
So far as the methods are concerned, it is 
rrobably little comfort to some conservative 
readers to discover that very similar things 
about the nature of historical study were being 
said in 1977 in the reviewer's own [ believe in the 
historical Jesus, where the point was made that 
historical study can only assign degrees of pro
bability to statements. It is true that the reviewer 
would assign greater probability of historical 
reliability to much more in the gospels than 
would Sanders, but in principle the methods 
employed are the same, and it is good that 
Sanders thinks in terms of degrees of pro
bability. Readers may of course wanHo say that 
their belief in the reliability of the gospels is 
independent of historic'll study with its merely 
probable results, but such independence is not 
really possible. To take a hackneyed example, if 
the accounts of Peter's threefold denial of Jesus 
vary in the different gospels, then sOme kind of 
solution must be sought, and eVell.those who 
postulate an original sixfold. denial in order to 
harmonize the ac<:ounts and those who pro
pose some other solution for the di.£ferences 
must use historical {as well as other} argUments 
in trying to settle which solution to adopt And 
the conclusions to which they come will remain 
in the realm of probability. 

So the problem is whether the methods 
have been properly applied, and whether con
clusions have been reached which are truly 
dependent on correct application of methods 
and not perhaps on an unjustified scepticism. A 
certain amount of scepticism is in fact present, 
and when it is analysed it often seems to be 
unfounded. There is a danger of assuming too 
readily that where positive criteria for 
authenticity cannot be produced there are 
grounds for scepticism. The truth is that the 
whole business of demonstrating both authen
ticity and inauthenticity is extremely difficult. 

Readers, therefore, who appreciate 
Sanders' scepticism regarding some of the 
familiar conclusions of other gospel critics will 
do well to exercise the same caution over 
against much of what he says, and they will be 
right to say 'Evidence, please' or to look 
Critically at what is offered as evideI).(:e and to 
take note of considerations which have not 
been mentioned. They will appreciate the com
prehensiveness of this guide to gospel criticism 
and they will learn much from it, but (in the 
spirit of the authors) they will read, the work 
critically. . 

L Howard MushaH, University of 
Aberdeen. 

The Fourth Gospel and its 
Predecessors. From Narrative 
Source to Present Gospel 
Robert T Fortna 
Phil;jelc lphl<l Fortress. 1988. 
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Robert Fortna has been one of the acknow
ledged masters of}ohannine redaction criticism 
since his publication of The Gospel of Signs: A 
Rtconstrudion of the Narraliue S(1ura Underlying the 
Faurlh Gospel (Cambridge: CUP, 1970). Since 
then Dr Fortna's research has continued to 
probe beneath the surface of John, seeking 
evidence for an earlier document, a narrative 
source, which might be one of the earliest 
Christian writings in existence. 

The quest may not be as far-fetched as it 
may at first seem. The Johannine literary puzzle 
is a well-known mystery. Lengthy discourses 
stand side~by-side with miracle ('signs') nar-

ratives and each seems to convey a different 
emphasis. Further, these disparate episodes in 
John seem stitched together into an ill-fitted 
patchwork. And this has left numerous ten
sions or irregularities (called aporia5) in the 
gospel. Consider, for instance, the aborted 
ending at 14:31, or the peculiar geographical 
sequence in chapter'S 4-7. Even chapter 21 
seems to be an addition, asdoes the prologue in 
1:1-18. Jesus' first sign is in Cana (2:11) and his 
second in Capernaum (4:54) - but many other 
signs intervene! In 16:5 Jesus remarks that no 
one was asking about his departure, but the 
truth is that in 13 :36 Peter had done just that. 

All of this evidence (and much more) 
suggests that the Fourth Gospel' had been 
vigorously edited and, if we follow Fortna's 
lead, edited somewhat clumsily. The aporiRs 
betray seams in the story and these in tum 
enable us to uncover the redactor or editor's 
handiwork. 

In the present volume Fortna seeks to 
reconstruct the original, ancient narrative 
source behind the gospel. In the first half of the 
book he divides the narrative (excluding the 
discourses which come later) into 20 sections 
(e.g. the testimony of John the Baptist, 1:6-7, 
19-34 is sec. 1; the official's son, 2!12a, 4:46-54, 
is sec. 4; and the great catch of fish, 21: 1-14, is 
sec. 5). Each section is ,arefully scrutinized so 
that we can see the original story underneath 
the redactor's veneer. There is a good deal of 
rearranging here (the cleansing of the temple is 
moved to the end; ch. 5 joins ch. 9) and no 
doubt much of Fortna's redactional spadework 
seems like guesswork. Nevertheless the thesis is 
provocative and compelling and makes good 
sense in many places - for instance, no doubt 
the Jerusalem and Galilee signs should be 
gathered together. On the other hand one 
wonders how, say, in John 11:1-45 (pp. 94-109) 
Fortna can so confidently cut away the secon
dary accretions. 

In the se,ond half of the volume Fortna 
makes what maybe the most troubling and ,er
tainly the most speculative step. Heattempts to 
analyse the original theology of the source and 
then reconstruct the outlook of the editor bRsed 
an the hypothetical rtConstrudion of the text just 
given. Following the traditional categories of 
biblical theology, Fortna studies Christology, 
signs and faith, salvation, the death of Jesus, 
and eschatology to see how the Johannine 'om
munity was undergoing theological change. 
One example will suffice. The original narrative 
source presented Jesus as a worker of miracles 
and signs. The editor shifts the focus away from 
this to say that the chief sign was Jesus' death by 
which he gave us life. 

The casual reader will be astonished at the 
degree to which Johannine literary criticism has 
dissected, rebuilt, and interpreted this gospel. 
And he would not be wrong to demur just a bit. 
Even Fortna knows that his work is very specu
lative and he sheepishly calls it' creative sleuth
ing', hoping that only 50% of it will convince. 
Indeed some of his proposals are fascinating, 
such as when he supplies an excursus on the 
genre of the pre-lohannine source, compares it 
with the Synoptics, and dates the document in 
the 405 or 50s (pp. 205-220). 

There is the nagging problem of method 
and !:ontrol in this sortofeffort,however. What 
test can verify such reconstructions? Could 
someone else sift the same material with utterly 
differen t results 1 Truth is, one gets the haun ting 
feeling that Professor Fortna has found themes 
in the text which are as much his as anyone's. 
But this wiUalwaysbe the danger in thorough
going redaction criticism like this. Separating 
the source from the redactor is often more art 
than science. And if the beauty of art is really in 

the eye of the beholder, then the success of 
Fortna's results will depend entirely on who is 
doing the viewing. 

Gary M. Burge, North Park Collegel 
Seminary, Chicago. 

Overcoming the World : Politics 
and Community in the Gospel 
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DaVId Rensberger 
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t llC tltlc Johannine Faith and 
Liberating Community 
(Philaclc lphlil Westllllflstcr. 1988J 

Rensberger, Associate Professor of NT at the 
Interdenominational Center in Atlanta, has 
produced a well-written and provocative study 
that attempts to link the Fourth Gospel -
traditionally the 'spiritual gospel' - to broader 
themes of liberation , to hard social and pofiitic.al 
decision~. In his reading, tradiHona!ly 
'religious' ads such as baptism and eucharist 
become marks of a self-consciously counter
cultural community. 

In the first chapter, Rensberger sets the 
stage by rapidly reviewing recent Johannine 
scholarship. As he sees it, the creative 
movement is toward the delineation of the 
Johannine community in conflict with csyna_ 
gogual Judaism. Whether or not Johannine 
Christianity is a sect in the sense that it has 
broken relations with other Christians, it is 
certainly a 'conversionist community' (using 
the categories of Bryan R. Wilson, Magic and the 
Millennium: A SocioJQgical Study of RtJigjau$ 
Movements of ProttstAmong Tribal and Third World 
Peoples). 

The second chapter focuses on 
Nicodemus and the blind man an. 3 and 9 
respectively}. With respect to John 3, 
Rensberger is not· interested in sorting out 
whether Nicodemus is an historical figure, but 
in thinking through 'the symbolic role he plays 
in the Fourth Gospel' (p. 37), for'asusualUohriJ 
seems less concerned with the meaning of this 
character for Jesus' history than with his 
meaning for the history of the Johannine com- . 
munity' (pp.'37-38).But what does Nicodemus 
symbolize? Rensberger's contribution is the 
suggestion that he plays a role 'as a communal 
symbolic figure' (p. 38, emphasis his). In 
particular, Nicodemus symbolizes the group of 
'crypto-Christians' (the terminology is that of J. 
Louis Marlyn) who are Chris Hans in some 
sense but who so hide their profession of faith 
that they do not suffer the expulsion from the 
synagogue that the rest of the Christian 
community endures. They are 'successful 
enough at avoiding detection to have caused 
considerable distress to John and his com
munity' (1'. 41). By contrast, the blind beggar 
symbolizes the courageous Christian who, 
faced with a similar choice, comes out clearly in 
favour of public identifiation with the 
Christian community. 

The third chapter is devoted to a com
positional analysis of John 3. The two principal 
parts of the, chaplerare held together, 
Rensberger argues, by a single theme: the need 
to go beyond half-belief to full-hearted con
fession of Jesus. In both cases this is 
accompli shOO in baptism (since Rensberger 
interprets In. 3 :3,5 to have primary reference to 
Christian baptism), and the baptism of John the 
Baptist has the similar aim of forcing profound 
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decision and therefore communal division. In 
his fourth chapter, Rensberger discusses both 
baptism and the eucharist in their function as 
boundary-markers. Baptism 'represents the 
threshold between the world and the com
munity for John, and also the risk of crossing 
that threshold' (p. 81). The eucharist reinforces 
this boundary, and maintains solidarity 
between the individual believer and other 
believers, since neither sacrament is performed 
by the individual in isolation from others. 

. Chapter five treats the trial ofjesus and the 
poutics of John. By casting Jesus as a king over 
against both Pilate and Barabbas, the Fourth 
GQspel 'confronts the issue ofIsrael's freedom 
in the lare first century Roman Empire with an 
alternative to both zealotry and collaboration, 
by calling fot adherencdo the king who is not 
of this world, whose servants do I\ot fight but 
remain in the world bearing witness to the truth 
before the rulers of both synagogue and 
Empire' (p. 100). 

Chapter six attempts in an exploratory 
way to relate these findings to what is 'some
what uneasily' called liberation theology. The 
call for Nicodemus to decide, to make a public 
transfer of allegiance, is what the saying 'You 
must be born from above' is all about; and, 
more generically, thiS becomes in our time a call 
to decide, to identify today with people who are 
on the margins of society. 'Nicodemus -that is, 
the group of people in the late first century 
whom he symbolizes - is being called upon to 
leave a seCUre, if ambivalent, situation by 
making known his solidarity with an oppressed 
minority. He is bidden to decide, and is told that 
on one side, and on one side only, lies the 
eternal life of God. He is told to come out of 
hiding' (p; 114). 'Where is Nicodemus to be 
found today? ... Nicodemus is to be found, to 
begin with the most exact analogy, where 
Christians in power relate to powerless 
Christians. This is true whether power is 
derived from money, class, gender, race, eduCa
tion, political connection, or otherwise. . . . 
Nicodemus is to be found wherever one whose 
life is secure must face those whose life is 
insecure, or who struggle in the cause of God, 
and decide to say, 'I am one of them"' (pp.115-
116). Similarly, when the Johannine Jesus 
refuses to grant allegiance to Caesar or to 
acknowledge his authority, he 'provides the 
fundamental prerequisite for undermining his 
rule' (p. 118). From this base, Rensberger 
explores possible lines of thought connecting 
Johannine theology with a variety of authors on 
black theology or liberation theology. 

In his seventh and final chapter, 
Rensberger reflects on the process of thought 
that connects the particularities of the historical 
existence of the Johannine community at the 
end of the first century with appropriate 
application today. As long as, say, Bultmann's 
atemporal existentialist approach prevailed, the 
challenge of this connection was not acute. But 
once the sociological and historical dimensions 
of the Johannine community are laid bare, then 
the challenge of moving from historical 
particulars no longer relevant (for instance, 
today the synagogue does not persecute the 
church) to contemporary application becomes 
formidable. Rensberger offers no formula, but 
rather a number of his preferences. In 
particular, the community's mission, both then 
and now, is, like that of Jesus, to 'take away the 
sin of the world'; and that is best accomplished 
in self-identity with the oppressed, with those 
on the boundaries of life. 

Rensberger's work is not easy to evaluate 
in short compass, primarily because it is built 
on so marty assumptions that are largely in 
vogue in the world of biblical scholarship, but 
which cry out to be questioned - at least 
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modified, in some cases jettisoned. The book is 
a delight to read. There is an easy familiarity 
with the literature and a graciousness of style 
that are altogether engaging. Even so, despite 
countless suggestive insights along the way, the 
thrust of the book is surely wrong-headed. 

For a start, even if we grant that 
Rensberger's reading of the Fourth Gospel is 
largely correct, and that the Johannine com
munity is best thought of as being on the 
boundaries of life, it is an extraordinary step 
that thinks of this gospel as a call to side With 
every minority group on the boundaries of life. 
To use John's gospel this way is to domesticate 
it, to hold it hostage to certain 'in vogue' 
sympathies on one wing of Christendom. The 
point is made clear from John's gospel itself. 
John is not calling anyone to identify with 
Judaism, which was a minority group within the 
Empire; with the Essenes, a minority group 
within Judaism; with the Samaritans, a minority 
group within the province of Syria; with the 
Stoics, a minority group within the Hellenistic 
culture. His point is to call people to allegiance 
to one particular minority group, the messianic 
community, the new covenant people of God. 
More precisely, his purpose is to call people to 
allegiance to Jesus the Son of God - not to any 
Jesus but the Jesus of hisfory and of faith to 
whom he bears witness. To extrapolate the ex
clusiveness of, say, 5:23; 10:7-10; 14:6 into a 
generic call to side with minority groups, 
regardless of all other considerations, is not 
only to miss the point of John, butto contradict 
it. 

Quite apart from the application of 
Rensberger's reading of John, is his reading 
itself justifiable? There was a time when form 
criticism taught us that although this or that 
pericope dealt with Jesus, and might or might 
not include historically accurate reminiscences, 
the pericope also reflected some sort of concrete 
situation in the church. Tradition and redaction 
criticism taught us to speculate about this 
ecclesiastical situation a little more closely, by 
analysing how these pericopae were shaped 
and put together. J. Louis Martyn taught us to 
go farther: he insisted that the church situation 
could be read off the very surface of the text, 
while it takes a great deal of cautious probing to 
say anything definite about what the text lets us 
know of the historical Jesus. Now sociology 
mediated through Rensberger, building on this 
reconstructed' Johannine community, deline
ates the contours of the social forces that 
shaped it - and derives political lessons to be 
drawn by reflecting on those social forces. 

Somewhere along the line, the text has 
been left behind. Not only have too many 
speculations been built on other speculations, 
but the obvious features of the text, such as its 
Christo logy, its claims to bring witness, its 
insistence on the uniqueness and exclusiveness 
of Jesus the Messiah, its remarkable ability to 
distinguish between what happened 'back 
there' during Jesus' ministry and what was 
discerned only later, are all lost. Many scholars 
doubt that John 3:3,5 is primarily about 
baptism, and that John 6 is primarily about the 
eucharist; but at very least, the point must be 
argued, and not assumed on the basis of a 
doubtful assumption asJo how easy it is to read 
the ecclesiastical realities of the end of the first 
century off the surface of the text. And how can 
the Johannine emphasis on the uniqueness of 
Jesus as the lamb of God who takes away the sin 
of the world, as the one who dies so that the 
nation may be saved, as the shepherd who gives 
his life for his sheep, be so quickly transmuted 
into a call that we in our tum take away the sin 
of the world by opposing injustice? I am not for 
a moment suggesting we should ignore injus
tice; I am merely saying that this is an 
extraordinary reading of John's gospel. 

Indeed, I have gradually come to the 
condusionthe Fourth Gospel was not written 
primarily for church consumption anyway, but 
as an evangelistic booklet. I realize this point is 
debatable; but the very fact that it is debatable 
but is not, by and large, being debated, is 
profoundly troubling and indicative of what is 
going wrong in Johannine scholarship. The 
hesitant suggestions of earlier scholars have 
now become the 'givens' of this generation of 
scholars, who feel free to build fresh, hesitant 
suggestions on top of them. I am tempted to say 
that the emperor has no clothes - or, more 
conservatively, he is down to his underwear. 

D.A. Carson, Deerfield, Illinois. 

Paul and Jesus: Collected 
Essays 
AJM Wedderburn (ed) 
Sheffield JSOT Press , 989. 
207 pp . £20 

The question of Paul's relationship to Jesus is 
important and controversial. Paul speaks of 
himself as a slave of Jesus Christ, and it is clear 
that the death, resurrection and exaltation of 
Jesus are very important to him. But what about 
Jesus' life and teaching? Remarkably Paul refers 
very little to what Jesus did and said in his 
Palestinian ministry. Was he not very interested 
in the ministry? Did he presuppose that the 
readers of his letters knew the stories ofjesus? 
Or what? 

Many scholars have tried to answer these 
questions over the years. Among books at pre
sent in print, J. W. Fraser's Jesus ilnd Paul 
(Marcham Manor Press, 1974) is still as useful a 
discussion as any, and argues for close links 
between Jesus and Paul. In the collection of 
essays FrOm Jesus to Paul: Studies in Honour of 
Frilnds Wright Beare (eds. P. Richardson and I.e. 
Hurd, Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, 1984) there are some useful contribu
tions, notably by Charles Scobie who argues 
that the Gentile mission which was 50 impor
tant for Paul had its roots in Jesus' ministry 
(contrary to the view of many critics; Scobie 
unnecessarily doubts the authenticity of Mt. 
10:5-6) and by Larry Hurtado who examines 
the so-called Christ-hymn of Philippians 2:5-11 
and argues that Paul here has in mind not just 
the humiliation of Jesus' death, but also the 
humility of his ministry and probably the 
'servant' traditions we find in the gospels (~.g. 
Mk. 10:45; In. 13). An article by W. Klassen 
finds striking similarities between the way Jesus 
treated women as people and Paul's attitude, 
but he - quite unnecessarily - seesthe pastoral 
epistles as quite different and non-Pauline. 

Wedderburn's book is also collected 
essays. The editor, who is nowatthe University 
of Durham, has brought together six seminar 
papers given at the Society for New Testament 
Studies, all of which have been published 
before (though not all in English); he has also 
included in the collection the well-known 
survey article by Victor Furnish, The Jesus
Paul Debate: from Baur to Bultmann', and has 
proVided his own introduction and postcript to 
the volume. 

The result is a particularly interesting and 
useful volume, though of a demanding aca
demic standard, not recommended for begin
ners. Two articles are by Christian Wolf: the 
first is an exegetical study of 2 Corinthians 
5:14ff.: some scholars have argued that Paul 
speaks of his lack of interest in the earthly Jesus 
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