
“The Jews” in John’s Gospel: Anti Semitism or Culture? 

1. Background


It can be seen as ironic, that from the writings of the one referred to as the Apostle of Love, should come interpretations of hatred towards the very people to whom Y’shua first came. The mishandling of the phrase ‘the Jews’ in John’s Gospel has created many doctrines of hate to emerge against Jews, to where it is often believed in the church that the Jews are a cursed race, rejected by God. Fortunately this viewpoint is changing in these days due to many conferences like this one, and by careful research into Gospel’s historical context.   
Unfortunately, many of the church leaders, in both ancient and modern times, have stood strongly against the Jewish people. Many examples can be given, but sufficient is one early church farther called the ‘golden mouthed’, John Chysostom (cited in Brown, 1992, p.10): 

The synagogue is worse than a brothel ... it is the den of scoundrels and the repair of wild beasts ... the temple of demons devoted to idolatrous cults ... the refuge of brigands and debauches, and the cavern of devils.  [It is] a criminal assembly of Jews ... a place of meeting for the assassins of Christ ... a house worse than a drinking shop ... a den of thieves; a house of ill fame, a dwelling of iniquity, the refuge of devils, a gulf and abyss of perdition.

Anti-Semitic rants such as this justified Christian leaders to idly stand by during the many persecutions throughout the church age. One may have expected for statements like these to have ceased with the Reformation that brought back the truth of ‘justified by faith’. Unfortunately this did not happen; leaders like Martin Luther spoke and wrote similar venom against the Jews. Towards the end of his life he called for the destruction of synagogues, homes, prayer books, Talmuds, even declaring “We ought to drive the rascally lazy bones out of our system .... Therefore away with them” (cited in Brown, 1992, p.15). This unfortunately was used by later leaders in Germany to support the Holocaust, when the Nazis spread their teachings of hate through various tracts like “the Jews and their father the devil” (Leibig, 1983, p.209). The silence from many Church leaders and denominations throughout the Church age gave a form of credibility to these erroneous and dangerous interpretations.    

Many of these anti-Semitic rants came out of a false doctrine that the Jews killed the Christ so the Jews should be killed in retaliation. The writings of the New Testament, and in particular John’s gospel, was often used to support this doctrine of demons, claiming that John clearly shows a divide between Y’shua and ‘the Jews’, with the Jews being opposed to Y’shua in his Gospel. 

In view of the history of ill treatment to the Jewish people base on teachings from John, a close look at the usage of 'the Jews' in the Gospel of John is required. 

2) TWO ASPECTS OF JOHN:

2a) All are Jews 

The reader must always remember that both the author of the Gospel of John, and the participants within, including Y’shua, are all Jews. The Samaritans may be one exception; yet the differences are religious not race, and they were considered still part of the Jewish family tree.   This concept of one Jew calling another group of Jews as ‘the Jews’ still can be found in modern day Jewish circles, even in Israel. This is particularly the case when one group perceives another group more observant than they. The phrase to ‘out Jew’ another Jew is also used today. Bratcher (1975, p.403), points this out, saying, “As a matter of fact Y’shua was a Jew, and to translate a passage for example, ‘Y’shua, in Jerusalem, said to the Jews’, is as unnatural as to say, ‘The President, in Washington, said to the Americans’, or, ‘The Queen, in London, said to the British’”. 

2b) John’s Purpose  

The second thing that the reader should remember is that John wrote his Gospel for the purpose of reaching those who do not yet accept Y’shua as Messiah (cf. 20:31). Many scholars believe John is seeking to reach Jews who still remain within traditional Judaism (then in the foundation stages of what would become Rabbinic Judaism). This can be clearly seen if we accept Carson's (1992, p.170) interpretation of 20:31, “that you may believe that the Christ, the Son of God, is Jesus”. This thrust to reach the Synagogue Jew can also be seen by John’s use of many Jewish phrases (1:38, 42; 4:25; 19:13, 17), and the very descriptive aspects of Israel and Jewish life that Gentile readers would have initial difficulty understanding.  
2c) Preliminary Findings


Therefore, these two factors of 1) all in John were Jews, and 2) that the book is written to win and not isolate Jewish people, should immediately give caution against any anti-Semitic interpretation with John’s use of ‘the Jews’ in his Gospel. John was just talking in the style of his own Jewish culture that they would have understood, in an attempt to encourage his brethren to accept Jesus as Messiah.

3) WHY THE USE OF ‘THE JEWS’ IN JOHN'S GOSPEL?


Two main reasons can be seen as behind John’s use of ‘the Jews’ in his Gospel:

3a) Contrasting Parties

Firstly, John's Gospel is a book of contrasting parties, “The author sees everything in terms of opposite forces: light and darkness, truth and error, life and death, God and the Devil” (Bratcher, 1975, p.401). This contrasting style was part of the writing culture of John’s day and found in other literature (e.g., the Gnostic writings). John wanted to show a contrasting rejection of Y’shua by ‘the world’ and 'the devil’. Yet there were no ‘evil gentile/pagans’ in John’s story about Y’shua to use as a contrast, just the different Jewish groups to whom Y’shua originally came to redeem. So John uses these different Jewish groups to facilitate the contrasting theme of his gospel, identifying ‘the Jews’ with the world, the darkness, and the devil. 

This contrasting theme is also seen by the way ‘the crowds’, who initially support Y’shua, are then called ‘the Jews’ as the they begin to oppose Y’shua. This also occurs with ‘the Pharisees’ interchanging with ‘the Jews’ as they begin to oppose (see chapters 1, 7, 9). 

To do his contrasting theme effectively John has to distance Y’shua, and his followers, from Jews groups who oppose Jesus.  This is done to the extent that they are seen as two distinct groups as if one party is Jewish and the other is not Jewish (e.g. 8:17; 10:34). Therefore, John’s use of ‘the Jews’ has an allegorical context, representing anyone who rejects Y’shua. 

3b) Separation Within is still ‘Within’.
       
Secondly, presuming John wrote later than all other gospel writers, after the temple was destroyed, then John is not just giving a historical account for the sake of record, but writing to deal with cultural and doctrinal issues of his day. Some scholars say the Synagogue began to oppose and exclude the Messianic Jews after the destruction of the Temple. Schiffman, (1992, p.12) states that “It was not until after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. that Messianic Jews were seen as being outsiders by the Jewish community. This was because of the rise of Pharisaic Judaism as the [supposed] only acceptable sect of Judaism after the destruction of the Temple”. It is important to note that even in John’s day his community would have seen themselves as Messianic Jews and not ‘gentile Christians’, yet with growing differences with Pharisaic Judaism as it evolved into Rabbinic Judaism.  

This separation within the Jewish community caused much debate in the following decades between the two parties regarding the Messiah-ship of Y’shua. As Beasley-Murray (1987, p.xlvii) says “In John there is reflection of debates between church and synagogue”. He also claims “the acts and teachings of Jesus in the Gospel is to no small degree determined by objections voiced by the Jewish leaders in his time and by Jewish opponents to the Church in [John’s] time” (Beasley-Murray, 1987, p.lxxxix). Carson (1991, p.171) believes that “John may have had an interest in driving a wedge between the ordinary [non-believing] Jews and (at least) some of their leaders”, hoping they would accept Y’shua as Messiah. From this we can see that John wrote to answer the growing disputes within Judaism; but importantly, he wrote as one within the community dealing with issues from within, not seeking destruction from the outside. His criticisms of Jewish life can be found in other ‘in-house’ criticism recorded in the Dead Sea literature, and even the later Talmudic writings. 

3c) Preliminary findings. 

From these two points, firstly of contrasting parties, and secondly, the separation within the Jewish community over the Messiah-ship of Jesus, enables John to use ‘the Jews’. John is seeking to answer opposition within Judaism to Y’shua as Messiah by the Pharisaic Jews who continued control in the Synagogue after the Temple was destroyed. These Pharisaic Jews departed from Biblical Judaism that was God-centric to Rabbinic Judaism which is Rabbi-centric. Thus, John’s argument is with the religious authorities of his day, and it is with them that Y’shua is also shown to have conflict, and this argument is one from within the community. 

Neither Y’shua nor John is against the common Jew.  John records many people coming to believe in Y’shua (8:30). The ethnic identity of these ‘many’ could only be other fellow Jews. This again indicates that John’s use of ‘the Jews’ was just for contrasting effect to challenge the religious leaders, and not a rejection by God (or Y’shua) to all Jews of all ages, but instead just a symbol or metaphor for any people who are offered but reject Y’shua. 
4. TEXTUAL ISSUES
4a) ‘Of the Jews’
  
Many English translations use the phrase ‘of the Jews’ in John's Gospel to describe general Jewish lifestyle and customs. Is used for various Jewish Festivals (2:13; 5:1; 6:4; 7:2; 11:55); for Jewish ceremonial washings (2:6); a Jewish leader (3:1); the Jewish Temple guards (18:12), and for the Jewish chief priests (19:21).  


Yet an example of a more natural reading is how ‘the Passover of the Jews’ (2:13-18; KJV), is rendered ‘the Jewish Passover’ (NIV).  However, either translation (KJV or NIV) suggests the existence of a non-Jewish Passover. The Jewish New Testament (JNT), corrects this by more accurately translating, ‘the festival of Pesach in Y'hudah’ (Judea).  

The use of a locality or a region to explain a Festival was common in those days.  Ashton (1985, p.44) states “in the Greco-Roman world in which John is writing religious customs and beliefs were associated with the regions and nations from which they originated”.   

Therefore JNT’s use of ‘Y'hudah’ fits the practice of the day in which it was written and intended. This is also seen in 3:1 where “Nicodemas, a leader of the Jews” (KJV); or “a member of the Jewish ruling council” (NIV); or “a leader of the Jews” (NRSV); is translated by the JNT as “a ruler of the Judeans”. Bratcher (1975, p.404), claims “a leading Pharisee” could be used here. This principle can be applied to other occurrences of ‘of the Jews’ in 5:1; 6:4; 7:2; and 11:55, and cannot be seen as anti-Semitic, but rather a cultural idiom. 
4b) “The Jews”  

Here we finally come to our main issue of concern in John’s Gospel. The use of “the Jews” occurs more frequently in John than in any of the other Gospels (75 times in John; 5 times in Matthew and Luke; 6 in Mark). In attempting to alleviate the anti-Semitic tone of John, some have used a large brush and painted all occurrences of the Jews as being ‘Judeans’ (eg. JNT, Shiffmann).  
However, we question this in the light of the contrast design of John, as not all Judeans were hostile to Y’shua, just as not all Galileans accepted Y’shua. Regardless of whether the translation is ‘the Jews’ or ‘Judeans’, it is still referring to the same ethnic group: Jewish people.


Others scholars, like Wahlde (1982, pp.39, 54), claim all references of ‘the Jews’ refer to just the religious authorities who are shown to be the ones who oppose Y’shua, and incite the crowds to also oppose Y’shua. Whilst this is a very appealing approach, this, as the previous approach, may have also oversimplified a complex issue, as it fails to distinguish between the fine nuances taking place within their culture at that time. This is why we need to focus on the historical and cultural context when seeking to construct accurate translations. 

The approach that has the most credibility in answering the problematic use of ‘the Jews’ in John's Gospel, is Bratcher's (1975, p.409) conclusion for the four different ways he sees how ‘the Jews’ is used in John. We accept his summary with the few clarifications in the brackets, which are mine, and some relocating and modifying of his verse divisions:
1) Its natural sense, meaning simply ‘Jewish people’: 2:6, 13;  3:1, 25;  4:9, 22;  5:1;  6:4; 7:2;  8:31; 11:55;  18:12, 35;  19:21, 40, 42.  

These verses include the Jewish Festivals previously discussed in the ‘of the Jews’ heading, and are non-hostile to Y’shua; the exception being 18:12 & 19:21 which should be under #4 as they are connected with the religious authorities.
2) ‘Judeans’: people who live in and near Jerusalem: 11:8, 19, 31, 33, 36, 45, 54; 12:9, 11; 19:20.  

We agree with Bratcher that ‘the Jews’ here are in a positive sense as non-hostile to Y’shua and frequently supportive of Y’shua. As much of John’s Gospel is focused within Judea then they receive more mention than in the other Gospels, which are equally focused in Galilee. 
3) People hostile to Y’shua:  6:41, 52; 8:48, 52, 57; 10:19,24, 31, 33;  18:20, 38; 19:7, 12,14. 

These occurrences of ‘the Jews’ include the occasions where ‘the crowds’ begin to subtly turn to ‘the Jews’. The crowds are frequently shown as being divided in their acceptance of Y’shua [10:19]. Often their shift from support to opposition can be linked to incitement by the religious authorities. The following should be under #4 - 6:52; 8:52, 57 [due to religious authorities present], 10:19 [continuation of discourse with Pharisees in 9:40]; 19:7 [see 19:6], 19:12 [only priests are present at the time].  

4) The Religious Authorities in Jerusalem: 1:19;   2:18, 20;   5:10, 15, 16, 18;   7:1, 11, 13, 15, 35;  8:22;  9:18, 22;  13:33;  18:14, 31, 36;  19:31, 38;  20:19.  

These verses and the passages around them appear to be the thrust of John’s application of contrasting themes between Y’shua and those who reject him. The authorities are shown as being the key people who oppose Y’shua as the Messiah and who are ultimately responsible for his death. As these religious leaders stand against Y’shua, John refers to them as ‘the Jews’. They understood then that they all where Jews, and the distinctive use of ‘the Jews’ here was to mark out the religious leaders, and not all Jews. 

4c) Preliminary Findings. 

Of these four ways proposed by Bratcher, only two of these have negative connotations, especially the religious leaders. Yet the statements were made against the religious leaders who opposed Y’shua, and those currently opposing the Messianic Jews of John’s day. These were not polemic statements against all Jews of all times, but stand as metaphors against any who oppose Y’shua as Lord, be they general people or leaders. 

5. CONCLUSION 


Overall we have seen that:

A) All participants in John’s Gospel are Jews, including Y’shua with John and his community.

B) John wrote to reach those Jews who remained in the Synagogue that was increasingly becoming hostile to Y’shua as Messiah, moving towards Rabbinic Judaism.

C) John wrote in the contrasting style of his day, contrasting the same ethnic group against itself. 

D) John wrote as one ‘within’ Judaism, seeking to give answers from within, and not as an opponent on the outside seeking destruction. 

E) John wrote to challenge the teachings of Pharisaic Jewish leaders who were opposed to Y’shua as Messiah, not to oppose all Jews of all times and certainly not to seek their destruction. 
We outlined for different ways John used ‘the Jews’, none of which are to be interpreted as opposing all Jew in all times, but rather just cultural distinctions they would have understood back then. Only the last two have ‘hostile’ connotations, yet not directly against all Jews of all times, but as a metaphor against any who stand against Y’shua as Messiah: 

1) Ordinary Jewish People

2) Judeans (verses Galileans)  

3) [All] People hostile to Y’shua as Messiah. 

4) [All] Religious Leaders hostile to Y’shua as Messiah

Whilst there may be difficulties in accounting for every occurrence of ‘the Jews’, one does not have to arrive at the conclusion that ultimately there is an anti-Semitic tone to the Gospel of John. This can especially be seen when 4:22 declares that salvation is from 'the Jews', and 20:31 can be interpreted as referring to Jewish outreach. By following Bratcher's approach that examines the context of each usage we can have a much clearer understanding of the author's intent. John’s intended to use the phrase ‘the Jews’ in a way that the original recipients would have understood; our task is to bring back that original understanding into our present day. 
However, we should note that some people believe the Gospel of John is anti-Semitic no matter how one may interpret the various usages of the Jews. Leibig (1983, p.223), says

 [John] reacted to that historical situation with a theological assault against 'the Jews'. By Projecting the mutual hostility and the christological disputes of his own day back into the life of Jesus, he created the impression that a radical anti-Jewish animosity was characteristic of Jesus' own attitude.......by projecting upon 'the Jews' all the negative aspects of his dualistic scheme, he stereotyped the Jewish people as rejected and unredeemed. ....(he) established a theological vendetta against 'the Jews' - a vendetta that has erupted again and again throughout history, legitimating and even generating racial hatred of the Jewish people.

Yet, we can propose those like Leibig misunderstand, or reject, the cultural application within John’s Gospel. We may also state that whilst John wrote against those Jews opposing Y’shua and himself in his later community, this does not mean that John now wants to condemn these leaders to die in some persecution, but rather show his readers that these leaders do not have the answers to life as they handed over the Messiah to be crucified.  There is no exclusion of Jewish people in John, nor hatred, nor blame, but just the use of a literary tool to show that all who oppose Y’shua as Messiah are opposing the ways of God. 
This same principle can be applied to Acts, a book not about Jewish exclusion but Gentile inclusion. We need to now reach out in love, just as John did, and encourage our brethren in traditional Judaism to accept Y’shua as Messiah. 
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