e r s 
G r o v e , I L : In tervars i ty , 1998-) , t h e y s h o u l d p r o v i d e a useful s u p p l e m e n t t o t h e s e s tudies 
o f p a t r i s t i c exeges i s . A s t a n d a r d d i scuss ion o f the c h r i s t o l o g i c a l d e b a t e s u p unti l C o n 
s t a n t i n o p l e III (681 C.E.) c a n be f o u n d in J . N . D . Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (rev. 
ed. ; San F r a n c i s c o : H a r p e r , 1978) 138-62, 280-343. 

T h e d o m i n a n t influence o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l o n p r a c t i c a l l y all c h r i s t o l o g i c a l reflec
t i on m a k e s the ir s e p a r a t i o n p a r t i c u l a r l y difficult. P e r h a p s the m o s t w e l l - k n o w n r e c e n t 
a t t e m p t t o s e p a r a t e t h e t w o is f o u n d in t h e w o r k o f E d w a r d Sch i l l ebeeckx , espec ia l ly his 
Jesus: An Experiment in Christology ( t r a n s . H u b e r t H o s k i n s ; N e w Y o r k : Seabury , 1979). 
T h e s o u r c e - c r i t i c a l a n d a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l a s s u m p t i o n s u n d e r l y i n g Sch i l l ebeeckx ' s w o r k 
a r e s u m m a r i z e d a n d assessed in F i t z m y e r , Scripture & Christology: A Statement of the 
Biblical Commission with Commentary ( N e w Y o r k / M a h w a h , N J : Paul i s t , 1985) 12-13, 80-
82. T h e n e g a t i v e r e a c t i o n t o Sch i l l ebeeckx ' s w o r k by ecc l e s ia s t i ca l a u t h o r i t i e s d e m o n 
s t r a t e s t h e cha l l enges invo lved i n — i n d e e d , p e r h a p s t h e imposs ib i l i ty o f — r e t h i n k i n g t h e 
s c r i p t u r a l f o u n d a t i o n s o f C h r i s t o l o g y o v e r 1600 y e a r s a f ter the C o u n c i l o f N i c e a . 

6 I a d o p t in this s t u d y t h e v e r y wide ly he ld bel ief a m o n g m o d e r n e x e g e t e s t h a t t h e 
evange l i s t h a s e m p l o y e d a prev ious ly ex i s t ing L o g o s - h y m n in 1:1-18 r a t h e r t h a n a n o r i g 
inal c o m p o s i t i o n . F o r a s u m m a r y o f the m o s t i m p o r t a n t p r o p o n e n t s o f a l i t erary s o u r c e 
beh ind t h e P r o l o g u e , see Je f frey A . T r u m b o w e r , Born from Above: The Anthropology 
of the Gospel of John ( H U T 29; T u b i n g e n : M o h r [S i ebeck] , 1992) 66-67; B r o w n , John, 1 . 
19-23. P e r h a p s m o s t n o t a b l e a m o n g t h o s e w h o defend J o h a n n i n e a u t h o r s h i p o f t h e P r o 
logue a r e B a r r e t t (St. John, 151), L i n d a r s (John, 81-82), a n d H o s k y n s (Fourth Gospel, 162-

63) . 
7 W h i l e a v e r y f ew e x e g e t e s h a v e tr i ed t o r e f o c u s c h r i s t o l o g i c a l a t t e n t i o n a w a y f r o m 

t h e P r o l o g u e a n d t o w a r d s l a t er s e c t i o n s o f t h e t e x t , s u c h ef forts h a v e n o t been wide ly 
i m i t a t e d . A l ead ing e x a m p l e is E r n s t K a s e m a n n ' s ar t i c l e " T h e P u r p o s e a n d S t r u c t u r e o f 
t h e P r o l o g u e t o J o h n ' s G o s p e l " (in i d e m , New Testament Questions of Today [Phi ladel 
phia: F o r t r e s s , 1969] 138-67), in w h i c h he a r g u e s for a f u n c t i o n a l r a t h e r t h a n a n o n t o l o g -
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In this chapter I will offer a new reading of the Prologue as the evan
gelist's attempt to respond to the Augustan Ideology and the figure of 
the emperor that it presented to Roman society. When read in this 
specifically Roman context, the Prologue can be seen as an essential ele
ment in the larger anti-imperial polemic running throughout the final 
version of the Gospel. After a brief note on the methodology to be 
employed in this chapter (as well as the next), I will turn my attention 
to the Prologue proper. My examination divides it by subject into four 
distinct sections (1:1-5, 6-8, 9-13, and 14-18). These subdivisions, I argue, 
respond to the challenges—cosmological, prophetic, political, and dox-
ological—that the Augustan Ideology presented to the Johannine com
munity by placing the emperor at the nexus of the human and the divine 
orders in the ancient world. As such, the Prologue can properly be con
sidered a piece of political theology, although essentially a negative one 
designed to subordinate the dominant political and ideological cate
gories of the Roman world to the christological ones found in the 
Fourth Gospel. As I hope will become clear, the Prologue is not an effort 
by the evangelist to produce a "Spiritual Gospel" but rather his attempt 
to address very real and worldly concerns about how power, divinity, 
and prophecy were interrelated in the Augustan Ideology. 

A Note on Method 

Historical-critical investigation of the Fourth Gospel during the twen
tieth century was dominated by two competing approaches. One 

ical r e a d i n g o f t h e Pro logue ' s C h r i s t o l o g y : its p u r p o s e is t o e x p l a i n t h e sa lva t ion w r o u g h t 
by C h r i s t r a t h e r t h a n his p e r s o n . T h e r e is a t r e a t m e n t o f this d i s t inc t ion a n d o f its l imi
t a t i o n s for a n y bibl ical C h r i s t o l o g y in C u l l m a n n , Christology, 6-11; F i t z m y e r , Scripture 
& Christology, 10,72. E l s e w h e r e , K a s e m a n n (Testament of Jesus, 11-12) rejects a n y a c c o m 
m o d a t i o n b e t w e e n t h e d o c e t i c C h r i s t o l o g y exempl i f ied by J o h n 17 a n d the e m p h a s i s o n 
the I n c a r n a t i o n f o u n d in t h e P r o l o g u e a n d s u b o r d i n a t e s t h e l a t t e r t o t h e f o r m e r in his 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e G o s p e l . H o w e v e r , his a r g u m e n t t h a t a "naive d o c e t i s m " lies behind 
the C h r i s t o l o g y o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l h a s been wide ly cr i t i c i zed . See , e.g. , U d o Schnel le , 
Antidocetic Christology in the Gospel of John: An Investigation of the Place of the 
Fourth Gospel in the Johannine School ( t r a n s . L i n d a M . M a l o n e y ; M i n n e a p o l i s : F o r t r e s s , 
1992) 63-70,172-73. F o r a d i scuss ion o f K a s e m a n n a n d B u l t m a n n t h a t is b o t h s y m p a t h e t i c 
t o the ir g o a l s a n d cr i t i ca l o f s o m e o f the ir a s s u m p t i o n s a n d m e t h o d s o f a r g u m e n t a t i o n , 
see R a y m o n d E . B r o w n , An Introduction to New Testament Christology ( N e w Y o r k / 
M a h w a h , N J : Paul i s t , 1994) 196-202. 
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emphasized the supposed philosophical-Gnostic roots of the Gospel, 
typified by the works of Bultmann, Walter Bauer, and C. H. Dodd.8 The 
other focused on its Jewish background, an approach pioneered by 
Martyn and Raymond E. Brown. That both approaches contribute 
greatly to our understanding of the historical milieu of the Fourth 
Gospel and to the pre-history of the text is not in doubt. However, the 
success of these schools in opening the Fourth Gospel to new and more 
profound interpretations promoted a somewhat blinkered view of both 
its context and its possible opponents. As a result, theories about the 
literary and historical sources of the Gospel were seen all too often as 
offering answers to questions about its theological purpose. Thus, the 
logic goes, if the literary sources behind the final text were of a Gnos
tic or Proto-Gnostic character, then the Christology of the Gospel must 
also be so—even if by way of opposition.9 Or, if the fractious origin of 
the community was within the Synagogue, the impetus for the Gospel's 
composition and the opponents behind the text could only be Jewish in 
character.10 In both instances, pre-history, whether of underlying texts 
and traditions or of the Johannine community itself, displaced contem
porary history as the key to understanding the Fourth Gospel.11 

O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , J e r o m e H . N e y r e y (An Ideology of Revolt: John's Christology in 
Social-Science Perspective [Phi lade lphia: F o r t r e s s , 1988] 1), whi le n o t deny ing its i m p o r 
t a n c e t o J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t o l o g y , in tent iona l ly a v o i d s the f o c u s o n t h e P r o l o g u e f o u n d in 
a l m o s t all s tudies o f the t o p i c . H e w r i t e s t h a t this dec i s ion "does n o t imply a j u d g m e n t 
t h a t J o h n ' s P r o l o g u e (1:1-18) h a s been e x h a u s t e d by bibl ical c r i t i c i s m o r t h a t c o n s e n s u s 
h a s n o w been r e a c h e d o n its i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I h a v e d e c i d e d t h a t s t ra teg i ca l l y it is m o r e 
fruitful t o c o n c e n t r a t e o n a s y s t e m a t i c e x p o s i t i o n o f w h a t I p e r c e i v e a s the r e a l f o c u s o f 
the Gospel ' s h igh C h r i s t o l o g y : J e s u s ' s t a t u s a n d p o w e r s a s a figure e q u a l t o G o d . " T h i s 
" s t r a t e g i c " d e c i s i o n t o d o w n p l a y t h e P r o l o g u e s e e m s m u c h m o r e defens ib le t h a n t h e 
p o l e m i c a l s t a n c e t a k e n by K a s e m a n n t o w a r d s its C h r i s t o l o g y . 

8 T h i s " p h i l o s o p h i c a l - G n o s t i c " b a c k g r o u n d s u g g e s t e d by s o m e s c h o l a r s inc ludes a 
v a r i e t y o f n o n - J e w i s h s c h o o l s o f t h o u g h t , i n c l u d i n g t h e G n o s t i c a n d M a n d a e a n t e x t s 
e x a m i n e d by B u l t m a n n (John), B a u e r (Johannesevangelium), a n d D o d d (Interpretation), 
as well a s the H e r m e t i c a n d Phi lonic (e .g. , hel lenized J u d a i s m ) t r a d i t i o n s t r e a t e d a t length 
on ly in D o d d . 

9 B u l t m a n n w r i t e s : "In s h o r t , t h e n , t h e figure o f J e s u s in J o h n is p o r t r a y e d in t h e 
f o r m s of fered by t h e G n o s t i c R e d e e m e r - m y t h , w h i c h h a d a l r e a d y inf luenced t h e c h r i s 
t o l o g i c a l th ink ing o f Hel lenis t ic C h r i s t i a n i t y be fore P a u l a n d then inf luenced h i m " (The 
Theology of the New Testament [2 vols . ; t r a n s . K e n d r i c k G r o b e l ; N e w Y o r k : S c r i b n e r s , 
1951-55] 2. 12-13. 

1 0 See , e.g., the a b s e n c e o f a n y Gent i le p r e s e n c e in M a r t y n ' s r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the his
t o r y o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y ( a l r e a d y m e n t i o n e d a b o v e in C h a p t e r O n e ) . 

1 1 D o n a l d J . R a p p e ( " R e a d i n g J o h n in De los : T h e G e n r e s o f t h e J o h a n n i n e F a r e w e l l " 
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This same criticism about insufficient concern for the immediate 
social and religious context of the Gospel can be made even more force
fully of the "literary" criticism of John that has appeared in the past 
generation. Its focus on the Fourth Gospel as a literary rather than as a 
historical document has resulted in the evacuation of most—and occa
sionally all—historical controls for interpreting the text, and their 
replacement by methodologies drawn from contemporary literary 
theory. For instance, concern with the implied reader of the text, as 
opposed to the historical reader of the first century, seems fundamen
tally ahistorical, if not antihistorical, in its implications. Adele Rein-
hartz, in her study of the "cosmological" dimensions of the Johannine 
narrative, plainly states that "we shall consider this gospel to be a work 
of fiction, a 'self-consciously crafted narrative . . . resulting from liter
ary imagination.' Although the possibility that the Fourth Gospel may 
contain historical data should not be dismissed, this issue is not germane 
to the present study."121 am in agreement with this approach insofar as 
it rejects any pre-critical "historicizing" of the narrative. However, Rein-
hartz's further insistence that the "implied reader" involved in the con
struction of the meaning of the text must be given methodological 
priority over the "original readers whom the real author meant to 

[ P h . D . diss . , M a r q u e t t e Univers i ty , 1999] 16) m a k e s a s imi lar p o i n t , us ing a s a n e x a m p l e 
the i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e s , a b o u t t h e l imi ta t ions o f s o u r c e - o r g e n r e - c r i t i c a l a p p r o a c h e s for 
e x p l i c a t i n g the ir m e a n i n g w i t h i n the t e x t : 

C o n s i d e r for a m o m e n t t h e h y b r i d w h i c h w e ca l l t h e in fancy n a r r a t i v e . T h e 
a r c o r c o n t r o l l i n g c o n c e p t is u n q u e s t i o n a b l y t h e or ig ins o f J e s u s , b u t c o n 
ta ined wi th in its f r a m e w o r k a r e t h e g e n e a l o g y (ak in t o t h o s e , e.g. , wi th in t h e 
Priest ly m a t e r i a l o f t h e P e n t a t e u c h ) , t h e c a n t i c l e (ak in t o , e .g. , the S o n g o f 
M o s e s / M i r i a m in E x o d 15:1-18, 21; t h e S o n g o f D e b o r a h in J u d g 5:1-30), t h e 
b ir th s t o r y (ak in t o t h a t of , e.g. , S a r g o n o f A k k a d , M o s e s ) , c h i l d h o o d n a r 
r a t i v e s ( a k i n t o , e .g. , X e n o p h o n ' s Cyropaedia; t h e A l e x a n d e r R o m a n c e s ) , 
p r o p h e c y , a n d s o o n . T h e final p r o d u c t is be t t er defined n o t so m u c h by t h e 
artif ice o f a single gener ic c o n s t r u c t but as w h a t m a y be ca l led a l i terary c o m 
p l e x , w i th in w h i c h t h e w r i t e r a s s u m e s for his a u d i e n c e mul t ip l e f r a m e s o f 
r e f e r e n c e . 

O b v i o u s l y , the a p p e a l o f this m o r e n u a n c e d a p p r o a c h t o s o u r c e a n d g e n r e c o n c e r n s is 
h a r d l y l imited t o the J o h a n n i n e P r o l o g u e , a l t h o u g h t h e dens i ty o f t h e L o g o s - c o n c e p t per
h a p s i n c r e a s e s the t e m p t a t i o n o f the e x e g e t e t o fo l low a fami l iar p a t h in o r d e r t o e s c a p e 
its t h i c k e t s . 

1 2 R e i n h a r t z , The Word in the World: The Cosmological Tale in the Fourth Gospel 
( S B L M S 45; A t l a n t a : S c h o l a r s P r e s s , 1992) 6-7. 



110 - Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John 

address in writing this gospel" seems mistaken.13 Furthermore, her rel
egation to an appendix of "relevant material from outside the gospel," 
neglects the critical importance of historical context in understanding 
John. 1 4 At the very least, her strong distinction between the "implied" 
and the "original real" reader may separate too sharply what are for 
many exegetes complementary concepts. 

Of course, Reinhartz would challenge the appropriateness of 
demanding too historically specific a context for the reading of the 
Gospel: 

It is important to note, however, that the gospel in general, and 
20:30-31 in particular, do not specifically limit their intended audi
ence to a specific community. Rather, they suggest an open defini
tion of the implied readers as those who see themselves being 
personally addressed by the verbs in 20:30-31 which are in the sec
ond person plural: "you may believe" [moxeirriTe], "you may have 
life" [£cofiv e%r|T8] "in his name."1 5 

But I would argue that there is no necessary connection between Rein-
hartz's first claim (that there is no specific limitation on audience) and 
the second (that the Evangelist had no clear definition of his intended 
audience). Indeed, it seems difficult to conceive how anyone could write 
at all (or at least write effectively) without some idea of who the actual 
audience would be. 1 6 

Likewise, narrative criticism, with its concern for the coherence of 
the gospel as a literary text rather than as a historical one, can shed light 
on the effectiveness of John as an author in the modern sense but not— 

1 3 Ib id . , 8. 
1 4 Ib id . , 15,105-31. 
1 5 Ib id . , 9. 
1 6 B a r r e t t (St. John, 135) a p p e a r s t o re jec t the r e l e v a n c e o f a u d i e n c e ( a c t u a l o r impl ied) 

for d e t e r m i n i n g a u t h o r i a l p u r p o s e , sugges t ing t h a t J o h n w r o t e pure ly for himself: "It is 
easy, w h e n w e r e a d t h e gospe l , t o believe t h a t J o h n , t h o u g h doubt less a w a r e o f t h e neces 
sity o f s t r e n g t h e n i n g C h r i s t i a n s a n d c o n v e r t i n g the h e a t h e n , w r o t e p r i m a r i l y t o satisfy 
himself . H i s gospe l m u s t be w r i t t e n : it w a s n o c o n c e r n o f his w h e t h e r it w a s a l s o r e a d . " 
W h i l e c o n t a i n i n g a n i m p o r t a n t kerne l o f t r u t h , B a r r e t t ' s pos i t i on , if t a k e n t o its log ica l 
c o n c l u s i o n , w o u l d m a k e J o h n a so l ips i s t ic w r i t e r c o n c e r n e d o n l y w i t h his o w n " a e s 
t h e t i c " e n j o y m e n t o f t h e t e x t . T h e c a r e f u l l y c r a f t e d c h a r a c t e r o f t h e G o s p e l , t h o u g h , 
s h o w s n o ev idence t h a t he w a s this s o r t o f a wri ter . 
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or at least not in isolation from other methods—on his purposes as an 
evangelist in the first-century context. The limitations of this approach 
for situating the Gospel historically are evident even in the most 
respected and responsible examples. R. Alan Culpepper, in a telling pas
sage worth quoting at length, indicates his desire to move beyond the 
historical-critical investigation of the Fourth Gospel found in Martyn 
and others: 

[I]t is clear that John has been used as a "window" through which 
the critic can catch "glimpses" of the history of the Johannine com
munity. The meaning of the gospel [according to this approach] 
derives from the way it was related to that history. The meaning 
of the text, therefore, is assumed to lie on the other side of the win
dow. The task of the reader, then, is to become sensitive to the two 
historical levels lurking in the gospel, the historical level (the min
istry of Jesus) and the contemporary level (the situation of the 
Johannine community). By observing how the latter is reflected in 
an ostensible account of the former, the reader is able to grasp the 
gospel's message for first-century readers. Insofar as parallels and 
similarities can be drawn between the first- and twentieth-century 
contexts, the gospel may continue to speak to twentieth-century 
readers. This approach to the gospel has been immensely fruitful 
and exciting, but it ties the gospel's meaning to historical consid
erations which are forbidding to all but New Testament specialists, 
neglects the essential unity of "the most literary of the gospels," 
and overlooks the relationship between text and reader.17 

Even leaving aside whether "forbidding . . . historical considerations" 
are relevant in assessing the value of an exegetical approach to the 
Gospel, Culpepper does not so much build upon this "fruitful and excit
ing" tradition as he abandons it. For example, in his discussion of the 
blind man in John 9, he writes that the blind man "is a model of those 
who come from signs to an authentic faith and are excluded from the 
synagogue."18 He then comments that "the definitive interpretation of 

1 7 C u l p e p p e r , Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Phi lade l 
phia: F o r t r e s s , 1983) 3-4. 

1 8 Ib id . , 140. 
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the blind man" is that of Martyn, without even asking whether his inter
pretation coheres with Martyn's.19 Whatever value this approach has 
for modern appropriations of the Gospel—and it is considerable—it is 
less useful for reading the text as a historical document from the first 
century or for determining the theological vision of the Evangelist in 
composing this particular text for a particular community.20 

Apart from my reaffirming a fundamentally historical-critical 
approach to the Gospel, my own approach in these last two chapters 
does not fall under any single set of scholarly categories. Unlike a 
source- or form-critical investigation of the Prologue and the Passion 
Narrative, I will not be particularly concerned with identifying the exact 
extent and provenance of underlying documents or oral traditions that 
John employed in composing his text. None of this is intended to dimin
ish the value of such research for identifying the literary resources avail
able to the evangelist. It is only a warning against substituting source 
criticism for the interpretation of the text itself, since a very complex 
relationship exists between the "original" meaning of a text or tradi
tion and its sense within the context of its subsequent reception. The 
creative appropriation and interpretation of previously existing texts or 
traditions (including the Johannine Prologue and Passion Narrative) 
generates a new context and therefore a new and often different mean
ing. Otherwise, it would not involve creative appropriation at all but 
simple repetition. With the bracketing of source and form criticism in 
this study we also set aside redaction criticism in the classical sense since 
it rests immediately upon their results. Nor do I read the text as a liter-

1 9 Ib id . , 140 n. 80. 
2 0 It is helpful h e r e t o dis t inguish b e t w e e n the " o r i g i n a l " m e a n i n g o f t h e t e x t a n d the 

" a c t u a l i z e d " m e a n i n g it h a s w h e n rece ived by s u b s e q u e n t r e a d e r s . T h i s d i s t inc t ion a n d 
its i m p l i c a t i o n s for c o n t e m p o r a r y " a c t u a l i z a t i o n s " o f S c r i p t u r e a r e e x p l o r e d in M a r c e l 
D u m a i s , "Sens de l ' f icri ture: R e e x a m e n a la lumiere d e P h e r m e n e u t i q u e p h i l o s o p h i q u e 
et des a p p r o c h e s l i t tera ires r e c e n t e s , " NTS 45 (1999) 310-31, esp . 311-14.1 a m i n d e b t e d a l so 
t o W i l l i a m S. K u r z , S .J . , for his d iscuss ion a n d a p p l i c a t i o n o f M a r c e l ' s w o r k in L u k e T i m 
o t h y J o h n s o n a n d i d e m , The Future of Catholic Biblical Scholarship: A Constructive 
Conversation ( G r a n d R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 2002) 221-27. T h i s a p p r o a c h s h o u l d be dist in
guished f r o m the " c a n o n i c a l c r i t i c i s m " o f B r e v a r d Chi lds (The New Testament as Canon 
[Phi lade lphia: F o r t r e s s , 1984]), w h o s e c o n c e r n is n o t for t h e " c o n t e m p o r a r y " a c t u a l i z a 
t ion o f S c r i p t u r e o r its "or ig ina l" m e a n i n g b u t r a t h e r for t h e C h u r c h ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
the b o o k s o f S c r i p t u r e w h i c h led t o the ir inc lus ion in t h e c a n o n in t h e t h i r d a n d f o u r t h 
c e n t u r i e s — w h i c h he then t a k e s a s being n o r m a t i v e for the ir i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . M y c o n c e r n 
in this s t u d y is chiefly the " o r i g i n a l " m e a n i n g o f J o h n , t h o u g h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f this 
for la ter C h r i s t o l o g y ( b o t h in t h e four th a n d the t w e n t i e t h cen tur i e s ) a r e i m p o r t a n t . 
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ary critic in order to map out its narrative space in isolation from its 
cultural context. Rather, my reading is situated at the intersection of 
these approaches, where the Prologue and the Passion Narrative are 
read within the cultural context of the Johannine community that, in 
turn, would have found unique resonances and significations in the texts 
and traditions used by John. 

The task here is to investigate the text using the data developed in the 
first three chapters to see how well this reading of John as an anti-
Roman polemic works. Of course, this "Roman" reading is not 
intended to exhaust its meaning or rule out other echoes and resonances 
within the text. For instance, the Prologue certainly carried other con
notations and associations for members of the Johannine community, 
both because of the history of the community and the literary associa
tions of the Prologue with other religious and philosophical literature. 
However, if my reconstruction of the history and context of the com
munity is correct, these would be subordinate themes, lingering from 
earlier stages in the history of the text and its community. These would 
no longer control the meaning of the text because these opponents and 
contexts no longer dominated the life of the community. As with any 
reading of the Fourth Gospel, this will necessarily involve a certain 
selectivity regarding what themes and concepts should or should not be 
discussed. These decisions, in turn, are always subject to question. The 
ultimate test of the value of my reading is simply this: does it make sense 
of the Gospel as a historical document, or at least more sense than other 
readings? Does bringing the Roman context of the Gospel to bear on 
their interpretation illuminate the Prologue and Passion Narrative, or 
does it simply add historical data and literary parallels without advanc
ing our understanding of the text? If the text makes more sense when 
read in this light, and if the historical situation of the community can 
be brought to bear more closely and intelligently on the interpretation 
of the text as a historical document, this approach will be justified. 

The Prologue as Counter-Ideology 

While scholars frequently emphasize its uniqueness within the NT, 
the Prologue is hardly sui generis in its christological language. Admit
tedly, within the NT its very prominent Logos-terminology is almost 
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unique to the Fourth Gospel.21 However, its motifs have significant par
allels both inside and outside the NT. For instance, John 1:5 famously 
states that "the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not 
overcome it." Luke has Simeon proclaim Jesus "a light for revelation to 
the Gentiles" (Luke 2:32). Matthew, quoting Isa 9:2, announces that "the 
people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who 
sat in the region and shadow of death light has dawned" (Matt 4H6) . 2 2 

Likewise, the extra-biblical literature has also been examined carefully 
by scholars in the search for parallels. For example, C. K. Barrett cites 
the parallel of Odes Sol. 18:6: "Let not the luminary be conquered by 
the darkness; nor let the truth flee away from falsehood." Brown men
tions the reference in Acts Thorn. 130 to "a light that has not been over
come." 2 3 Not cited at all, so far as I can determine, is Seneca's prayer 
for the Emperor Claudius: "May this sun, which has shed its light upon 
a world that had plunged into the abyss and was sunk in darkness, ever 
shine!"24 This passage offers a similar pairing of light and darkness and 
the theme of light not being overcome, here in reference to a very dif
ferent sort of "god," i.e., "Divus Augustus" (Polyb. 15.3). This text is at 
least as suggestive as the other parallels mentioned above, yet contem
porary scholarship on the Prologue has shown almost no interest in it 
or in the Augustan Ideology that it expresses.25 

However, parallels to and echoes of the Augustan Ideology are 
numerous. Although the Prologue forms a single unit within the gospel 
narrative, it is hardly a simple one. We find within the first eighteen 

2 1 I n d e e d , n o w h e r e else in t h e N T d o e s t h e u n a d o r n e d tit le 6 Xoyoq r e fer t o J e s u s 
C h r i s t , a n d on ly in t w o o t h e r p l a c e s d o e s a modi f ied ver s ion o f 6 Xoyoq f u n c t i o n thus : 1 
J o h n 1:1 (nepi xov Xoyov xf\c, £cofj<;) a n d R e v 19:13 ( 6 A.6yo<; xov Qeov). B o t h i n s t a n c e s , it 
s h o u l d be n o t e d , der ive f r o m t h e J o h a n n i n e c o r p u s . 

2 2 P e r h a p s b e c a u s e o f the i r o b v i o u s n e s s , t h e s e p a r a l l e l s a r e u s u a l l y p a s s e d o v e r in 
f a v o r o f O T o r a p o c r y p h a l r e f e r e n c e s in t h e d i scuss ions o f m o d e r n s c h o l a r s . See , e.g. , 
B r o w n (John, 1 . 7-8), L i n d a r s (John, 85-87), a n d S c h n a c k e n b u r g (Saint John, 1. 241-49), 
n o n e o f w h o m m e n t i o n s these S y n o p t i c p a s s a g e s in d i scuss ing 1:5. 

2 3 B a r r e t t , St. John, 158; B r o w n , John, 1. 8. 
2 4 S e n e c a , Polyb. 13.1 ( B a s o r e , L C L ) : Sidus hoc, quod praecipitatio in profundum et 

demerso in tenebras orbi refulsit, semper luceatl T h i s re ference is f o u n d in W e n g s t (Pax 
Romana, 48), b u t h e d r a w s n o c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the P r o l o g u e . T h i s neg lec t o f m u c h c l a s 
sical l i t erature p r o b a b l y has its or ig in in the his tory-of-re l ig ions a p p r o a c h o f ear l ier schol 
a r s s u c h a s B o u s s e t (Kyrios Christos), w h o p a i d little a t t e n t i o n t o " s e c u l a r " 
G r e c o - R o m a n l i t e r a t u r e . 

2 5 F o r ins tance , C a s s i d y l imits his d iscuss ion o f the P r o l o g u e t o little m o r e t h a n a p a g e 
(New Perspective, 29-30). 
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verses of the Gospel a wide variety of concepts (e.g., witness, the World, 
Light) and persons (e.g., the Father, John the Baptist, Moses), all of 
which are centered around and subordinate to the concept and person 
of the Word. Moreover, after the first five verses the Prologue changes 
focus. To use a cinematic metaphor, the camera pans out beyond the 
Word to bring on screen successively the various supporting players, all 
the while keeping the lead actor squarely before the eyes of the viewer. 
Accordingly, it is helpful to divide up the Prologue into parts and to ana
lyze them, in order to see how these all fit together in its portrait of 
Jesus, the Word, as the great and only alternative to Roman Emperor 
and to the Weltanschauung of the Augustan Ideology. 

In the Prologue, the narrative shifts from the Word to the Baptist, 
then from the Baptist to the world, and then from the world back to the 
Son. Accordingly, four basic divisions within the text appear: vv. 1-5 (the 
pre-existent Logos); vv. 6-8 (the witness of the Baptist); vv. 9-13 (the 
Logos' reception or rejection by the world); and vv. 14-18 (the glory of 
the Son). 2 6 The first is the decisive passage for interpreting the Prologue 
both because of its initial position and christological content. The fol
lowing three sections, I will argue, are supplementary insofar as they 
presuppose and add "prophetic," "political," and "doxological" 
nuances to the governing "cosmological" elements found in vv. 1-5. In 
comparison with other proposed reconstructions, this four-part division 
of John 1:1-18 is highly plausible and readily defensible, not too theory-
laden, and quite popular among scholars.27 From this division of the 

2 6 W h i l e u n a n i m i t y is a n imposs ib le ideal wi th in J o h a n n i n e s c h o l a r s h i p , t h e a m o u n t 
o f s c h o l a r l y a g r e e m e n t o n this s c h e m a is e n c o u r a g i n g . T h o s e w h o a d o p t t h e s a m e four
fold divis ion inc lude B a r r e t t , St. John, 149-50; Bauer , Johannesevangelium, 10-29; Beas ley-
M u r r a y , John, 10-17; L i n d a r s , John, 80-100; S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 227. B u l t m a n n 
(John, 19-81) m a k e s a n a l m o s t ident ica l d iv is ion, but p a i r s v. 5 w i t h vv. 9-13. T h e plausi 
bil ity o f this r e c o n s t r u c t i o n is e v e n g r e a t e r w h e n w e n o t e t h a t its p r o p o n e n t s inc lude 
a u t h o r s w i th d i a m e t r i c a l l y o p p o s e d p o s i t i o n s o n the s o u r c e - c r i t i c a l q u e s t i o n s s u r r o u n d 
ing t h e P r o l o g u e (e .g . , B a r r e t t a n d B u l t m a n n ) . 

2 7 O t h e r poss ib le a r r a n g e m e n t s inc lude B r o w n ' s p r o p o s a l o f a n or ig ina l f o u r - s t r o p h e 
p o e m g r e a t l y e x p a n d e d by t h e E v a n g e l i s t (John, 1. 21-39); H . V a n D e n Bussche 's divis ion 
o f it i n t o seven s t a n z a s (The Gospel of the Word [ t r a n s . M . M a r t a a n d J o h n C . Guiness ; 
C h i c a g o : Pr iory , 1967] 19-26); a n d B . F. W e s t c o t t ' s d iv is ion o f the P r o l o g u e in to t w o v e r y 
u n e q u a l p a r t s : v. 1 a n d vv. 2-18 (The Gospel According to St. John [1880; repr . G r a n d 
R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 1951] 1-16). 

T h e m o s t c o m m o n a l t e r n a t i v e t o m y p r o p o s e d o r g a n i z a t i o n is a ch ia s t i c s t r u c t u r e for 
the P r o l o g u e , n o r m a l l y c e n t e r e d a r o u n d vv. 12-13. T h e s e inc lude B o i s m a r d , St. John's Pro
logue [ t r a n s . C a r i s b r o o k e D o m i n i c a n s ; Wes tmins ter , M D : N e w m a n , 1957] 79-81; C r o s s a n , 
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text, I will argue that each of these subsections of the Prologue can be 
seen to challenge the cosmological, prophetic, political, and doxologi-
cal elements of the Augustan Ideology by contrasting the unique and 
superior character of Jesus' person and activity with features associated 
with the Emperor. These challenges, taken in toto, constitute nothing 
less than a "counter-ideology," which would have allowed members of 
the Johannine community to distinguish clearly between the attributes 
of Christ and the properties of Caesar. 

(a) Johannine Cosmology: 
In the Beginning was the Word (vv. 1-5) 

Because of its resonance with both Hellenistic philosophy and vari
ous strains of OT theology, source-critical approaches to the Logos-
concept have dominated modern research. Ed. L. Miller strikingly 
expresses the situation: 

In more than one respect the usual approaches to the Johannine 
Prologue have been, probably, entirely misguided. No doubt the 
best example of this is the notorious effort of scholars to locate the 
origin of the Logos-concept which dominates the Prologue. Their 
attempts to trace this concept to some pre-Johannine milieu such 
as the dabar and hochma traditions of the Old Testament and 
Apocrypha, or wisdom speculations of later Jewish literature, or 
Greek philosophical strains, or Gnosticism, and the like, are utterly 
misplaced and in the end serve only to dilute and confuse the orig
inal meaning and power of John's Logos.2 8 

One result of this source-critical emphasis has too often been a misdi
rection of the exegetical eye to what is a secondary level of meaning in 

The Gospel of Eternal Light: Reflections on the Theology of St. John ( M i l w a u k e e : B r u c e , 
1967) 44-46; P e t e r F. El l is , The Genius of John: A Composition-Critical Commentary on 
the Fourth Gospel (Col legevi l le , M N : L i t u r g i c a l P r e s s , 1984) 19-28; R o b e r t K y s a r , John: 
The Maverick Gospel ( A t l a n t a : J o h n K n o x , 1976) 26. T h i s " c h i a s t i c " a p p r o a c h t o t h e 
P r o l o g u e r e m a i n s u n c o n v i n c i n g s ince t h e r e a r e p r o b l e m s w i t h the t h e o l o g i c a l a n d p o e t i c 
b a l a n c e r e q u i r e d for s u c h a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . See , e.g. , t h e c r i t i c i s m by B e a s l e y - M u r r a y 
(John, 4) o f the c h i a s t i c r e c o n s t r u c t i o n c e n t e r e d a r o u n d v. 12b offered in Cu lpepper , " T h e 
P i v o t o f J o h n ' s P r o l o g u e , " NTS 27 (1980-81) 1-31. 

2 8 Mi l ler , Salvation-History in the Prologue of John: The Significance of John 1:3/4 
( N o v T S u p 60; L e i d e n : Bril l , 1989) 1. 
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the text. As Jerome H. Neyrey complains, "studies of [the Prologue] 
have been primarily interested in its sources or redaction. Some schol
arship also treats thematic issues implied in it But little can be found 
on the precise contents of the Johannine confession of Jesus as divine."29 

The problem with these source-critical approaches, I have suggested 
above, is not the belief that a more primitive text underlying the Pro
logue might exist—indeed, I think it does—but rather the assumption 
that the meaning of the Fourth Gospel itself lies behind the text at all. 
Instead, I suggest, it must lie in dialogue with the social, political, and 
religious milieu of the Johannine community. In order to understand the 
Prologue, it is necessary to understand not where the concept of the 
Logos came from but what the Prologue says about it—and why. 

The beginning of the Prologue may be the most familiar section of 
the entire NT. It is certainly one of the most influential for subsequent 
christological reflection: "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with 
God; all things were made through him, and without him was not any
thing made that was made" (i:i-3b). 3 0 The conciseness of the text here 
is almost as impressive as its content. In a single sentence, the Evangel
ist manages to summarize, as Marie-Emile Boismard says, the "the pre-
existence of the Word before creation: his existence with God at the 
same time as his distinction from God: his identity with God" (1:1); then, 
in 1:2, "by an imperceptible transition, the thought already gravitates 
towards the consideration of the part played by the word in the work 
of creation," which is made explicit in K 3 . 3 1 Clearly, the first verses of 
the Prologue are concerned with not the Logos' implications but its 
explication. Any implicit philosophical or religious resonances the term 
might possess are subordinated to its explicit affirmation that it is divine 
and in what that divinity consists. Therefore, the first three verses of 
John contain in nuce what might be called the "cosmological" (or, per-

2 9 N e y r e y , Ideology of Revolt, 1. 
3 0 ev dpxfj fjv 6 Xoyoq, Kai 6 ^oyoc, r\v npoq xov 0 e 6 v , Kai 6e6<; r\v 6 Xoyoq. o u x o ; fjv ev 

dpxf\ node, xov Geov. rcavxa 81' a u x o v e y e v e x o , Kai /copiq auxoxj e y e v e x o o \ )5e ev. W h i l e , for 
the p r e s e n t study, little t u r n s o n t h e difficult ques t ion o f w h e t h e r t h e p u n c t u a t i o n in verse 
3 s h o u l d fo l low o r p r e c e d e 6 yeyovev , m y r e a d i n g fo l lows t h a t o f N A 2 7 . F o r a full e x a m 
i n a t i o n o f the q u e s t i o n a n d just i f icat ion for this dec i s ion , see Mi l ler , Salvation-History, 
1-15. 

3 1 B o i s m a r d , St. John's Prologue, 8 , 1 0 . 
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haps, "ontological") elements of what would become in the fourth and 
fifth centuries the orthodox Christology of the Church: pre-existence, 
co-equality with God, and—their natural consequence—divine creativ
ity.32 

However, these later christological decisions about the Prologue's 
proper interpretation cannot explain why John decided to include it in 
the text, unless one were to assume the Evangelist intended several cen
turies in advance to head off the heresies of the third and fourth cen
turies with a clear statement that Jesus' divinity entailed pre-existence 
and co-equality with God. 3 3 Barring such an answer, we are left with 

3 2 B y " c o s m o l o g i c a l " h e r e I m e a n t h o s e e l e m e n t s o f J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t o l o g y w h i c h 
p l a c e t h e p e r s o n o f J e s u s in a r e l a t i o n o f equa l i ty t o the F a t h e r a n d o f super ior i ty t o t h e 
c r e a t e d o r d e r . A s t h e h ighes t o r d e r c a t e g o r i e s ava i lab l e t o J o h n , it is w i t h i n this c o s m o 
log ica l p o r t r a i t o f J e s u s t h a t l o w e r o r d e r n a r r a t i v e s w i th in t h e G o s p e l (e .g . , the h i s tor i 
c a l ta le o f J e s u s a n d t h e ecc l e s io log ica l ta le o f the h i s t o r y o f the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y ) 
a r e e m b e d d e d . R e i n h a r t z , a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e w o r k o f M a r t y n a n d B r o w n in d r a w i n g 
o u t these l a t t e r t w o levels o f t h e G o s p e l , w a r n s t h a t , " r i c h a s these t w o ta les a r e , h o w 
ever, they d o n o t e x h a u s t the levels o f the n a r r a t i v e c o n t e n t o f the F o u r t h Gospe l . R a t h e r , 
specific h ints in the gospe l i n t i m a t e t h a t its s t o r y g o e s well b e y o n d the t e m p o r a l a n d g e o 
g r a p h i c a l b o u n d a r i e s o f t h e h i s tor ica l a n d ecc le s io log ica l t a l e s " (The Word in the World, 
4) . B u t w h e r e R e i n h a r t z a r g u e s t h a t "the c o s m o l o g i c a l ta l e is t h e m e t a - t a l e w h i c h p r o 
vides the o v e r a r c h i n g t e m p o r a l , g e o g r a p h i c a l , t h e o l o g i c a l , a n d n a r r a t i v e f r a m e w o r k o f 
t h e o t h e r t w o ta les" ( ibid. , 5), I h a v e suggested t h a t the " m e t a - t a l e " o f the gospel is essen
tial ly a political o n e — a l b e i t o n e w h i c h c o n t a i n s s t r o n g e l e m e n t s o f c o s m o l o g y . A s w e 
h a v e seen, t h e E v a n g e l i s t h a d e v e r y r e a s o n t o be a n d in f a c t w a s p r e - o c c u p i e d w i t h t h e 
t h r e a t the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y p o s e d t o the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y in t h e late-first c e n t u r y . 
T h u s , wh i l e R e i n h a r t z is c o r r e c t in see ing a c o s m o l o g i c a l c o n c e r n in t h e G o s p e l , a n d 
especia l ly in the P r o l o g u e , she o v e r l o o k s the "po l i t i ca l" c o n t e x t o f this c o n c e r n , n a m e l y , 
t h e " c o s m o l o g i c a l " e l e m e n t s o f the A u g u s t a n Ideology . If J o h n is f o r c e d t o i n t r o d u c e a 
C h r i s t - c e n t e r e d c o s m o l o g y into his gospe l , it is b e c a u s e t h e c o m m u n i t y f o u n d itself c o n 
f r o n t e d by a R o m a n w o r l d v i e w in w h i c h po l i t i ca l , re l ig ious a n d c o s m o l o g i c a l c o n c e p t s 
w e r e all e m p l o y e d t o s e c u r e the p o s i t i o n o f t h e e m p e r o r w i t h i n f i rs t -century society . 

3 3 I l eave t o o n e side here t h e r o l e o f i n s p i r a t i o n a n d divine p r o v i d e n c e in the c o m 
pos i t ion o f t h e t e x t , c o n c e p t s m o r e p r o p e r t o d o g m a t i c t h e o l o g y t h a n history. Such p r o g 
n o s t i c a t e e x p l a n a t i o n s o f J o h n ' s in tent ions c a n be f o u n d in m a n y o f the la ter p a t r i s t i c 
wr i t er s . A c o m p a r i s o n be tween the c o m m e n t a r i e s o f O r i g e n a n d T h e o d o r e o f M o p s u e s t i a 
is in s t ruc t ive . W h i l e O r i g e n "does n o t d is t inguish [ L o g o s ] f r o m Chris t ' s o t h e r tit les a s 
o n e m o r e p r o p e r l y descr ipt ive o f his o w n intr ins ic n a t u r e , " for T h e o d o r e "this is t h e o n e 
t e r m in the G o s p e l t o w h i c h he d e v o t e s a n y t h o r o u g h o r e x t e n d e d i n v e s t i g a t i o n . . . [ a n d ] 
its p u r p o s e is t o e x p r e s s t h e t imeless re la t ion o f un i ty b e t w e e n the F a t h e r a n d t h e S o n . 
T h e s o u n d e r e x e g e t i c a l a p p r o a c h o f O r i g e n h a d t o give w a y before t h e r e q u i r e m e n t s o f 
a m o r e d e v e l o p e d d o c t r i n a l a p p r o a c h . B e t w e e n the t w o s t a n d the d o c t r i n a l c o n t r o v e r 
sies o f t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y " ( W i l e s , Spiritual Gospel, 94-95)- S imi lar (if m o r e s u b t l e ) 
a n a c h r o n i s m o c c u r s o c c a s i o n a l l y a m o n g m o d e r n s c h o l a r s . H e n c e , W e s t c o t t (St. John, 2) 
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the question: why did John, unlike the Synoptic authors, feel it appro
priate to open the Gospel with a Prologue that clearly ascribes these 
qualities to Jesus? 

The inadequacy of source-critical approaches to the background and 
currency of the Logos-concept to answer this question has not been suf
ficiently appreciated by many scholars. For example, William Temple, 
the Archbishop of Canterbury, argues that by using the Logos-concept 

St. John has thus established common ground with all his readers. 
If they are Jews they will recognise and assent to the familiar doc
trine of the Old Testament concerning the Word of God. If they are 
Greeks they will recognise and assent to the declaration that the 
ultimate reality is Mind expressing itself. To both alike he has 
announced in language easily received that the subject for which 
he is claiming their attention is the ultimate and supreme principle 
of the universe.34 

More recently, George R. Beasley-Murray makes a similar claim: "The 
employment of the Logos concept in the prologue to the Fourth Gospel 
is the supreme example within Christian history of the communication 
of the gospel in terms understood and appreciated by the nations."3 5 

c a n c l a i m t h a t the P r o l o g u e "sets as ide t h e false n o t i o n t h a t t h e W o r d b e c a m e ' p e r s o n a l ' 
first a t t h e t i m e o f t h e C r e a t i o n o r a t t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . T h e a b s o l u t e , e t e r n a l , i m m a n e n t 
re la t ions o f the P e r s o n s o f t h e G o d h e a d furnish t h e bas is for r e v e l a t i o n . " 

T h i s is n o t t o c l a i m , o f c o u r s e , t h a t l a ter d o c t r i n a l d e v e l o p m e n t s o r t h e t h e o l o g y o f 
i n s p i r a t i o n a r e i r r e l e v a n t t o c o n t e m p o r a r y t h e o l o g i c a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n s o f t h e t e x t , b u t 
on ly t h a t they s h o u l d be kept d i s t inct f r o m t h e h i s tor i ca l - cr i t i ca l inves t igat ion o f it. K u r z 
( " B e y o n d H i s t o r i c a l C r i t i c i s m : R e a d i n g J o h n ' s P r o l o g u e as C a t h o l i c s , " in The Future of 
Catholic Biblical Scholarship, 159-81) offers a suggest ive d i scuss ion o f h o w c o n t e m p o r a r y 
r e a d e r s o f t h e P r o l o g u e c a n l e g i t i m a t e l y d r a w u p o n t h e t h e o l o g i c a l resu l t s o f N i c e o -
C o n s t a n t i n o p o l i t a n C h r i s t o l o g y w i t h o u t laps ing in to a p r e - c r i t i c a l eisegesis . M o r e the -
mat ica l ly , J o h n J . O ' K e e f e ( " T h e Peril a n d t h e P r o m i s e o f Patr i s t i c E x e g e s i s , " in Practical 
Theology: Perspectives from the Plains [ ed . M i c h a e l G . L a w l e r a n d G a i l S. R i s c h ; 
O m a h a , N E : C r e i g h t o n Univers i ty P r e s s , 2000] 144-61), whi l e a c k n o w l e d g i n g the cr i t i ca l 
va lue o f m o d e r n s c h o l a r s h i p , de fends the p a s t o r a l a n d t h e o l o g i c a l r e l e v a n c e o f p a t r i s t i c 
exeges i s for the c o n t e m p o r a r y C h u r c h . 

3 4 T e m p l e , Readings in St. John's Gospel: First and Second Series ( L o n d o n : M a c m i l -
lan , 1945) 5. 

3 5 B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, 10. B e a s l e y - M u r r a y d o e s a c k n o w l e d g e t h a t this t r a d i t i o n a l 
c o n c e p t h a s been "s tar t l ing ly modi f i ed by t h e a f f i r m a t i o n o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n " in t h e 
F o u r t h G o s p e l . 
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However, neither scholar explains why, if its meaning would have been 
"understood" and "easily received" by both his Gentile and Jewish 
readers, the pre-existence, co-equality with God, divine creativity, etc., 
of 6 Aoyoq would need to be spelled out by the evangelist. In fact, the 
decision of the evangelist to emphasize the creativity and pre-existence 
of the Word and its equality with God in such a strong and unambigu
ous statement may suggest that the audience would not have understood 
the Logos-concept necessarily to possess any of these attributes.36 

The supposed familiarity of the Logos-concept claimed by Temple, 
Beasley-Murray and others obscures the importance of the Prologue in 
the Gospel by assuming that its theological content was on the most 
basic level uncontroversial and self-evident to a first-century audience. 
In this understanding, the Prologue provided a resume of common 
knowledge about Jesus rather than a bold revelation of his identity. 
However, the very concept of divinity was contested when the Fourth 
Gospel was composed. The Augustan Ideology presented the Johannine 
community with an understanding of what it meant to call a person a 
god. Yet because it lacked the features of pre-existence, divine co-equal
ity or divine creativity, it was considerably different from what the 
Fourth Gospel expresses about Jesus' divinity. 

Occasionally, it is true, language resembling pre-existence can be 
found in the Imperial Cult and its predecessors, e.g., the early reference 
(ca. 4 8 B . C . E . ) to Julius Caesar as "the God made manifest [emphasis 
added], offspring of Ares and Aphrodite, and common savior of human 
life (xov drco Apecoc; K a i 'A(|)po8e[i]Tr|(; 6 e 6 v 87ci(()avfj K a i KOIVOV TCU 

d v 0 p c G 7 i i v o \ ) pio\) acoxfjpa)."37 However, such language is exceedingly 
rare among even the most obsequious and flattering of the Augustan 
Poets, who never speak of a Caesar, even Augustus, as pre-existing his 

3 6 It is t r u e t h a t t h e O T figure o f W i s d o m (especia l ly a s p r e s e n t e d in P r o v e r b s 8 a n d 
d e v e l o p e d in W i s d o m 7-9) c o u l d a n d did s o m e t i m e s h a v e s i m i l a r d iv ine a t t r i b u t e s 
a s c r i b e d t o it d u r i n g this p e r i o d . H e n c e , in A r i s t o b u l u s ' w o r k s "we find a u n i q u e c o m 
b i n a t i o n o f the res t ing o f G o d o n t h e seventh d a y a n d t h e c r e a t i o n o f l ight o n t h e first 
d a y w i t h t h e p r e - t e m p o r a l be ing o f w i s d o m a c c o r d i n g t o P r o v 8:22 a n d c e r t a i n p h i l o 
s o p h i c a l n o t i o n s " ( M a r t i n H e n g e l , Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in their Encounter 
in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic Period [ t r a n s . J o h n B o w d e n ; 2 vols . ; Ph i lade l 
p h i a : F o r t r e s s , 1974] 1 .166) . H o w e v e r , the n e e d o f the evange l i s t t o e n u m e r a t e t h e divine 
a t t r i b u t e s o f the L o g o s p e r h a p s s h o w s t h a t this ident i f i ca t ion h a d n o t p e n e t r a t e d t o o 
d e e p l y in to the p o p u l a r c o n s c i o u s n e s s . 

3 7 D e i s s m a n n , Light, 344. 
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earthly career. Indeed, the very category of pre-existence, being non-his
torical, made no sense within an Augustan Ideology which, through the 
Aeneid and Eclogues of Virgil and the Carmen seculareoi Horace, por
trayed the emperor not as existing outside of history but rather as being 
a central actor within the larger historical drama of the entire Roman 
people. The proper reference to the emperor is not to a god who capZ, 
eyevexo (John 1:14) but is rather to a nascens puer (Eel. 4.8). It will be 
remembered that divine origin of Augustus is portrayed by Virgil as a 
historical event with a historical purpose and meaning that transcends 
him as an individual: "Turn hither now your two-eyed gaze, and behold 
this nation, the Romans that are yours. Here is Caesar and all the seed 
of lulus destined to pass under heaven's spacious sphere. And this in 
truth is he whom you so often hear promised you, Augustus Caesar, son 
of a god, who will again establish a golden age in Latium amid fields 
once ruled by Saturn."38 As the Prologue makes clear, especially in 1:10-
11, Jesus' historical mission by contrast involves rejection by the world, 
not the establishment of a golden age. The distance between this fun
damentally historical understanding of Caesar's divinity and the high 
Christology of the Fourth Gospel is unbridgeable. 

The denial of Caesar's pre-existence was accompanied by a denial of 
his co-equality with the standard gods of the Roman pantheon. True, 
Martial, in a moment of extravagance, does exult Domitian above a tra
ditional Roman deity: "Aforetime was Alcides worshipped with prayer 
and full blood of victims; now he, the lesser, himself worships a greater 
Alcides [i.e., Domitian]."3 9 More typical, though, is Horace's prayer to 

3 8 Virgi l , Aen. 6.788-95 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : 

Hue geminas nunc flecte acies, banc aspice gentem 
Romanosque tuos. hie Caesar et omnis luli 
progenies magnum caeli ventura sub axem. 
hie vir, hie est, tibi quern promitti saepius audis, 
Augustus Caesar, divi genus, aurea condet 
saeeula qui rursus Latio regnata per arva 
Saturno quondam,.. . 
proferet imperium. 

3 9 M a r t i a l , Ep. 9.64.5-6 (Ker , L C L ) : 

ante colebatur votis et sanguine largo, 
maiorem Alciden nunc minor ipse colit. 

N o t a b l y , u n d e r T r a j a n , M a r t i a l la ter r e t r a c t e d this p r a i s e of fered D o m i t i a n , d e c l a r i n g , 
"I t h i n k n o t t o a d d r e s s a n y m a n a s M a s t e r a n d G o d " (dicturus dominum deumque non 
sum) (Ep. 10.72.3). 
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Jupiter: "O Father and Guardian of the human race, though son of Sat
urn, to thee by fate has been entrusted the charge of mighty Caesar; 
mayest thou be lord of all, with Caesar next in power!"40 Likewise, in 
Ovid the most ever attributed to Augustus is his having achieved on 
earth a relative equality with Jupiter in heaven: "Jupiter controls the 
heights of heaven and the kingdoms of the triformed universe; but the 
earth is under Augustus' sway. Each is both sire and ruler."41 Even this 
praise, though, is mitigated by the earlier admission that Julius Caesar's 
apotheosis was necessary to avoid Augustus being nothing more than a 
mere mortal: "So, then, that his son might not be born of mortal seed, 
[lulus] Caesar must needs be made a god." 4 2 

Insistence on the divine birth of Caesar also ruled out the possibility 
of ascribing creative power to the person of the emperor, as he too is a 
creature sprung from the gods.43 Thus, in an inscription from Halicar-
nassus, which otherwise lavishes extravagant praise on Augustus, his 
essential status as a creature and not as a creator still shines through: 
"Since the eternal and immortal nature of the universe, out of over
flowing kindness, has bestowed on human beings the greatest of all 
goods by bringing forth Caesar Augustus, the father who gives us a 

4 0 H o r a c e , Odes 1.12.49-52 ( B e n n e t t , L C L ) : 

gentis humanae pater atque custos, 
orte Saturno, tibi cura magni 
Caesaris fatis data: tu secundo 
Caesare regnes. 

4 1 O v i d , Metam. 15.859-61 (Mil ler , L C L ) : 

. . . luppiter arces 

temperat aetherias et mundi regna triformas 
terra sub Augusto est; pater est et recto uterque. 

4 2 O v i d , Metam. 15.760-61 (Mil ler , L C L ) : 

ne foret hie igitur mortali semine cretus, 
Hie deus faciendus erat. 

4 3 T h i s s a m e d e b a t e o v e r the s t a t u s o f C h r i s t (wi th all the a s s o c i a t e d ques t ions o f p r e -
e x i s t e n c e a n d c o - e q u a l i t y ) w a s p layed o u t in the A r i a n c o n t r o v e r s y severa l centur ies later, 
w h i c h , n o t a b l y , w a s r e s o l v e d in l a r g e p a r t t h r o u g h a p p e a l t o the J o h a n n i n e P r o l o g u e : 
" Y e t w h e n A r i u s f o r c e d u p o n t h e c h u r c h t h e q u e s t i o n , ' W h o o r w h a t w a s i n c a r n a t e ? ' , 
t h e a n s w e r c o u l d o n l y be ' G o d . ' T h e L o g o s w h o b e c a m e i n c a r n a t e c a n be n o o t h e r t h a n , 
a n d n o less t h a n , G o d ; L o g o s a n d F a t h e r a r e o f o n e a n d the s a m e e s s e n c e " ( G . W . H . 
L a m p e , " T h e H o l y Spir i t a n d t h e P e r s o n o f C h r i s t , " in Christ, Faith and History: Cam
bridge Studies in Christology [ed. S. W . Sykes a n d J . P. C l a y t o n ; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e 
Univers i ty P r e s s , 1972] 111-30, h e r e 122). 
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happy life and father of his own native goddess Roma, [sprung from] 
Zeus and saviour of the human race." 4 4 Indeed, not even Caligula or 
Nero, in their most extreme moments, pretended to creative power. 

The same dissimilarity in language between the Imperial Cult and 
John is correspondingly found in the references to Jesus as "life" and 
"light" in K3C-5: "That which has been made in him was life, and the 
life was the light of the men. The light shines in the darkness, and the 
darkness has not overcome it." 4 5 While, as noted above, there are some 
parallels in the Augustan Ideology, it never employs the language with 
the same theological depth and majesty in reference to the emperor as 
John's Prologue. The emperor's role as preserver of life (or, more prop
erly, a "happy life" or euSaijiovioc; (Jioq) is well documented and arose 
from the patron-client relationship (see Chapter Two), but carried no 
"theological" or "ontological" force. The same point applies to Seneca's 
prayer mentioned above, "May this sun, which has shed its light upon 
a world that had plunged into the abyss and was sunk in darkness, ever 
shine!" (Polyb. 13. i ) . This prayer contains language similar to that of the 
Prologue, but it is clearly metaphorical rather than ontological in intent. 
Rather, the frequent appearance of such "light" imagery in the Imperial 
Cult is doubtless due to the association of the emperor with Apollo, the 
Sun god. Hence, Virgil calls Augustus "your own Apollo," a title later 
taken up by Nero on numerous occasions.46 There is an enormous dis-

4 4 [e]rcei fj aicovioc, K a i dGdvaxoc, xoO rcavxoc, tyvaiq xo [ u e y ] i o x o v d y a 0 6 v npd<; \ m e p -
fiaXXovcou; e v e p y e o i a c , dv0p[(6]rcoi<; e x a p i a a x o , K a i o a p a K a i X e p a o x o v evev[K]auevr| 
[x]6[v] xw K a 9 ' f|ud<; e \ ) 8 a i u o v i pica rcaxepa uev xfjq [ea \ ) ]xo \ ) 7iax[p]i8o<; 0ed<; TI(6ur|<;, A l a 
8 e rcaxpcoov Kai acoxfjpa xov K O [ I V ] O \ ) XWV dvGpawtcov yevovq ( E h r e n b e r g , Documents Illus
trating the Reigns of Augustus and Tiberius, 83). T h e t r a n s l a t i o n is b a s e d o n H a n s - J o s e f 
K l a u c k , The Religious Context of Early Christianity: A Guide to Graeco-Roman Reli
gions ( t r a n s . B r i a n M c N e i l ; M i n n e a p o l i s : F o r t r e s s , 2003) 296. T h e m a t e r i a l in b r a c k e t s 
ind ica tes rev i s ions I h a v e m a d e t o the t r a n s l a t i o n b a s e d o n t h e G r e e k . 

4 5 6 yeyovev ev a w c o C,m\ fjv, Ka i fj £carj f)v xo tyux; xdw dvGpdmcov K a i xo (J)w<; ev xfj cncoxia 
(J>aivei, K a i fj a K o x i a avxo ov Kaxetaxpev. I h a v e a d o p t e d t h e a l t e r n a t e r e a d i n g o f t h e R S V 
to reflect t h e t e x t o f N A 2 7 . 

4 6 V irg i l , Eel. 4.10 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : tuus . . . Apollo. A n i n s c r i p t i o n 
f o u n d a t A t h e n s r e a d s : " T o I m p e r a t o r [ N e r o ] C a e s a r A u g u s t u s , t h e n e w A p o l l o " (Av-
xoKpdxoi [Nepco]vi K a i o a p i Z e p a o x o w veco' ArcoAAcovi), a n d he w a s hai led as s u c h w h e n 
he a p p e a r e d there for the O l y m p i c g a m e s . T h e G r e e k c a n be found in M . R C h a r l e s w o r t h , 
Documents Illustrating the Reigns of Claudius and Nero ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Uni 
vers i ty P r e s s , 1951) 42; t h e t r a n s l a t i o n a n d a d d i t i o n a l h i s t o r i c a l r e f e r e n c e is f r o m The 
Roman Empire: Augustus to Hadrian (ed. a n d t r a n s . R o b e r t K . Sherk; C a m b r i d g e : C a m 
br idge Univers i ty P r e s s , 1988) 115. 

file:///mep-
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tance between these flattering expressions and images and John's 
description of Jesus as f] ĉof] [r\] r\v TO <|>COĈ  TOW dvGpomcov. 

Nevertheless, the emperor's claim to be a god, without either claim
ing pre-existence, divine co-equality and divine creativity or appearing 
patently insane, by itself reveals the flexibility that the concept of Qeoq 
enjoyed in the first century. While it certainly did not overlap in any sig
nificant way with the traditional Jewish or Christian understanding of 
what was meant by Qeoq, the concept of divinity employed by the Impe
rial Cult was well within the recognizable parameters of the term's 
usage, at least in the Greek-speaking provinces of the empire. It was 
pointed out in Chapter Three that in Asia Minor the conceptual dis
tinction made in Latin between a "divine man" (divus) and a "god" 
(deus) was collapsed into the single Greek word Qeoq. Within the cul
ture that produced the Gospel of John, "there were no uncontroversial 
criteria for the predication of theos. The boundaries of the concept were 
not unequivocally defined."47 As a result, Qeoq could be and in fact was 
used for both human persons such as the emperor (e.g., theos Nero), 
living or dead, or to one of the traditional deities. 

Given this situation, it becomes clearer why John—unlike any of the 
Synoptic writers—would have wanted to include the Prologue in the 
text of the Fourth Gospel. Indeed, perhaps what is most striking about 
the opening verses of the Prologue is how they directly challenge the 
understanding of Qeoq found in the Imperial Cult as a way of prefacing 
the Gospel narrative's portrait of Jesus. A notion of what Qeoq means 
and competing claims over who 6 vioq xov Qeov was are not addressed 
by calling Jesus "Son of God," as in Mark 1:1 (and nine times in the 
Fourth Gospel beginning with the witness of John the Baptist in 1:34). 
This title by itself would not indicate Jesus' pre-existence and co-equal
ity with God. As shown in the last chapter, the title 6 vioq xov Qeov was 
arguably problematical for first-century Christians, who generally 
avoided it precisely because of its association with the title divi filius 
employed in the Imperial Cult.4 8 If the Imperial Cult did present an 

4 7 P r i c e , " G o d s a n d E m p e r o r s , " 80. 
4 8 I n d e e d , t h e r e is d e b a t e o v e r t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y o f this e x p r e s s i o n e v e n in M a r k 1:1. 

F o r a s u m m a r y o f t h e t e x t u a l issues invo lved a n d a defense o f the inc lus ion o f t h e title 
in the t e x t o f M a r k , see V i n c e n t T a y l o r , The Gospel According to St. Mark (id ed . ; N e w 
Y o r k : St. M a r t i n ' s , 1966) 152; B r u c e M . M e t z g e r , A Textual Commentary on the Greek 
New Testament (2d ed . ; 1994; repr . , M i n n e a p o l i s : F o r t r e s s , 2001) 62. 
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immediate danger (politically and theologically) to the Johannine com
munity, any reference to Jesus as "Son of God" would need to be clearly 
distinguished from the other uses of this title by the surrounding cul
ture. Without such a clarification and explication of the title, the 
employment of 6 moq xov Qeov in the Fourth Gospel would merely have 
restated rather than solved the christological problems that the Prologue 
was intended to address.49 

Likewise, the use of some other biographical convention—for exam
ple, an "infancy narrative" such as those found in Luke and Matthew— 
arguably would have been ill-fitting for at least two reasons. First, 
neither infancy narrative contains an unambiguous expression of Jesus' 
pre-existence or co-equality with the God. Indeed, the logic of an 
infancy narrative militates against the inclusion of such information. 
Yet such a clear ascription of these qualities to Jesus and to Jesus alone 
was needed by the Johannine community.50 Second, the birth narratives 
in these two gospels (Matt 1:1-2:23; Luke 1:5-2:40) both rely on miracu
lous events and signs accompanying the birth of Jesus (e.g., the star 
guiding the wise men in Matt 2:1-5; the annunciation by the angel in 
Luke 1:26-31). In the ancient world "signs and wonders" were com
monplace devices for justifying claims of divinity, and were especially 
prominent in the Imperial Cult.51 In short, an inclusion of an infancy 

4 9 T h e r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the h i s t o r y o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y g iven in C h a p t e r 
O n e dove ta i l s n ice ly w i t h this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the P r o l o g u e . R i c h t e r ( " P r a s e n t i s c h e , " 
127) t h e o r i z e d t h a t the P r o l o g u e , a l o n g w i t h t h e n u m e r o u s "Son o f G o d " re ferences , w a s 
a d d e d t o the G o s p e l prec ise ly w h e n a n unidentif ied g r o u p ( w h i c h , h o w e v e r , in l ight o f 
B r o w n ' s r e s e a r c h e s , m u s t be identified a s p r e d o m i n a n t l y Gent i l e ) e n t e r e d t h e c o m m u 
nity. A G e n t i l e - d o m i n a t e d g r o u p , unl ike t h e J e w i s h m e m b e r s o f t h e m o s t pr imi t ive c o m 
m u n i t y , w o u l d p e r h a p s h a v e needed a c l e a r d i f ferent ia t ion o f Chr i s t ' s divinity f r o m t h a t 
c l a i m e d by t h e e m p e r o r . 

5 0 H e n c e , t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f v. 14 in s tress ing t h a t J e s u s w a s uovoyevric,, t h e r e b y p r o 
v id ing a no t - so - subt l e a t t a c k o n the c l a i m s o f the v a r i o u s principes t o be d e s c e n d e d f r o m 
t h e g o d s via J u l i u s C a e s a r . T h i s exc lus iv i ty is m i r r o r e d in the c l a i m o f 1:18 o f t h e " e x c l u 
sivity a n d abso lu teness o f J e s u s as the reve la t ion o f G o d " ( M i c h a e l T h e o b a l d , Im Anfang 
war das Wort: Textlinguistische Studie zum Johannesprolog [SBS 106; S tu t tgar t : K a t h o l i s -
c h e s B i b e l w e r k , 1983] 118). F o r a fur ther d i scuss ion o f the t e r m uovoyevfic, a n d its i m p o r 
t a n c e for the P r o l o g u e , see be low. 

5 1 T h e p r o m i n e n c e o f s t a r - i m a g e r y in t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t , in p a r t i c u l a r in c o n n e c t i o n 
w i t h J u l i u s C a e s a r ' s c l a i m e d d e s c e n t f r o m V e n u s , d a t e s t o t h e a p p e a r a n c e o f a c o m e t 
s h o r t l y af ter Ju l ius C a e s a r ' s d e a t h w h i c h w a s wide ly i n t e r p r e t e d a s a sign o f his a p o t h e 
osis . Its a p p e a r a n c e is m e n t i o n e d by b o t h Virgil (Eel. 9.47) a n d O v i d (Carm. 1.12.47). Pliny 
t h e E l d e r (Nat. 2.23.93-94; R a c k h a m , L C L ) gives the fo l lowing a c c o u n t o f t h e event: 
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narrative at the beginning of the Gospel would have evoked a compar
ison of Jesus with Julius or Augustus Caesar in the minds of John's read
ers rather than a clear contrast.52 

The first five verses of the Prologue, however, express the cosmolog-
ical concepts that clarify Jesus as the "Son of God" proclaimed later in 
the Gospel: it means he is pre-existent, co-equal with God, divinely cre
ative, and the true light of the world. None of this is involved neces
sarily, though, in the term 6 ^oyoq, but rather is spelled out by the 
evangelist through the inclusion of the entire Logos-hymn. In light of 
the contemporary religious terminology surrounding the Imperial Cult, 
it is evident why source-critical investigations of the Prologue have been 
inadequate. As Miller points out, they always implicitly consider the 
terminology of the Logos more problematical than its theological con
tent. Attempts to explain John's decision to employ this hymn based on 
its philosophical or OT resonances fail.53 John used the Logos-hymn not 

T h e on ly p l a c e in t h e w h o l e w o r l d w h e r e a c o m e t is t h e o b j e c t o f w o r s h i p is 
a t e m p l e in R o m e . H i s late M a j e s t y A u g u s t u s h a d d e e m e d this c o m e t v e r y 
prop i t i ous t o himself; as it h a d a p p e a r e d a t t h e beginning o f his ru le , a t s o m e 
g a m e s w h i c h , n o t l ong af ter t h e d e c e a s e o f his f a t h e r C a e s a r , a s a m e m b e r 
o f t h e c o l l e g e f o u n d e d by h i m he w a s c e l e b r a t i n g in h o n o u r o f M o t h e r 
Venus . In fac t he m a d e publ ic t h e joy t h a t it g a v e h i m in these w o r d s : ' O n 
the v e r y d a y s o f m y G a m e s a c o m e t w a s visible for seven d a y s in t h e n o r t h 
ern p a r t o f the sky. It w a s r is ing a b o u t a n h o u r be fore sunset , a n d it w a s a 
br ight star , visible f r o m all l ands . T h e c o m m o n p e o p l e bel ieved t h a t this s t a r 
signified the soul o f C a e s a r rece ived a m o n g the spirits o f the i m m o r t a l g o d s , 
a n d o n this a c c o u n t the e m b l e m o f a s t a r w a s a d d e d t o t h e bust o f C a e s a r 
t h a t w e short ly a f t e r w a r d s d e d i c a t e d in the f o r u m . ' T h i s w a s his publ ic utter
a n c e , b u t p r i v a t e l y he r e j o i c e d b e c a u s e he i n t e r p r e t e d t h e c o m e t a s h a v i n g 
been b o r n for his o w n s a k e a n d as c o n t a i n i n g his o w n birth wi th in it; a n d , 
t o confes s the t r u t h , it did h a v e a hea l thg iv ing s ignif icance o v e r the w o r l d . 

T a y l o r (Divinity, 91) m a k e s the c o n n e c t i o n t o t h e in fancy n a r r a t i v e s : "In forete l l ing t h e 
b ir th o f a n e w age w h i c h Vergil c e l e b r a t e d a few y e a r s later, the c o m e t w a s , like t h e s t a r 
o f B e t h l e h e m , the sign o f the c o m i n g o f a ch i ld ." 

5 2 O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , S c h m i t h a l s h a s s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h e L u k a n i n f a n c y n a r r a t i v e , 
w h i c h exp la ins J e s u s ' b ir th in the c i ty o f D a v i d by a p p e a l t o the census o r d e r e d by A u g u s 
tus C a e s a r , m a y intend a "subtle i r o n y " a b o u t w h o real ly is the " s a v i o r o f the w o r l d " 
("Die W e i h n a c h t s g e s c h i c h t e L k . 2:1-20," in Festschrift fur Ernst Fuchs [ed. G e r h a r d E b e l -
ing et a l . ; T u b i n g e n : M o h r (S iebeck) , 1973] 281-97, here 290). 

5 3 R . P. C . H a n s o n (The Continuity of Christian Doctrine [ N e w Y o r k : Seabury , 1981] 
42-43) a r g u e s t h a t the p r o m i n e n c e o f L o g o s - C h r i s t o l o g i e s in the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n o w e s 
a t least as m u c h t o pos t -b ib l i ca l t h e o l o g i c a l d e v e l o p m e n t s ( m o s t i m p o r t a n t l y , the m o v e 
a w a y f r o m e s c h a t a l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f J e s u s ' mess iahsh ip ) as t o t h e influence o f t h e 
F o u r t h G o s p e l . T h u s , 
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because it contained the word "Logos" but because it helped to express 
the qualities that John ascribed to the Son of God. It is not the use of 
the term "Logos" alone that is the key here (a possibility supported by 
its notable absence in the Gospel outside the Prologue); it is the mean
ing given it in the Prologue that is central. Once this cosmological 
dimension of Jesus' person, specifically the difference between his divin
ity and that claimed by the emperors, has been established, other ele
ments of the Augustan Ideology can be addressed in light of it. Thus, 
John turns next to the witness of John the Baptist, which serves as a 
counterweight to the prophetic motifs current in the Imperial Cult. 

(b) Johannine Prophecy: The Witness of the Baptist: vv. 6-8 

If, as I have argued, the first five verses of the Prologue inform the 
reader of the Gospel about the pre-eminent cosmological significance of 

w e c a n d e t e c t in the s e c o n d c e n t u r y a t e n d e n c y f r o m e s c h a t o l o g y t o C h r i s 
t o l o g y a c c o m p a n i e d by a use o f L o g o s d o c t r i n e . E v e n if w e p u t as ide the sur
pr i s ing a s c r i p t i o n t o J e s u s o f t h e t it le " L o g o s o f G o d " a t R e v e l a t i o n 19:13, 
w e c a n find Ignat ius descr ib ing C h r i s t by t h e e n i g m a t i c title " the L o g o s p r o 
c e e d i n g f r o m s i lence ," a n d w e c a n d i scern in the Apologies o f Ar i s t ides a n d 
o f J u s t i n , ne i ther o f w h o m c a n w i t h conf idence be r e g a r d e d a s indebted t o 
t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l , n o r even t o P h i l o , s o m e t h i n g m u c h m o r e t h a n a t e n t a 
t ive use o f a L o g o s d o c t r i n e . 

M o r e o v e r , he c o n t i n u e s , t h e philosophical i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e L o g o s - c o n c e p t a s t h e 
W o r l d - S o u l o r Nous t h a t resu l ted f r o m this shift ( w h i c h w a s a p h e n o m e n o n o f t h e sec
o n d a n d t h i r d c e n t u r i e s , n o t t h e first) w a s decis ive ly r e j e c t e d in t h e f o u r t h c e n t u r y by 
A t h a n a s i u s t h r o u g h his e m p l o y m e n t o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l a g a i n s t A r i a n i s m : 

E v e r s ince t h e t i m e o f t h e A p o l o g i s t s in t h e s e c o n d c e n t u r y t h e r e h a d been a 
r e c u r r i n g t e n d e n c y a m o n g C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g i a n s t o use the ident i f icat ion o f 
J e s u s C h r i s t w i t h the p r e e x i s t e n t L o g o s as a c o n v e n i e n t ph i lo soph ica l dev ice . 
T h i s w a s c e r t a i n l y n o t d u e t o the influence o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l ; o n the c o n 
t r a r y t h o s e t h e o l o g i a n s , s u c h a s I r e n a e u s a n d T e r t u l l i a n , w h o a v o i d e d this 
t e n d e n c y , d id s o prec i se ly b e c a u s e t h e y c o u l d use t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l , a n d 
la t er the F o u r t h G o s p e l w a s t o be A t h a n a s i u s ' c h i e f w e a p o n in killing this 
d o c t r i n e . B u t the t e m p t a t i o n t o give w a y t o the influences o f m i d d l e - P l a t o n -
ist p h i l o s o p h y a n d identify t h e L o g o s - C h r i s t w i t h t h e W o r l d - S o u l o r Nous, 
o r s o m e s imi lar m e d i a t i n g reality, w a s t o o g r e a t m a n y t h e o l o g i a n s o f the first 
t h r e e cen tur i e s , ( ibid. , 56) 

N o t r e c o g n i z i n g t h e post -b ib l ica l a s c e n s i o n t o p r o m i n e n c e o f the L o g o s - c o n c e p t , a n d the 
r e s u l t a n t t e n d e n c y t o r e a d this p r o c e s s in to the Gospe l itself, leads u n a v o i d a b l y t o a mis 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f J o h n ' s in tent ions in beg inn ing the G o s p e l w i th t h e P r o l o g u e . 
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Jesus in contrast to the more mundane figure of the Roman emperor, 
then the subsequent sections function as supplements that further com
pare and contrast the Johannine Christology and the Augustan Ideol
ogy. The witness of the Baptist in vv. 6-8 is ancillary to the cosmological 
elements of 1:1-5 in that prophecy was used to represent the person of 
the emperor as a divinely-ordained and world-historical figure inti
mately connected with the destiny of the entire Roman Empire. 

The Prologue continues: "There was a man sent from God, whose 
name was John. He came for testimony, to bear witness to the Light, 
that all might believe through him. He was not the light, but came to 
bear witness to the light" ( i : 6 -8 ) . 5 4 John understood the witness of the 
Baptist as an integral part of his christological portrait of Christ in the 
Prologue. This is clear from the fact that these verses likely interrupt the 
structure of the Prologue and appear to have been detached from the 
separate Baptist tradition contained in 1:19-37 (where they originally 
functioned as the Gospel's opening verses).55 But even if they are an orig
inal composition by the evangelist, the fact remains that the content of 
these verses clearly shifts the focus away from the pre-existent Logos 
and into history. Here, Barrett writes, "the second division of the Pro
logue begins and for the first time the stage of history is reached."5 6 

Through the witness of the Baptist, the evangelist is able for the first 
time to present the person of Christ not only as superior to the emperor 
in an ontological sense but also as his rival on the plane of human 
events. 

Certainly, John the Baptist holds immense importance for the devel
opment and self-understanding of early Christianity, as demonstrated 

5 4 eyevexo dv0pc«mo<;, ctTceaiaXuevoq rcapd Geou, ovoua aircco Icodvvric/ ovxoq r\\Qev eic, 
uapTDpiav 'iva uaprupf|<rn rcepl xov <j)CDTO<;, iva Ttdvxec, Tuaxe-uacoaiv 81' cruxou OVK r\v eiceivcx; 
to <J)co<;, CLXX: 'iva napx\)pf|an rcepi xoO tymoq. 

5 5 T h i s o p i n i o n is w ide ly s h a r e d a n d s e e m s s e c u r e . See , e.g. , B r o w n , John, 1. 27-28; 
S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 249-53; H a e n c h e n , John, 1 .116; Perk ins , John, 4; D o d d , His
torical Tradition, 248-49. E v e n L i n d a r s (John, 82, 88), w h o ho lds t o J o h a n n i n e a u t h o r 
sh ip o f t h e P r o l o g u e , a c c e p t s t h a t vv. 6-8 ( a l o n g w i t h v. 15) a r e en t i re ly o r in p a r t 
" insert ions in to the f o r m a l c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e P r o l o g u e " d r a w n f r o m a prev ious ly ex i s t 
ing t r a d i t i o n . B a r r e t t (St. John, 159), h o w e v e r , re jec t s this c l a i m : " T h e r e is n o need t o sus
p e c t i n t e r p o l a t i o n h e r e ; J o h n o c c u p i e s a n i m p o r t a n t p l a c e in the gospe l , a n d it is qu i te 
n a t u r a l t h a t he s h o u l d be i n t r o d u c e d in to t h e P r o l o g u e . " B u t s ince the B e l o v e d Disc ip le , 
w h o p lays a t least a n equa l ly i m p o r t a n t f u n c t i o n in the G o s p e l , is n o t m e n t i o n e d h e r e , 
B a r r e t t ' s v e r d i c t r e m a i n s a m i n o r i t y view. 

5 6 Ibid. , 159. 
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by his appearance in all four gospel narratives.57 In the Fourth Gospel, 
though, his significance is reduced to a single function: 

In the work of the Baptist in and for itself the Fourth Gospel shows 
little interest—even less, perhaps, than Mark, who has given us a 
sketch of his personal appearance and habits, and a brief charac
terization, as well as an account of his death. There is nothing here 
of the prophet of judgment depicted in Matthew and Luke, or of 
the preacher of righteousness whose down-to-earth morality is 
exemplified in a passage peculiar to the latter [Luke 3 :10-14] . As 
might have been expected, the Fourth Evangelist is not concerned 
to record either the birth or parentage or the death of the Baptist. 
. . . He is interested in the Baptist solely as the forerunner and her
ald, or, in his own words, the "witness," to the Messiah.58 

John's exclusive focus on the prophetic function of the Baptist by John 
stands in marked contrast to the Synoptic Gospels, with which "his 
report has little contact."5 9 In light of the discussion of vv. 1-5 above, it 
also suggests a very different concern as compared with the Synoptic 
gospels, namely to echo the legitimating role of prophecy in the Augus
tan Ideology. This possibility, though, is rarely if ever entertained by 
most scholars. 

John's portrait of the Baptist's ministry neglects the Roman context 
in favor of an OT background for several reasons. Perhaps most obvi
ously, the Gospel narrative (1:19-23) mentions both the prophet Elijah 
and f] 7cpo(|)r|Tr|<; (presumably the prophet promised by Moses in Deut 
18:15-18) as possible (but rejected) identities of the Baptist, while he him-

5 7 F o r d i s c u s s i o n s o f the c u r r e n t s t a t e o f r e s e a r c h o n J o h n t h e B a p t i s t a n d his fol
l o w e r s , see R o b e r t L . W e b b , John the Baptizer and Prophet: A Socio-historical Study 
( J S N T S u p 62; Sheffield: Sheffield A c a d e m i c P r e s s , 1991); John the Baptist and Jesus: A 
Report of the Jesus Seminar ( ed . W . B a r n e s T a t u m ; S o n o m a , C A : P o l e b r i d g e , 1994); C a r l 
R . K a z m i e r s k i , John the Baptist: Prophet and Evangelist (Col legevi l le , M N : L i t u r g i c a l 
Pres s , 1996); C a t h e r i n e M . M u r p h y , John the Baptist: Prophet of Purity for a New Age 
(Col legevi l le , M N : L i t u r g i c a l P r e s s , 2003). 

5 8 D o d d , Historical Tradition, 248. T h e B a p t i s t t r a d i t i o n s found in vv. 19-37 a n d the ir 
ro l e in J o h n ' s C h r i s t o l o g y a r e d i scussed in deta i l by D o d d ( ibid. , 248-70). T h e possibi l i ty 
o f a n e a r l y conf l ic t b e t w e e n t h e Bapt i s t ' s f o l l o w e r s a n d t h o s e o f J e s u s is d e v e l o p e d in 
m o r e deta i l by B r o w n (Community, 69-71). 

5 9 D o d d , Historical Tradition, 248. 



130 - Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John 

self quotes Isa 40:3 in response to his questioners. In addition to this fac
tor was the common, if not universal, belief among Jews and Christians 
in the late first-century that prophecy had ceased before or with John 
the Baptist, respectively.60 This view has reinforced the tendency 
throughout Christian history to interpret the Baptist against an OT 
background rather than within the broader cultural matrix of the first-
century empire.61 Finally, as Rebecca Gray notes in her study of Second 
Temple Judaism, there is the "bias of most modern biblical scholars 
toward the classical prophets of the pre-exilic and exilic periods" which 
excludes from this category figures "who might be classified as 'prog-
nosticators,' 'apocalyptists,' or 'mantic wise men'" but whom ancient 
writers might well have called "prophets."62 

However, in the larger cultural context of both Judaism and Christi
anity, prophecy and "prophetic" phenomena such as omens and ora
cles had long played a key role in legitimizing political and social 
authority. As shown in Chapter Two, the Augustan Ideology, especially 
through the writings of Virgil and Horace, employed a language and 
style of ex eventu prophecy with very deep roots in classical culture.63 

6 0 T h i s belief w a s solidified a m o n g " o r t h o d o x " C h r i s t i a n s by the M o n t a n i s t h e r e s y 
in the m i d - s e c o n d c e n t u r y . 

6 1 F o r a d i scuss ion o f w h e t h e r J o s e p h u s in p a r t i c u l a r ( a n d J e w s in g e n e r a l ) bel ieved 
t h a t all f o r m s o f p r o p h e c y h a d e n d e d by this p e r i o d , see R e b e c c a G r a y , Prophetic Fig
ures in Late Second Temple Jewish Palestine: The Evidence from Josephus ( O x f o r d : 
O x f o r d Univers i ty P r e s s , 1993) 8-34. H e r c o n c l u s i o n , fo l lowing t h a t o f J o h n B a r t o n (Ora
cles of God: Perceptions of Ancient Prophecy in Israel After the Exile [ L o n d o n : D a r t o n , 
L o n g m a n , a n d T o d d , 1986]), is t h a t " the bel ie f t h a t p r o p h e c y h a d c e a s e d w a s n o t a n 
a b s o l u t e d o g m a , but r a t h e r o n e e x p r e s s i o n o f a v a g u e n o s t a l g i a t h a t ideal ized t h e p a s t 
as a t i m e w h e n p e o p l e w e r e , in s o m e indescr ibab le w a y , c l o s e r t o G o d a n d hol ier t h a n 
in the p r e s e n t " (Prophetic Figures, 34). S ince h e r focus is o n J o s e p h u s , h o w e v e r , G r a y 
does n o t c o n s i d e r the u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f p r o p h e c y in the s u r r o u n d i n g n o n - J e w i s h c u l t u r e . 
T h e m o s t r e c e n t a n d c o m p r e h e n s i v e t r e a t m e n t o f this m a t t e r is A l e x a n d e r P. J a s s e n , 
" M e d i a t i n g t h e D i v i n e : P r o p h e c y a n d R e v e l a t i o n in t h e D e a d Sea S c r o l l s a n d E a r l y 
J u d a i s m " ( P h . D . diss . , N e w Y o r k Univers i ty , 2006). 

R e g a r d i n g the M o n t a n i s t m o v e m e n t a n d its fai led a t t e m p t t o r e i n s t a t e t h e r o l e o f 
p r o p h e t w i t h i n s e c o n d - c e n t u r y Chr i s t ian i ty , see C h r i s t i n e T r e v e t t , Montanism: Gender, 
Authority, and the New Prophecy ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty P r e s s , 1996). 

6 2 G r a y , Prophetic Figures, 6. 
6 3 T h e h i s t o r i c a l r o o t s o f this use o f p r o p h e c y p r e - d a t e n o t on ly t h e R o m a n E m p i r e 

b u t the R o m a n R e p u b l i c as wel l . S p e a r s (Princeps A Diis Electus, 121) a r g u e s t h a t 
" a l t h o u g h a belief in o m e n s w a s a n essent ia l e l e m e n t in the R o m a n re l ig ious menta l i ty , 
o r a c l e s a n d o m e n s f o r e s h a d o w i n g k ingship h a d long been a n i m p o r t a n t pol i t ica l a n d lit
e r a r y d e v i c e in t h e G r e e k w o r l d . " C e r t a i n l y in t h e c a s e o f Virgil's Aeneid a n d Fourth 
Eclogue, t h e s e p r o p h e t i c mot i f s a c c o u n t e d in l a r g e m e a s u r e for the ir p o p u l a r i t y , s ince 



"In the Beginning Was the Word" • 131 

As an example, albeit a singularly important one, the Sibylline Oracles 
were invoked constantly to justify in world-historic terms the rule of 
individual men and nations.6 4 Thus the founding document of the 
Augustan Ideology, the Aeneid, places on the lips of the Sibyl (6.752-853) 
the prophecy of Rome's greatness that will culminate in Augustus' reign, 
a story repeated by Ovid (Meta. 14.101-54). Following Virgil's example, 
Propertius describes the Sibyl of Troy as having "bade Remus sanctify 
the fields of Aventine."65 Horace also cites the Sibyl as the authority for 
his Carmen saeculare: "O Phoebe, and Diana, queen of forests, radiant 
glory of the heavens, O ye ever cherished and ever to be cherished, grant 
the blessings that we pray for at the holy season when the verses of the 
Sibyl have commanded chosen maidens and spotless youths to sing the 
hymn in honour of the gods who love the Seven Hills." 6 6 Such exam
ples could be multiplied, but these should suffice to indicate the impor
tant place of a distinctively non-Jewish type of prophecy in the 
first-century empire. 

his r e a d e r s a n d l is teners f r o m e v e r y soc ia l level " c o n s i d e r e d p r o p h e c y a n i m p o r t a n t a n d 
interes t ing p a r t o f life" ( C l a u s s e n , Virgil's Eclogues, 65). 

6 4 K l a u c k (Religious Context, 201) descr ibes this p h e n o m e n o n thus : 

T h e c o n c e p t o f "Sibyl ," w h i c h is v ir tua l ly imposs ib le t o e x p l a i n in e t y m o 
log ica l t e r m s , h a s p r e s u m a b l y d e v e l o p e d f r o m t h e p r o p e r n a m e o f a specific 
p e r s o n t o b e c o m e the d e s i g n a t i o n o f a g e n r e . T h e Sibyl is u n d e r s t o o d t o be 
a w o m a n o f a d v a n c e d a g e , w i t h v i s i o n a r y gifts t h a t b r e a k o u t f r o m t i m e t o 
t i m e . She is n o t l inked t o a n y o n e site o f o r a c l e s , n o r a r e q u e s t i o n s e x p l i c 
itly p o s e d t o her. In a c o n d i t i o n o f ec s tasy , she p r o p h e s i e s c a l a m i t o u s p r e 
m o n i t o r y signs a n d c a t a s t r o p h e s . 

F o r e x t e n d e d d i scuss ions o f t h e r o l e o f t h e Sibylline O r a c l e s in t h e po l i t i ca l life o f t h e 
L a t e R e p u b l i c a n d E a r l y E m p i r e , see ibid. , 200-4; J o h n J . Co l l ins , Seers, Sibyls, and Sages 
in Hellenistic-Roman Judaism ( J S J S u p 54; L e i d e n : Bri l l , 1997); P o t t e r , Prophecy and His
tory in the Crisis of the Roman Empire: A Historical Commentary on the Thirteenth 
Sibylline Oracle ( O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1990); E r i c M . O r l i n , Temples, Religion and Poli
tics in the Roman Republic ( M n e m o s y n e B i b l i o t h e c a C l a s s i c a B a t a v a S u p p l e m e n t s 164; 
Le iden: Bri l l , 1997). 

6 5 P r o p e r t i u s , Eleg. 4.1.49-50 (Butler , L C L ) : 

. . . tremulae cortina Sibyllae 
dixit Avertino rura pianda Remo 

6 6 H o r a c e , Carm. saec. 1-8 ( B e n n e t t , L C L ) : 

Phoebe silvarumque potens Diana, 
lucidum caeli decus, o colendi, 
semper et culti, date quae precamur, 
tempore sacro, 
quo Sibyllini monuere versus 
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The Augustan Ideology extensively employed the genre of Sibylline 
Oracles to consolidate and exercise the power of Roman rulers: 

The Roman Empire was an empire of the written word. The emper
ors communicated with their subjects through a combination of the 
written word, visual art, buildings, and ceremonies. Their subjects 
may have responded vocally at first (when they did not do things 
like tear imperial edicts off walls), but their responses also found 
their way into writing in oracular form. As religious language pro
vided the vocabulary for conceptualizing temporal power, so too it 
provided a natural format for authorizing responses to the actions 
of the powerful. To retain their authority they had to be written 
down. The use of ancient and revered prophetic figures or prophetic 
forms gave responses in the present instant authority as the wisdom 
of a respected member of cultured society.67 

The importance placed on oracles and prophecies by the emperor, and 
the dangers posed to him by competing or conflicting prophecies, helps 
explain why Augustus, after his ascension to the office of high priest, 
"brought in from all quarters and burnt the books of prophecy, both 
Latin and Greek (in number more than two thousand), whose authors 
were unknown or little known, retaining only the Sibylline books, and 
of these he made a selection."68 

The powerful effect of these prophesies on the general population 
hardly went unnoticed by early Christians, as evidenced by the portrait 
of the first beast in Revelation 13 with "a mouth uttering haughty and 
blasphemous words" (13:5: axojua XaXovv \iey&Xa Kai $Xaotyr\\iia<;). Like
wise, the image of the second beast "even speaks" (13:15: XaXr\Gr\).69 An 

virgines laetas puerosque castos 
diis quibus septem placuere colles 
dicere carmen. 

6 7 P o t t e r , Prophets and Emperors, 95. 
6 8 S u e t o n i u s , Aug. 31.1 ( R o l f e , L C L ) : postquam uero pontificatum maximum, quern 

numquam uiuo Lepido auferre sustinuerat, mortuo demum suscepit, quidquid fatidico-
rum librorum Graeci Latinique generis nullis uel parum idoneis auctoribus uulgo fere-
batur, supra duo milia contracta undique cremauit ac solos retinuit Sibyllinos, hos 
quoque dilectu habito. 

6 9 Th i s p o i n t is m a d e by G e o r g i ( " W h o is the T r u e P r o p h e t ? " 36), w h o refers t o Steven 
Scherrer , " R e v e l a t i o n 13 a s a n H i s t o r i c a l S o u r c e for the I m p e r i a l C u l t u n d e r D o m i t i a n " 
( T h . D . diss .; H a r v a r d Univers i ty , 1979). See a l s o C u s s , Imperial Cult, 50-96. 
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awareness of the Sibylline Oracles among first-century Christians is also 
suggested by the term for "inspiration" in 2 Tim 3:16 (QeonvevGToq). This 
word appears not in the LXX but in pagan literature, most notably in 
the Sibylline Oracles.70 Likewise, the appearance of the Sibyl in the late 
medieval hymn Dies Irae, "with David and Sibyl as witnesses" (Teste 
David cum Sibylla), reveals the lasting power of Roman oracular and 
prophetic imagery among Christians of the first and subsequent cen
turies.71 If these images lingered in the Christian imagination for more 
than a millennium after the death of Christ, it seems unlikely that they 
would have escaped the notice of a mixed Jewish-Gentile community 
living under rulers such as Nero, Vespasian and Domitian. 

I am not claiming that John understood or presented the Baptist as 
an oracle or prophet drawn from pagan models. The Jewish back
ground of the Johannine community and the traditions associated with 
the Baptist clearly presuppose a primarily OT context for his ministry, 
and the portrait of him in the Fourth Gospel bears this out. However, 
this does not explain why John detached some of these traditions from 
their original source and inserted them into the Prologue, thereby dis
rupting the poetic structure, when they could have remained with the 
materials in 1:19-37. The decision to interpolate them into the Prologue 
is to be explained by their function there. And that function, I suggest, 
is to provide, within the christological portrait of the Prologue, an 
explicit parallel to the prophetic and oracular language of the Imperial 
Cult that shows Caesar's place in world history not as an unexpected 
or happenstance event but as the culmination of a long, divinely-ordered 
and pre-ordained historical process. It is unimportant here whether or 
not this historical process is to be understood as "sacred" or "salvific 
history"—or whether these categories drawn from biblical theology are 
really applicable at all to the Johannine attempt to re-present history. 

7 0 B r u c e Vawter , Biblical Inspiration (Phi lade lphia: W e s t m i n s t e r , 1972) 8-11. It is w o r t h 
n o t i n g h e r e t h a t p a r t o f the Sibylline O r a c l e s (3.396-400) p r e s u p p o s e s the b o o k o f Danie l , 
w h i c h f u r t h e r sugges t s t h a t J e w i s h a n d C h r i s t i a n w r i t e r s o f t h e p e r i o d r e a d a n d w e r e 
inf luenced by it. See W i l l i a m S a n d a y , Inspiration: Eight Lectures on the Early History 
and Origin of the Doctrine of Biblical Inspiration ( L o n d o n : L o n g m a n s , G r e e n , 1896) 
102. 

7 1 T h e Dies Irae o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l R e q u i e m m a s s w a s c o m p o s e d by T h o m a s o f 
C e l a n o in the t h i r t e e n t h c e n t u r y . K l a u c k (Religious Context, 200-1) w r i t e s o f it: " T h e 
Dies Irae s h o w s us t h e final p r o d u c t o f a l o n g d e v e l o p m e n t t o w h i c h G r a e c o - R o m a n , 
J e w i s h a n d C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n s h a v e m a d e the ir success ive , o v e r l a p p i n g c o n t r i b u t i o n s . " 
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What does matter is that the defining text for Johannine Christology 
attributes to Jesus the same sort of credentials that the emperor claimed, 
namely, the nctprupia of someone aneaxaX\ievoq rcapa Qeov (1:6). John 
represents the character of John the Baptist only as a herald or prophet 
because it is the function that resonates most clearly with the Augustan 
Ideology that he intended, at least in part, to use as a contrast to his 
portrait of Christ. The provision of this "witness" (jiaprupeiv, 
juaprupia), in turn, was the sole purpose of the Baptist's place: he sets 
before his listeners (and the readers of the Fourth Gospel) the funda
mental choice between Christ and Caesar.72 As Edwyn Clement 
Hoskyns puts it, "the Evangelist in straightforward prose requires his 
readers to stand in faith before a man sent and appointed to declare the 
will of God." 7 3 Moreover, by his testimony as a man within history, the 
Baptist witnesses to the historical meaning of the Logos: until now it 
was of supreme cosmic significance but had not been shown as "com
ing into the world" (1:9: epcjoiievov eiq xov KOG|LIOV). It is to this histori
cal mission of the Logos that the Prologue next turns.74 

(c) Johannine Society: The World's Rejection Overcome: vv: 9-13 

If Augustus' use of prophecy secured the assent and worship of the 
Roman world, this world gave Jesus a different reception. In fact, Jesus' 
rejection by his own people and the resulting ignominious death proved 

7 2 B a r r e t t (St. John, 159) wr i te s t h a t J o h n ' s e m p l o y m e n t o f uaprupeco "is n o r m a l G r e e k 
u s a g e , [ a n d ] it c o r r e s p o n d s sufficiently t o t h e use o f t h e r o o t 'ud in t h e O l d T e s t a m e n t 
( w h i c h a l s o suppl ies t h e n o t i o n o f G o d ' s test i fying t o , o r a g a i n s t , his p e o p l e ) , a n d is t h e 
c o m m o n m e a n i n g o f t h e w o r d s in J o h n . " T h i s j u d g m e n t a s t o its v e r b a l m e a n i n g is s u p 
p o r t e d by B D A G : " t o c o n f i r m o r a t t e s t s o m e t h i n g o n t h e basis o f p e r s o n a l k n o w l e d g e 
o r belief" ( B D A G , s.v. "uxxpxvpea)"). 

7 3 H o s k y n s , Fourth Gospel, 144. T h e q u o t a t i o n f r o m T h e o d o r e H a e c k e l (Virgi l , 80) 
a b o u t Virgil's t h e o d i c y (c i ted a l so in C h a p t e r T w o ) a l so c a p t u r e s this: " A e n e a s — A e n e a s , 
the l eader t o w a r d s t h e g l o r y o f R o m e . B u t t h e t r u e l e a d e r — a n d this , be it r e m e m b e r e d , 
w a s Virgil's o p i n i o n a f t e r a c e n t u r y o f civil w a r — t h e t r u e l e a d e r is n o t h e w h o m a k e s 
h imse l f leader , but he w h o is ca l l ed a n d d e d i c a t e d t o t h a t e n d by F a t e . " 

7 4 U l r i ch Busse (Das Johannesevangelium: Bildlichkeit, Diskurs, Ritual, mit einer Bib-
liographie iiber den Zeitraum 1986-1998 [ B E T L 1 6 2 ; L o u v a i n / P a r i s / S t e r l i n g , VA: Ui tgever i j 
P e e t e r s / L e u v e n U n i v e r s i t y P r e s s , 2002] 70) a r g u e s t h a t vv. 6-13 f o r m a s ingle "Lebens-
drama historisch." W h i l e p e r h a p s c o r r e c t , t h e shift in f o c u s b e t w e e n vv. 6-8 a n d vv. 9-13 
( a l o n g w i t h t h e p r o b a b i l i t y o f i n t e r p o l a t i o n in t h e first s e c t i o n ) justifies the ir s e p a r a t e 
t r e a t m e n t h e r e . 
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a serious stumbling block to belief for many in the generations follow
ing his death. We need only recall here Paul's various references to the 
scandal of the cross (e.g., i Cor 1:23; 2 Cor 13:4; the insertion of a refer
ence to the cross into the Christ-hymn in Phil 2:8 and possibly again in 
Col 1:20) . 7 5 Almost any Roman subject of the first century would see an 
extremely great contrast between Jesus, a crucified criminal abandoned 
by his closest followers, and Augustus, elevated by the full Senate of the 
Roman people with "heavenly honors" and an official cult of worship 
after his death. Indeed, were the Baptist an ordinary Sibyl his prophecy 
would have been one of catastrophe, not of triumph. So manifest was 
the difference between the world's responses to Christ and to Caesar 
that the evangelist apparently felt compelled to address it. So in 1:9-13 

the evangelist first acknowledges the world's rejection of Jesus, then 
explains how it reveals not the failure of God in history but rather a 
divine victory. 

The cosmological importance bestowed upon Christ in the first five 
verses of the Prologue recurs in vv. 9 and 10, keeping Jesus at the center 
of the reader's attention: "The true light that enlightens every man was 
coming into the world. He was in the world, and the world was made 
through him, yet the world knew him not. He came into his own home, 
and his own people received him not" ( I :9 - I I ) . 7 6 John reaffirms Jesus as 
the true light of the world (1:5), the creative divinity through whom the 
world was made (1:3) and the one who, as announced by the Baptist (1:7-
8), has entered into world history (1:9). John then informs the reader 
that "the world knew him not" (6 Koojioq amov OUK eyvco). According 
to the next verse, the world's incomprehension resulted in the rejection 
of Christ, a theme that in many respects characterizes the remainder of 
the Gospel: "He came to his own home (id 1 8 1 a ) , and his own people 
(oi 18101) received him not." 

While the cosmological titles and their significance as a response to 
the notion of divinity found in the Imperial Cult have been discussed 
above, the introduction of the adjective i8io<; is a new element here. 

7 5 See , e.g., M u r p h y - O ' C o n n o r , Paul, 312; B o r n k a m m , Paul ( t r a n s . D . M . G . Sta lker; 
N e w Y o r k : H a r p e r 8c R o w , 1971) 158-60. 

7 6 fjv TO (J>d)<; TO d^t|6iv6v, 6 <t>cDTi£ei rcdvTa avBporcov, ep%6u£vov eiq TOV KOGUOV. ev TCO 
Koauco f)v, Kai 6 KOCTUOC, 81' awoi) eyeveTO, K a i 6 KOOUOC, awov OTJK eyvco. etc, TO 181a fjMtev, 
Kai 0118101 ai)Tov oi) rcapetaxpov. 
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Many commentators have seen an exclusively Jewish reference here. 
Hence, B. F. Westcott claims that "there can be no reasonable doubt 
that this phrase, and the corresponding masculine which follows . . . 
describes the land and the people of Israel," an interpretation followed 
by Bernard, Boismard, Brown, and Barnabas Lindars.77 The choice of 
the neuter plural xd 181a, though, is neither accidental nor unimportant, 
since it undermines the supposed identification of "his own home" with 
"his own people." While the latter usage (oi 18101) may refer to the Jew
ish people and recall the earlier conflicts between the synagogue lead
ers and the Johannine community, the former expression (xd 181a), 
especially in light of the anti-imperial elements of the preceding verses 
and the contrasting use of the masculine earlier in the same verse, sug
gests a broader understanding of what in this world was Jesus' "own."7 8 

C. K. Barrett, while adopting the narrower interpretation of xct 181a as 
"Israel," considers another possibility: "But it must be observed that it 
would be possible to speak of a coming of the Logos in the Platonic 
sense to the created world, which was his natural counterpart, or in the 
Stoic sense to rational men, who were peculiarly A,oyiKoi."79 For Bult
mann, this wider interpretation of xd 181a finds its limit: "Td 181a refers 
therefore to the world of men, which belongs to the Logos as its Cre
ator, and the 18101 equally are men."8 0 

Unmentioned by these commentators, though, is the fact that, in the 
first century, "the world" was widely understood as having another 
owner, the emperor, who claimed possession and absolute authority 
over the sphere of earthly existence: "Jupiter controls the heights of 
heaven and the kingdoms of the triformed universe; but the earth is 

7 7 W e s t c o t t , St. John, 8; B e r n a r d , St. John, 1. 15; B o i s m a r d , St. John's Prologue, 35; 
B r o w n , John, 1 .10 ; L i n d a r s , John, 90. 

7 8 It s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t this " a n t i - i m p e r i a l " c o n t e x t d o e s n o t e x t e n d t o the a p p e a r 
a n c e s o f xd 181a in 16:32 a n d 19:27. 

7 9 B a r r e t t , St. John, 163. 
8 0 B u l t m a n n , John, 56. Th i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , t h o u g h , goes t o o far: whi le c o r r e c t l y app ly 

ing the b r o a d e s t poss ib le a p p l i c a t i o n t o xd 181a, it i n a d e q u a t e l y a p p r e c i a t e s the J e w i s h 
b a c k g r o u n d o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y w h i c h o i 18101 w o u l d h a v e e v o k e d for J o h n ' s 
r e a d e r s . In a n y c a s e , s u c h ph i lo soph iz ing i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f xd 181a, w h a t e v e r t h e or ig i 
nal c o n t e x t a n d r e f e r e n c e o f the L o g o s h y m n , w o u l d p r o b a b l y n o t h a v e h a d m u c h r e s o 
n a n c e w i t h i n the J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y itself. B r o w n (John, 1.10) n o t e s t h a t B u l t m a n n ' s 
" i n t e r p r e t a t i o n f lows f r o m his p r e s u p p o s i t i o n t h a t the P r o l o g u e w a s or ig ina l ly a G n o s 
t ic h y m n . " 
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8 1 O v i d , Metam. 15.859-61 (Mil ler , L C L ) : 

Iuppiter arces 
temperat aetherias et mundi regna triformas 
terra sub Augusto est; pater est et recto uterque. 

T h i s p o s i t i o n as "s ire" a n d " r u l e r " did n o t , o f c o u r s e , e r a s e e i ther publ i c o r p r i v a t e o w n 
ersh ip o f p a r t i c u l a r p r o p e r t i e s a n d w a s n e v e r i n t e r p r e t e d abso lu te ly in a legal sense . T h e 
s e p a r a t i o n o f the p r i v a t e funds a n d p r o p e r t i e s o f the e m p e r o r (res privata) n o t o n l y f r o m 
t h a t o f o t h e r indiv iduals b u t a l s o f r o m t h e publ i c w e a l t h a n d p r o p e r t i e s (patrimonium 
o r res publicae) w a s m a i n t a i n e d t h r o u g h o u t t h e imper ia l e r a , a lbe i t w i t h c o n s i d e r a b l e 
m o d i f i c a t i o n s a n d b lurr ing o f lines in r e g a r d t o t h e la t t er a t dif ferent p e r i o d s . See F e r g u s 
Mi l lar , The Emperor in the Roman World ( I t h a c a , N Y : C o r n e l l Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1977) 
620-30; M a g i e , Roman Rule, 1. 681. 

8 2 E x a m p l e s o f all t h r e e s t r a t e g i e s a r e p lent i fu l . F o r i n s t a n c e , u n d e r D o m i t i a n , t o 
rel ieve t h e financial s tress c a u s e d by his bui lding p r o j e c t s , " the p r o p e r t y o f the l iving a n d 
d e a d w a s se ized e v e r y w h e r e o n a n y c h a r g e b r o u g h t b y a n y a c c u s e r . It w a s e n o u g h t o 
al lege a n y a c t i o n o r w o r d d e r o g a t o r y t o the m a j e s t y o f t h e p r i n c e . E s t a t e s o f t h o s e in a n y 
w a y c o n n e c t e d w i t h h i m w e r e c o n f i s c a t e d , if b u t o n e m a n c a m e f o r w a r d t o d e c l a r e t h a t 
he h a d h e a r d f r o m t h e d e c e a s e d d u r i n g his l i fet ime t h a t C a e s a r w a s his he i r" (Sue ton ius , 
Dom. 12.1-2; R o l f e , L C L : bona uiuorum ac mortuorum usquequaque quolibet et 
accusatore et crimine corripiebantur. satis erat obici qualecumque factum dictumque 
aduersus maiestatem principis. confiscabantur alienissimae hereditates uel uno existente, 
qui dicer et audisse se ex defuncto, cum uiueret, heredem sibi Caesar em esse). Pl iny the 
E l d e r tel ls h o w N e r o so lved t h e p r o b l e m o f e c o n o m i c a l l y r u i n o u s l a r g e e s t a t e s in t h e 
p r o v i n c e s : "s ix o w n e r s w e r e in posses s ion o f ha l f o f A f r i c a w h e n o u r L e a d e r p u t t h e m 
t o d e a t h " (Pl int , Nat. 18.7.35; R a c k h a m , L C L : sex domini semissem Africae possidebant, 
cum interfecit eos Nero princeps). Sherk (Roman Empire, 115) c o m m e n t s o n this p a s s a g e : 
" H e n c e f o r t h p r o v i n c i a l land w a s t h e p r o p e r t y o f the R o m a n p e o p l e o r the e m p e r o r s . " 

under Augustus' sway. Each is both sire and ruler."81 All the lands and 
wealth of the empire ultimately were at his disposal, whether by legal 
appropriation (e.g., criminal proceedings against rebels or political ene
mies), military exigency (e.g., the confiscation of the Jewish temple-tax 
by Vespasian), or imperial fiat.82 Moreover, under some rulers, for 
example, Nero, this claim to authority over all the earth reached levels 
that far transcended any merely political claim to power. Seneca could 
write a soliloquy for Nero, which rivals any OT psalm: 

Have I of all mortals found favour with Heaven and been chosen 
to serve on earth as vicar of the gods? I am the arbiter of life and 
death for the nations; it rests in my power what each man's lot and 
state shall be; by my lips Fortune proclaims what gift she would 
bestow on each human being: from my utterance peoples and cities 
gather reasons for rejoicing; without my favour and grace no part 
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of the whole world can prosper; all those many thousands of 
swords which my peace restrains will be drawn at my nod; what 
nations shall be destroyed, which banished, which shall receive the 
gift of liberty, which have it taken from them, what kings shall 
become slave and whose heads shall be crowned with royal hon
our, what cities shall fall and which shall rise—this is mine to 
decree.83 

In light of such claims to absolute power, the empire itself would have 
appeared to most people as the extension of an emperor who presented 
himself not only as a political leader and as an instrument of historical 
destiny but as a god as well. If, as Westcott claims, "in the Emperor the 
World found a personal embodiment and claimed Divine honour," by 
the same logic the emperor could rightly claim the whole world as an 
extension of himself.84 For the emperor 6 KOCJJXX; and id iSia were 
identical. 

The Prologue reveals, though, that the true sire and ruler of the world 
is not Caesar but rather the Logos or Christ, since "The world came to 
be through him" (1:10: 6 Koajxoq 8i' awou eyevexo). Furthermore, 1:7 
states plainly that the Baptist's mission was not to any one people or 
nation; rather he came "for testimony . . . that all might believe through 
him (eiq jmxprupiav . . . iva navxeq 7UGT8t>acoaiv 81' aircou). The entire 
world, not just the people of Israel, is "his own"(xd 181a): "There is, 
however, no final distinction between Israel and the world, between Jew 
and Greek. As the creation of God, all men are His property."85 For the 

8 3 S e n e c a , Clem. 1.1.2 ( B a s o r e , L C L ) : Egone ex omnibus mortalibus placui electusque 
sum, qui in terris deorum vice fungerer? Ego vitae necisque gentibus arbiter; qualem 
quisque sortem statumque habeat, in mea manu positum est; quid cuique mortalium for-
tuna datum velit, meo ore pronuntiat; ex nostro responso laetitiae causas populi 
urbesque concipiunt; nulla pars usquam nisi volente propitioque me floret; haec tot milia 
gladiorum, quae pax mea comprimit, ad nutum meum stringentur; quas nationes fun-
ditus excidi, quas transportari, quibus libertatem dari, quibus eripi, quos reges mancipia 
fieri quorumque capiti regium circumdari decus oporteat, quae ruant urbes, quae ori-
antur, mea iuris dictio est. 

8 4 W e s t c o t t , Epistles, 255. 
8 5 H o s k y n s , fourth Gospel, 146. N o t surpris ingly , g iven these c o m p e t i n g c l a i m s t o 

o w n e r s h i p o f the w o r l d , the l a n g u a g e o f t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t a n d o f t h e L X X a n d p r i m i 
tive C h r i s t i a n i t y s o m e t i m e s o v e r l a p w h e n descr ib ing t h e a u t h o r i t y o f t h e e m p e r o r a n d 
t h a t o f G o d . F o r e x a m p l e , as D e i s s m a n n (Light, 347) o b s e r v e s : 

F ive f r a g m e n t s o f a m a r b l e pedes ta l f r o m P e r g a m u m b e a r this i n s c r i p t i o n , 
w h i c h w a s p u t u p in h o n o u r o f A u g u s t u s whi le he w a s still al ive: AircoKpd-
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evangelist the claim that Jesus "came to his own" (1:11: eiq xd 'i8ia T\XQEV) 

was not simply a theological statement about the Logos but implicitly 
a political one as well. Jesus is both the ultimate source of all secular 
authority (cf. 19:11: "You would have no power over me unless it had 
been given you from above") and the secular leader claimed to be 6 
ocoxnp xov KoajLicu. It is Christ rather than Caesar who is Dominus et 
deus noster (Suetonius, Dom. 13.4). To worship Christ as Lord and God 
(John 20:28) is to deny the title to the emperor. 

Since this world has rejected Christ, though, and acclaimed Caesar 
as a god, the evangelist challenges and redraws the boundaries of the 
world by presenting a new order of things in Christ: "But to all who 
received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become chil
dren of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh 
nor of the will of man, but of God" ( i : i2- i3) . 8 6 The challenge presented 
here to the established order of the Roman world is twofold. It estab
lishes a new society within, and opposed to, the secular order estab
lished by the Pax Romana, composed not of all people but only "those 
who received him" (6001 eXafiov cruxov), that is, "those believing in his 
name" (oi TCioxewvxec; elq xo ovojia cruxou). Its membership is composed 
of those "born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will 
of man, but of God" (OVK e£ aî idxcov o\)8e 8K Ge^fijiaxoq adpicoq OV8E 

£K GeXfijiaxoc; dv8po<; aXX' EK QEOV eyevvfiGriaav), in other words, Johan
nine Christians.87 In addition, the Prologue offers to all believers "power 
to become children of God" (E^ovaiav xeKva QEOV yeveoGai), thereby 
reversing the logic of the Imperial Cult, which placed the emperor at the 
head of society by virtue of his divinity. Within the context of the first-
century empire, where all power was centered in and all well-being 

x o p a K a i a a p a Geov v i o v Geov Z e p a a x o v rcdor|<; yf[c, K a i GaXdaoriq enon-cnv. 
(The Emperor, Caesar, son of a god, the god Augustus, of every land and sea 
the overseer.) " O v e r s e e r " a s a title o f h o n o u r in this in scr ip t ion reca l l s t h e 
use of the s a m e w o r d a s a p r e d i c a t e of G o d in J u d a i s m a n d Pr imi t i ve C h r i s 
t ianity . 

8 6 6001 8 e etaxpov a w o v , eScmcev aircoic, e ^ o v a i a v x e K v a Geou y e v e o G a i , xoic, KIGXEV-
OVGIV eic, t o o v o u a cruxou, o i o \ ) K e £ aiudxcov o\ )8e EK GeArniaxoc, adpKoq o \ )8e EK GeAjiuaxoc, 
dvSpoq aXX EK Geov eyevvfiGriaav. 

8 7 T h e R o m a n s likely did n o t see J o h a n n i n e C h r i s t i a n s as f o r m i n g a well-defined c o m 
m u n i t y (see C h a p t e r T w o a b o v e ) . I n s t e a d , this w a s the ir s e l f -unders tand ing , defined by 
o p p o s i t i o n b o t h to the s y n a g o g u e a n d to t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t . 
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flowed from the person of the god-emperor, the challenge contained in 
these verses to the established order of things could hardly have been 
missed. 

The new society of the Johannine Community should not be under
stood in traditional political terms. John entirely lacks the language of 
the "Kingdom of God" or "Kingdom of Heaven" (r\ PaoiXeia xov Qeov; 
r\ PaaiXeia xa>v oupavcov) which is so common to the Synoptic Gospels.88 

Indeed, the two attestations of the expression f] Paaiteia xov Qeov in 
the Fourth Gospel (3:3,5) occur when Jesus requires that one be "born 
anew" (y£vvr|0f\ dvco0ev) or "born of water and the Spirit" (yevvr|0fi 
uSaxoq Kai Tweujiaxoq). These cases almost certainly echo the claim in 
1:13 that only those people "born of God" (EK Geou eyevvf|0r|cav) can 
become "children of God" (xeicva 0eou). Rather, the proper under
standing of the new society of believers, as Georg Richter argues, is 
eschatological, with Christ's promises being fulfilled in the present 
moment within the Johannine community.89 

For John, this new society formed by the appearance of the Logos in 
history is not the result of any human action: "It is a strictly supernat
ural event, wrought by God alone" and not "of blood nor of the will 
of the flesh nor of the will of man" (1:13: O\)K e£ aijidxcov oi)8e £ K 0eXf|-
inaxoq a d p K o q o\)8e £ K 0eA,f||Liaxo<; dv8po<;).90 Schnackenburg also makes 
the pertinent observation: "The three negatives excluding all natural 
factors are, however, so striking that one may well suspect 'vehement 
polemics' behind the verse."9 1 Given the lack of any single target for 
them—the attack is not directed against only the Jews or only the Impe
rial Cult or only Gnostic dualism—the logical opponent is arguably the 

8 8 T h e e x p r e s s i o n fj p a o i t e i a xov Qeov o c c u r s s o m e fourteen t imes in M a r k , f o u r t imes 
in M a t t h e w , a n d t h i r t y - t w o t imes in L u k e , b u t o n l y t w i c e (3:3,5) in J o h n . 'H p a a i t e i a xwv 
o\)pavci)v, M a t t h e w ' s p r e f e r r e d e x p r e s s i o n , a p p e a r s t w e n t y - e i g h t t i m e s in his g o s p e l b u t 
n o w h e r e else a m o n g t h e gospe l s . B a o i t e t x ; d o e s a p p e a r s ix teen t i m e s in J o h n ( f o u r t e e n 
in the P a s s i o n N a r r a t i v e ) , a l w a y s in r e f e r e n c e t o J e s u s , b u t a l w a y s i ron ica l ly a s a mis 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f his office. See C h a p t e r F ive be low. 

8 9 R i c h t e r , " P r a s e n t i s c h e , " 127. N o t a b l y , R i c h t e r a r g u e s t h a t the P r o l o g u e w a s a d d e d 
t o the Grundschrift in o r d e r t o r e i n f o r c e t h e p r e s e n t e s c h a t o l o g y o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m 
m u n i t y fo l lowing t h e influx o f a n e w ( a n d p r e s u m a b l y Gent i le ) g r o u p o f bel ievers ( ibid. ) . 

9 0 S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 263. B a r r e t t (St. John, 164) s h a r e s this o p i n i o n , a r g u 
ing t h a t t h e e x p r e s s i o n oi)Se £ K QeXryiaxoq adpKoc, o \ )8e £ K 9eAj|ucn:o<; dv8po<; is i n t e n d e d 
t o e m p h a s i z e t h a t " n o h u m a n a g e n c y is o r c a n be re spons ib l e for s u c h a b ir th a s th i s ." 

9 1 S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 263. S c h n a c k e n b u r g a t t r i b u t e s this pos i t i on t o A d o l f 
v o n H a r n a c k , but w i t h o u t s o u r c e c i t a t i o n . 
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entire Roman world that had rejected Christ. Or, in John's expression, 
id 181a.92 

Set against these varied opponents, who collectively encompass the 
world of the first-century empire, are "those believing in his name," 
whom John then describes alternatively as "children of God" and "born 
of God." The language is striking, and particularly political in its conno
tations. Although the phrase teicva Qeov does have some currency in 
Paul's letters (e.g. Rom 8:16, 21; 9:8, 26; Phil 2:15), his preferred term is moi. 
The Synoptic Gospels employ the expression only once (Matt 5:9, in the 
Sermon on the Mount), elsewhere deploying moi or avoiding the noun 
altogether. However, the Johannine tradition uses the term in a number 
of passages. It appears not only in John 11:52 (where the high priest proph
esies that Jesus is to die "not for the nation only, but to gather into one 
the dispersed children of God"!) but also in 1 John 3:1, 2 , 1 0 and 5:2. In all, 
these attestations are equal in number to those in the Synoptics and the 
authentic Pauline letters combined. For an audience sensitive to the 
Roman context and especially to the claim made by the emperor to be 6 
vioq TOO Geou, these expressions would have carried connotations beyond 
what they conveyed in the context of the original Logos-hymn.93 

9 2 T h e e x a c t r e f e r e n c e o f t h e t h r e e f o l d n e g a t i o n OVK e £ aiudxcov o \ )8e £ K GeXfiuaxoq 
adpKoq c u S e E K 0eXf|jiaxo<; dvSpoc, in 1:13 is unclear. It m a y refer t o J e w i s h ethnic i ty require 
m e n t s , a n c i e n t theor i e s o f p r o c r e a t i o n , a dual i s t ic re jec t ion o f the body , o r even ini t iat ion 
by sacr i f i ce in to G n o s t i c re l ig ions , o r a n y c o m b i n a t i o n o f these . T h e use o f t h e p l u r a l 
" b l o o d s " (aiudxcov) is e spec ia l ly o b s c u r e . It is poss ib le h e r e t h a t t h e evange l i s t is dis
a v o w i n g t h e matr i l inea l e thnic i ty r e q u i r e m e n t s o f J u d a i s m . H o w e v e r , if this is the c a s e the 
s ingular w o u l d be m o s t n a t u r a l . H o s k y n s (Fourth Gospel, 147) c o n s i d e r s it a n e c e s s a r y 
a b e r r a t i o n f r o m n o r m a l u s a g e by t h e evange l i s t s ince " [ C h r i s t i a n s ' ] b i r th d o e s in f a c t 
d e p e n d u p o n a d e a t h w h i c h l a t e r he d e s c r i b e s as invo lv ing the o u t p o u r i n g o f b l o o d 
(19:34)." B u l t m a n n (John, 60 n. 2) re jec t s this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , p o i n t i n g in s t ead " n o t t o 
Semit i c b u t t o G r e e k [ u s a g e ] , w h e r e a t l eas t E u r i p . I o n 693 p r o v i d e s a p r o p e r para l l e l : 
dAAcov xpa(j)ei<; e £ aiudxcov = a son s p r u n g f r o m s trange b l o o d . O t h e r w i s e the plur. o f b l o o d 
is on ly used o f d r o p s o r s t r e a m s o f spilt b l o o d (Lev. 12 a n d 15 pas s im a n d the T r a g e d i a n s ) . " 
B r o w n (John, 1.12) a l s o no tes this a s s o c i a t i o n , l ikewise re ject ing a Semit ic b a c k g r o u n d in 
f a v o r o f o n e in G r e e k phys io logy. If "spilt b l o o d " is in tended , the re ference m a y be t o the 
sacrif icial rites invo lved in b o t h J e w i s h a n d P a g a n re l ig ion, inc luding the I m p e r i a l Cu l t . 
W e s H o w a r d - B r o o k offers a l iberat ionis t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w h e r e i n "the n o n c h i l d o f G o d is 
the o n e b o r n o u t o f b l o o d s h e d , v io lence , a n d , ul t imately , in the Genes i s t h e m a t i c , fratr i 
c i d e " (Becoming Children of God: John's Gospel and Radical Discipleship [ M a r y k n o l l , 
N Y : O r b i s , 1994] 56). C o n s i d e r i n g t h e d e m o g r a p h i c c o m p l e x i t y o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m 
muni ty , it is p r o b a b l y n o t n e c e s s a r y t o c h o o s e b e t w e e n these v a r i o u s possibil it ies. 

9 3 T h e p r o v e n a n c e o f 6 m o q xoO 6 e o v in the I m p e r i a l C u l t is d i scussed a b o v e in C h a p 
ters T w o a n d T h r e e . 
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John's use of xeicva Qeov as a description of Christ's followers also 
allowed him to challenge the key tenet of the Augustan Ideology, 
namely, that the emperor held a unique status as moq QEOV, with author
ity over the world and all its inhabitants.94 So closely connected were 
divine descent and political power in the first century that Dio Chrysos-
tom could use the expression xov Aioq eivca vwq ("to be a son of Zeus") 
as synonymous with "to be a ruler."95 Likewise, Deissmann observes 
that "the adjective Geioq, 'divine,' . . . is, like the Latin divinus, very 
common in the sense of 'Imperial' throughout the whole Imperial 
period."96 But sharing in the emperor's divinity was never a possibility, 
even if a greater or lesser share of the benefits that accrued to human
ity through his rule could be expected for loyal service and servility. 

Even Paul, who certainly rejected the Imperial Cult, recognized these 
benefits and occasionally slips into the language of the Augustan Ideol
ogy: 

Let every person be subject to the governing authorities. For there 
is no authority except from God, and those that exist have been 
instituted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities resists 
what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 
For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Would you 
have no fear of him who is in authority? Then do what is good, 
and you will receive his approval, for he is God's servant for your 
good. (Rom i3:i-4a)97 

9 4 T h e a b s e n c e o f XEKVOV 0eoO f r o m t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t is p r o b a b l y d u e t o its d i m i n u 
t ive sense ( " c h i l d " r a t h e r t h a n " s o n " ) , w h i c h w o u l d be a n i n a p p r o p r i a t e t i t le f o r t h e 
e m p e r o r . 

9 5 D i o C h r y s o s t o m , Or . 4.21; c i t e d by M a r t i t z e t a l . , " m o ; , " TDNT, 8. 337 n. 12. 
9 6 D e i s s m a n n , Light, 347. H e c o n t i n u e s : "So firmly h a d it e s tab l i shed itself in t h e lan

g u a g e o f t h e c o u r t t h a t it is f o u n d even in t h e p e r i o d w h e n C h r i s t i a n i t y w a s the re l ig ion 
o f t h e s t a t e — a p e r i o d far r e m o v e d f r o m t h e Pr imi t i ve C h r i s t i a n s t a n d a r d o f c o n s c i e n c e . 
. . . w e h a v e n o less t h a n ten d o c u m e n t s in w h i c h C h r i s t i a n e m p e r o r s a r e ca l led ' o u r m o s t 
divine L o r d ' . . . . S imi lar ly w e find GeiOTnc,, 'divinity,' used o f the ( C h r i s t i a n ) E m p e r o r ' s 
majes ty , th is a l s o , o f c o u r s e , be ing t a k e n o v e r f r o m t h e o l d l a n g u a g e o f re l ig ious obser 
v a n c e " ( ibid. , 347-48). 

9 7 W e n g s t (Pax Romana, 80), f o l l o w i n g A u g u s t S t r o e b e l ( " Z u m V e r s t a n d n i s v o m 
R o m 13," ZNW 4.7 [1956] 79), wr i t e s t h a t "all the w a y t h r o u g h this p a s s a g e P a u l h a s t a k e n 
u p t h e t e r m i n o l o g y o f H e l l e n i s t i c a d m i n i s t r a t i v e l a n g u a g e . " E r n s t K a s e m a n n (Com
mentary on Romans [ t r a n s . G e o f f r e y W . B r o m i l e y ; G r a n d R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 1980] 354) 
u n d e r s t a n d s Paul 's r e f e r e n c e t o be m o r e l o c a l a n d m u n i c i p a l , a n a l t e r n a t i v e t h a t W e n g s t 
(Pax Romana, 205 n. 72) d o e s n o t t a k e t o be e x c l u s i v e . 
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Jesus' response to Pilate in John 19:11 is entirely different, signaling quiet 
defiance rather than prudent submission. These two very different 
responses to the emperor were written in equally different circum
stances: Paul to a community still unnoticed by Nero, John to a com
munity living after the Neronian persecution, after the fall of Jerusalem, 
and under the rule of Domitian Dominus et deus noster.9* Accordingly, 
John offers his readers not an accommodation to but a decision about 
Roman power: were they to become the clientela of Imperator Caesar 
divi filius Augustus or xeKva Qeov} 

This process of becoming xeicva 6eo\), as John relates in 1:12, does not 
demand the sort of submission or sacrifice found in the Imperial Cult. 
Rather, it is necessary 7tioi8t)8iv eiq TO ovojia aircoi), that is, "not sim
ply to accept His claim, by intellectual assent, but to acknowledge that 
claim by yielding allegiance riioTeiieiv eiq TO ovojia amou means to 
acknowledge Christ and to accept him as the revelation of God." 9 9 This 
claim, in turn, requires not just belief in the Logos in its cosmological 
importance but also in its historical activity and its decisive socio-polit
ical significance for the believer. Schnackenburg argues as follows: 

Faith is the basic prerequisite for salvation, and in Johannine the
ology the one condition which contains all others. The expression 
"believe in his name" is typically and exclusively Johannine (cf. 
2:23; 3:18; 1 Jn 3:23; 5:13), and implies the acceptance of Jesus to the 
full extent of his self-revelation. Such an act of faith is possible only 
in the encounter with a historical bringer of salvation, a person 
who is the mediator of salvation.100 

Having both laid the groundwork for faith in Christ and spelled out its 
challenge to the cosmological, prophetic-historical and social aspects of 
the Augustan Ideology, John next completes his portrait of the Logos-
Christ. 

9 8 F i t z m y e r (Romans, 36) w r i t e s : "Paul ' s w o r d s a b o u t t h e d u t y o f C h r i s t i a n s t o be 
submiss ive t o g o v e r n i n g a u t h o r i t i e s (13:1-2) w o u l d h a v e fallen o n r e c e p t i v e e a r s , b e c a u s e 
t h e r e is n o r e a s o n t o th ink t h a t C h r i s t i a n s o f R o m e w o u l d h a v e been o p p o s e d t o N e r o 
a t this t i m e . " 

9 9 D o d d , Interpretation, 184-85. B a r r e t t (St. John, 164) e x p l a i n s this u n u s u a l p h r a s e : 
"It m a y be d is t inguished f r o m niGxeveiv w i t h t h e d a t i v e , w h i c h genera l l y m e a n s ' t o give 
c r e d e n c e t o . ' " 

1 0 0 S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 262-63. 
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(d) Johannine Doxology: 
The Glory of the Only-Begotten: vv. 14-18 

The entire Prologue is concerned with the 86^a of the Logos: detail
ing its pre-existence, divine creativity and co-equality (vv. 1-3); calling it 
the true light of all people (vv. 4-5, 9), which the Baptist announced (vv. 
6-8) and which has come into its home and been made flesh (vv. 10-12); 
and spelling out its effects on those who believe (v. 13). However, in the 
last five verses of the Prologue, John refocuses the audience's attention 
on the object of their faith, Jesus Christ, seen now for the first time in 
all his glory and humanity. For, despite all the echoes of the emperor 
and the Augustan Ideology reverberating throughout the Prologue up 
to v. 14, it is not until this point that John explicitly tells his audience 
that the appearance of the Logos in human history was accomplished 
by its incarnation among the children of Israel: "And the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his 
glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father. (John bore witness to 
him, and cried, 'This was he of whom I said, 'He who comes after me 
ranks before me, for he was before me'" ( 1 : 1 4 - 1 5 ) . 1 0 1 

The incarnation, unlike the mythic founding of Rome and the ex 
eventu prophecies related by the Augustan poets, was an event in 
human history.102 John also stresses to the readers, though, that the 
incarnation is not just a dead fact from the past but a present reality in 
their contemporary lives, since John "witnesses" (present tense: juap-
rupei) to it. 1 0 3 As a result of the Logos becoming flesh and dwelling 

1 0 1 Kai 6 Xoyoq odpJ; eyevexo Kai eaKf|vcooev ev f)uiv, Kai e 6 e a a d u £ 0 a xfjv 86£av av-
xcu, 86£av ax; uovoyevouc, rcapd rcaxpoc,, 7tAr|pr|<; xdpixoc, Kai dAjiGeiac,. Icodwnc, u a p r u p e i 
nepi aviov Kai KEKpayev Xeycov ovxoq f)v 6 v e l rcov 6 orciaco uo\) ep%6\xBvo(; eujtpoaGev uov 
yeyovev, 6x1 rcpocoxoc, uou fjv. 

1 0 2 B a r r e t t (St. John, 166) t h e r e f o r e wr i t e s : " T h e fai th o f the c h u r c h rests u p o n a rea l 
beho ld ing o f o n e w h o , h o w e v e r g l o r i o u s , w a s a h i s t o r i c a l p e r s o n . " 

1 0 3 B u l t m a n n (John, 75 n. 2) is u n e q u i v o c a l o n this po in t : " T h e p r e s e n t tense uapx\ )pe i 
is used b e c a u s e o f t h e c o n t i n u i n g a c t u a l i t y o f t h e wi tness o f the B a p t i s t . T h a t is t o say, 
it is n o t a h i s tor i ca l r e p o r t . " T h i s o p i n i o n is a l so s h a r e d by B a r r e t t (St. John, 167), a s wel l 
as H a e n c h e n (John, 1.120): "Thi s say ing [v. 15] is best u n d e r s t o o d f r o m t h e p o i n t o f v i e w 
t h a t J o h n h a s a p p a r e n t l y been i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o t h e c o m m u n i t y ; a s a m e m b e r o f t h e 
c o m m u n i t y he is perpe tua l ly p r e s e n t . " B r o w n (John, 1 .15 , p a r a p h r a s i n g H a e n c h e n ) is less 
c o n v i n c e d o f this r e a d i n g , w i t h o u t ru l ing o u t t h e possibi l i ty: " T h e w i t n e s s o f t h e B a p t i s t 
( n a p x v p e i ) is p r o b a b l y used in t h e h i s t o r i c a l p r e s e n t h e r e , t h o u g h it is poss ib ly 'a rea l 
p r e s e n t in t h e sense t h a t J o h n t h e B a p t i s t is n o w giving w i tnes s a l o n g w i t h the c o m m u 
nity.' T h e use o f a p r e s e n t for a n a o r i s t t ense in vivid n a r r a t i v e is c o m m o n in t h e N T . " 
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among humanity, "we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son 
from the Father" (e0eacd|Li£6a rr\v 86£av amou, 86!;av coq jnovoyevoii^ 
rcapd rcaxpoq).104 Here, in the climax to the Gospel's overture, we finally 
discover the theological center of John's Christology: Jesus Christ, the 
human being in whom "the Word became flesh" has glory "as of the 
only Son from the Father" (1:14), indeed, is jiovoyevfiq Qeoq ( 1 : 1 8 ) . 1 0 5 

The word choice here is significant. John is alone among NT writers 
in using |Liovoyevf|c; to refer to Christ, with four occurrences in the 
Gospel ( 1 :14 ,18 ; 3 :16 ,18 ) . The remaining occurrences of the word in the 
NT and the LXX shed little light on his meaning. Elsewhere in the NT, 
the term occurs three times in Luke (7:12; 8:42; 9:38) and once in Hebrews 
(11:17), but never with christological significance. There it always refers 
to an "only child" in the everyday sense of a young person without sib
lings. The LXX often uses |iovoyevf|q to translate yahid (Jdt 11:34; Tob 
3:15; 6:11; 8:17; but cf. Ps 24:16, where it means "lonely"). It "is therefore 
parallel to dyaTrriTOc;, 'beloved,' an alternative rendering of yahid in the 
L X X . " 1 0 6 The Synoptic Gospels frequently present the Father using 6 

T h e w o r k o f E d w i n A . A b b o t t {Johannine Grammar [ L o n d o n : A d a m a n d C h a r l e s B l a c k , 
1906] 350) p r o v i d e s s o m e s u p p o r t for B r o w n ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , in n o t i n g t h a t " the h i s tor i c 
p r e s e n t . . . is a s tr ik ing c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f J o h n , " a n d t h e h i s tor i ca l p r e s e n t d o e s o c c u r in 
1:29 (fiXenei), w h e r e it is u s e d by t h e B a p t i s t . E v e n if 1:15 is in t h e h i s t o r i c a l p r e s e n t , 
t h o u g h , it d o e s n o t ser ious ly u n d e r m i n e B u l t m a n n a n d H a e n c h e n s ince , in this p a r t i c u 
lar c o n t e x t , it c o n v e y s a c l e a r sense o f c o n t i n u i n g t e s t i m o n y . 

1 0 4 B a r r e t t (St. John, 167) c o m m e n t s o n 1:14: "Thi s first p e r s o n p l u r a l [ e 6 e a a d u £ 6 a ] 
d o e s n o t necessar i ly imply t h a t t h e gospe l w a s w r i t t e n by a n eye -wi tness . It is t h e a p o s 
to l ic c h u r c h t h a t s p e a k s . " L i k e w i s e , S m i t h (Johannine Christianity, 20) r e m a r k s : "I f the 
J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y w h i c h p r o d u c e d t h e G o s p e l s a w itself in t r a d i t i o n a l c o n t i n u i t y 
w i t h J e s u s , w e a r e in a p o s i t i o n t o perce ive in t h e 'we ' o f t h e p r o l o g u e s o f b o t h G o s p e l 
a n d E p i s t l e , n o t t h e a p o s t o l i c e y e w i t n e s s p e r se , b u t a c o m m u n i t y w h i c h n e v e r t h e l e s s 
u n d e r s t o o d itself a s he ir o f a t r a d i t i o n b a s e d u p o n s o m e h i s tor i ca l w i tnes s o f J e s u s . " 

1 0 5 T h e t e x t o f v. 18 is h ighly c o n t e s t e d o n this p o i n t . W h i l e N A 2 7 a n d USB4 b o t h 
a d o p t |iovoY£vf](; 0eo<;, t h e r e is a v e r y sol id t e x t u a l t r a d i t i o n p r e f e r r i n g uovoyevfic, vioq. 
B e a s l e y - M u r r a y (John, 2) s u m m a r i z e s t h e p r o b l e m : " T h e dec i s ion a s t o w h e t h e r uovo-
yevfjc, Qeoq o r ptovoyevnc; vioq in v 18 is the or ig ina l r e a d i n g is difficult. B o t h r e a d i n g s a r e 
c o n s i s t e n t w i t h J o h a n n i n e theo logy , a n d b o t h h a v e g o o d e x t e r n a l a t t e s t a t i o n , t h o u g h the 
s u p p o r t o f P 6 6 a n d P 7 5 g ive a d v a n t a g e t o t h e former . T h e di f ference in t h e unc ia l s w o u l d 
be m i n i m a l , 0 Z o r Y S ( b o t h a b b r e v i a t i o n s w e r e u s u a l ) . W h i l e vioq s e e m s m o r e n a t u r a l 
in l ight o f t h e f o l l o w i n g eiq xov Kotatov xov naxpoq, it s h o u l d , p e r h a p s , for t h a t v e r y 
r e a s o n , be v i e w e d a s t h e eas ier r e a d i n g a n d so yield t o t h e m o r e difficult Qeoq." B a r r e t t 
(St. John, 169), w h o p r o v i d e s a m o r e c o m p l e t e r e v i e w o f b o t h the m a n u s c r i p t a n d p a t r i s 
t ic e v i d e n c e , a d o p t s t h e s a m e p o s i t i o n , n o t i n g t h a t " the sense is subs tant ia l ly u n a l t e r e d 
by t h e t e x t u a l v a r i a t i o n . " 

1 0 6 B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, 14. B u t cf . F. B u c h s e l , "uovoyevTiq," TDNT, 4. 739: " B u t 
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vioq jiou 6 dyaTcriToq in reference to Christ (e.g., Matt 3:17; 12:18; 17:5; 
Mark 1:11; 9:17; Luke 3:22; 20:13), which betrays the common Northwest 
Semitic basis for both expressions.107 John's use of the less common 
jj.ovoyevf|<; as well as the absence of ayanr[z6<; from the Fourth Gospel 
or 1 John (cf. 1 John 2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7 , 1 1 ) suggests that he is not attempt
ing to evoke scripture in this description of Christ, but something else. 
That something else is arguably the "other" god-man who was con
stantly present to Johannine Christians, namely, the Roman emperor. 

By using the term jiovoyevfiq, the evangelist can attack the image of 
the emperor in the Augustan Ideology from at least two directions. It 
captures not only the uniqueness of Jesus' genealogy but also his 
absolute pre-eminence in the Koojioq as well. As Lindars notes, "'the 
only Son' [1:14] is a rather free translation of |iovoy£vf|<;, which means 
either 'one only-begotten' or 'one unique in kind.'" 1 0 8 Most immedi
ately, the term's appearance in 1:14 makes clear that Jesus is |xovoyevf|q 
in the sense of "only (begotten) Son from the Father" (jiovoyevo'U(;7i;apd 
jcaxpoq), a sharp challenge to claims of divine ancestry made by Julius 
Caesar and subsequent emperors. The prefix jiovo- rules out the possi
bility of there being any other person who is begotten by the Father, and 
by itself constitutes a unique claim to divinity never made by any of the 
emperors who represented themselves as "the seed of Julius [Cae
sar]." 1 0 9 According to John 1 :1-3 , yevfiq indicates that Jesus was not 
"born" of the Father in any human sense, but rather "begotten" from 
him, since "in compounds like 8io-y£vf|<;, yri-yevfiq, eu-yevfiq, cuy-yevfiq 
the -yevf|<; suggests derivation (yevoq) rather than birth." 1 1 0 In contrast, 

t h e r e is a d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n d y a T t r i T o ; a n d uovoyevnc,. It is a m i s t a k e t o s u b s u m e t h e 
m e a n i n g o f the la t t er u n d e r t h a t o f the former . Movoyevfic, is n o t just a p r e d i c a t e o f va lue . 
If t h e L X X h a s d i f ferent t e r m s for yahid, th is is p e r h a p s b e c a u s e d i f ferent t r a n s l a t o r s 
w e r e a t w o r k . " Bi ichse l a l so cr i t i c izes t h e dec i s ion t o use uovoyevr|<; in Ps 24:16 a s " a n 
u n f o r t u n a t e t r a n s l a t i o n " w h i c h s h o u l d h a v e been r e n d e r e d as npcmoyovovq, "living by 
onesel f" ( ib id . ) . 

1 0 7 See , e.g. , B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, 14; B u l t m a n n , John, 74; H o s k y n s , Fourth Gospel, 
149; L i n d a r s , John, 96; S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 1. 270-71. 

1 0 8 L i n d a r s , John, 96. 
109 Virg i l , Aen. 6.789-90 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : " o r a w s luli I progenies." 
1 1 0 B i ichse l , "uovoyevric,," TDNT, 4. 737-38. T h e t r a n s l a t i o n o f u o v o y e v f | < ; a s "only -

b e g o t t e n " is a l m o s t universa l ly a c c e p t e d , a t least as o n e sense o f t h e w o r d . Cf . G e r a r d 
P e n d r i c k ("MovoyevfV;," NTS 41 [1995] 587-600), w h o a r g u e s t h a t t h e m e a n i n g "on ly -
b e g o t t e n " b e c a m e a s s o c i a t e d w i t h u o v o y e v f | < ; l a ter d u r i n g t h e c h r i s t o l o g i c a l c o n t r o v e r 
sies o f t h e th i rd a n d f o u r t h c e n t u r i e s . 
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Julius Caesar, following the pattern of the divine kings of the Hellenis
tic East, had based his claim to divinity explicitly upon a supposed bio
logical lineage traceable to Venus through Aeneas and occasionally to 
Mars as well, through the Alban kings.111 Using jnovoyevfiq in the sense 
of "only-begotten" constituted a direct challenge to the notion of divin
ity found in the Imperial Cult: Jesus and Jesus alone is the Son of God, 
and even then in a unique, non-natural manner.112 

1 1 1 It w a s n o t e d ear l i er h o w D e i s s m a n n (Light, 344) q u o t e s a n inscr ip t ion f r o m E p h 
esus in 48 B . C . E . t o J u l i u s , " the G o d m a d e mani fe s t , of fspring o f A r e s a n d A p h r o d i t e , a n d 
c o m m o n s a v i o r o f h u m a n life (xov arco "Apecoq K a i 'A<J)po5e[i]Tn(; Geov £7u<|)avr| K a i KOIVOV 
XO\) dv9po7rivov piou oaycfjpa)." See a l s o F i s h w i c k , Imperial Cult, 1. 1. 56; C e r f a u x a n d 
T o n d r i a u , Les Culte des Souveraines, 294-95. T h e c l a i m o f d e s c e n t f r o m M a r s w a s m a d e 
o n l y i n t e r m i t t e n t l y by J u l i u s , a n d n e v e r r e c e i v e d t h e w i d e s p r e a d p o p u l a r a c c e p t a n c e 
w h i c h t h e s u p p o s e d A e n e a s - V e n u s l ineage did (e .g . , Virgi l , Aen. 6.788-97). 

A d m i t t e d l y , d i r e c t d e s c e n t f r o m a deified e m p e r o r w a s n o t r e q u i r e d t o c l a i m t o be 
m o q Qeov—Augustus, a f ter al l , w a s t h e b io log i ca l n e p h e w o f J u l i u s , m a d e s o n on ly by 
a d o p t i o n . N e v e r t h e l e s s , m e m b e r s h i p in t h e imper ia l gens ( J u l i o - C l a u d i a n unti l t h e d e a t h 
o f N e r o , F l a v i a n t h e r e a f t e r ) , by m a r r i a g e o r a d o p t i o n ( o r b o t h ) w a s a f ter t h e dei f icat ion 
o f J u l i u s a n e c e s s a r y r e q u i r e m e n t for a n y e m p e r o r ' s ( o r m e m b e r o f his family's) c l a i m t o 
w o r s h i p . H o r a c e w r i t e s f r o m exi le : " T h e fore ign c o u n t r y sees t h a t t h e r e is a shr ine o f 
C a e s a r in o u r h o u s e . T h e r e s t a n d bes ide h i m his p i o u s s o n a n d pr ies t ly wife [T iber ius 
a n d L i v i a ] , dei t ies a s i m p o r t a n t a s h i m w h o h a s n o w b e e n m a d e a g o d . T o m a k e t h e 
h o u s e h o l d g r o u p c o m p l e t e , b o t h the g r a n d s o n s s t a n d t h e r e , o n e n e x t t o the s ide o f his 
g r a n d m o t h e r , o n e n e x t t o his f a t h e r " ( H o r a c e , Ep. 4.9, c i t e d a n d t r a n s l a t e d in P r i c e , 
" G o d s a n d E m p e r o r s , " 92: nec pietas ignota mea est: videt hospitia terra in nostra sacrum 
Caesaris esse domo. stant pariter natusque pius coniunxque sacerdos, numina iam facto 
non leviora deo. neu desit pars ulla domus, stat uterque nepotem, hie aviae lateri prox-
imusy Hie patris). 

T h e c o n t r a s t be ing d r a w n h e r e by J o h n b e t w e e n t h e uovoyevf|<; J e s u s a n d R o m a n 
e m p e r o r s such as A u g u s t u s ( a n d their famil ies) shou ld a l so rule o u t a n y a d o p t i o n i s t r e a d 
ings o f t h e Gospe l : " T h e E v a n g e l i s t d o e s n o t suggest t h a t the W o r d b e c a m e S o n a t the 
i n c a r n a t i o n , o r t h a t the i n c a r n a t i o n t o o k p l a c e a t the B a p t i s m " ( H o s k y n s , Fourth Gospel, 
150). T h i s p o s i t i o n w a s first s u g g e s t e d by A l f red Lo i sy , Le Quatrieme Evangile (Par i s : 
P i c a r d , 1903) 230-32. M o r e r e c e n t defenses inc lude R e g i n a l d H . Ful ler , " C h r i s t m a s , 
E p i p h a n y , a n d t h e J o h a n n i n e P r o l o g u e , " in Spirit and Light: Essays in Historical The
ology ( ed . M . L . E n g e l a n d W . B . G r e e n ; N e w Y o r k : S e a b u r y , 1976) 63-73; F r a n c i s W a t 
s o n , "Is J o h n ' s C h r i s t o l o g y A d o p t i o n i s t ? " in The Glory of Christ in the New Testament: 
Studies in Christology in Memory of George Bradford Caird (ed. L . D . H u r s t a n d N . T. 
W r i g h t ; O x f o r d : C l a r e n d o n , 1987) 113-24. A s W a t s o n ( ibid. , 115) n o t e s , m o s t s c h o l a r s re jec t 
this thes is , if t h e y even c o n s i d e r t h e q u e s t i o n a t all: " L o i s y did n o t w o r k o u t his sugges
t ion in deta i l , a n d it a p p a r e n t l y m a d e little i m p a c t in s u b s e q u e n t s c h o l a r s h i p . " 

1 1 2 T h a t this is J o h n ' s i n t e n t i o n is f u r t h e r s u g g e s t e d by t h e f a c t t h a t in t h e F o u r t h 
G o s p e l "bel ievers w h o as ch i ldren o f G o d a r e ca l led m o i Qzov . . . in M a t t h e w , P a u l , e t c . , 
a r e a l w a y s ca l led T E K V O Qeov in J o h n 1:12,11:52; 1 J o h n 3:1, 2 ,10; 5:2, whi le vioq is r e s e r v e d 
for J e s u s " (Bi ichsel , "uovoyevfiq," TDNT, 4. 739-40). Bi ichsel ( ibid. , 740) c o n t i n u e s : "It 
is n o t t h a t J e s u s is n o t u n i q u e in this s o n s h i p for M a t t h e w , P a u l , e t c . a l s o . H i s M e s s i -
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In addition to expressing the belief that Jesus is the only and only-
begotten Son of God, jLiovoyevfi^ can also carry the derivative meaning of 
"'unique,' 'unparalleled,' [or] 'incomparable,'" probably the intended 
sense in the context of the Prologue.113 Similarly, BDAG translates j iovo-

yevfiq Geoq "an only-begotten one, God (acc. to his real being; i.e., 
uniquely divine as God's son and transcending all others alleged to be 
gods)."114 William Kurz has suggested that this interpretation is reinforced 
by the fact that, in 1:18, the sense of sonship or begotten comes not from 
the word jiovoy£vf|<; but from its context ("who is in the bosom of the 
Father").1 1 5 But the choice of meanings here need not be exclusive, since 
"the themes of the prologue provide, as one of their dimensions of mean
ing, a strong affirmation of Jesus' unsurpassed standing."116 

This sense of "supreme" divinity is presupposed by the preceding two 
verses, which place Jesus above the greatest figure of the OT, Moses, 
and present him as the mediator of all grace and truth: "And from his 
fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. For the law was given 
through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ" ( 1 : 1 6 - 1 7 ) . 1 1 7 

It is true that the mention of Moses here could only remind the readers 
of the past (and present) conflicts with the synagogue leaders leading to 
the painful separation from the parent Judaism. However, multiple ref
erences are not only possible but likely here given the complex history 
of the text and the community. The christological language employed 
("from his fullness we have all received . . . ; grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ") would probably bring to the reader's mind other 
figures as well. 1 1 8 

a h s h i p p r o v e s this . B u t J o h n p u t s it in a n i l luminat ing a n d easi ly r e m e m b e r e d f o r m u l a 
w h i c h w a s t a k e n u p i n t o the b a p t i s m a l c o n f e s s i o n a n d w h i c h ever s ince h a s f o r m e d a n 
inal ienable p a r t o f t h e c r e e d o f t h e C h u r c h . " 

1 1 3 Ib id . , 739. 
1 1 4 B D A G , s.v. "uovoyevric,." 
1 1 5 K u r z , p e r s o n a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n . See a l s o his " I n t e r t e x t u a l P e r m u t a t i o n s o f t h e 

Genes i s W o r d in t h e J o h a n n i n e P r o l o g u e s , " in Early Christian Interpretations of the 
Scriptures of Israel: Investigations and Proposals ( J S N T S u p 148; Studies in S c r i p t u r e in 
E a r l y J u d a i s m a n d C h r i s t i a n i t y 5; ed . C r a i g A . E v a n s a n d J a m e s A . S a n d e r s ; Sheffield: 
Sheffield A c a d e m i c P r e s s , 1997) 179-90. 

1 1 6 Cass idy , New Perspective, 30. 
1 1 7 6x1 £ K xov rctaipcouaToc, CLVXOV fpeic, rcdvxec, eAxipouev K a i x a p i v dvxi xdp ixoc ; 6x1 6 

vouoq 8 i d Mcoaiaeax; e 8 6 0 r | , r\ xdpic, Ka i f) dA.f|0eia 8 i d ' Inaou X p i o x o u eyevexo . 
1 1 8 A s I n o t e d earlier, D e i s s m a n n (Light, 363 n. 9) inc luded xdpic, in his list o f N T t e r m s 

w h i c h w e r e a l so e m p l o y e d in t h e I m p e r i a l C u l t . 
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Seneca's soliloquy for Nero strikes a tone similar to the Prologue's: 
"By my lips fortune proclaims what gift she would bestow on each 
human being: from my utterance peoples and cities gather reasons for 
rejoicing; without my favour and grace no part of the whole world can 
prosper." So does the consolation Seneca offers Polybius: "As long as 
he [Nero] is alive your dear ones are alive—you have lost nothing. Your 
eyes ought to be not only dry, but even happy; in him you have all 
things, he takes the place of it all ." 1 1 9 In the same vein, Philo reports 
that Caligula was at first welcomed by the peoples of the empire as "the 
Saviour and Benefactor . . . [who would] pour fresh streams of bless
ings on Asia and Europe."1 2 0 Leaving aside here the very important title 
ocoxf|p (see Chapter Three), its normal companion title, "benefactor" 
(e-uepyexriq), carried the plain sense of a person who bestows benefits 
and blessings upon another.121 For John to say of Christ that "from his 
fullness we have all received" (EK XOV 7tA,r|pc6|LiaT0<; avxov fpeiq n&vxeq 
eXdpojiev) may have evoked in broad terms the model of a euepyexriq 
in the minds of his audience. This would have been true especially in 
the first century, when not only one's well-being but one's very survival 
often depended on the generosity of rulers and other powerful indi
viduals. 

John makes one crucial distinction that would have distinguished 
Christ from such men. By virtue of being iiovoyevf^ Qeoq eiq xov Kototov 
xov rccrcpoq, Christ can accomplish for his believers what no one else— 
prophet, lawgiver, miracle-worker, or emperor—can do: "No one has ever 
seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made 
him known" ( I : I 8 ) . 1 2 2 This language finds only imperfect parallels in the 

1 1 9 S e n e c a , Clem, 1.1.2 ( B a s o r e , L C L ) : ex nostro responso laetitiae causas populi 
urbesque concipiunt; nulla pars usquam nisi volente propitioque me floret-, Polyb. 7.4 
( B a s o r e , L C L ) : hoc incolumi salvi tibi sunt tui, nihil perdidisti, non tantum siccos ocu-
los tuos esse sed etiam laetos oportet; in hoc tibi omnia sunt, hie pro omnibus est. 

1 2 0 Ph i lo , Legat. 4.1: 6 ocornp K a i e-uepyexnc,... xivac, dya0a>v Tunydc, veac, ercoupprioeiv 
A o i a xe Kai Evpawtn" (c i ted in C u s s , Imperial Cult, 67). 

1 2 1 B D A G , s.v. "evepyexnc,": " a title o f pr inces a n d o t h e r h o n o r e d p e r s o n s , e sp . t h o s e 
r e c o g n i z e d for their c ivic c o n t r i b u t i o n s . " It a l so possess a n adjec t iva l m e a n i n g of "benefi
c e n t , bount i fu l" ( L S J , s.v. "cuepyeTnc/'), w h i c h w o u l d find a c l e a r e c h o in £K xov rc^ripco-
uaxoq a m o O fjueic, 7tdvxe<; eXapovf iev . 

1 2 2 0 e 6 v o\)8eic, ecopaKev rcdkoxe* uovoyevfjc, Geoq e iq xov KOAJCOV xov rcaxpoc, eKeivoq 
e £ r | yT ) o a x o . R e g a r d i n g the v e r b e£r |yf |aaxo, L e o n M o r r i s (The Gospel According to John 
[ N I C N T ; G r a n d R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 1971] 114-15) c o m m e n t s : 
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Augustan Ideology. A similar but somewhat lesser claim is made for 
Augustus by Virgil in the Fourth Eclogue: "He shall have the gift of divine 
life, shall see heroes mingled with gods, and shall himself be seen by 
them." 1 2 3 However, nothing is said here or elsewhere about Augustus 
"making known" these gods. Indeed, the very logic of apotheosis pre
supposes that the gods whom the emperor is joining are already known 
and worshiped. Moreover, as argued in Chapter Two, the Augustan Ide
ology's portrait of the divine Caesar was not of a "revealer" of the gods, 
but their divine instrument. The emperor may have functioned as a medi
ator of public prayers to the traditional gods but was always understood 
within a client-patron model rather than a Father-Son paradigm. 

The presentation of Jesus as one with the Father and as his sole 
revealer offers a further contrast between Christ and Caesar. By closing 
the Prologue with verse 18, John manages to bring the entire discussion 
back to its starting point: ev dpxfi flv 6 Xoyoq, Kai 6 Xoyoq fjv npoq xov 
8eov, Kai Qeoq fjv 6 Xoyoq.124 The intervening discussion, with its many 
layers of reference suggesting not only an OT or philosophical-Gnostic 
background but also, as I have argued, a Roman one, makes John's 
Christology absolutely clear to his audience.125 Jesus is not simply a 

T h e v e r b " d e c l a r e d " (here o n l y in J o h n ) is used o f set t ing for th a n a r r a t i v e . 
. . . It ind icates t h a t J e s u s h a s n o w g iven a full a c c o u n t o f t h e F a t h e r . T h i s 
d o e s n o t m e a n t h a t t h e r e is n o t h i n g m o r e t o be l e a r n e d o f h i m . T h e t e r m is 
n o t prec i se e n o u g h for t h a t . B u t it d o e s p o i n t t o t h e a d e q u a c y o f t h e reve la 
t i on in C h r i s t . W e m a y h a v e c o n f i d e n c e t h a t G o d is as C h r i s t r e v e a l e d h i m . 
T h e w o r d is used in the m y s t e r y re l ig ions a n d e l s e w h e r e as a t e c h n i c a l t e r m 
for t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f divine secre t s . O f t e n it is used o f the g o d s themse lve s 
m a k i n g a d i s c l o s u r e . Such a s s o c i a t i o n s fitted t h e w o r d t o be used o f a full 
a n d a u t h o r i t a t i v e reve la t i on o f the divine Be ing . S u c h a reve la t ion c o u l d , o f 
c o u r s e , be m a d e on ly by O n e unique ly qualif ied in a m a n n e r m a d e c l e a r by 
the re f erences t o h i m in the ear l i er p a r t o f t h e verse . 

1 2 3 Virg i l , Eel. 4.15-16 ( F a i r c l o u g h a n d G o u l d , L C L ) : 

Hie deum vitam accipiet divisque videbit 
permixtos heroas et ipse videbitur illis. 

1 2 4 H e n c e , S c h n a c k e n b u r g (Saint John, 1. 280) c a n w r i t e : " A t the e n d o f the P r o l o g u e , 
the evange l i s t aff irms o n c e m o r e t h e full d ivine d igni ty o f the Son o f G o d o n e a r t h , a n d 
a l so his u n i q u e c a p a c i t y as revea ler ." L i n d a r s (John, 99) , re jec t ing t h e a l t e r n a t i v e r e a d 
ing o f uovoyevn<; m o q , a r g u e s t h a t " the h a r d e r r e a d i n g h a s the m e r i t o f br ing ing t h o u g h t 
b a c k t o ver se 1, a n d s o c o n s t i t u t e s a n o t h e r c a s e o f J o h a n n i n e inclusio. ' G o d ' here h a s the 
s a m e m e a n i n g as ' a n d t h e W o r d w a s G o d . ' " 

1 2 5 C o n c e r n i n g t h e " p h i l o s o p h i c a l - G n o s t i c b a c k g r o u n d " o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l , see 
a b o v e , p . 108 n. 8. 
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Geioq dvf|p, nor a 7ipo(|)f|Tr|<;, nor even a new Mayuceax;. He certainly is 
not a vioq 08O\) or etepyexriq in the "imperial" sense. Instead, he is jiovo-
yevfiq Qeoq eiq xov KOXTCOV XOV naxpoq ( I : I 8 ) . 1 2 6 

Conclusion 

The Johannine Prologue, adopted and adapted by the evangelist as a 
summary of his Christology, constitutes one of the crowning achieve
ments of early Christian thought. Whatever the background of the 
hymn that John employed here (Jewish, Gnostic, or otherwise), in the 
Fourth Gospel it primarily functions for contrastive purposes: Jesus 
Christ, the Logos, is not like any other being, since he alone is God. 
Accepting his divinity, though, has consequences far beyond the bound
aries of the synagogue or the Johannine community. It results in setting 
believers against the world that rejected Christ. Not without reason 
does Bernard write that "the Fourth Gospel is the Gospel of the Rejec
tion." 1 2 7 The language of the Gospel reveals this rejection in denying the 
claims of supremacy by the world and the emperor, which threatened 
the existence of the Johannine community. As Norman R. Petersen 
observes, John's 

usage [of language] stands in fundamental contrast to everyday 
usage. John and his people speak and think in ways that are in con
trast with the speech and thought of others in their social envi
ronment. The others, moreover, are as it were the lords of the 
everyday, of the conventional and of the traditional. They are the 
maintainers of norms to which John and his people oppose them
selves, linguistically, conceptually, and, not least of all, socially. We 
cannot appreciate John's special use of language without acknowl-

1 2 6 C . K . B a r r e t t ( " C h r i s t o c e n t r i c o r T h e o c e n t r i c ? O b s e r v a t i o n s o n t h e T h e o l o g i c a l 
M e t h o d o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l , " in idem, Essays on John [Phi ladelphia: Wes tmins ter , 1982] 
1-18, h e r e 16) m a k e s t h e s a m e p o i n t a b o u t t h e ent ire G o s p e l : "This is indeed t h e m e s s a g e 
o f t h e G o s p e l . T h e w h o l e t r u t h ( a r c a v x a ) a b o u t t h e invis ible a n d u n k n o w n G o d is 
d e c l a r e d in the h i s tor i ca l f igure t o w h i c h J o h n p o i n t s in his n o t l i teral ly h i s t o r i c a l n a r 
r a t i v e . T h e figure o f J e s u s d o e s n o t ( so J o h n in effect d e c l a r e s ) m a k e sense w h e n v iewed 
as a n a t i o n a l leader, a r a b b i , o r a Geioq dvf|p; he m a k e s sense w h e n in h e a r i n g h i m y o u 
h e a r t h e F a t h e r , w h e n in l o o k i n g a t h i m y o u see the F a t h e r , a n d w o r s h i p h i m . " 

1 2 7 B e r n a r d , St. John, 1. 15. 
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edging its social function as an affirmation of difference over 
against the sameness of the world around him and his people, a 
world that has also rejected what they affirm. Indeed, we will find 
that the fact of social rejection is the motivating force behind the 
affirmation of a difference that has been imposed upon John and 
his people.128 

The language of John, including especially his christological language, 
was not a creatio ex nihilo. Petersen's argument that the Johannine 
vocabulary is one of contrast and difference is undoubtedly correct. 
However, while John upsets and inverts the language of power and 
divinity used by the Roman world, he does not and could not destroy 
it. To understand how the Christ of the Prologue is unique, it is first nec
essary to know how John uses the existing conceptual categories and 
the same vocabulary of power and divinity. These, I have argued, were 
drawn from the Augustan Ideology, that shadowy darkness within 
which the Light shines, and brilliantly, thanks to John's christological 
genius. 

1 2 8 N o r m a n R . P e t e r s e n , The Gospel of John and the Sociology of Light: Language 
and Characterization in the Fourth Gospel (Valley F o r g e , PA: Trin i ty Press I n t e r n a t i o n a l , 
1995) 21. 



C H A P T E R 5 

"You Are No Friend of Caesar5 5: 
Anti-Roman Themes in the 

Johannine Passion Narrative 

For a number of reasons, scholarship on the Johannine Passion Nar
rative (18:1-19:42) since the Second World War has shown a preoccupa
tion with its portrait of the Jewish leaders and their role in the death of 
Jesus. First and foremost, the human and moral catastrophe of the Nazi 
genocide of European Jewry, and the complicity of many Christian 
churches in it, have demanded a reexamination of the biblical and his
torical sources of European anti-Semitism, which includes the anti-Jew
ish polemic of the Fourth Gospel.1 This badly needed Christian 
self-examination has combined the rediscovery of the Jewish back
ground of the Johannine community by scholars such as Raymond E. 
Brown and J . Louis Martyn with an enormous body of research that 
attempts not only to understand John's anti-Jewish polemic but also to 

1 N o t e the d i s t inc t ion d r a w n by J o h n D o m i n i c C r o s s a n (Who Killed Jesus? Expos
ing the Roots of Anti-Semitism in the Gospel Story of the Death of Jesus [San F r a n c i s c o : 
H a r p e r C o l l i n s , 1995] 32): " A n t i - S e m i t i s m a r r i v e s in h i s t o r y w h e n a n t i - J u d a i s m is c o m 
bined w i t h r a c i s m . A n t i - J u d a i s m is a re l ig ious pre jud ice : a J e w c a n c o n v e r t t o a v o i d it. 
A n t i - S e m i t i s m is a r a c i a l pre jud ice : a J e w c a n d o n o t h i n g t o a v o i d it. T h e y a r e equal ly 
d e s p i c a b l e , b u t differently s o . " W h i l e t h e evange l i s t , p e r h a p s u n d e r s t a n d a b l y so g iven 
t h e h i s t o r y o f t h e J o h a n n i n e c o m m u n i t y , w a s c e r t a i n l y gui l ty o f a n t i - J u d a i s m , he c a n n o t 
be a c c u s e d o f a n t i - S e m i t i s m , l a c k i n g a s he d o e s t h e m o d e r n ideo log ica l c a t e g o r y o f r a c e 
t h a t it involves . 

T h e a m o u n t o f l i t e r a t u r e o n t h e m o d e r n c o n c e p t " r a c e " is d a u n t i n g . F o r a g e n e r a l 
o v e r v i e w o f t h e issues i n v o l v e d ( d i s c u s s e d w i t h i n a n A m e r i c a n c o n t e x t ) , see A u d r e y 
Smedley , Race in North America: Origin and Evolution of a Worldview (Boulder , C O : 
W e s t v i e w , 1993). 
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expunge it from the modern church.2 These efforts are in general praise
worthy, both as valuable investigations into the context of the Gospel 
and as responsible pastoral responses to the greatest tragedy in modern 
history.3 

At the same time, this focus on John and Judaism has arguably drawn 
attention away from the prominent role played by the Roman author
ities in John's Passion Narrative.4 The Fourth Gospel, throughout its 

2 S o m e o f the m o s t r e c e n t t r e a t m e n t s o f the t o p i c inc lude C r o s s a n , Who Killed Jesus?; 
C u l p e p p e r , " T h e G o s p e l o f J o h n a s a T h r e a t t o J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n R e l a t i o n s , " in Over
coming Fear between Jews and Christians ( ed . J a m e s H . C h a r l e s w o r t h ; N e w Y o r k : 
C r o s s r o a d , 1993) 21-43; W . D . D a vies , Christian Engagements with Judaism ( H a r r i s b u r g , 
PA: Tr in i ty I n t e r n a t i o n a l Pres s , 1999), esp . 199-210; R o b e r t K y s a r , "Ant i -Semi t i sm a n d t h e 
G o s p e l o f J o h n , " in Anti-Semitism and Early Christianity: Issues of Polemic and Faith 
( ed . C r a i g A . E v a n s a n d D o n a l d A . H a g n e r ; M i n n e a p o l i s : F o r t r e s s , 1999) 113-27; J o h n 
M c H u g h , " T n H i m w a s Life': J o h n ' s G o s p e l a n d the P a r t i n g o f the W a y s , " in Jews and 
Christians: The Parting of the Ways. The Second "Durham-Tubingen Symposium on 
Judaism and Early Christianity, Durham, September 1989 (ed. J a m e s D . G . D u n n ; G r a n d 
R a p i d s : E e r d m a n s , 1999) 123-58. 

3 H o w e v e r e n c o u r a g i n g this n e c e s s a r y r e e x a m i n a t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n a t t i t u d e s m a y be , 
B r o w n (Community, 69), a l eader in this e c u m e n i c a l e f fort , po in t s o u t t h a t t h e p r o b l e m 
fac ing c o n t e m p o r a r y C h r i s t i a n s a n d J e w s u l t i m a t e l y d e m a n d s t h a t a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
t h e h i s t o r i c a l conf l ic t b e t w e e n t h e t w o re l ig ions m u s t c o m e f r o m b o t h par t i e s : 

W e c a n o n l y be g r a t e f u l t h a t in t h e m i d - t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , p a r t l y o u t o f 
revu l s ion for t h e h o l o c a u s t , t h e s i tua t ion h a s c h a n g e d ; a n d a s incere ef fort 
a t u n d e r s t a n d i n g is be ing m a d e o n b o t h sides. H o w e v e r , I h a v e a n u n e a s y 
feeling t h a t t h e bas i c J o h a n n i n e difficulty still faces us . T o J e w s d i s t u r b e d by 
C h r i s t i a n a t t e m p t s t o c o n v e r t t h e m , t h e C h r i s t i a n q u e s t i o n c o m e s b a c k , 
w h i c h m a y be p h r a s e d in t h e w o r d s o f J o h n 9:22: W h y h a v e t h e y a g r e e d t h a t 
a n y o n e w h o a c k n o w l e d g e s J e s u s a s M e s s i a h c a n n o l o n g e r be p a r t o f t h e 
s y n a g o g u e ? C h r i s t i a n s h a v e c e d e d t o t h a t dec i s ion by c o n v e r t i n g J e w s away 
from t h e s y n a g o g u e . B o t h p a r t i e s , t o d a y a s t h e n , n e e d t o w r e s t l e w i t h t h e 
q u e s t i o n o f be l ieving in J e s u s a n d r e m a i n i n g a p r a c t i c i n g J e w — a dec i s i on 
t h a t u l t imate ly reflects u p o n t h e c o m p a t i b i l i t y o f C h r i s t i a n i t y a n d J u d a i s m . 

4 T h e p r o b l e m w i t h s tudies o f t h e P a s s i o n N a r r a t i v e h a s n o t been d e n i a l — o n e c o u l d 
h a r d l y d e n y t h e o b v i o u s c a r e g iven t o J o h n ' s p o r t r a i t o f P i la te , for i n s t a n c e — s o m u c h as 
a refusal t o let the fac t s o f the t e x t s p e a k in a R o m a n v o i c e in a d d i t i o n t o a J e w i s h o n e . 
R e n s b e r g e r {Johannine Faith, 87-88) c a p t u r e s the p r o b l e m well: 

T h e c e n t r a l i t y o f po l i t i ca l issues in t h e J o h a n n i n e tr ia l n a r r a t i v e h a s in f a c t 
o f ten been n o t e d . Usual ly , h o w e v e r , J o h n ' s in teres t in these issues is seen a s 
a p o l o g e t i c , like t h a t o f t h e o t h e r evange l i s t s a n d t h e e a r l y c h u r c h genera l ly : 
he w i s h e d t o re l ieve the R o m a n s o f respons ib i l i ty for t h e d e a t h o f J e s u s a n d 
t o a s s u r e t h e m t h a t despi te a p p e a r a n c e s t o t h e c o n t r a r y , ne i ther J e s u s n o r 
the c h u r c h w a s a pol i t ica l t h r e a t t o t h e E m p i r e . E x c e p t i o n s t o this h a v e been 
v e r y r a r e . Y e t c e r t a i n f e a t u r e s o f J o h n ' s p r e s e n t a t i o n invi te t h e q u e s t i o n 
w h e t h e r his a t t i t u d e t o w a r d s R o m e is rea l ly a s c o n c i l i a t o r y a s L u k e ' s , for 
i n s t a n c e , is o f ten sa id t o h a v e been . 
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account of Christ's final ordeal, places an importance on the Roman 
characters that they enjoy nowhere else in the gospels. For instance, in 
John 18:3 Judas brings with him not a crowd (ox^oq: Matt 26:47 II Mark 
14:43 II Luke 22:47) but a "band of soldiers" (cTteipa), which John 
Dominic Crossan correctly points out "is the technical terminology for 
a cohort, for a unit of six hundred troops. It is, in other words, the com
plete body of Roman troops permanently garrisoned in Jerusalem."5 

Likewise, while the Synoptic Gospels all recount Jesus' trial before the 
Sanhedrin prior to being handed over to Pilate (Matt 26:57-68 II Mark 
14:53-65 II Luke 22:54-71) , John (18:13-24) limits this episode to a simple 
interrogation by the high priest Annas: "He has the twin trials from 
Mark but has changed them so that the Jewish one is much less empha
sized and, correspondingly, the Roman one is much more important."6 

And only in John (19:31-37) does the Roman soldier pierce Jesus' side 
"that scripture might be fulfilled." Whether John intentionally departed 
from the Synoptic traditions in these passages or if he even knew of 
them at all has been the subject of much debate in the last century and 
cannot be settled here.7 In any event, Crossan correctly observes that 

5 C r o s s a n , Who Killed Jesus? 80-81. F o r a d d i t i o n a l deta i l s o n t h e R o m a n g a r r i s o n s 
s t a t i o n e d in J u d e a , w h i c h s u p p o r t t h e bas i c a c c u r a c y o f C r o s s a n ' s n o t e , see S m a l l w o o d , 
Jews under Roman Rule, 145-49. T h e m e a n i n g here in J o h n is a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y c o l l o q u i a l 
r a t h e r t h a n t e c h n i c a l , i.e., J u d a s b r o u g h t a n " a r m y " o f so ldiers w i t h h i m in t h e l ooser 
sense o f " b a n d . " Br ing ing t h e full R o m a n g a r r i s o n o f s ix h u n d r e d t r o o p s t o a r r e s t o n e 
m a n c o u l d h a r d l y h a v e been w i t h i n J u d a s ' p o w e r — t h o u g h s u c h a n e x a g g e r a t e d c l a i m 
w o u l d be in keep ing w i t h J o h n ' s e x a l t e d p o r t r a i t o f C h r i s t . 

H o w e v e r , t h e bas i c h i s tor i c i ty o f J o h n ' s a c c o u n t o f t h e a r r e s t is v e r y s u s p e c t . E r n s t 
B a m m e l ( " T h e T r i a l be fore P i l a t e , " in Jesus and the Politics of His Day [ed. i d e m a n d 
C . F. D . M o u l e ; C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Un ivers i ty P r e s s , 1984] 415-51, h e r e 440) p o i n t s 
o u t t h a t the tr ia l be fore Pi late in J o h n s e e m s t o ind ica te t h a t Pi late w a s u n a w a r e o f J e s u s ' 
a r r e s t p r i o r t o his being b r o u g h t t o h i m , a n d "the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h e scene [ o f J e s u s a n d 
Pi late ] rece ives in J o h n 18:36 p o i n t s a g a i n s t R o m a n p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the a r r e s t . " 

6 C r o s s a n , Who Killed Jesus? 114. 
7 C r o s s a n ( ibid. , 22) a s s u m e s t h r o u g h o u t his s t u d y o f t h e five ear l i e s t P a s s i o n N a r r a 

t ives (he inc ludes t h e Gospel of Peter in th is c a t e g o r y ) t h a t J o h n is d e p e n d e n t u p o n 
M a r k ' s gospe l for his m a t e r i a l , if n o t for " the m i r a c l e s a n d say ings o f J e s u s . " Since m y 
c o n c e r n is n o t w i t h the s o u r c e s u n d e r l y i n g t h e G o s p e l b u t r a t h e r w i t h its r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 
a n d r e s o n a n c e w i t h the A u g u s t a n I d e o l o g y (see C h a p t e r F o u r a b o v e ) , the q u e s t i o n o f 
w h e t h e r a n d h o w J o h n r e d a c t e d M a r k is o f less i m p o r t a n c e for t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y t h a n 
the p o r t r a i t o f R o m a n p o w e r t h a t resu l ted f r o m the final r e d a c t i o n . 

T h e c lass ic s t a t e m e n t o f t h e F o u r t h Gospel ' s independence o f t h e S y n o p t i c s w a s given 
by G a r d n e r - S m i t h , Saint John and the Synoptic Gospels, a n d it f o u n d w i d e s p r e a d a c c e p t 
a n c e t h r o u g h o u t t h e midd le p a r t o f t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . R a y m o n d E . B r o w n (Intro-
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duction to the New Testament [ A B R L ; N e w Y o r k : D o u b l e d a y , 1998] 98), w h o a l so re jec t s 
J o h a n n i n e d e p e n d e n c e , includes C u l l m a n n , K a s e m a n n , K y s a r , M a r t y n , M o r r i s , S a n d e r s , 
a n d S c h n a c k e n b u r g a m o n g t h o s e w h o h a v e a c c e p t e d G a r d n e r - S m i t h ' s a r g u m e n t s . B y the 
ear ly 1970s, on ly a smal l m i n o r i t y o f s c h o l a r s , m o s t n o t a b l y B a r r e t t a n d K u m m e l , c o n 
t inued t o defend the thesis t h a t J o h n relied o n t h e G o s p e l o f M a r k a s a s o u r c e . H o w e v e r , 
u n d e r t h e l eadersh ip o f F r a n s N e i r y n c k , t h e " L o u v a i n S c h o o l " h a s rev ived the d e b a t e 
a n d has u n d e r m i n e d this ear l i er c o n s e n s u s . See N e i r y n c k , Jean et les synoptiques: Exa-
men critique de Vexegese de M.-E. Boismard ( B E T L 49; L o u v a i n : L e u v e n U n i v e r s i t y 
Press , 1992). F u r t h e r m o r e , a m i x e d pos i t i on w h e r e b y J o h n is i n d e p e n d e n t o f the S y n o p 
t ic G o s p e l s in his s o u r c e s b u t s h o w s t h e inf luence o f L u k e in his r e d a c t i o n h a s b e e n 
a d v a n c e d by D a u e r , Johannes und Lukas, a n d H e e k e r e n s , Zeichen-Quelle. F o r a full dis
cuss ion a n d b i b l i o g r a p h y o f the c o u r s e o f this l o n g d e b a t e , see S m i t h , John Among the 
Gospels. A c o n v e n i e n t s u m m a r y c a n be f o u n d in B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, x x x v - x x x v i i . 

8 T h e s o u r c e - c r i t i c a l a s s u m p t i o n s t h a t g o v e r n this c h a p t e r h a v e b e e n d i s c u s s e d in 
C h a p t e r F o u r . A n o t h e r i m p o r t a n t issue t h a t c a n n o t be a d d r e s s e d a t l ength here invo lves 
the h i s t o r i c i t y o f J o h n ' s P a s s i o n N a r r a t i v e . T h e s p e c t r u m o f s c h o l a r l y o p i n i o n o n this 
m a t t e r v a r i e s great ly . C r o s s a n (Who Killed Jesus? 1), c o m p a r i n g his a p p r o a c h t o t h a t o f 
R a y m o n d E . B r o w n (The Death of the Messiah from Gethsemane to the Grave: A Com
mentary on the Passion Narratives of the Four Gospels [2 vols . ; A B R L ; N e w Y o r k : D o u 
bleday , 1994]), c o m m e n t s : " B a s i c a l l y t h e issue is w h e t h e r t h e p a s s i o n a c c o u n t s a r e 
p r o p h e c y h i s tor ic ized o r h i s tory r e m e m b e r e d . . . . R a y B r o w n is 80 p e r c e n t in t h e d i r e c 
t ion o f h i s t o r y r e m e m b e r e d . I 'm 80 p e r c e n t in t h e o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n . " T h e s o l u t i o n t o 
this q u e s t i o n d o e s n o t ser iously af fect the c o n c l u s i o n s h e r e . F o r d i scuss ions o f t h e issues 
involved , see , e.g. , B a r r e t t , St. John, 134-44; B r o w n , Death, 1. 4-35; C r o s s a n , Who Killed 
Jesus? 1-12; D o d d , Historical Tradition, e sp . 21-151; R o b e r t T. F o r t n a , " A p r e - J o h a n n i n e 
Pass ion N a r r a t i v e as His tor ica l Source : R e c o n s t r u c t e d T e x t a n d Cr i t ique ," in Forschungen 
und Fortschritte 1 (1998) 71-94; L i n d a r s , John, 54-56. 

the account of Jesus' trial and death the Fourth Gospel places a special 
importance on Pilate and the Roman authorities. 

In this chapter, I will look at some passages in the Fourth Gospel's 
account of Jesus' trial that suggest not only or even primarily an anti-
Jewish polemic, but also an anti-Roman one. Given the wealth of stud
ies on almost every aspect of Johannine Passion Narrative, my 
discussion of John 18 and 19 will be highly selective in the elements sin
gled out for study, including the source-critical and historical questions 
surrounding these chapters.8 Clearly, the line-by-line analysis devoted 
to 1:1-18 in the last chapter is not possible here. However, unlike the Pro
logue, the anti-Roman themes in the Passion Narrative are close to the 
surface of the text, and require less textual excavation. 

Accordingly, this chapter will focus on three key passages that show 
John's fundamental oppositions between Christ and Caesar, and 
between the Johannine Christians and their Roman persecutors: (1) 
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Jesus' claim to Pilate, "My kingship is not of this world" (18:36); (2) the 
threat made to Pilate by the crowd, "If you release this man, you are 
not Caesar's friend" (19:12); and (3) the response of the chief priests to 
Pilate, "We have no king but Caesar" (i9:i5). 9 These verses challenge the 
Augustan Ideology by posing a choice between God and Caesar. Taken 
together, these passages serve as a climax to the polemic against the 
Augustan Ideology, which develops in Fourth Gospel from the Prologue 
onwards. 

"My kingship is not of this world" (18:36) 

The setting of this saying is manifestly political: Jesus has been 
brought by the chief priests before Pilate, the Roman Prefect of Judea, 
on the charge of making himself a king ((JaoiXeiiq). The priests explain 
that "it is not lawful" for them to put him death. Asked by Pilate what 
he has done to deserve this, "Jesus answered, 'My kingship is not of this 
world; if my kingship were of this world, my servants would fight, that 
I might not be handed over to the Jews; but my kingship is not from this 
world'" (18:36). 1 0 A. E. Harvey provides a typical interpretation of this 
passage: "Jesus is described as firmly declining the offer of such [earthly] 
authority, and although the title, 'King of Israel'. . . was of course true 
in a sense, the dialogue between Jesus and Pilate is carefully designed 
to show that it was not the sort of kingship which conferred secular 
authority."11 Harvey's interpretation appears to be confirmed by the 
next verse: "Pilate said to him, 'So you are a king?' Jesus answered, 'You 
say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the 
world, to bear witness to the truth. Everyone who is of the truth hears 

9 T h i s se lec t ion o f p a s s a g e s is b a s e d o n m y sense o f w h i c h o n e s r e s o n a t e m o s t c l ear ly 
w i t h t h e A u g u s t a n Ideology . I h a v e n o t d i scussed 19:11 ( " Y o u w o u l d h a v e n o p o w e r o v e r 
m e unless it h a d been g iven y o u f r o m a b o v e " ) s e p a r a t e l y s ince t h e ro l e o f t h e w o r d e £ -
ovcia h a s a l r e a d y been t r e a t e d a t length in C h a p t e r T h r e e . O t h e r p a s s a g e s , inc luding the 
p o s t i n g o f the sign " K i n g o f the J e w s " u p o n the c r o s s by Pi late (19:19-22), c o u l d a l so be 
used , t h o u g h t o lesser effect , in m a k i n g t h e s a m e p o i n t s . 

1 0 drceKpiOn ' I ^ G O I ) ^ r\ p a a i t e i a fj euf] OVK e o n v E K XOV Koauoi) x o v x o v e i £K xov Koa-
\iov xovxov r\v fj p a o i t e i a f| eufj, o i i m i p e x a i o i e u o i frycovi^ovxo dv i v a ufi j rapa8o6c5 xoiq 
Io \ )8a io i c / vOv 8 e fj p a a i t e i a r\ e\ir\ OVK e a n v £vx£ \ )0£v . 

1 1 H a r v e y , Jesus on Trial: A Study in the Fourth Gospel ( A t l a n t a : J o h n K n o x , 1976) 
88. 
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1 2 eiTtev o\)v a\)xd) 6 FIiAdxoc/ OUKOUV paaite-uc, e i oi>; drceKpiBri 6 ' Incouc/ a u Xeyeiq 
6x1 PaciXevq ei |Lii. eycb e ^ xowo y e y e v v n u a i Kai eiq xouxo £Xf\kvQa eiq xov KOOUOV, 'iva 
uo:pxvpr|G(o xfj dAjiOeia- nac, 6 cov £ K xfjc, dA,r|0£ia<; dKofei uoi) xfjc, ĉovfjc,. 

1 3 F r a n c i s J . M o l o n e y , " J o h a n n i n e T h e o l o g y , " NJBC, 1417-26, here 1421. T h e or ig in o f 
this d u a l i s m h a s been t h e subjec t o f m u c h d e b a t e . M o l o n e y in terpre t s it a s a J o h a n n i n e 
r e s p o n s e t o " a f o r m o f d u a l i s m [ tha t ] w a s p a r t o f first-century J u d a i s m , s t eeped in ideas 
o f a sovere ign L o r d o f c r e a t i o n a n d a w o r l d t r a p p e d by forces o p p o s e d t o the divine w a y 
on ly t o be finally o v e r c o m e by the M e s s i a n i c a p p e a r a n c e " ( ib id . ) . B u l t m a n n (John, 27), 
o n the o t h e r h a n d , a s s o c i a t e s it w i t h t h e L o g o s - t h e o l o g y o f t h e P r o l o g u e , w h i c h ult i 
m a t e l y h a s a " p r e - g n o s t i c or ig in; t h a t is t o say, t h a t t h e r e w a s or ig ina l ly a c o s m o g o n y , 
w i t h o u t a n e s c h a t o l o g y c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o it , u n r e l a t e d t o t h e idea o f s o t e r i o l o g y , a n d 
des igned m e r e l y t o e x p l a i n the p e r m a n e n c e a n d s t r u c t u r e o f the w o r l d . " T h e r e p e t i t i o n 
in these a l t e r n a t i v e s o f t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l - G n o s t i c / J e w i s h d i c h o t o m y w h i c h h a s d o m i 
n a t e d J o h a n n i n e s tudies in the last c e n t u r y is o b v i o u s . 

1 4 T h e a t t e m p t t o e s c a p e f r o m t h e press ing po l i t i ca l c h a l l e n g e o f t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l 
t h r o u g h o n e o r a n o t h e r vers ion o f d u a l i s m w a s r e c o g n i z e d long before the t w e n t i e t h c e n 
tury , a n d t h e d i f ferent s o l u t i o n s w e r e m a p p e d o u t re la t ive ly e a r l y in t h e life o f t h e 
C h u r c h . D a v i d Hill ( " ' M y K i n g d o m is n o t o f this w o r l d ' [ J o h n 18:36]: Conf l i c t a n d C h r i s 
t ian E x i s t e n c e in the w o r l d a c c o r d i n g t o the F o u r t h G o s p e l , " IBS 9 [1987] 54-62, h e r e 54) 
laid o u t the p r o b l e m : 

D o w e , w i t h t h e g r a n d s o n s o f J u d e , t h e " b r o t h e r " o f the L o r d , i n t e r p r e t this 
[verse] in a "spir i tual i s t" s e n s e — t h a t is, t h a t J e s u s ' k ingship is p u r e l y h e a v 
enly a n d h a s n o t h i n g t o d o w i t h this w o r l d : "It is n o t w o r l d l y o r o n e a r t h , 

my voice'" ( 1 8 : 3 7 ) . 1 2 18:36-37 apparently supports a "dualist" under
standing of Jesus' and Caesar's kingships, each one with his own proper 
sphere of authority (in heaven and on earth, respectively). Neither over
laps with the other nor—theoretically, at least—should it come into con
flict with the other. 

This interpretation of Jesus' kingship fits nicely with the emphasis 
accepted by many scholars on what has been called the "cosmic dual
ism" unique to the Fourth Gospel, characterized by the contrasts 
between "light and darkness (1:5), above and below (8:23), spirit and flesh 
(3:6), life and death (3:36), truth and falsehood (8:44-45), heaven and earth 
(3:31), God and Satan ( 13 :27 ) . " 1 3 These two realms, supposedly locked in 
conflict with one another, are divided by what Luke calls "a great 
chasm" (Luke 16:26) that only the incarnate Logos can span. In this inter
pretation, the chasm is not filled but only bridged so that those who 
believe in Christ can cross over it. Accordingly, Jesus becomes incarnate 
not to assume power in "the world" but to allow his followers to escape 
from it, leaving the power structure proper to it untouched.14 

This dualistic reading of John's Gospel also has a strong apologetic 
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element, since it would allow Johannine Christians to present them
selves not as rivals to or enemies of Roman power but rather as citizens 
of both worlds. It thereby avoids any theological basis for conflict with 
the secular authorities: 

The trial before Pilate also contains a two-fold apologetic interest. 
The charges against Jesus were not genuinely political: they were 
calumnies used to manipulate Pilate. John wants his reader to 
know (a) that Jesus was put to death not because he was a politi
cal revolutionary, but because, being sent by the Father, he wit
nessed to the truth that "the world" cannot bear; and (b) that the 
Roman empire consequently has no good ground for persecuting 
Christians.15 

Similar dualistic understandings of Jesus' kingship can be found else
where in the NT, especially in Paul and Luke.1 6 However, attribution of 
these attitudes to John is untenable.17 David Hill observes: "We accept 

b u t h e a v e n l y a n d ange l i c , a n d will be es tab l i shed a t the e n d o f the w o r l d " 
( E u s . , Hist. 20.4). O r d o w e , in l ight o f J o h n 17:11 ,16 , a c c e p t August ine ' s dis
t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n k ingship t h a t is in the w o r l d b u t n o t of it: " H i s k i n g d o m 
is h e r e till the e n d o f t i m e . . . . b u t it d o e s b e l o n g h e r e b e c a u s e it is o n l y in 
t h e w o r l d as a p i l g r i m " (Tract. Ev. Jo. 115.2). 

1 5 Ib id . , 57. W h i l e they d o m e s h t o g e t h e r nicely, t h e q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r J o h n c o n t a i n s 
a n a p o l o g e t i c for R o m a n C h r i s t i a n s o r n o t is d is t inct f r o m w h e t h e r he o f fered a dual i s 
t ic po l i t i ca l theo logy . T h u s , Hi l l c a n a c c e p t t h e f o r m e r whi l e re jec t ing t h e la t t er ( t h o u g h 
a t t i m e s he a p p e a r s incons i s t en t o n this p o i n t ) . 

1 6 L i n d a r s (John, 536) o f fers a t y p i c a l e x a m p l e o f th is a p o l o g e t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 
J o h n ' s P a s s i o n N a r r a t i v e , c o n n e c t i n g it w i t h the m o r e g e n e r a l po l i t i ca l s i tua t ion o f first-
c e n t u r y C h r i s t i a n s : 

E v e n be fore M a r k ' s n a r r a t i v e w a s w r i t t e n the t e n d e n c y h a d b e g u n o f shift
ing the b l a m e for the cruc i f i x ion a w a y f r o m Pi late a n d o n t o t h e J e w s . J o h n ' s 
h ighly d r a m a t i c h a n d l i n g o f the tr ia l be fore P i la te s h o w s a definite a d v a n c e 
in this d i r e c t i o n in c o m p a r i s o n w i t h M a r k . T h e r e a s o n for this is n o t a n t i -
S e m i t i s m , b u t t h e p r a c t i c a l need for C h r i s t i a n s t o be o n g o o d t e r m s w i t h t h e 
R o m a n s , in o r d e r t o be a l l o w e d t o p r a c t i s e their rel igion u n h i n d e r e d . It m u s t 
be s h o w n t h a t J e s u s w a s n o t rea l ly he ld t o be gui l ty o f s ed i t ion by P i l a t e , 
e v e n t h o u g h he c o n d e m n e d h i m t o d e a t h . 

1 7 C o m p a r i n g t h e L u k a n a n d J o h a n n i n e P a s s i o n N a r r a t i v e s , W e n g s t (Pax Romana, 
209 n. 27) po in t s o u t : " L u k e h a d t o pass o v e r the s imi lar r e p o r t in M a r k s imply b e c a u s e 
he d o e s n o t h a v e J e s u s c o n d e m n e d be fore P i la te , a n d f logging a n d m o c k e r y fo l lowed the 
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as fact that the NT evinces doctrinal pluralism. If this is so for such fun
damental issues as Christology, it will be true, a fortiori, for the ques
tion of the Christian's attitude to the state and political involvement in 
general."18 Such pluralism seems especially likely, given the anti-impe
rial motifs in the Prologue and the christological language of the Fourth 
Gospel discussed in the preceding chapter. Thus, David Rensberger 
rightly rejects an apologetic reading of John: "If it is correct to suppose 
that the general inclination of early Christianity, including the Synoptic 
gospels, is toward an apologetic aimed at improving relations with the 
Roman government, then John at least does not share in that inclina
tion, and we shall be justified in reading the rest of his trial narrative 
without necessarily expecting to find it there."1 9 

More recently, a few scholars have tried to translate this "cosmic" 
dualism into more explicitly moral or political terms. As a result, they 
read John as a first-century political theorist of non-violence, and the 
Fourth Gospel as a manifesto for passive resistance in the face of the 
powers of the world. For example, Richard J . Cassidy offers a libera-
tionist account of 18:36-37 that distinguishes the rule of force by Rome 
and the peaceable kingdom of Jesus: "Jesus, then, does not seek to sup
plant Roman rule in Judea through force of arms. . . . Jesus' kingdom 
is a kingdom that has to do with truth and his kingly role has to do with 
bearing witness to the truth."2 0 Rensberger adopts a similar reading: 
"Jesus' kingship will necessarily come into conflict with the kingdoms 
of this world, but precisely because it is 'not of this world,' the conflict 
is not carried out on the world's terms. Jesus' followers do not fight, 
and his enthronement is on the cross. The sovereignty that Jesus asserts 
against Caesar is that of Israel's God, but precisely as God's sovereignty 
and not the world's it is not won by violence."21 

Sjef van Tilborg, who shows little interest in liberationist readings of 
John, likewise interprets 18:36 in this manner: "Jesus defends a point of 

j u d g m e n t ; he c o u l d n o t a n d did n o t w a n t t o a t t r i b u t e t o a R o m a n p r o c u r a t o r c y n i c a l use 
o f the p o w e r t o h a v e J e s u s f logged a n d m o c k e d be fore a j u d g m e n t in t h e w a y d e p i c t e d 
by J o h n 19:1-3." I n s t e a d , L u k e h a s P i la te r e t u r n J e s u s t o H e r o d ' s c o n t r o l t e m p o r a r i l y for 
infliction o f this p u n i s h m e n t . 

1 8 Hi l l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 54. 
1 9 R e n s b e r g e r , Johannine Faith, 91. 

2 0 Cass idy , New Perspective, 49. 
2 1 R e n s b e r g e r , Johannine Faith, 116. 
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view which is pacifist in the extreme. The absence of any means of 
power, the absence of fighting servants as demonstrated by the story of 
his capture, his open surrender, the protection of his followers, the rejec
tion of Peter's sword, they are all proof of the origin of his kingdom and 
of its content: resist the powers of the cosmos in powerlessness."22 How
ever, this pacifist reading of John is implausible given the community's 
history. Thus it seems more a projection of contemporary ethical and 
political concerns onto the text than a persuasive account of the evan
gelist's vision.23 

Underlying both the more traditional "dualist" interpretation of 
Jesus' kingdom and the liberationist concerns of Rensberger and Cas-
sidy is the assumption that the sovereignty possessed by Caesar differs 
from the sovereignty claimed by Jesus altogether, each existing in dif
ferent ontological (heavenly versus earthly) or moral (violent versus 
nonviolent) spheres and ultimately disconnected from one another. 
While attractive on a theological level, these attempts to collapse the 
political challenges to the Johannine community into a broader set of 
binary oppositions at work in the Fourth Gospel are misplaced. Indeed, 
the category "dualism" is far too broad to capture all these oppositions. 
Some of them are to be conceived in "either-or" terms: truth or false
hood, life or death, God or Satan. These polar opposites do require 
choice and allegiance of believers. Yet, as John Ashton points out, John's 
use of the terms KOGJJXX; and oupavoc; cannot be divided so readily: "We 
must conclude that without further specification the contrast between 
heaven and earth or above and below is not, properly speaking, dual-
istic at all. The gap between heaven and earth is constantly being 
bridged, sometimes by theophanies, sometimes by angelic or human 
messengers, prophets, conceived as sent directly from the heavenly 
court." 2 4 Rather than an "either-or" proposition, heaven and earth 
formed a "both-and" category for Johannine Christians, since both had 
their origin in the creative activity of the Logos. Accordingly, the 

2 2 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 169. 
2 3 C a s s i d y (New Perspective, 48) c o r r e c t l y p o i n t s o u t t h a t J e s u s ' o r d e r d u r i n g his 

a r r e s t t h a t his disciples n o t res ist " e m p h a s i z e d t h a t he h imse l f w a s c o n s c i o u s l y c h o o s i n g 
t o d r i n k f r o m the c u p w h i c h the F a t h e r h a d g iven h i m (18:11)." N o e th ic o f n o n - v i o l e n c e 
is e x p r e s s e d o r impl ied here . A t t h e s a m e t i m e , o f c o u r s e , J o h n d o e s n o t p r o m o t e v io lent 
res i s tence t o R o m e . R a t h e r , t h e v io l en t /non-v io l en t issue is n o t ra i s ed by h i m a t all . 

2 4 A s h t o n , Understanding, 207. 
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"either-or" decision demanded is not between heaven and earth or vio
lence and non-violence but between Christ and Caesar. 

Moreover, any "dualistic" interpretation of 18:36, ontological, liber
ationism or otherwise, does not address the fact that Jesus nowhere in 
the Gospel denies being a king. It is true that in 6:15, Jesus, "perceiving 
then that they were about to come and take him by force to make him 
a king fiva 7coif|acoaiv (JaoiAea)," withdraws from the crowd of five 
thousand that he has fed, but this seems to represent a different matter. 
The issue in this case involves Jesus being made a king then and by the 
people, an ill-fitting notion in light of the divine qualities ascribed to 
him in the Prologue. Wayne Meeks draws a connection between these 
two verses: 

The phrase o\)K . . . 8 K XOV K6CJJ.O\) TOUTOU must be understood first 
of all as a genitive of origin. Jesus' kingship does not derive from 
the world, but from God. . . . The origin of Jesus' kingship corre
sponds to his own origin. Since it does not originate in the world, 
it is not established by worldly power (18:36b), but only by the 
power of God. From those who seek to make Jesus king by force 
(dprcd^eiv) he flees (6:i5). 2 5 

Jesus' rejection of kingship here is a rejection of any kingship bestowed 
by human beings or secular authorities. It is not a rejection of kingship 
per se. Ignace de La Potterie expresses the distinction in these terms: 
"The kingship of Christ does not depend on the powers of this world 
and is not inspired by them. It is sovereignty in this world, but it is 
established in a different way from earthly power and draws its inspi
ration from another source."26 

This approach seems to be confirmed by Jesus' response to Pilate in 
19:11: "You would have no power over me unless it was given you from 
above." Heinrich Schlier observes: "The testimony that Jesus . . . gives 
thus does not deny that he, Jesus, has a sovereign domain in this world. 
It also says, however, that this realm does not have its roots in this 

2 5 M e e k s , Prophet-King, 63-64. N A 2 7 a d o p t s the r e a d i n g dvexcopnaev ( " w i t h d r e w " ) 
r a t h e r t h a n (jjevyei ("fled"). M e e k s ' c o n c e r n lies w i th M o s e s t r a d i t i o n s r a t h e r t h a n t h e 
R o m a n c o n t e x t o f the F o u r t h G o s p e l . 

2 6 L a P o t t e r i e , The Hour of Jesus: The Passion and Resurrection of Jesus According 
to John ( t r a n s . D o m G r e g o r y M u r r a y ; N e w Y o r k : A l b a H o u s e , 1989) 68. 
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world. Thereby, however, it sets before the world a sovereignty that fun
damentally surpasses every other. . . . Jesus' kingdom shows that it is 
not bound to the world in that he, its king, gives himself over volun
tarily into its hands."27 The importance of 19:11 for understanding 18:36, 
indeed, for understanding John's attitude toward the state in general, 
has been interpreted variously. Hill summarizes the situation: "[Rudolf] 
Bultmann and Heinrich Schlier find here the truth that all civil power 
ultimately derives from God and have built thereon a finished theory of 
the rights and duties of citizens and state. Others like H. von Campen-
hausen and Ernst Haenchen believe that the text tells us little about the 
nature of the political order."28 It is doubtful that the evangelist had a 
fully developed theory of what moderns call church-state relations, or 
that a satisfactory theory could be built on the basis of the Fourth 
Gospel alone, or even the entire NT. John was certainly not a theocrat 
in either the medieval or the modern sense. However, seen in light of the 
Roman context of the Gospel and the physical and theological threats 
the Augustan Ideology posed to the Johannine community, the political 
importance of these verses is quite evident. 

Particularly relevant to this point is Jesus' response to Pilate in 18:36: 
"My kingship is not of this world; if my kingship were of this world, 
my servants would fight, that I might not be handed over to the Jews; 
but my kingship is not from this world." These words are not to be 
taken as implying an ontological or moral dualism between the reigns 
of Caesar and Jesus. Rather, in light of the Logos-theology of the Pro
logue and the reactions against the Augustan Ideology found in the lan
guage of the Gospel, Jesus should be understood as making a very 
different claim: the authority or power claimed by Caesar and his rep
resentatives is imperfect and derivative, a pale shadow of the true and 
supreme power of the Father and the Son. The power claimed by Pilate 
does not belong to a different type from God's: if it were, it could not 
have been given him from above (19:11). Instead, it is a derived power, 
limited to the earthly sphere just as surely as Pilate's power from Cae
sar is limited to Judea, and a power ultimately in service to God: 

2 7 Schlier, "Jesus und P i la tus n a c h d e m J o h a n n e s e v a n g e l i u m , " in i d e m , Die Zeit der 
Kirche: Exegetische Aufsdtze und Vortrdge (4th ed . ; F r e i b u r g : H e r d e r , 1966) 56-74, h e r e 
63-64 (c i ted a n d t r a n s l a t e d in R e n s b e r g e r , Johannine Faith, 97). 

2 8 Hi l l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 54-55. 
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"Pilate's power over Jesus comes 'from above.' Jesus is not subject to 
Pilate. The reverse is true. If he allows Jesus to be crucified he does what 
is in God's plan. Through Jesus, Pilate is subject to this 'power from 
above.'" 2 9 

However, Jesus confronts his hearers with a decision, and in doing so 
he passes judgment upon the world. Rudolf Bultmann's commentary 
provides a very astute analysis of the dynamic at work in Jesus' response 
to Pilate in 18:36, albeit one which contains a residuum of the dualistic 
interpretation ("world of sin") of Jesus' kingdom that is criticized 
above: 

If [Jesus'] PaaiXeia does not enter into rivalry with political organ
isations of this world, his claim nevertheless does not allow the 
world to rest in peace, for it concerns every man, and so stirs up 
the sphere within which the state establishes its order. For the 
PaoiAeia is not an isolated sphere of pure inwardness over against 
the world, it is not a private area for the cultivation of religious 
needs, which could not come into conflict with the world. The 
word of Jesus unmasks the world as a world of sin, and challenges 
it. In order to defend itself against the word it flees to the state, and 
demands the latter put itself at its disposal. But then the state is 
torn out of its neutrality precisely in so far as its firm hold on neu
trality signifies a decision against the world.30 

Jesus' claim that his kingship is not of this world, far from absolving his 
believers from making a decision between Christ and Caesar, instead 
universalizes the decision to include all humans, Jew, Roman, and Chris
tian. Confronted by Jesus, there is no middle ground for Pilate to take. 
For, as Hill states of Jesus, "when he is king, enthroned on a Cross, he 
will draw all people to himself (12:32; 3:14^; 8:28). As truth incarnate, no 
one can remain indifferent to him: depending on whether or not they 
give ear to his voice, people will decide one way or another. Jesus' king
dom, though not of this 'world' is nevertheless in it, for here is where 
the choice must and will be made."3 1 

2 9 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 172. 
3 0 B u l t m a n n , John, 657. 
3 1 Hi l l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 57. 
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It is forgotten all too often that the Johannine community, while 
strongly sectarian in its outlook, lived within an urban setting in Asia 
Minor and likely continued to evangelize and seek out new members. 
It was no Qumran community living in the desert to await the final 
judgment, and thus avoiding most of the compromises with secular 
authorities demanded by daily interaction. Nor does John gloss over 
these conflicts by focusing on the concept of the "Kingdom of God," 
which could be interpreted eschatalogically (either in the present or the 
future), or spiritually in order to avoid confrontation with Rome. 
Rather, Hill argues, "the theme of the 'Kingdom of God,' so prominent 
in the Synoptics, has, in John, given way to the theme of 'Christ's King
ship.' Indeed, Christ's kingship—culminating in his exaltation and 
enthronement on the Cross—is a thread that binds together the entire 
Passion story."32 This decision by John to emphasize the most political 
aspect of Christ's person hardly seems accidental in the social context 
of the Johannine community. We will return to this theme in the dis
cussion of 19:15 below. 

The fundamental decision that Jesus places not only before Pilate but 
before all persons defies an easy "separation of powers" that would 
allow Johannine Christians to make their peace with Caesar while still 
following Christ. Unlike the Synoptic accounts (Matt 22:21 II Mark 12:17 
II Luke 20:25), John nowhere has Jesus tell his followers to "render unto 
Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and unto God the things that are 
God's." Had John included this logion in the Fourth Gospel, interpre
tation of 18:36 might be simpler. He did not, though, since the image of 
Caesar on every coin served as a means of propagating the Augustan 
Ideology.33 The decision confronting Jesus' listeners and John's readers 
cannot be avoided by a theological sleight-of-hand. The choice between 
Christ and Caesar remains the fundamental one for John, and it is not 
surprising that the Jewish leaders, as represented in their attack upon 
Jesus, forced Pilate to make it as well. 

At the same time, Jesus challenges Rome not as a rival to Caesar on 
the earth, nor as a ruler in heaven instead of on earth, but instead as his 

3 2 Ib id . , 55. 
3 3 F o r a d i s c u s s i o n o f th is S y n o p t i c l o g i o n a n d t h e r e l e v a n t n u m i s m a t i c h i s t o r y o f 

R o m a n c o i n a g e , see H . St J . H a r t , " T h e c o i n o f ' R e n d e r u n t o C a e s a r . . ( A n o t e o n 
s o m e a s p e c t s o f M a r k 12:13-17; M a t t 22:15-22; L u k e 20:20-26)," in Jesus and the Politics of 
His Day, 241-48. 
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superior, ruling both heaven and earth. That is the one claim never made 
for the emperor by the Augustan Ideology. The Imperial Cult guaran
teed him a place in the heavens after his death but no supreme author
ity there. The tendency to read this verse dualistically comports with the 
tendency to avoid attributing to Jesus a sort of "earthly messianism," 
the charge that the Jewish leaders made before Pilate.34 However, as the 
discussion of the title 6 ocoxfip xov KOOJIOD in Chapter Three makes clear, 
the real threat of earthly messianism came not from Jesus but from the 
emperor, who offered peace and prosperity to the entire Roman world 
in exchange for obedience and worship.35 Precisely because Jesus does 
not offer such a limited and earthly reward to his followers, he cannot 
be guilty of sedition. Pilate implicitly acknowledges as much in 19:6 
when he says mockingly to the Jews, "Take him yourselves and crucify 
him, for I find no crime in him." 

"If you release this man, you are not Caesar's friend" (19:12) 

Immediately after Jesus tells him "You would have no power over me 
unless it had been given you from above" (19:11), Pilate seeks to release 
the man whom he has judged to be innocent. Upon seeing this, "the 
Jews cried out, Tf you release this man, you are not Caesar's friend; 
everyone who makes himself a king sets himself against Caesar" 
( i9:i2) . 3 6 A touch of irony underlies this protest, since it puts on the lips 
of "the Jews" the true nature of Christ's kingship revealed in 18:36: he 
has "made himself a king" insofar as his kingship could not have come 
from this world, and this kingship does indeed set him against the 
emperor and the claims of the Augustan Ideology.37 Since Pilate does 

3 4 L a P o t t e r i e , Hour of Jesus, 67. L a P o t t e r i e a l so d r a w s para l le l s h e r e t o t h e t e m p 
t a t i o n o f J e s u s by S a t a n in L u k e 4:5-6, w h e r e t h e of fer o f e a r t h l y p o w e r is e x p l i c i t l y 
dec l ined . 

3 5 R e c a l l here Philo's r e p o r t t h a t C a l i g u l a w a s a c c l a i m e d as " the S a v i o u r a n d B e n e 
f a c t o r . . . [ w h o w o u l d ] p o u r fresh s t r e a m s o f blessings o n A s i a a n d E u r o p e " (Legat. 4.1: 
6 owcnp K a i e v e p y e x n c , . . . xivac, dyaGcov Trnydc, veac, ercouppfioeiv A o i a xe Kai Evpawrn). 

3 6 19:11-12: drc£Kpi8n avxcp 'ITIOCUC/ OIJK eixe<; e^ovoiav Kax' euov e i ufj r\v SeSouevov 
a o i dvcoGev o i 8 e ' IovSaio i e K p a v y a a a v A^yovxec; e d v xotixov anoXvai]^ oi)K e i tyiXoq 
xou K a i o a p o c ; ndq 6 p a a i ^ e a e a w o v rcoicov a v x i ^ e y e i xa> K a i a a p i . 

3 7 D u k e (Irony, 134) wr i te s : " T h e i r m e n t i o n o f t h e S o n o f G o d h a s set t h e m b a c k , so 
they r e t u r n t o the lie a b o u t J e s u s ' pol i t ical k ingsh ip—with the inadver ten t t r u t h t h a t J e s u s 
is in a w a y set a g a i n s t C a e s a r " 
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not recognize Christ's kingship in the preceding verses, he does not con
demn him on that charge. The Jewish leaders pair their demand for 
Jesus' death with what Schnackenburg calls "a scarcely veiled threat": 
unless Pilate accedes to their demands, he is not Caesar's friend.38 Any 
first-century reader of the Gospel would have recognized the serious
ness of this accusation, and its ability to force Pilate's hand. Thus, a 
closer examination of its meaning can help to illuminate the anti-Roman 
polemic running through the Passion Narrative. 

Despite the Jewish background of the Johannine community and its 
Gospel, the expression "friend of Caesar" clearly connotes a Roman 
context rather than an OT background. The formula "friend of V " 
(tyiXoq xov V ) used as a title has little currency in the LXX. For exam
ple, i Chr 27:33 refers to Hushai the Archite as "the king's friend," and 
in 1 Mace 15:32 Athenobius is called "the friend of the king." Prov 25:1 
mentions "the friends [RSV: men] of Hezekiah." Dan 3:27 speaks of "the 
king's friends [RSV: counselors]." In a slightly different form, 1 Mace 
14:40 speaks of the Jews as "friends and allies and brethren" of the 
Romans, which most closely approaches the meaning of John 19:12 (but 
in the context of the Roman Republic rather than Augustus' empire). 
None of these scattered appearances, with the possible exception of Dan 
3:27, suggests a titular usage of the expression. In the NT, the formula 
is rare. Luke 7:34 (II Matt 11:19) calls Jesus "a friend of tax collectors and 
sinners" (hardly an honorific). James 4:4 does identify a "friend of the 
world" with an "enemy of God," and calls Abraham a "friend of God" 
(tyiXoq 0eou) in 2:23. However, the precise Johannine expression tyiXoq 
xov Kaiaapoq has no parallel in Scripture. 

tyiXoq xov Kaiaapoq did, however, possess a definite meaning and 
importance within Roman society.39 The title oi PaaiA^coq tyiXoi was 
strongly rooted in the political culture of Asia Minor prior to the 
Roman conquest. Cuss notes that "with various shades of meaning [it] 
is strongly attested during the Hellenistic period under the Seleucids and 
Lagids," and that, "under Augustus, this title of friend, 'amicus 
August^ was adopted for imperial usage."40 The Latin equivalents, ami-

3 8 S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 3. 262. 
3 9 I a m i n d e b t e d t o C u s s (Imperial Cult, 44-49) for m u c h o f t h e m a t e r i a l in this p a r a 

g r a p h . See a l s o B a m m e l l , "Phi los t o u K a i s a r o s , " T L Z 7 7 (1952) 205-10. 
4 0 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 45-46. 
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cus Augusti or amicus Caesaris, were applied further, to include mem
bers of the imperial family.41 The title was probably honorific rather 
than official, although the difference here is less sharp than is commonly 
supposed. Cuss writes: "Suetonius makes reference to the 'friends' of 
the emperors, and together with those references of Tacitus and Dio 
each emperor had his following of friends. This practice was adapted 
to suit the special needs of the empire, and various changes crept in to 
the position of 'friends,' which were not part of the Hellenistic practice, 
such as the receiving of official or semi-official functions."42 As an hon
orific title, its importance grew throughout the first century to indicate 
that "the friends of the emperors enjoyed a particular intimacy with 
them, and that the title of 'friend' was conferred on a man for reasons 
of imperial gratitude, such as the reward for loyalty."43 

This title was employed frequently in Judea under Roman rule to 
secure the position of the Herodian dynasty by connecting it with the 
authority of the emperor and the benefits brought to the new empire by 
his rule: 

With the return of peace and stability to the empire after Actium, 
Herod was at last externally secure: the threat from Cleopatra had 
been removed, the problem of a choice of loyalty between rival 
Roman warlords had been resolved, and his position had been con
firmed by the undisputed master of the Roman world. The two 
things now required of him by Rome were efficiency in his inter
nal administration and loyalty to Octavian, who trusted him polit
ically and liked him personally. The next two decades were years 
of material prosperity and imperial favour for the king who styled 
himself "Friend of Rome" and "Friend of Caesar."44 

This pattern of establishing authority within Judea by openly allying 
oneself with the emperor continued under his successors, including 

4 1 H e n c e T a c i t u s (Ann. 1.27) c o u l d use t h e e x p r e s s i o n amicorumve Caesaris in refer
e n c e t o t h e fr iends o f D r u s u s , the s o n o f T i b e r i u s . 

4 2 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 46-47. See a l so B a r r e t t , St. John, 543. Cf . t h e a r g u m e n t o f Sher-
w i n - W h i t e (Roman Society, 47): "Its c o n n o t a t i o n , or ig ina l ly po l i t i ca l r a t h e r t h a n per
sona l in R e p u b l i c a n u s a g e , b e c o m e s m a r k e d l y official in imper ia l d o c u m e n t s , w i t h the 
sugges t ion t h a t so a n d s o is t h e official r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f the p r i n c e p s . " 

4 3 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 49. 
4 4 S m a l l w o o d , Jews under Roman Rule, 70-71. 
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Agrippa, whom Gaius (Caligula) honored "with a formal treaty of 
alliance" and who, "until his death in 44 . . . ruled a kingdom larger 
than his grandfather's as 'Great King, Friend of Caesar and Friend of 
Rome.'" 4 5 Helen K. Bond notes also that "coins of Herod Agrippa I fre
quently read 'Philokaisar,' a designation that Philo also gives him (In 
Flaccum 4 0 ) . " 4 6 This alone reveals that the title would have been com
mon in the imperial provinces during the first century. 

Moreover, Pilate himself may have been called "friend of Caesar," 
although there is no firm evidence outside the Fourth Gospel to link this 
title to him.4 7 However, as A. N. Sherwin-White notes, "there is no his
torical improbability in the Johannine variations of this sort from the 
synoptic version [of Jesus' trial]." 4 8 Many scholars have speculated that 
Pilate received this appellation through the patronage of Sejanus.49 If 
this is the case, and depending on the date of Jesus' crucifixion, the 
charge "You are not Caesar's friend" could have put even greater pres
sure on Pilate: "If Jesus dies at Passover in 30 or 31, Sejanus was still in 
power; if he dies in 33, Sejanus had fallen."50 If his patron Sejanus had 
already been executed for treason, by association Pilate would have 
been especially vulnerable to the charge of not being Caesar's friend and 
eager to allay any fears in the emperor's mind. If not, executing a Jew
ish criminal would only have pleased Sejanus, who was by all accounts 
remarkably anti-Semitic.51 Either way, a Roman governor could scarcely 

4 5 Ib id . , 192. 
4 6 B o n d , Pontius Pilate, 190. 
4 7 Ib id . 
4 8 S h e r w i n - W h i t e , Roman Society, 47. 
4 9 W h e t h e r t h e r e is a p e r s o n a l c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n P i la te a n d Se janus h a s been t h e 

m a t t e r o f s o m e d e b a t e . C l a u d e Spicq (Agape dans le Nouveau Testament [3 vo ls . ; Par i s : 
G a b a l d a , 1958-59] 3. 239-45) a r g u e s for the c o n n e c t i o n , a pos i t ion fo l l owed by C u s s , Impe
rial Cult, 48; S c h n a c k e n b u r g , Saint John, 3. 262; T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 172. 
F o r a n o p p o s i n g view, see J e a n - P i e r r e L e m a n o n , Pilate et la gouvernement de la Judee: 
textes et monuments (Par i s : G a b a l d a , 1981) 275. B r o w n (Death, 1. 693-95) s u m m a r i z e s t h e 
issues invo lved . H i s br ie f d e s c r i p t i o n o f " L u c i u s Ael ius Se janus , a R o m a n n o b l e , [ w h o ] 
h a d g r a d u a l l y r isen in i m p o r t a n c e in t h e e m p e r o r ' s e s t i m a t i o n , e v e n t h o u g h a l r e a d y in 
the e a r l y 20s Sejanus w a s e n g a g e d in p lots w i t h a n d a g a i n s t m e m b e r s o f the imper ia l f a m 
ily" ( ibid. , 1. 693), d o e s n o t a d e q u a t e l y c a p t u r e the R a s p u t i n - l i k e c a r e e r o f this r e m a r k 
ab le a n d r e m a r k a b l y u n s c r u p u l o u s indiv idual . T h r o u g h his m a c h i n a t i o n s he b e c a m e a 
v i r t u a l c o - e m p e r o r u n d e r T i b e r i u s , o n l y t o fall s u d d e n l y f r o m p o w e r a n d be e x e c u t e d 
(by s t r a n g u l a t i o n ) wi thin a single day: 18 O c t o b e r 31. F o r a full b iography , see D ie ter H e n -
nig, L . Aelius Saianus: Untersuchungen zur Regierung des Tiberius ( M u n i c h : B e c k , 1975). 

5 0 B r o w n , Death, 1. 693. 
5 1 See ibid. , 1. 693-94; S m a l l w o o d , Jews under Roman Rule, 165-67. 
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tolerate being called "no friend of Caesar," since it struck at the very 
heart of his loyalty to and trust by the emperor. 

With their response in 19:12, the Jews demand that Pilate make a deci
sion between his loyalty to Caesar and his stated belief in 19:6 that Jesus 
is innocent. The essential conflict between these competing loyalties, 
which a dualist interpretation of Christ's kingship would try to deny, 
cannot be glossed over here. Cuss puts the point well: 

Already Christ had shown that he had no intention of introducing 
some kind of revolutionary kingship which would set him up as 
the direct rival to Caesar: "Mine is not a kingdom of this world," 
but Pilate realized well enough that there was an element of truth 
in what they were saying, all the same; to shut his eyes to the fact 
that Jesus did have a following and had made certain definite, 
though somewhat vague, references to his kingdom, would show 
a lack of interest in the concerns of Caesar.52 

Until now, Pilate has tried to remain uncommitted, to avoid the deci
sion which until now was placed only before the Jews and Jesus' other 
listeners. It is hardly an enviable situation. In Tilborg's words: "Pilate 
faces a dilemma because of what the ludaioi say to him: if he condemns 
Jesus he acts unjustly; if he sets him free he is guilty of lese-majesty. He 
must choose between Jesus and the emperor. He opts for the emperor 
and thus for injustice."53 

Because of the difficulty confronting him, many have seen in the 
Johannine Pilate an almost sympathetic figure, standing not for Rome 
but for all of humanity in the dilemma posed by this situation.54 Brown 
accordingly argued: "We would look on the Johannine Pilate not as a 
personification of the State but as another representative of a reaction 
to Jesus that is neither faith nor rejection. Pilate is typical, not of the 
State that would remain neutral, but of the many honest, well-disposed 

5 2 C u s s , Imperial Cult, 44. 
5 3 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 172. 
5 4 R e n s b e r g e r (Johannine Faith, 92) w r i t e s ( s o m e w h a t h y p e r b o l i c a l l y ) : " B y v ir tua l ly 

universa l c o n s e n t , P i la te is seen in J o h n a s a m o r e o r less s y m p a t h e t i c figure, a m a n w h o 
w a n t s t o be fair, w h o w o u l d g lad ly a c q u i t J e s u s , b u t w h o t h r o u g h l a c k o f r e s o l v e a n d 
suscept ibi l i ty t o po l i t i ca l p r e s s u r e all t o o easi ly b e c o m e s t h e t o o l o f ' the J e w s ' a n d the ir 
m a l e v o l e n c e . " H e c i t e s in s u p p o r t o f this c l a i m t h e c o m m e n t a r i e s o f B a r r e t t , B r o w n , 
D o d d , H a e n c h e n , a n d S c h n a c k e n b u r g . 
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men who would try to adopt a middle position in a struggle that is 
total." 5 5 Likewise, Hill writes: "Pilate is caught in the middle between 
clashing forces—Jesus (representing the world above) and 'the Jews' 
(representing the world below). Despite his temporizing and indecision, 
he cannot escape coming down on one side or another."56 Pilate is a 
tragic figure in many ways, and exceedingly human in John's portrait, 
certainly one of the richest in the Fourth Gospel. Thus Brown's sym
pathetic interpretation of Pilate is neither foolish nor entirely false. But 
for the Gospel's audience he certainly is more than a conflicted and 
weak man. 

As Bultmann argues, the impossibility of indecision faced by Pilate 
the man extends to the state as well: "the state is torn out of its neu
trality precisely in so far as its firm hold on neutrality signifies a deci
sion against the world."57 Hill complains, against Bultmann and Schlier, 
that "the introduction of the abstraction 'the State' seems anachronis
tic" and perhaps "a reinterpretation or re-application of John in light 
of a modern theological problem, rather than an exposition of the evan
gelist's own viewpoint."58 This negative judgment, however, ignores the 
all-pervasive character of the Augustan Ideology, and the emperor as a 
pole star for the social, cultural, religious and political life of the first-
century empire. 

By ancient standards the Augustan Ideology introduced a new level 
of control over the world. Earlier I quoted Karl Christ's description of 
it: 

What was new, however, in Augustan propaganda, was the size of 
the "tool kit," the scale of manipulation of views, the monopoli
sation of public opinion, and the gradual identification of one man 
and his family with the sovereignty of the state, the maiestas rei 
publicae. But it was not only the claims and achievements which 

5 5 B r o w n , John, i. 864. C u r i o u s l y , W a r r e n C a r t e r (Pontius Pilate: Portraits of a 
Roman Governor [Col legevi l le , M N : L i t u r g i c a l P r e s s , 2003] 1-11), o f fer ing five different 
" t y p e s " f o r P i la t e w h i c h h a v e d o m i n a t e d h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ( C r u e l a n d A n t i -
J e w i s h ; W e a k a n d W i t h o u t C o n v i c t i o n ; T y p i c a l a n d Insensi t ive R o m a n Official; C h r i s 
t ian C o n v e r t ; S a i n t ) , leaves o u t this c a t e g o r y , t h o u g h it is t o be n o t e d t h a t his s t u d y is 
n o t f o c u s e d exc lus ive ly o r even p r i m a r i l y o n J o h n . 

5 6 Hi l l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 56. 
5 7 B u l t m a n n , John, 657. 
5 8 Hi l l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 60. 
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the Augustan ideology indoctrinated. Its slogans also preached 
integration; they helped to strengthen the system and make it fast; 
they gave prominence to the chosen successors of Augustus, and 
were a decisive factor in identifying the family of the princeps with 
the state.59 

Indeed, the world of John was a serious threat to his community, as 
Nero had shown so plainly in 64 C.E. 

By raising the issue of what it means to be Caesar's friend, the Jews 
effectively shift the debate "from the question of Jesus' guilt to the issue 
of Pilate's position."60 C. F. Evans captures the irony and the power of 
John 19:12 well: "The roles are now reversed. In place of the Roman gov
ernor offering the Jewish people the choice, 'Which will you have, Jesus 
or Barabbas?' the Jewish people offer the governor the choice, 'Which 
will you have, Christ or Caesar?'"6 1 For John the issue is predetermined: 
Pilate will fail the test, and Jesus will freely accept death on the cross, 
all so that God's will may be accomplished. Accordingly, Jesus says, he 
is less culpable than the Jews (19:11). However, Paul D. Duke is mistaken 
to claim that this verse diminishes the importance of Pilate: "No mat
ter what Pilate claims about a power to release, he is now destined to 
play a part in killing Jesus; and for all his blustering about his impor
tance in this affair, the little governor will not even rate a larger share 
of guilt. His 'power to release' is now non-existent; his 'power to cru
cify' shrinks to the dubious role of minor accomplice."6 2 Rather, it 
emphasizes Pilate's central role: "Since the divine economy required that 
Jesus' 'lifting up' be realized on the Cross, Pilate's concrete role was 
therefore necessary."63 Furthermore, Pilate's "concrete role" was situ
ated within the context of Roman power, since only the Romans could 

5 9 C h r i s t , Romans, 51. 
6 0 L i n d a r s , John, 569. 
6 1 E v a n s , " T h e Pass ion o f J o h n , " in idem, Explorations in Theology 2 ( L o n d o n : S C M , 

1977) 50-66, here 61. 
6 2 D u k e , Irony, 134. S c h n a c k e n b u r g (Saint John, 3. 261) t a k e s a s imilar , t h o u g h less 

p r o n o u n c e d , a p p r o a c h t o w a r d s Pi late: " B e c a u s e Pi late is on ly the e x t e n s i o n o f God ' s a r m 
. . . , a m o n g the h u m a n p a r t i c i p a n t s m o r e o n e d i r e c t e d t h a n d i rec t ing , he b e a r s a lesser 
guilt . H e is, it is t r u e , in n o w a y re leased f r o m his responsibi l i ty; but c o m p a r e d w i t h h i m , 
t h o s e w h o h a n d e d J e s u s o v e r t o h i m b e a r t h e g r e a t e r gui l t [19:11]." 

6 3 Hi l l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 59. 
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order that specific manner of death.64 Far from separating the person of 
Pilate from the position of governor, John here forces and extends their 
identification: as Pilate decides, so does Caesar through him. 

This in turn raises a deeper question that John's Gospel in many ways 
seeks to answer: What does it mean to be Caesar's friend? The answer 
often given this question—and it is not completely mistaken—is that, for 
Pilate at least, it means executing an innocent man in order to preserve 
the peace that Augustus had brought to the world, that is, to choose injus
tice over justice, to choose the peace of this world over the peace that 
comes from above. As Josef Blinzler suggests, Pilate's "fear of the sinister 
and suspicious emperor was even greater than his awe of the mysterious 
personality of the Accused; his own safety appeared to him more impor
tant than a passing triumph over the accusers who were unsympathetic 
to him."6 5 This answer is common among those who find Pilate typical 
of all humanity in his fearful and partially involuntary rejection of Christ. 
Moreover, it also supports, in Rensberger's words, "the usual view of 

6 4 O n l y in J o h n d o the J e w s justify the ir dec i s ion t o br ing J e s u s be fore P i la te o n t h e 
g r o u n d s o f w h a t is " lawful" ( e ^ e a x i v ) for t h e m t o d o . T h e S y n o p t i c G o s p e l s l a c k a n y 
e x p l a n a t i o n for th i s d e c i s i o n . In t h e F o u r t h G o s p e l a l o n e is it m a d e e x p l i c i t t h a t t h e 
p o w e r o f life a n d d e a t h be longs t o the R o m a n a u t h o r i t i e s . T h i s is p a r t i c u l a r l y s ignif icant 
s ince , a s B a r r e t t (St. John, 533) p o i n t s o u t , it m a y n o t be h i s tor ica l ly a c c u r a t e : " T h e ques 
t i on w h e t h e r t h e J e w s h a d o r h a d n o t t h e r ight ( u n d e r t h e pre fec t s a n d p r o c u r a t o r s ) t o 
c a r r y o u t c a p i t a l s en tences is v e r y difficult, a n d is still d i sputed a m o n g s c h o l a r s . " B r o w n 
gives a t least f o u r poss ible i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f w h a t is m e a n t by e^eoxiv: (1) t h e J e w s a r e 
f o r b i d d e n in pr inc ip le by t h e M o s a i c L a w ; (2) they a r e f o r b i d d e n a t this t i m e ( i .e . , o n the 
eve o f t h e P a s s o v e r ) ; (3) t h e y a r e f o r b i d d e n in the c a s e o f c r i m e s s u c h a s t h o s e o f w h i c h 
J e s u s is a c c u s e d ( i .e . , rebe l l ion) ; o r (4) t h e y a r e f o r b i d d e n by R o m a n l a w f r o m p u t t i n g 
a n y o n e t o d e a t h . T h e first t w o possibi l i t ies a r e c o n t r a d i c t e d by s c r i p t u r a l a n d h i s tor i ca l 
e v i d e n c e . W h i l e n o t rul ing o u t t h e t h i r d , B r o w n (Death, 1. 748) c o n c l u d e s t h a t " a c c o r d 
ing t o t h e be t ter ev idence , e x c e p t for c e r t a i n specified re l ig ious a n d m o r a l c r i m e s w h e r e 
d e a t h w a s the a u t o m a t i c pena l ty , t h e J e w s in J u d e a w e r e n o t a l l o w e d t o e x e c u t e . " B u t 
H a r v e y (Jesus on Trial, 55) p o i n t s o u t t h a t t h e J e w s h a d p r e v i o u s l y t r i ed t o s t o n e J e s u s 
t o d e a t h (10:31; 11:8). T h u s , t h e p o i n t o f h a n d i n g h i m o v e r t o P i la t e m u s t h a v e been t o 
insure a different method o f e x e c u t i o n , c r u c i f i x i o n . B r o w n (Death, 1. 748) descr ibes the ir 
poss ib le m o t i v e : " W h i l e t h e y c o u l d p u t J e s u s t o d e a t h o n re l ig ious g r o u n d s , t h e y c o u l d 
n o t p u t h i m t o d e a t h a s a w o u l d - b e k ing rebel l ing a g a i n s t t h e e m p e r o r — a n d t h a t is h o w 
t h e y w a n t h i m r e m e m b e r e d . " T h i s is t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a d o p t e d by B e a s l e y - M u r r a y 
(John, 328). In e i t h e r s c e n a r i o , t h o u g h , t h e neces s i ty o f R o m a n i n v o l v e m e n t in J e s u s ' 
d e a t h r e m a i n s . 

6 5 J o s e f Blinzler, Der Prozess Jesu ( R e g e n s b u r g : P u s t e t , 1969) 338 ( q u o t e d a n d t r a n s 
la ted in B e a s l e y - M u r r a y , John, 341). 
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John's purpose as apologetic: Pilate is portrayed as Rome's representa
tive, convinced of Jesus' political innocence and sincerely trying to let him 
go. At the very worst he is seen as representing a divinely legitimated state, 
which, through a misplaced effort at neutrality, forgoes its chance to stand 
for God and so inevitably loses control of events to the world, the forces 
of darkness."66 This solution weaves together three guiding themes of 
Johannine exegesis—dualistic, apologetic, and tragic. 

None of these approaches to the Fourth Gospel, though, adequately 
captures the political significance of Pilate's failure, nor does any of 
them appreciate the anti-Roman polemic found in its Passion Narra
tive. The rule of Caesar is not entirely separate from the kingship of 
Christ, but a part of it. Pilate is not an isolated individual representa
tive of all people: he is the representative of Rome. His decision between 
Christ and Caesar is not a tragic dilemma but a false one. 

The first two features of the portrait of Pilate have been discussed 
already, but the third needs further clarification. The choice given Pilate 
between Christ and Caesar is, for him, the choice between the man who 
has "made himself the Son of God (moq Geoi))" (19:7) and the man who 
has claimed to be divi filius (son of a god). Christ's claim to be Son of 
God was necessarily interpreted by Pilate in political terms to mean 
"King of the Jews," an identification never made by the Jewish leaders 
themselves.67 However, for Pilate, the emperor's claim to be Imperator 
also entailed the claim to be the "son of a god." Given the confusion 
that follows from these two beliefs, it is hardly surprising that Pilate 
would have seen a conflict between the two and thus a need to choose 
one or the other. 

6 6 R e n s b e r g e r , Johannine Faith, 92. T h e c o m m e n t a r y o f B u l t m a n n (John, 663) 
e x p r e s s e s this l a t t er a p p r o a c h : "Pi la te is c o n f r o n t e d w i t h t h e q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r he will 
a c t object ive ly , a s he w a s u n d e r o b l i g a t i o n t o d o prec ise ly in t h e l ight o f t h e e ^ o u o i a , a s 
he u n d e r s t o o d it, i.e. in t h e sense o f the a u t h o r i t y o f t h e s t a t e , o r w h e t h e r he will b e t r a y 
the p o w e r o f the s t a t e by p u t t i n g it a t the d i sposa l o f t h e w o r l d for its o w n e n d s . " 

6 7 H o w e v e r , the tit le p a o i t e i x ; xov 'Iopaf|A. is used by N a t h a n a e l (1:49) a n d the c r o w d s 
w e l c o m i n g J e s u s in to J e r u s a l e m (12:13). T h e la t t er m a y be t h e s o u r c e o f Pilate's q u e s t i o n 
t o J e s u s in 18:33. S c h n a c k e n b u r g (Jesus in the Gospels: A Biblical Christology [ t r a n s . O . 
C . D e a n ; Louisv i l l e , K Y : W e s t m i n s t e r J o h n K n o x , 1995] 263) p o i n t s o u t t h a t the fa i lure o f 
the J e w s t o r e c o g n i z e J e s u s as M e s s i a h w h i c h leads t o t h e c r u c i f i x i o n w a s b o t h u n a v o i d 
able o n the ir p a r t a n d essent ia l t o t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f his t r u e ident i ty o n t h e c r o s s : "I t is a 
p a r a d o x : t h e m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e J e w i s h M e s s i a h b r i n g s o u t t h e t r u e m e s s i a n i c 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e e x a l t e d Son o f M a n . " 
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The dualistic solution to this dilemma, whereby Jesus' kingship is 
seen as belonging to a different world, leaves the theological issue 
unsolved. It is not enough for John to solve the community's political 
problem with Rome by saying that Jesus is not a rival to Caesar: it is 
also necessary to solve the theological problem posed by the emperor's 
claim to divinity. Because of the symbiotic relationship between the 
Imperial Cult and the Roman system of governance, this is precisely 
what Pilate could never do. To be Caesar's friend requires not only look
ing after his political interests, but also defending the ideological foun
dations of his imperium. It demands not only loyalty to the person of 
the emperor, but also to his image as well, which in the Augustan Ide
ology was a manifestly and exclusively divine one. Dodd senses this ide
ological dimension in his comment on 19:12 and 15 when he writes: "In 
the other gospels we learn that Jesus was condemned by Pilate as King 
of the Jews, but here everything turns upon the claim of Jesus to king
ship, over against the exclusive claim of Caesar."68 In other words, to 
be a friend of Caesar is to affirm and embrace the Augustan Ideology, 
which so identifies divi filius and Imperator that it must reject Christ as 
the true vioq 0eou and paatAetx;. The fundamental decision Pilate 
makes, therefore, is not simply between justice and injustice, or even 
between Jesus and the Jews: it is between Christ and Caesar.69 As 
Tilborg drily observes, "Pilate did not solve his dilemma very well."7 0 

"We have no king but Caesar" (19:15) 

With the threat in 19:12, the Jewish leaders turn the tables on Pilate, 
shifting the burden from their giving proof of Jesus' guilt to the gover
nor's giving evidence of his loyalty to Caesar. Forced to condemn Jesus 
to death against his better judgment and unto his own judgment, Pilate 
now turns the tables once again. In v. 13 the Jews demand Jesus' death, 
shouting "Crucify him!" The evangelist could have passed on immedi-

6 8 D o d d , Interpretation, 426 ( e m p h a s i s a d d e d ) . 
6 9 D o n a l d R a p p e h a s sugges ted t h a t t h e t h i r d - c e n t u r y Acts of Pilate reflects t h e la ter 

C h r i s t i a n re so lu t ion t o this d i l e m m a ( f o r m e d a l o n g v e r y J o h a n n i n e lines) w h e n it p r e 
sents t h e R o m a n s t a n d a r d s held by Pilate's t r o o p s a t t h e tr ia l as h a v i n g "bent d o w n a n d 
a d o r e d J e s u s " (Acts Pil. 1.9). 

7 0 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 172. 
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ately to the crucifixion, but does not. Pilate refuses to let the matter 
drop. The decision that he confronted and which Caesar confronted 
through him must be faced by them as well. Duke comments: "They 
have utterly rejected Jesus; but in the author's view this is not enough. 
They must be made to confess the full implication of their choice. Pilate 
with wicked irony invites them into the final noose." 7 1 He brings out 
Jesus one final time and mockingly asks the crowd, asking, "Shall I cru
cify your king?" Duke draws out the irony in the passage: "While 'the 
Jews' have just urged Pilate to be true to his king, this pagan now invites 
them to consider their own. Will they forfeit the Messiah, and so cease 
to be the messianic people of God?" 7 2 He immediately receives his 
answer from the chief priests: "We have no king but Caesar" (19:15) . 7 3 

Their response completes the cycle of rejection that began in 1:11 when 
we were told that Jesus' "own people knew him not." Abandoned by 
Peter and the disciples, condemned by Pilate, and finally rejected and 
condemned to death by his own people, Jesus has nothing to do now 
but fulfill his mission: "Then [Pilate] handed him over to them to be 
crucified" ( i9: i6) . 7 4 Brown concludes that, after v. 15, "the real trial is 
over, for in the presence of Jesus 'the Jews' have judged themselves; they 
have spoken their own sentence."75 

7 1 D u k e , Irony, 135. 
7 2 Ibid. Duke 's " i r o n i c " r e a d i n g of J o h n ' s t e x t is n o t a l w a y s c o n v i n c i n g , but he c a p 

t u r e s t h e d y n a m i c o f th i s s c e n e q u i t e wel l . J o h n 19:12-15 c l e a r l y invo lves a t u g - o f - w a r 
b e t w e e n P i la te a n d t h e J e w s . 

7 3 19:15: eKpatryaoav o\)v eiceivoi dpov a p o v , oxcrupcooov aircov. Xeye i aircoiq 6 FIiAdxoc/ 
xov p a o a A i a vucov axavpcoaco; drceicpiOri o i dpxiepeic/ oi)K e^ojiev p a a i A ^ a e i uf| K a i a a p a . 

7 4 xoxe ovv 7iape8coKev a\>xov cnkoic, iva oxavpcoOfj. T h e a m b i g u o u s " t o t h e m " (a i ) -
xo ic j in 19:16 c a n n o t refer t o "the J e w s " m e n t i o n e d in t h e p r e c e d i n g verse . L i n d a r s (John, 
572) no te s : "Thi s is imposs ib le , a s J o h n u n d e r s t a n d s per fec t ly well t h a t t h e R o m a n sol 
diers t o o k t o J e s u s t o be crucif ied (verses 23 a n d 25). B u t t h e subjec t o f the v e r b s in vji. 
is n o t e x p r e s s e d , a n d y e t it m u s t be the so ldiers a n d n o t t h e J e w s . " B a r r e t t (St. John, 546) 
c o n s i d e r s it t o be a poss ib le i n s t a n c e o f s l o p p y r e d a c t i o n . B r o w n (John, 2. 884), a d o p t 
ing a n a p o l o g e t i c r e a d i n g , c l a i m s t h a t " m o r e likely it reflects a la ter t e n d e n c y t o e x c u l 
p a t e t h e R o m a n s a n d i n c u l p a t e t h e J e w s . " T h e a m b i g u i t y h e r e is q u i t e p o s s i b l y 
in ten t iona l , s ince it a l l o w s b o t h t h e J e w s a n d t h e R o m a n s t o be i n t e r p r e t e d as t h e o n e s 
w h o c o n t r i b u t e d t o J e s u s ' c r u c i f i x i o n . 

7 5 Ib id . , 2. 894. T h e i r o n y h e r e is t y p i c a l o f J o h n : in p a s s i n g j u d g m e n t o n J e s u s t h e 
J e w s a l so p a s s j u d g m e n t o n t h e m s e l v e s , a n d seal the ir o w n fate in seal ing his. B y the ir 
final re j ec t ion o f J e s u s a n d their a c c l a i m o f C a e s a r , the J e w s c o m p l e t e the ir ro l e in revea l 
ing the M e s s i a h . T h e o n l y w o r d s left t o t h e m in the G o s p e l a r e the r e i t e r a t i o n o f the ir 
denia l o f J e s u s (19:21); a f t e r w a r d s t h e y a r e p r e s e n t on ly a s a l o o m i n g t h r e a t t o Chr i s t ' s 
fo l lowers (19:38; 20:19). 
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Some historical and theological background is necessary to under
stand the full importance of their response. According to the OT, until 
the period of the monarchy only God had been Israel's ruler. Gideon 
had declined the kingship of Israel, saying, "I will not rule over you, 
and my son will not rule over you; the Lord will rule over you" (Judg 
8:23). When the people rejected Samuel as king, the Lord told him, 
"They have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king 
over them" (1 Sam 8:7), and instructed him to make Saul king instead (1 
Sam 8:22). Likewise, the Davidic monarchy was established not by Saul 
or David but by God, and the king was invested with the divine spirit 
(2 Sam 7:13; Ps 2 :6 -7 ) . 7 6 This religious expression set the Israelite king
ship apart from the representation of kingship among most other 
ancient Near Eastern societies.77 Because of this intimate association of 
the office of the king with Yhwh, its destruction by the Babylonian 
Empire was psychologically catastrophic. It precipitated not simply a 
political crisis but even more a theological one. 

After the return from exile in 538 B . C . E . , the territory of Yehud was 
first ruled by the Persians, then by the Seleucid and Ptolemaic dynas
ties (as Judea), until the Maccabean revolt temporarily reestablished 
Jewish rule under the Hasmonaean dynasty. In 63 B . C . E . it fell under 
Roman control with Pompey's conquest of Egypt.78 While numerous 
rulers assumed the title of king during these centuries, these rulers gen
erally did not claim the divine authority that had belonged to the 
Davidic monarchy. Rather, they all relied on external support to secure 
their local rule, understanding themselves (and being understood by 
the people) as agents of foreign powers and ultimately responsible to 

7 6 K e n n e t h E . P o m y k a l a (The Davidic Dynasty Tradition in Early Judaism: Its His
tory and Significance for Messianism [ S B L E J L 7; A t l a n t a : S c h o l a r s P r e s s , 1995] 13) c o n 
s iders 2 S a m 7:nb-i6 " o f p r i m a r y i m p o r t a n c e for the d a v i d i c d y n a s t y t r a d i t i o n " s ince it 
e s tabl i shes " a filial r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n G o d a n d t h e d a v i d i c k ings ." F o r a d i scuss ion 
o f t h e " m e s s i a n i c " t h e m e s in P s a l m 2, see S. E . G i l l i n g h a m , " T h e M e s s i a h in t h e P s a l m s : 
A Q u e s t i o n o f R e c e p t i o n H i s t o r y a n d t h e Psa l ter ," in J o h n D a y , e d . , King and Messiah 
in Israel and the Ancient Near East: Proceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar 
( J S O T S u p 270; Sheffield: Sheffield A c a d e m i c P r e s s , 1998) 209-237, espec ia l ly 212-14. 

7 7 T h e d is t inct iveness o f t h e D a v i d i c m o n a r c h y in t h e A N E s h o u l d n o t be o v e r s t a t e d . 
F o r a s t u d y o f t h e n u m e r o u s h i s tor i ca l s imi lar i t ies b e t w e e n the D a v i d i c m o n a r c h y a n d 
o t h e r m o n a r c h i e s o f t h e A N E , see D a l e L a u n d e r v i l l e , Piety and Politics: The Dynamics 
of Royal Authority in Homeric Greece, Biblical Israel, and Old Babylonian 
Mesopotamia ( G r a n d R a p i d s / C a m b r i d g e : E e r d m a n s , 2003). 

7 8 See S m a l l w o o d , Jews under Roman Rule, 1-20. 



178 - Roman Imperial Ideology and the Gospel of John 

them.7 9 The one exception to this pattern, the Hasmonaean dynasty 
established under the Maccabees, failed to secure lasting independence 
for the region and was eventually overturned by the Romans after the 
conquest. 

An important result of this long history of foreign rule was the grad
ual development of a widespread hope for "the unique anointed of the 
House of David, the future Messiah, who was to come and establish 
God's rule on earth. Only one raised up by God could be the true king 
of God's people—not the Persian, nor Ptolemaic, nor Syrian, nor 
Roman overlords whose troops had marched across the land."8 0 These 
messianic expectations developed slowly and unevenly, and never took 
a single theological form, leading Kenneth E. Pomykala to write: "Since 
there never existed a continuous, widespread, dominant, or uniform 
expectation for a davidic messiah in early Judaism, scholarly discourse 
should dispense with the idea of a 'traditional' davidic hope for this 
period."8 1 Precisely because of the diversity of forms it took, this 

7 9 H e r o d p r e s e n t s a n espec ia l ly c l e a r e x a m p l e o f this a t t i t u d e : " A c l ever po l i t i c i an , 
he a t first f a v o r e d M a r c A n t o n y ; b u t after the latter's de feat a t A c t i u m in 31, H e r o d hast i ly 
vis i ted O c t a v i a n o n t h e i s land o f R h o d e s , r e m o v e d his c r o w n in t h e v i c tor ' s p r e s e n c e , 
a n d e x p l a i n e d his a t t i t u d e . O c t a v i a n r e s t o r e d his c r o w n a n d c o n f i r m e d his k ingsh ip by 
d e c r e e ( J o s e p h u s , / . W. 1.20.2)" ( J o s e p h A . F i t z m y e r , " A H i s t o r y o f I s r a e l , " NJBC, 1219-
52, h e r e 1246). 

8 0 B r o w n , John, 2. 895. 
8 1 P o m y k a l a , Davidic Dynasty, 271. T h i s g r o w i n g m e s s i a n i c e x p e c t a t i o n is o f p a r a 

m o u n t i m p o r t a n c e in se t t ing t h e s t a g e for J e s u s ' minis try , b u t its effect ive e m p l o y m e n t 
is m a d e difficult by t h e c o m p l e x i t y o f its s o u r c e s a n d t h e l a c k o f c o n s e n s u s a m o n g s c h o l 
a r s a s t o its p r o p e r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a n d a p p l i c a t i o n t o N T exeges i s . T h e l i t e ra ture is e n o r 
m o u s . J o h n L . M c K e n z i e ( " A s p e c t s o f O l d T e s t a m e n t T h o u g h t , " NJBC, 1284-1315, h e r e 
1311) o f fers a s u m m a r y o f p e r h a p s t h e sa fes t c o n c l u s i o n s f r o m la te t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y 
r e s e a r c h : 

T h e p o s t e x i l i c d e v e l o p m e n t o f m e s s i a n i s m is difficult t o t r a c e b e c a u s e o f t h e 
l ack o f w r i t t e n ev idence; in p a r t w e m u s t r e c o n s t r u c t its h i s tory f r o m the e n d 
p r o d u c t , v iz . , t h e e x p e c t a t i o n o f t h e M e s s i a h in t h e la tes t p r e - C h r i s t i a n 
p e r i o d . T h e f a c t t h a t the D a v i d i c line n o l o n g e r ru led af ter t h e ex i l e ( o r a t 
l eas t a f ter t h e g o v e r n o r s h i p o f Z e r u b b a b e l , t o t h e bes t o f o u r k n o w l e d g e ) 
m a d e a p r o f o u n d di f ference in m e s s i a n i s m . B e f o r e t h e ex i le t h e ideal k ing 
w h o w o u l d r e s t o r e the v i g o r o f the D a v i d i c line c o u l d a l w a y s be t h o u g h t o f 
in t e r m s o f t h e n e x t g e n e r a t i o n o f a re ign ing dynas ty . B u t n o w t h e r e c o u l d 
be n o ideal k ing unti l t h e indefinite fu ture w h e n t h e D a v i d i c t h r o n e w o u l d 
be r e s t o r e d . T h u s t h e e x p e c t a t i o n s b e g a n t o m o v e t o w a r d t h e indefinite 
f u t u r e ; a n d r a t h e r t h a n c e n t e r i n g o n o n e m o n a r c h in a c o n t i n u i n g line o f 
r u l e r s , these e x p e c t a t i o n s c a m e t o c e n t e r o n o n e s u p r e m e k ing w h o w o u l d 
r e p r e s e n t Y a h w e h ' s definit ive i n t e r v e n t i o n t o s a v e his p e o p l e . It is in th i s 
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inchoate messianism was capable of being adopted by very different reli
gious and political movements. On the one hand, the Qumran commu
nity awaited the coming of the Messiah from their desert retreat.82 On 
the other hand, the Zealots in the first century considered the occupa
tion of Palestine by foreigners an intolerable situation and therefore 
demanded violent resistance to Roman rule to establish a new Israel. 
Their militancy contributed to the Jewish uprising in 6 6 C E . , which 
ended in the Roman victory at the mountain fortress at Masada in 73 
C . E . 8 3 

That the first-century concept of "messiah" could readily be under
stood as "(anti-Roman) political messiah" helps to explain why John 
presents Jesus as alarming the Jewish leaders.84 As John 11 represents the 
situation, it was precisely the prospect of Jesus inciting national destruc
tion at the hands of Rome that led the Jewish leaders to begin plotting 
his death: "If we let him go on thus, every one will believe in him, and 

p e r i o d t h a t w e m a y begin t o s p e a k o f the Messiah in the s t r i c t sense . E a r l i e r 
S c r i p t u r e ( R o y a l P s a l m s ; I s a i a h ) w a s n o w r e r e a d w i t h th is n e w m e s s i a n i c 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g in m i n d . 

8 2 T h e rule o f t h e Q u m r a n c o m m u n i t y c a n be f o u n d in " T h e R u l e o f the C o n g r e g a 
t i o n " ( i Q S a ) , w h i c h G e z a V e r m e s (The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English [ N e w Y o r k : 
P e n g u i n , 1998] 157-60) r e n a m e s " T h e M e s s i a n i c R u l e " b e c a u s e o f its c o n t e n t . F o r a fuller 
d i s cus s ion o f m e s s i a n i s m in t h e Q u m r a n c o m m u n i t y , see J o h n J . C o l l i n s , The Scepter 
and the Star: The Messiahs of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Other Ancient Literature ( A B R L ; 
N e w Y o r k : D o u b l e d a y , 1995); S h e m a r y a h u T a l m o n , " W a i t i n g for t h e M e s s i a h : T h e Spir
i tual U n i v e r s e o f t h e Q u m r a n C o v e n a n t e r s , " in J a c o b N e u s n e r et a l . , eds . , Judaisms and 
their Messiahs at the Turn of the Christian Era ( C a m b r i d g e : C a m b r i d g e Univers i ty Press , 
1988) 111-38. 

8 3 A n i m p o r t a n t a c c o u n t o f the M a s a d a siege is t h a t o f Y igae l Y a d i n , Masada: Herod's 
Fortress and the Zealot's Last Stand ( t r a n s . M o s h e P e r l m a n ; 1967; repr . , N e w Y o r k : W e l 
c o m e R a i n , 1998). Cf . the c r i t i c i s m s o f N e i l A s h e r S i l b e r m a n , A Prophet from Amongst 
You: The Life of Yigael Yadin: Soldier, Scholar, and Mythmaker of Modern Israel ( R e a d 
ing, M A : W e s l e y - A d d i s o n , 1993). 

8 4 W h i l e n u m e r o u s a t t e m p t s h a v e been m a d e in t h e last t w o c e n t u r i e s t o l ink J e s u s 
w i t h t h e Z e a l o t s , these e f forts h a v e m e t w i t h little a c c e p t a n c e . R e c e n t defenses o f this 
c o n n e c t i o n include R i c h a r d A . Hors l ey , Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs: Popular Move
ments in the Time of Jesus (Minneapo l i s : W i n s t o n , 1985); a n d J . P. M . Sweet , " T h e Z e a l o t s 
a n d J e s u s , " in Jesus and the Politics of his Day, 1-10. A h i s t o r y o f t h e s c h o l a r l y l i t era ture 
c a n be f o u n d in B a m m e l , " T h e r e v o l u t i o n a r y t h e o r y f r o m R e i m a r u s t o B r a n d o n , " in 
Jesus and the Politics of his Day, 11-68. E v e n less c o m p e l l i n g , in m y o p i n i o n , a r e t h e 
a t t e m p t s t o p r e s e n t J e s u s a s p r o v i d i n g a n o n - v i o l e n t a l t e r n a t i v e t o t h e Z e a l o t ' s res ist 
a n c e , e .g. , R e n s b e r g e r ' s definition o f "John ' s pol i t ical s t a n c e as a l l eg iance t o t h e kingship 
o f J e s u s , w h i c h [ J o h n ] p r e s e n t s a s a t h i r d a l t e r n a t i v e t o the c l a i m s o f b o t h C a e s a r a n d 
the Z e a l o t s " (Johannine Faith, 116). 
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the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our nation. 
. . . So from that day on they took counsel how to put him to death" 
(11:48, 53). Such fears may echo the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C . E . 

and anticipate the subsequent, final dispersion of the Jews from Pales
tine following the revolt of Bar Kochba in 117 C . E . 8 5 However, as the 
evangelist presents him in 18:36, Jesus is not a political revolutionary at 
all. The event that precipitates the chief priests planning his death is not 
a plot by Jesus to overthrow Roman rule but rather his giving of life to 
Lazarus, and the resultant spread of Lazarus' sister Mary's belief that 
Jesus is "the Christ, the Son of God, he who is coming into the world" 
(11:27). As with his treatment of Pilate, John represents the chief priests' 
refusal to accept Jesus as based on an apparent confusion between what 
an earthly king is and what the Son of God is. Favoring the former, the 
Jewish leaders are represented as rejecting the latter. 

Notably, it is the Jewish leaders, not the crowd, that are represented 
as speaking in v. 15. Tilborg comments: "There is again a remarkable 
change in person: only the high priests say that they do not know any 
other king but the emperor."86 It may be the case here, as Brown sup
poses, that the chief priests serve "as spokesmen for 'the Jews'" and that 
the shift in person has no special significance.87 However, it may indi
cate that, at least for John, the chief priests saw in Pilate's question a 
threat to their own political position. As Smallwood observes, 

Josephus says that after the end of Herodian rule, "the constitu
tion was an aristocracy and the High Priests were entrusted with 
the leadership of the nation" [Josephus, A.J. 20.251]; that is, he sees 
the presidency of the high Priest as the real ruler under the aegis of 
the Roman resident governor, which was virtually what the Jews 
had asked for. But the political power of the High Priesthood now 
became unmistakable, when the right of appointment passed from 

8 5 O t h e r w o u l d - b e r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s w h o f a r e d n o b e t t e r t h a n B a r K o c h b a in res is t ing 
R o m a n r u l e — a n d w h o m i g h t h a v e been k n o w n t o J o h n — i n c l u d e T h e u d a s o f J o r d a n 
( A c t s 5:36), J u d a s the Ga l i l ean ( A c t s 5:37), a n d the a n o n y m o u s l eader o f t h e Sicari i ( A c t s 
21:38). 

8 6 T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 173. T h i s shift b a c k f r o m the c r o w d t o t h e high 
priests a t this cr i t i ca l m o m e n t is o f ten o v e r l o o k e d , even by t h o s e c o n c e r n e d wi th a b s o l v 
ing J o h n o f a genera l i zed a n t i - J u d a i s m . 

8 7 B r o w n , Death, 1. 849. 
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Archelaus to the Roman authorities, normally the governor of 
Judaea.8 8 

It is hardly surprising, given this situation, that "the supreme Jewish 
authority, the Sanhedrin, came under indirect Roman control, since only 
men who could be relied on to pursue a policy approved by Rome 
would be chosen for its presidents."89 John's portrait of the Jewish lead
ers perhaps is meant to be especially cutting. 

This, in turn, raises the question of the numerous Passover motifs in 
John. Much has been made of the prominence of Passover themes in the 
Gospel, especially the Passion Narrative. For example, Jesus is 
"enthroned" (crucified) at the hour when preparation for Passover 
would begin (19:17). He is taken down from the cross early to prevent 
the defilement of the Passover (19:31). His bones are left unbroken, just 
like those of the Passover lamb (19:37). Meeks notes an additional par
allel that may help to explain John's anti-Roman polemic: 

But anyone familiar with the Passover Haggadah cannot fail to be 
reminded by the cry of the high priests, "We have no king but Cae
sar," of the Nismat, the hymn sung at the conclusion of the Greater 
Hallel [i.e., that very evening]: 

From everlasting to everlasting thou art God; 
Beside thee we have no king, redeemer or savior, 
No liberator, deliverer, provider, 
None who takes pity in every time of distress and trouble. 
We have no king but thee.90 

8 8 S m a l l w o o d , Jews under Roman Rule, 148. 
8 9 Ibid. , 149. T h i s fact c a u s e s c o n s i d e r a b l e difficulties for R e n s b e r g e r (Johannine Faith, 

96), w h o c l a i m s t h a t the J e w s ' p r e f e r r e n c e for B a r a b b a s "the r e v o l u t i o n a r y " o v e r J e s u s 
sugges ts " t h a t the ir c o e r c e d s u b m i s s i o n t o C a e s a r is n o t ent ire ly w h o l e h e a r t e d . " O n t h e 
o n e h a n d , n o o n e w o u l d suggest R o m a n o c c u p a t i o n w a s p o p u l a r ; o n the o t h e r h a n d , t h e 
h igh pr i e s t s in s e r v i c e t o P i l a t e c o u l d n o t a l l o w m u c h s y m p a t h y t o be s h o w n for a n y 
po l i t i ca l ly s u s p e c t c r i m i n a l . 

9 0 M e e k s , Prophet-King, 7 7 . M e e k s ( ibid. , 7 7 n. 3) recogn izes a difficulty w i t h this p a r 
allel, namely , t h a t "it is u n f o r t u n a t e l y n o t poss ible t o a s c e r t a i n the d a t e a t w h i c h the Nis-
mat b e c a m e p a r t o f t h e Seder ." B r o w n (Death, 1. 849) descr ibes it a s " a P a s s o v e r h y m n 
o f s o m e w h a t la ter J u d a i s m , " t h o u g h he t h e n po in t s t o "the E l e v e n t h B e n e d i c t i o n o f t h e 
Shemoneh Esreh [ w h i c h ] p r a y s , ' M a y y o u rule o v e r us , y o u a l o n e . ' " W h a t e v e r t h e e x a c t 
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It is notable here that John and the Jewish tradition agree about the 
opposition of the Roman Imperium and submission to God. For John, 
the very men who declare to Pilate that "We have no king but Caesar" 
will in but a few hours put on their vestments and declare to their sole 
allegiance to God. By placing this statement upon their lips, John com
pletes the polemic against the chief priests that runs throughout the 
Gospel. Meeks continues: "God's eternal reign as king is the principal 
theme of the Nismat, . . . if the cry of the high priests does refer to the 
Nismat, it represents not just the rejection of the Messiah, but also of 
'the one who sent him' (12:44; 13:20). God himself, universally praised 
by every circle of Judaism as the king and judge of all men, is here 
rejected."91 

John's literary representation of "the Jews" puts them in an ideologi
cal dilemma in the narrative. Just as Pilate was presented with the deci
sion between Christ and Caesar by the Jews in 19:12, so too here the Jews 
are represented as facing the same choice. To remain in Pilate's favor, 
they must admit "We have no king but Caesar." In Brown's words, "by 
rejecting [Jesus] the chief priests have given up their hope for the Mes
siah king to be sent by God and have settled for Roman civil kingship. 
. . . By their own choice and words 'the Jews' have become like other 
nations, subject to Rome: they are no longer God's special people."92 The 
words that they directed at Pilate in v. 12 now come back to apply to 
them as well: "If you release this man, you are not Caesar's friend." And, 
as was implied with Pilate as well, if they do not release him by pro
claiming him their king, they are not God's friends either. The words of 

d a t e o f t h e Nismat, L i n d a r s (John, 572) p r o p e r l y o b s e r v e s o f the c h i e f pr ies ts ' r e s p o n s e 
t o Pi late: " N o J e w c o u l d say this w i t h a c l e a r c o n s c i e n c e . " 

9 1 Ib id . , 78. T h e o b v i o u s a n d g r a v e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e c h i e f pr ie s t s ' c l a i m , a n d the 
a b s e n c e o f this detai l f r o m a n y o f t h e S y n o p t i c n a r r a t i v e s , a r g u e a g a i n s t t h e h i s tor i c i ty 
o f J o h n ' s a c c o u n t a t this po int . B a r r e t t (John and Judaism, 71) wr i t e s t h a t 19:15 involves 
" a d i s t o r t i o n o f h i s tory , a n d it is p e r h a p s n o t s o i m p o r t a n t t o d e c i d e w h e t h e r t h e dis
t o r t i o n w a s c o n s c i o u s o r d e v e l o p e d u n c o n s c i o u s l y w i t h t h e i n c r e a s i n g e n m i t y b e t w e e n 
C h r i s t i a n s a n d J e w s d u r i n g t h a t p e r i o d . " Cf . C r a i g L . B l o m b e r g (The Historical Relia
bility of John's Gospel: Issues and Commentary [ D o w n e r s G r o v e , I L : In tervars i ty , 2001] 
248), w h o a r g u e s u n c o n v i n c i n g l y t h a t "it is s c a r c e l y c red ib l e t h a t [this r e s p o n s e ] c o u l d 
h a v e been invented in t h e l ight o f J e w i s h a t t i t u d e s a f t e r t h e w a r w i t h R o m e . " W h i l e 
B l o m b e r g is p r o b a b l y c o r r e c t t h a t n o p r a c t i c i n g J e w w o u l d h a v e invented such a r e s p o n s e 
af ter 70 C.E., J o h n ' s host i l e a t t i t u d e t o w a r d s t h e J e w i s h l eadersh ip w o u l d n o t h a v e p r e 
v e n t e d h i m f r o m d o i n g s o . 

9 2 B r o w n , Death, 1. 849. 
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i John 2:23, probably directed at schismatics within the Johannine com
munity, apply equally here: "No one who denies the Son has the Father." 

Seen in this light, John's anti-Jewish polemic looks like a variation of 
his anti-Roman critique that had played itself out in the trial before 
Pilate. Tilborg points out the dilemma faced by the chief priests in 19:15, 
which parallels Pilate's situation in 19:12: "Saying this, the high priests 
not only renounce their political independence but they also no longer 
profess that God is the only king of Israel. In this way the dilemma 
'Jesus or the emperor' is not only Pilate's dilemma; it is just as much the 
dilemma for the leaders of Israel. And they too did not solve it well."9 3 

Conclusion 

Buried in Meeks's book on the Moses traditions in the Fourth Gospel 
is a provocative paragraph: 

Jesus' kingship is not "unworldly." Instead one of the characteris
tics of the Johannine treatment of the trial is that its political impli
cations are emphasized. In 11:48 a specifically political motivation 
is injected into the plotting of the Jewish authorities. John alone 
mentions the presence of Roman soldiers (f] . . . orceipa Kai 6 
%iXiap%0(;) at the arrest of Jesus. In the trial itself, the political-real
istic element is introduced by the Jews at 19:12: "If you release this 
man you are not Caesar's friend; anyone who makes himself a king 
opposes Caesar." The climactic rejection of Jesus by the Jews is the 
statement "We have no king but Caesar," in which the "religious" 
and "political" questions are shown to be inextricably merged. 
Hence, while the Christian community's precarious relation to the 
Empire at the end of the first century has doubtless influenced the 
Johannine form of the trial, it is not quite accurate to call the nar
rative apologetic. It is certainly not true that the trial scene pro
vides a model by which Christians can readily show "that they are 
not seditious" [Hoskyns]. On the contrary, what the trial suggests 
is that the disciple will always have to decide vis-a-vis the Empire 
whether Jesus is his king or whether Caesar is. 9 4 

T i l b o r g , Reading John in Ephesus, 173. 
M e e k s , Prophet-King, 64. 
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One of the most remarkable things about this quotation is how little 
attention it has received among scholars.95 And yet, in light of opposi
tion between Christ and Caesar that runs throughout the Passion Nar
rative and ties together the seemingly disparate characters of Pilate and 
the high priests, it seems on target. 

Several statements in John 18-19 address the opposition at work: the 
claim of Jesus that "My kingdom is not of this world" (18:36); the warn
ing to Pilate that "You would have no power over me unless it had been 
given you from above" (19:11); the threat of the chief priests to Pilate, 
"If you release this man, you are not Caesar's friend" (19:12); and their 
response to Pilate three verses later, "We have no king but Jesus" (19:15). 
All these can be seen to fit together, but not within a framework gov
erned by a cosmological or moral dualism or a primarily anti-Jewish 
polemic in the Passion Narrative. Rather, they all belong to a concep
tually well-developed understanding of what sort of power is proper to 
Christ, what sort is proper to Caesar, and the theological danger the lat
ter posed to every person, whether Jew or Christian or Roman. While 
this understanding is hardly a complete political theology, it does 
express the basic principles of the Johannine attitude towards politics. 
Even if, as Hill claims, "such principles, with their potential for inspir
ing political options, remain quite general and do not furnish us with 
concrete blue-prints for political programs," they delineate the bound
aries that John's Gospel conceives, not only for the absolute limits of 
state power but also for the relative limits of divine influence within the 
world as well.96 

R e n s e r b e r g e r m e n t i o n s it in a single e n d n o t e . 
Hil l , " M y K i n g d o m , " 61. 



Conclusion 

Modern Catholics are often surprised to learn that the feast of Christ 
the King, which is now celebrated on the last Sunday of Ordinary Time, 
does not date back to the Middles Ages but rather was instituted less 
than eighty-five years ago by Pope Pius XI in response to the rise of sec
ular political movements that he believed threatened the traditional 
privileges of the Church across Europe. But a necessary condition for 
protecting the political prerogatives of the Church, he realized, was 
reasserting the political significance of Jesus Christ that had been pushed 
aside since the French Revolution: 

It has long been a common custom to give to Christ the metaphor
ical title of "King," because of the high degree of perfection 
whereby he excels all creatures. . . . But if we ponder this matter 
more deeply, we cannot but see that the title and the power of King 
belongs to Christ as man in the strict and proper sense too. For it 
is only as man that he may be said to have received from the Father 
"power and glory and a kingdom," since the Word of God, as con-
substantial with the Father, has all things in common with him, 
and therefore has necessarily supreme and absolute dominion over 
all things created.1 

Taken in isolation, this quote could be mistaken for a gloss on John 19:11: 
"You would have no power over me unless it had been given you from 
above." 

1 P o p e Pius X I , Quas Primas [ D e c e m b e r 11,1925] , in The Papal Encyclicals, 1740-1981 
(5 vo ls . ; ed . C l a u d i a C a r l e n ; n .p . : M c G r a t h , 1981) 3. 272. 
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The Johannine understanding of Christ's kingship offends modern 
political sensibilities—even those of many conservative Catholics. Cer
tainly, the practical appeal of many "dualist" readings of the Fourth 
Gospel is that they enable one to avoid the conclusions of Pius XI, and 
instead permit a metaphorical rather than a literal interpretation of 
those passages in John where the autonomous power of the State is 
called into question and where Christ is placed neither beside nor apart 
from Caesar but above him. Moreover, given the last seventeen hundred 
years of Church history, a strong argument can be made that a dualist 
interpretation of the Fourth Gospel is the only viable one for a church 
that, in Augustine's phrase, is still "in the world as a pilgrim." 

John would have none of Paul's obeisant attitude towards the State. 
Rather, as I have argued in this study, it was precisely the Roman exal
tation of the State in the person of the emperor over that of God in the 
person of Christ that inspired John to introduce into the Gospel a 
polemic against the Augustan Ideology and its explicit claim to absolute 
sovereignty in the world. It was, at its core, this political belief—albeit 
often wrapped in religious and literary garb—that lay at the root of the 
cycle of rejection that Christ experiences throughout the Gospel, from 
his rejection by his own people (1:11) to his execution as a criminal at 
the hands of the authorities in John 19. And, as Raymond E. Brown and 
J . Louis Martyn have suggested, the story of Christ's rejection is also 
the secret history of the rejection of his followers, both by "the Jews" 
and the Roman authorities who aided them. 

Rather than promoting a suicidal rebellion against Caesar's power, 
the evangelist attempts a systematic reversal of the political logic of the 
Augustan Ideology. For example, the unparalleled portrait of the "only-
begotten Son" in the Prologue, the reservation of true "power" to Christ 
alone, the bestowal of the title "Savior of the World" on Jesus, and the 
confrontation with Pilate in the Passion Narrative all suggest that John 
wished to strike at the true heart of Roman power. This target was not 
the troops and governors that could put down local uprisings, but the 
Weltanschauung that secured the overwhelming consent of the Mediter
ranean world by presenting the Roman triumph as the inevitable result 
of a divinely ordained historical process guided by divine men. In this 
respect, John's theology foreshadows the Barmen Declaration (to which 
Rudolf Bultmann was a signatory), that lonely protest of 1934 against 
the Nazi regime and its National Socialist church, which proclaimed: 
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"We reject the false doctrine that there could be areas of our life in 
which we would not belong to Jesus Christ but to other lords, areas in 
which we would not need justification and sanctification through him."2 

In retrospect, it is surprising how many exegetes pass over this aspect 
of the Gospel. The point here is to show how the Fourth Gospel, a his
torically particular document, challenges a historically particular polit
ical system. Given the temptation over the centuries to read it as a 
timeless and placeless document about Christ, it is perhaps justification 
enough for my research if it helps to illuminate those elements of time 
that gave rise to John's timeless meditations. In other words, that John 
challenges all political systems should surprise no one. However, the 
way in which he challenged this particular structure might surprise 
many, and recognizing it will at the very least expand our understand
ing of the Gospel. 

More precisely, the political understanding of the text offered in this 
study may serve to chart a new path for contextualizing the Fourth 
Gospel. It holds the potential to move beyond the traditional historical-
critical paradigms (Jewish vs. Philosophical-Gnostic) or theological 
approaches (Sacramentalist vs. Docetist vs. Christological vs. etc.). By 
looking to the first-century political context of the Gospel, we can come 
to understand how Johannine Christians would have understood them
selves as men and women with divided hearts, torn between Christ and 
Caesar. How clear their self-understanding may have been or how nor
mative it should be for Christians in the twenty-first century is another 
question, but one that can only be answered once we know what the 
self-understanding of Johannine Christians was. And my project, I hope, 
contributes towards that goal. 

Beyond the field of biblical exegesis, this study has something to offer 
contemporary work in both Christology and political theology. Given 
the historical centrality of the Fourth Gospel for Christology, the sug-

2 B r o w n , Kairos, 157. P e r h a p s m o d e r n s r e a d e r s o f J o h n s h o u l d n o t forge t t h a t H i t l e r 
in t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y l o o k e d b a c k t o A u g u s t u s a s a m o d e l a n d p r e d e c e s s o r o f t h e 
E u r o p e a n e m p i r e t h a t he h o p e d t o f a s h i o n . J o a c h i m C . F e s t (Hitler [ N e w Y o r k : 
H o u g h t o n Mifflin, 1971] 543) wri tes : "It w a s n e c e s s a r y for Hi t l er t o reject the p a s t b e c a u s e 
t h e r e w a s n o e r a in G e r m a n h i s t o r y w h i c h he a d m i r e d . H i s ideal p e r i o d w a s c las s i ca l 
a n t i q u i t y : A t h e n s , S p a r t a ( ' the m o s t p r o n o u n c e d r a c i a l s t a t e in h i s t o r y ' ) , t h e R o m a n 
E m p i r e . H e a l w a y s felt c lo ser t o C a e s a r o r A u g u s t u s t h a n t o the G e r m a n f r e e d o m fighter 
A r m i n i u s . " 
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gestion that its portrait of Christ was formed in part as a reply to his
torically particular forms of political power (i.e., the Roman emperor) 
can enable the systematic theologian to reconceptualize what John's 
high Christology was supposed to accomplish for his community and 
what it can (and cannot) accomplish in the contemporary context. At 
the very least, a greater appreciation and understanding of how Johan
nine Christology was shaped in part by a polemic against a historically 
specific form of political power must affect how theologians go about 
transferring Johannine texts to the contemporary world when doing 
Christology. In short, the Johannine Christ may have come down from 
heaven in the text, but John's portrait of him arose from the soil of first-
century Roman Asia Minor. Any modern Christology must capture 
both places of origin if it is to be true to both history and faith. 

The same problem of sorting the particular from the universal in John 
recurs in modern political theology. Modern liberationist theologians 
such as Leonardo Boff and Gustavo Gutierrez, to name only two of the 
most prominent, have attempted to reconceive the tasks of Christian 
theology in the socio-political spheres, and to reshape their Catholic 
societies away from what is often seen as a medieval emphasis on hier
archy and towards a modern emphasis on egalitarianism and democ
racy. Leaving aside the question of the value or disvalue of these efforts 
for the church, the recognition that John's autocratic understanding of 
Christ's authority (John 18:36) was formed within and against an auto
cratic and decidedly non-democratic society certainly adds a new layer 
of complexity to the problems confronting any political theology. Are 
these ancient paradigms of political authority that John incorporated 
into his Christology to be abandoned as historical relics? Are they no 
longer able to help Christians think usefully about the theology of the 
state, or are they normative elements of authentic Christian theology 
that challenge the political beliefs of the twenty-first century just as rad
ically as John challenged those of the first century? Likewise, Pope John 
Paul H's quite laudable search for a "third way" between capitalism and 
communism announced in his Centisimus Annus presupposes the same 
task of shifting and sorting out not only the relics of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries but also those of the first in the search for a work
able Christian social order. I have no ready answers for these larger the
ological questions, but even to pose them is sufficient to show the 
relevance of this study for contemporary theology. 
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On the more mundane level of historical-critical exegesis, this study 
leaves several questions about the Gospel unanswered. What was the 
exact status of Gentile members of the community vis-a-vis the Impe
rial Cult? How does John's understanding of Christ's kingship inform 
his portrait of Jesus' Galilean ministry? What are the implications of 
this anti-Roman polemic for the interpretation of the Farewell Dis
courses? Does the movement towards a universal Church reflected in 
John 21 challenge or at least nuance this polemic? Most importantly, can 
a more positive and systematic theory of the State be drawn from the 
Fourth Gospel that may have guided the hand of John when he redacted 
earlier traditions and documents into the final version of the Gospel? 
To answer these questions would require a full commentary on the 
Gospel from a "Roman" perspective, an intellectual project that lies 
beyond the scope of this study. 

My goals here have been more modest: to draw together the results 
of modern scholarship on the Augustan Ideology and to see how John 
can be read fruitfully in light of it. The history of the Johannine com
munity is one of conflict with several enemies outside and inside itself, 
the Roman Empire being only one. Yet at the stage when the Gospel 
was put into its final form, it may well have been the most threatening. 
To recognize the Roman imperium as such, and for a moment to look 
past other opponents, allows a new and valuable light to be shed on the 
text. By this standard, I hope that my efforts to re-read the Fourth 
Gospel can command some scholarly attention—and perhaps promote 
allegiance to him "through whom all things were made" (John 1:2). 
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