What light is thrown on the Johannine literature from our knowledge of early Judaism, especially Judaism’s apocalyptic and mystical strands?

Among the four gospels the gospel of John stands out as different from the rest. Whilst the other gospels follow fairly well the same order and share much of their material, the gospel of John seems to have things happen in different orders and contains some very different material. There are far fewer signs or miracles in John, and these are always followed by discourse which is linked to or explains the sign. There is also some material in John which is totally different to the synoptics and often quite hard to understand or explain why it is there. The first five verses, for example, make little or no sense to the uninformed modern reader, especially before the rest of the chapter is read. 

One suggested reason for these differences and suggested explanation of these difficult passages is the Jewish context from which John comes. From the beginning, Christianity had strong connections (though often negative connections, as in disagreements) with Judaism. Jesus and the early disciples were Jewish. The disciple who Jesus loved, who probably wrote this gospel, was Jewish.
 The gospel of John was written, therefore, with certain Jewish assumptions, but also in response and reaction against other Jewish ideas. 

This essay will attempt to show that John was based on and a reaction against various Jewish ideas. It will first look at Judaism in general, how John’s gospel reacts to this and what light this sheds on the idea of Jesus being sent from the Father and the judicial language in John. It will then look at the Dead Sea Scrolls and similarities and differences between the Qumran and Johannine communities, taking Qumran as an example of a mystical and apocalyptic community. It will next examine Jewish mysticism in general including Philo and Mekarbah and end with Apocalyptic Judaism. Throughout it will comment on how this throws light on the gospel of John. Special care and attention will be given to the prologue of John as this sets the scene for what the whole gospel is about. 

Early Judaism in general

The gospel of John is bursting with negative references to “the Jews” and Pharisees (perhaps both terms referring to the same groups), often with them in dispute with Jesus. John 1:10 speaks of Jesus’ own, the Jews, not accepting Him, whilst others do. “The Jews”, probably a term referring to the ruling class in Jerusalem, the very people who were supposed to be waiting for the messiah, fail again and again to believe in Jesus.

We see also in John more subtle attacks on early Judaism. In the prologue, for example John says that the law was through Moses, but through Jesus is grace and truth. Moses was the key most important figure to Jews, the Pharisees in particular. John sets Jesus as greater than Moses, even than Abraham.
 John also seems to challenge the Pharisees views on the Holy Spirit. According to W.D Davies, some Pharisees believed the Holy Spirit to be active only in the land of Israel. John questions this through Jesus’ response to Nicodemus (a Pharisee) when he says that the Spirit blows where he wishes.

John is still, however, whilst being in reaction against Judaism, a very Jewish gospel. Even the Greek style is heavily influenced by Aramaic, and in this gospel Jesus tells the Samaritan woman that salvation comes from the Jews.
 The reason for this apparent attack and affirmation of Judaism is that the Early church was trying to define itself as proper, correct Judaism. It therefore wanted to show the errors of any other form of Judaism that rejected Jesus as messiah, whilst affirming the Jewish root from which Christianity had grown. 

The disagreement between Pharisees and early Christians explains the legal imagery in John, with the Pharisees acting as the prosecution and John providing various witnesses to Jesus’ messiahship. At the heart of this is the question of where Jesus is from. Is He from heaven, or from Nazareth? Is He sent from God, or not?

In showing that Jesus is indeed from heaven and from God, John draws on various Jewish ideas, knowledge of which help us to understand this better. In Jewish tradition, for example, agents represent those who send them, but the one who sends is greater. After completing the mission, the agent returns to the sender.  This is how John portrays Jesus, as representing, but serving the father and returning to Him.
 There are other links, but this is enough to show that John relied on his readers’ Jewish understanding of the way things worked. We then must have an understanding of a Jewish understanding to understand his Gospel!

The Dead Sea Scroll community

The Qumran group was a Jewish sect living near the Dead Sea up to the middle of the first Century. They copied, wrote and persevered many texts, which were found in clay jars about thirty years ago. These texts, some of which directly relate to the community, shed considerable light on this sect and our understanding of early Judaism. There are certain similarities between this group’s writings and the Gospel of John.

Our first point of comment is the interest in light and darkness of the Qumran group. They saw people are having seven parts, some of which were light, and good, others of which were dark and bad. Those who had more light parts belonged to (or were children of) the light, those who had more dark parts belonged to the dark. There is an emphasis on division between these groups.
 

In John we see this same division. In John 1:5 Jesus, the light of the world comes to the darkness, but the darkness does not understand Him. Those who believe in Him, however do not live in darkness, but are children of light. In John the children of darkness are the blind Pharisees.
 We see here John picking up Jewish ideas of a division between light and darkness and using it to define Christianity against mainstream Judaism.
 John assumes knowledge of a light/dark division and uses it to say that the Pharisees are those in darkness, and the followers of Jesus are those in the light. If you want to be in the light, says John, you need to follow Jesus.

There are also similarities between Qumran’s Teacher of Righteousness and John’s Jesus. Qumran’s Teacher of Righteousness talks about all that he knows coming from God. He calls himself a servant of God.
 This goes back to the question of authority. Those who are sent by God carry God’s authority.

In fact, around the time of Jesus there were many people claiming to speak on God’s authority as well as the Qumran group.  These include the ruling priests, the Pharisees and others claiming to be the Messiah. John had a concern not only to establish Jesus as being truly sent by God but also to distinguish Him above these other groups. For John, Jesus was not just sent by God, He came forth from God, was the Son of God and returned to God. There is no higher authority than this.

There is more that could be said about Qumran, but hopefully we have shown enough the way in which John picks up Jewish ideas. It is unlikely that John knew Qumran literature, but this group serves as an example of the kinds of ideas prevalent in Judaism at the time. John uses these ideas to argue His case that the reader should believe in Jesus.
 

Apocalyptic Strands

An apocalypse is a narrative about a seer’s vision in which a heavenly being reveals secrets. Daniel and Revelation are the Biblical examples of these, but there are many more outside the Biblical cannon, such as the Book of Enoch. J. Aston sees John as a kind of reverse apocalyptic, with the heavenly figure (Jesus) coming to earth to reveal secrets.

The main thrust of apocalyptic literature is, then, the revealing of secrets, but these secrets are often revealed in hidden ways, such as symbolic dreams and visions. In John, Jesus’ miracles are also highly symbolic. The water that Jesus turns into wine, for example, is symbolic of the beginning of the new, better age. Jesus is also depicted in John as speaking in riddles.
 

In Apocalyptic these symbolic visions are most often afterwards explained by the heavenly guide. In John the miracles and similes are often left unexplained. John’s Jesus promises the Holy Spirit who will remind and explain. In John then, the Apocalyptic explanations happens after reading his text.
 

As we have also noted in the two previous areas of early Judaism, there is a division in apocalyptic, this time between those who understand and who do not. This is picked up in John with the Pharisees, the children of darkness, not understanding.
 John is not, as Ashton says, a reverse apocalyptic, but it does pick up some apocalyptic themes and ideas. We can see so far that there is overlap of ideas in the various strands of Judaism so that we cannot say John is responding to or using one particular group’s set of ideas. Rather, John is using and reacting against the general mix of ideas held by average Jews who may or may not be part of a particular group.  

Mysticism: Philo and the logos

As noted in the first paragraph, the bulk of the prologue is totally foreign to the uninformed. We must, therefore, become informed of its Jewish background in order to understand it fully. Many Jewish (and Greek) writers discuss the logos, but we will focus on Philo as an example for the purposes of this essay.

The idea of God’s word as an agent of creation is found in the Old Testament itself. Psalm 33:6 talks of creation by/through God’s word and Philo and John see creation by/through God’s word.
 This is merged with Proverbs 3:19 and 8:22-31 and Psalm 136:5 to make the wisdom and word of God synonymous. In light of Proverbs 8, wisdom/the word has personal character who is with God in and as the beginning.
 Sirach 24 makes this link clear with wisdom coming from the mouth of God (verse 3) and representing the law (verse 10).

Further imaginative interpretation of the Old Testament takes us closer to Philo and John’s ideas of the logos. God’s first recorded word is “Let there be”. This is the jussive form of the verb from which His name comes (or perhaps the verb comes from the name). God could be seen and has been seen as speaking forth his very self, therefore the word is God (John 1:1). What form does the logos take? God’s second recorded word, light. Whilst this may not be seen as a good reading of the text by modern Old Testament Scholars, this is probably how Philo and John read it. 

Philo saw God as revealing Himself through light/the logos/His wisdom. He saw this as one being who is in a sense god. By union with this being, one could have union with God.
 John sees Jesus as this logos who reveals God and brings union with Him. Jesus says that all who have seen Him have seen the Father, and that He is the way to the Father. Jesus and the Father are again and again depicted as being one. In John 17:21, He prays that His disciples would be one in the Father and in Himself. 

We see, then, that a clear understanding of Philo or other Jewish writers on the logos helps to shed light on John. This does not mean John necessarily drew from Philo directly, but that they are part of the same logos tradition.

Merkabah 

The goal of Merkabah mysticism is to see God on His Throne and to see the heavenly throne room. Often a period of prayer and fasting is followed by an ascent to heaven where the mystic sees God. John responds to this kind of mysticism by saying that it is Jesus who is the doorway to heaven (John 1:51, 10:7-9, Genesis 28:12,17) and it is by seeing Jesus that one sees God.
  

John also uses the Merkabah idea of seeing God on His throne. For John, the place where Jesus is exalted, Jesus’ throne, is the cross. This is made further clear by the inscription above Jesus’ head, ‘King of the Jews’ (NRSV).
 

The idea in John that Jesus’ followers join the heavenly household and become children of God is also found in Merkabah mysticism. The mystics saw themselves as becoming part of God’s celestial family.
 Merkabah mysticism also sheds light on John and helps paint another part of the picture of the background in which John writes.

Conclusion

As we have seen, a knowledge of Early Judaism explains the constant conflict between Jesus and ‘the Jews’ and the Pharisees and the marked division between them and those who understand and believe Jesus. It explains the emphasis on Jesus coming from God by showing us how this is related to authority. It helps us to understand why Jesus’ miracles are symbolic. It explains the otherwise highly cryptic prologue and shows where John’s Christology comes from. It explains the emphasis on Jesus as the way to God over other ways, and helps us to see another side to the cross, that of Jesus’ throne. Knowledge of early Judaism is very enlightening. 

This does not mean that John drew directly from any particular strand of Judaism. It is unlikely that John, for example, studied Philo and wrote his gospel in response. Rather, John’s reactions to Judaism and ideas from Judaism probably come from the ideas held by ordinary Jews encountered by the Johannine community. These ideas would in turn have been based on some of the kind of groups we have examined, as well as a wide variety of other sources. Study of a variety early Jewish documents helps us to get an idea of what the average Jew might have thought, and how John has used and reacted against that thought.
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