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PREFACE 
 
 
 

In a short booklet produced for the Council of Christians and Jews, Gareth 
Lloyd-Jones comments that most Christian scholars of the New Testament 
deny there is any direct connection between the polemic of the New 
Testament against the Jews and the “persecution endured by the Jews at 
Gentile hands over the centuries” (1993, 1). Such scholars, Lloyd-Jones 
argues, are content to ascribe the origins of these persecutions to the 
writings of the Church Fathers but are not prepared to go back any further 
in history. Jewish scholars, by contrast, have no problem in making such 
bold claims. They have a point. In his discussion of New Testament texts 
that are problematic for Jewish-Christian relations, Lloyd-Jones goes on to 
state that in 1936, “the Nazis published a picture-book for children which 
contained an artist’s impression of a Jew. The caption read, ‘The father of 
the Jews is the devil’. Though such a notion played a prominent part in 
Hitler’s anti-Semitic propaganda, it was not original to twentieth century 
Germany” (1993, 8). Lloyd-Jones traces the history of such anti-Semitism 
back via Martin Luther and the Middle Ages and then ultimately to the 
pages of the New Testament itself. The connection is not hard to make, for 
Jesus says to “the Jews”  

 
You are from your father, the devil, and you choose to do your father’s 
desires. He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the 
truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according 
to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies (John 8:44, NRSV). 
 
This is one of the most striking and problematic passages in the New 

Testament for Jewish-Christian relations. Another particularly challenging 
text is Matthew 27:25 when “all the people” answer Pilate’s statement that 
he is innocent of Jesus’ blood with “His blood is on us and on our 
children!” This statement in Matthew has been subject to much theological 
and exegetical debate, which I will not engage with in detail here. Suffice 
to say that the majority of modern exegetes see the statement as rhetorical 
rather than as indicating all Jews everywhere are to be held personally 
responsible for Christ’s death. (On this question, see commentators such as 
France 1989, 238-41; 2007, 1056-58; Keener 1999, 670-71; and the 
Jewish scholar Levine 2006, 99-102.) These two texts illustrate the need 
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for care in reading and teaching the New Testament, since as Sheridan 
explains, the dilemma for Christians is how to continue to regard a text as 
sacred and normative for faith, but at the same time soften the negativity 
and sharp polemic against “the Jews” (2013, 674). This is the problem that 
I am wrestling with in this book: how can I, as an evangelical Christian, 
committed to the New Testament as inspired by the Holy Spirit, also 
maintain good relations with my Jewish friends and speak out against anti-
Semitism and attacks on Jews simply for being Jewish. 

 
John’s Gospel is a particularly difficult text for Jewish-Christian 

relations. It has been described as both deeply embedded in the Judaism of 
its day but at the same time giving the strongest sense of separation 
between Judaism and Christianity (Thatcher 2017, 6). The text is a 
paradox. On the one hand, John’s Gospel draws heavily on themes and 
ideas from first century Judaism but on the other hand the text describes 
Jesus and his followers in such a way as to clearly distinguish them from 
“the Jews,” who are described as morally inferior members of the world 
(Thatcher 2017, 24). This pejorative use of language is compounded by 
the fact that John’s Gospel does not really distinguish groups such as the 
Pharisees or Sadducees or leaders, simply referring to the group as 
Ioudaioi, normally translated as “the Jews.” Hilton, a Jewish rabbi, 
explains the problem thus: 

 
For most Christians in the world today, who will never meet a Jew, their 
understanding of the term may well be linked to the Gospel stories. 
Coming to terms with such texts as are difficult for dialogue is therefore 
essential. Difficult texts require careful explanation, contextualization and 
translation (Hilton 2017, 96). 
 
This book is my personal response to Hilton’s request for Christians to 

engage in careful explanation, contextualization and translation of John’s 
Gospel. I have chosen to focus on this text because it is the Gospel with 
which I am most familiar. In the course of my pastoral and public ministry 
I regularly rely on the whole of the New Testament, but my academic 
studies have focused primarily on John’s Gospel and 1 to 3 John. I 
therefore feel myself more qualified to discuss this text, which some have 
likened to a vast pool, with shallows where children can paddle and deeps 
where an elephant could swim. It is these depths that are particularly under 
focus in this book, specifically the deep of John’s attitude towards Jewish 
people and how that attitude is received and heard today, where the social 
and religious context is very different. The question this book asks is how 
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we can read John’s Gospel as faithful Christians while at the same time 
loving our Jewish neighbours as ourselves. 

 
Culpepper summarises the situation as follows. John’s Gospel was 

written in the period in which faith in Jesus was becoming distinct from 
Judaism. But those first followers of Jesus drew heavily on their Jewish 
heritage, from Judaism’s sacred texts, philosophical and ethical modes of 
reasoning, from Jewish belief in the centrality of the temple and the 
sacrificial system, including the need to replace it after its destruction in 
70 CE. The first followers of Jesus were steeped in Jewish festivals and 
spirituality, laws and covenant with God, including a sense of calling by 
God to a unique role in the world. The Gospel of John is pervasively 
Jewish. But at the same time, it is hostile in how it addresses Jews. 
Whatever the circumstances, context or original intention of that language, 
once the Gospel attained canonical status and Christians with Jewish 
heritage became a small minority, this created a “virus of hostility” which 
has passed down from generation to generation of Christians. As 
Christians we have a duty to recognise this shadow side, to use our 
knowledge to teach and preach our faith responsibly (2017b, 352). 

The Shadow Side of Christianity 

Every positive has a corresponding negative; the offer of salvation in and 
through Jesus Christ necessarily entails exclusion of those who reject that 
offer. This rejection is arguably particularly acute in the case of Jewish 
people, as their rejection is inherent in the very pages of the New 
Testament. This book is an exercise in exploring the shadow side of 
Christianity, engaging with and answering the question of Rosemary 
Reuther as to whether it is possible to say “Jesus is Messiah” without, 
implicitly or explicitly, saying at the same time, “and the Jews be damned” 
(1997, 246). 

 
Personally, I do not share Reuther’s pessimism. I believe that a 

solution is possible, one that is both faithful to the text of the Bible but 
also open and willing to engage with those who interpret it very 
differently, or have no interest whatsoever in reading it. One of the 
problems in Jewish-Christian relations is that Christians do not always 
examine their own rhetoric, or think about how they are being heard 
(which is often completely differently from what they think they have 
said). For the good news of Jesus Christ to be genuine good news, it must 
be heard as such; there is therefore much scope for critical self-reflection 
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on how we present our faith in a way that remains rooted in the perfect 
love that casts out all fear. 

 
Exploring the shape of that solution is the purpose of this book. I am a 

Christian, committed to the New Testament as sacred and normative for 
my faith. I am also deeply committed to interfaith engagement, not simply 
because it is my profession (on which see Wilson and Ravat 2017; Wilson 
2019) but also because I believe it is a vital part of how Christians are 
called to live out their faith in Britain today. This book is therefore my 
working through how I am able to follow Jesus in a way that does not 
cause any unnecessary offense to those who do not follow him. It is 
focused particularly on how Christians can read John’s Gospel with 
integrity. That is, integrity to our faith as followers of Jesus but also 
integrity to our commitment to bring good news to all people and to love 
everyone, regardless of ethnicity, gender, political persuasion or faith.  

 
In his preliminary discussion of relations between Christians and 

Muslims, Matthew Kaemingk notes that Muslim immigration presents 
“very real and very deep cultural and political challenges to the Western 
status quo” (2017, 3). Arguably, the persistence of anti-Semitic rhetoric 
for nearly two thousand years is an equally deep cultural and political 
challenge that we often shy away from confronting. Kaemingk goes on to 
explain that his perspective on this challenge is shaped by two 
commitments. First, an uncompromising commitment to the exclusive 
lordship of Jesus Christ; and second, an uncompromising commitment to 
love those who reject that lordship (2017, 16). Those are commitments I 
share. They are held in tension with one another; if one is over-emphasised 
at the expense of the other, then disaster may strike. If a Christian commits 
to the lordship of Christ and forgets to love those who do not recognise 
that claim, then the door is wide open to anti-Semitism. Conversely, if 
love of those who are not Christian dominates to the extent that the claims 
of Christianity are muted, then there is potential for loss of Christian 
identity. Many would argue that this latter course of action is the right 
approach; after all Christians have caused so much damage by their 
exclusivist claims that what good is there in continuing to hold them? If 
we are seeking lowest common denominator agreement, then a case can be 
made that there is no good at all. But if we want a society where people 
are free to hold their beliefs strongly, even if those beliefs are mutually 
exclusive, then people have to be free to make their own choices, provided 
those choices do not hurt others. And if a Christian manages to both love 
Christ and love neighbour as self, with a love that is prepared to die in 
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service of the other, then society has nothing to lose, and everything to 
gain.  

 
We must therefore distinguish between the offense of exclusivity and 

the offence of anti-Semitism. All theological models of salvation are 
necessarily epistemologically exclusive. That is to say, I can only hold one 
model of salvation to be valid. It may be that I believe all religions are 
paths up the mountain to God; or that only through explicitly confessing 
Jesus as Lord that anyone can be saved; or that Jesus is the means of 
salvation regardless of whether I make a public profession of faith in him 
or not. Whichever variation of these I believe to be true, it is not possible 
for two or three of them to simultaneously be true; it cannot be the case 
that Jesus is both the only way and one of many ways (for a variety of 
Christian approaches see Wilson 2019, 24-54). Any of these mutually 
exclusive understandings can be believed and lived out in an offensive 
way; I have encountered as many dogmatic pluralists as exclusivist 
evangelicals in my time, and any one of this spectrum of views might hold 
attitudes towards Judaism that are offensive to some Jews. But that is not 
the focus of this book. Rather, I am examining the more specific offense of 
hatred of Jews because they are Jews; the demonization of a race of people 
and the potential complicity of John’s Gospel in perpetuating that hatred. 

 
Thus, another way of explaining this book is to understand it as an 

exercise in examining unconscious bias in relation to perceptions of and 
engagement with Jewish people. As a committed Christian, who takes 
seriously Jesus’ statement “I am the way, the truth and the life, no one 
comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6), I am firmly 
committed to the uniqueness of Christianity. But my day job is as Director 
of the St Philip’s Centre, a Christian foundation interfaith training and 
resourcing centre, based in Leicester, which was described as the most 
diverse small city on the planet by the Independent newspaper in 2013. 
Our raison d’etre as the St Philip’s Centre is learning to live well together, 
enabling people of all faiths and no faith to meet with each other, to 
understand the similarities and differences there are between our faith 
perspectives, to build relationships of trust with each other where we have 
worked through our differences, helping people to hold those differences 
in tension so that we can cooperate together for the good of all. 

 
How can I hold those two ideas in tension, the uniqueness of Christ 

and the need to live well together? How can I believe in Jesus as Messiah 
and at the same time not hate, condemn or ostracise Jewish people? Where 
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is the “sweet spot” of holding these ideas in tension, so they both retain 
their full pull without ripping me apart or without collapsing into a mush 
of lowest common denominator agreement where everything is held to be 
valid, no one challenges anyone and we all pretend to get along while 
secretly lamenting the loss of our own identity?  

 
I have chosen the issue of Christian anti-Semitism as a foil for asking 

these questions because it brings them into sharp relief. In one sense the 
question is a simple one, because the distance from Judaism to Christianity 
is a very short one, a few centimetres perhaps. But while the depth of the 
chasm between the two may have begun as a small ditch, it is now 
kilometres deep. Too much time has passed, too much hurt has been 
caused for the goodwill of a few interfaith activists to fill the chasm of 
pain. We must acknowledge what is, discerning the true nature of the 
relationship between the faiths today, and the history and causes of how 
we have got to where we are. That is a noble ambition, and I recognise I 
will not fully achieve it. The best I can do is set out my understanding of 
how some of the key facts and ideas can be interpreted, engaging with 
dissenting voices, hearing their challenges and modifying my own 
approach as a result of what I read and hear. 

 
The purpose of this book is to help myself as a Christian, and hopefully 

other Christians, to think more carefully about how they relate to Judaism, 
both past, present and future. This question is brought into sharper focus 
through discussion of a particular text, John’s Gospel, but the preliminary 
discussion requires us to also understand and respond to the history of the 
Christian church, especially in Europe, and think about how we engage 
with our Jewish friends and neighbours today. This is not a book about the 
situation in the Middle East; getting drawn into those discussions would be 
too much of a distraction from my main purpose in writing. Nor is it a 
history of Christian-Jewish relations, although I will make reference to the 
historical context to help explain where we are at present. The purpose is 
for Christians who may have little or no contact with Jewish people to 
think about what unconscious biases they carry with them in how they live 
out, explain and share their Christian faith, and especially how they read 
John’s Gospel.  

 
Since this is a highly reflexive book, it seems appropriate to include 

more information about myself at this point. I am an ordained Anglican 
minister, who is very comfortable within the evangelical wing of the 
Church of England, but with roots in Roman Catholicism, having been 
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raised in that Church. As noted above, my day job is as an interfaith 
professional, both advising and training within a Christian context, but 
also in secular contexts, including schools, universities and the public 
sector. Leicester, where I live and work, has a relatively small Jewish 
community, with two synagogues, one orthodox, the other progressive, 
and I work closely with members of both communities. I am a member of 
the Council of Christians and Jews, attend their national events and help to 
run their Leicester branch events. Much of my work is not connected to 
relationships between Christians and Jewish people, but concerns 
Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus, Pagans, Baha’i, Buddhists, Humanists and all 
manner of faith and belief perspectives. Occasionally the influences of this 
wider work will be explicit; they are probably always implicit in my 
thinking and writing. I am a committed Christian, firmly convinced that 
Jesus has dealt with all my failures, my sin and my shame through his life, 
death and resurrection. I do believe he will return to judge the world and 
everyone who has ever lived will be expected to give an account to him of 
how they have related to him. I find interfaith encounters strengthen my 
own faith because they force me to drill down into my own understanding 
of who I am and what I hold to be true, what the essence of my faith is, 
what I mean by words such as love, grace, salvation, forgiveness, even 
God. Conversations with Jewish friends and colleagues have made me 
realise that what we say as Christians is not the same as how we are heard; 
and this book is an exercise in understanding those issues a bit more 
deeply and seeing the problem a bit more clearly. An example of how a 
well known passage in Luke’s Gospel was heard by a Jewish audience will 
illustrate my point. 

Hearing the Good Samaritan 

One of the initiatives I am involved with in my work is the Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local Government funded initiative Near 
Neighbours. Administered via the Church Urban Fund, it works in discrete 
geographical locations, offering small grants to community groups that are 
near neighbours to work together for the good of all, as well as various 
capacity building and leadership development initiatives. It is, in effect, 
about helping neighbours to be better neighbours. When a busy Church of 
England Bishop is asked to speak as a keynote at a Near Neighbours 
celebration event, it is fairly easy to guess which New Testament story he 
will turn to. This story, commonly known as the parable of the Good 
Samaritan, found in Luke 10:25-37, is, in my experience at least, one of 
the most commonly used by Christians when speaking in public about 
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their own faith motivations for social action and caring for other people. 
To most audiences it sounds very commendable, and is normally 
understood as a story of someone who had means helping someone who 
was in need, noting that many other people who have means fail to be 
proactive in helping the less fortunate in society. Told at this level, the 
story is hardly offensive. 

 
But this is not, I have learnt, how many Jewish audiences hear the text 

when it is read out. They hear a dispute between Jesus and the Pharisees in 
which the latter are shown up as hypocrites, in which “the Jews” are 
condemned for their failure to care for those in need (since the Priest and 
Levite are clearly leading Jewish religious figures). That is to say, they 
hear a story that has potential to fuel anti-Semitic tropes and prejudice 
against Jewish people. I once sat in the audience at a Near Neighbours 
event watching an exchange between an irate Jewish audience member 
and a frustrated Church of England Bishop as they failed to hear what each 
other was saying. The Bishop was explaining that from his perspective, the 
story was being told against his own community, that is, it was a warning 
against complacency and religious self-righteousness. It is not enough for 
Christians to claim to be right with God, he was arguing, they had to 
demonstrate that by caring for those who are not like them. But the Jewish 
audience member had heard a man in a privileged position, a member of 
the House of Lords, no less, who appeared to be perpetuating the 
condemnation of the Jews that the Christian Church has been guilty of for 
two millennia. Discussing this incident with a Jewish friend, who had been 
sitting next to me throughout, I was reminded that from her perspective, 
the Pharisees are viewed positively as they are the predecessors of the 
teachers in what has become rabbinic Judaism. They are the ones who 
enabled the preservation and handing on of the faith after the disaster of 
the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. They are the heroes, not the 
villains, of the story and certainly not the straw men that Christians can 
knock down to sooth their own fragile consciences and egos. 

 
To conclude the discussion of the Good Samaritan, can you tell the 

story to a mixed faith audience that includes Jewish people? Of course you 
can, but it helps if you tell the story rather than reading it out. I have heard 
another leading figure in the church tell the same story, to an audience that 
included many senior figures within British Judaism. But the parable was 
retold in a manner that made it clear the attack was directed at the speaker. 
Thus, the three characters were a Bishop, with a reference to the failure of 
Bishops to always do the right thing; and a lawyer, again with a reference 
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to lawyers, such as the speaker, getting caught up in technical details and 
forgetting the person; before finally going to an enemy of the injured man, 
who against all expectations offered to help him. It did not provoke a 
negative reaction, and I do not think that this was because it was an 
establishment gathering of the polite, but because the challenge of the 
story had been clearly directed internally rather than externally. 

 
This takes us to the heart of the problem of reading the New Testament 

with Jewish people in mind. If we agree that the New Testament was all 
written by the end of the first century CE, a reasonable enough scholarly 
position (although not entirely undisputed), then much of what we are 
reading, I would suggest, is not so much a debate between Christians and 
Jews as a debate between Jews about the significance of Jesus of Nazareth, 
whether he is the Messiah, what it means to follow him as Messiah, 
whether gentiles who are showing interest in Jesus as Messiah must 
become Jews first in order to follow him and how his return to judge the 
world fits in with Jewish Messianic speculation. That is to say, one way of 
understanding the New Testament is as a form of intra-Jewish polemic. 
This argument is of some value in helping us understand what the text is 
doing, and gives us appropriate strategies for reading it today. Returning to 
the example of the parable in Luke 10, it is quite probable that at least 
some of the first audience were offended by Jesus’ words. He tells the 
parable, after all, as part of an intra-Jewish discussion about obedience to 
the law, honouring the commandments of God. Some might say his 
response is polemical, but recognizing it as such does not deal with the 
issue. 

 
Understanding New Testament texts as intra-Jewish polemic is not, a 

neat solution to the problem of potential anti-Semitism, because Christianity 
became a distinct faith; indeed much of the New Testament is concerned 
with establishing clear boundaries between the followers of Jesus and the 
rest of the world, whether Jewish or gentile. One easy way of establishing 
boundaries is by negative self-definition; Christianity is “not-Judaism” and 
it is “not worship of the Roman Emperor” and so forth. This means that 
Christianity does have a shadow side, and Judaism is firmly within that 
shadow. Christianity was born out of a rejection of many of the forms of 
Judaism that were present in Jesus’ day. It is an adaptation of, a 
development of, a reaction against, other understandings of what it means 
to be God’s covenant people. The scope of the covenant people, the nature 
of their covenantal relationship with God and the criteria for entry into the 
covenant are all open for debate. When it started, Christianity was a minor 
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fringe sect of a minor religion within the Roman Empire. It had to fight 
hard to define and preserve its borders and identity and much of the energy 
of that fight is preserved within the documents that now form the New 
Testament. Thus Thatcher (2009, 1) suggests the Christology of John’s 
Gospel is shaped primarily by the pressure of life under Roman rule. The 
challenge for the Christian today, reading those same documents as a 
member of the world’s largest and arguably most powerful faith 
community, is to develop the skill of reading sacred scripture without also 
incorporating the human fragilities found within the text. How do we, as in 
the example above, ensure we read the challenges of the text – and of the 
Old Testament – as aimed firmly at us who claim to be God’s new 
covenant people? How do we read with love and compassion for those 
whose status is unclear to us? These are the questions this book will 
explore. 

Rules for the Road 

In their introduction to their published shared conversation that is 
testament to the strength of friendship that is possible between Christians 
and Jews, Anthony Le Donne and Larry Behrendt set out some rules for 
the road for their conversation. Although these focus primarily on dialogue 
between people in a modern setting, they are also useful guidance for the 
type of conversation that this book seeks to be part of. Le Donne begins by 
offering nine suggestions from a Christian perspective. First, conversion is 
out of bounds; Jewish people see attempts to convert them as attempts to 
destroy their identity. Second, it may, or may not, be interfaith dialogue, as 
Jewish people do not necessarily think of their Jewish identity solely or 
primarily in terms of faith and belief. Third, Christians generally like Jews, 
whatever the history of Christian anti-Semitism suggests, but fourth, most 
Christians will never actually meet a Jew. Fifth, many Christians do have 
anti-Jewish tendencies, often shown unwittingly, as for example in stories 
that condemn “the Pharisees” without nuance or intelligence. Sixth, do not 
presume “all Christians” or “all Jews” have a particular thing in common; 
avoid stereotypes, use the language of “some”, “most” or “the (vast) majority 
of” to qualify any statements you make. Seventh, some Jewish people find 
“Christ,” “Jesus” and “New Testament” very jarring and uncomfortable. 
Eighth, differences are as important as commonalities, as strong relations 
require acknowledgement and discussion of difference. Ninth, Krister 
Stendhal’s three rules for dialogue are helpful: to understand another 
religion, ask its adherents, not its enemies; don’t compare your best with 
their worst; and leave space for “holy envy,” that is, discovering aspects of 
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the other religion which you admire. Behrendt adds six points, mainly 
aimed at Jewish people. First, he suggests that the dialogue is with 
Christians, not Christianity. That is, the conversation is with people, not an 
abstract system of truths. Second, dialogue makes space for more than one 
belief; this is not a quest for the sole truth. Third, it is important to be 
sensitive to asymmetries; you are not comparing like with like, so avoid 
trying to understand the other religion in your religion’s terms. Fourth, 
both sides are taking big risks to enter into dialogue. Christianity is 
defined by beliefs, so entering into dialogue with other faiths places a 
Christian’s identity at risk, or at least makes it suspect in the eyes of other 
Christians. Fifth, dialogue is walking on eggshells; you need to speak 
“honestly, but also carefully, politely, and respectfully.” You will sometimes 
break the eggs, so be prepared to help clean up. Sixth, the beliefs of 
Christianity still sound crazy to many Jewish people (2017, xxii-xxvii). 

 
These rules for the road are equally useful guidance for how to discuss 

John’s Gospel. The purpose of this particular discussion is not to convert 
the audience but to understand more clearly how the Gospel is heard by 
Jewish people. That is not to say John’s Gospel does not have missionary 
intent; it does describe itself in those terms, especially in 20:31. Rather it 
is to ask how to ensure the Gospel continues to be preached and heard 
primarily as good news, even by those who do not want to recognise it as 
such. It is a conversation in which asymmetries are exposed, unthinking 
and careless language is challenged, and in which we walk on eggshells 
and examine our prejudices and unconscious biases. It will probably be 
uncomfortable for some but also beneficial for all who see it through. 

Where are we going? 

What follows presumes relatively little knowledge of the history of 
Christianity or of relations with the Jewish community. The first two 
chapters are therefore primarily concerned with setting the scene. Chapter 
one deals with the debate amongst scholars as to how Christianity and 
Judaism became distinct faiths. This includes a discussion of the impact of 
the metaphors used to describe this separation, hence the title “the birth of 
siblings, the planting of gardens.” Chapter two gives an all-too-brief 
overview of the history of relationships between Christians and Jews. It 
deliberately includes some positive examples but focuses particularly on 
four negative people and periods: the preaching of John Chrysostom; the 
growth of anti-Semitism in medieval Christianity; the polemics of Martin 
Luther; and the flourishing of theological anti-Semitism in Nazi Germany.  
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Chapters three to five turn to the main focus of the book, the text of 
John’s Gospel. Chapter three introduces the problems the text presents and 
examines five scholarly solutions that have been proposed to deal with 
them. Chapter four takes a closer look at Jewish readings, initially 
discussing Michael Kogan’s Jewish theology of Christianity before 
presenting an in-depth exposition and evaluation of Adele Reinhartz’s 
work on John’s Gospel. Chapter five builds on the arguments made thus 
far by reading John 8 in the light of understandings of the devil that were 
operant in the first century. Chapter six then attempts to read John’s 
Gospel with Jewish people in mind. There is a deliberate shift in language 
and tone in this chapter. The first five chapters are written with much more 
visible academic scaffolding; chapter six discusses the whole Gospel in a 
more accessible style, utilising language that would suit a parish church 
sermon or Bible study context. 

 
The postscript then evaluates the project as a whole, asking whether, in 

the light of two millennia of anti-Judaism and anti-Semitism, culminating 
in the Holocaust and the resurgence of anti-Semitism today, Christianity 
can be redeemed. Is it possible for us to proclaim our faith in a loving God 
when so many hear us as hypocrites? What hard lessons do we need to 
learn? How should we speak and live out Christian faith today? 



ONE 

THE BIRTH OF SIBLINGS,  
THE PLANTING OF GARDENS 

 
 
 
One way of understanding this book is to see it as an exercise in enabling 
Christians to become a bit better at reading with the “two horizons” of 
John’s Gospel in mind. That is to say, recognising the horizon of the 
author and audience of John’s Gospel as well as the horizon of twenty-first 
century readers. The world in which John lived and wrote was very 
different from the world in which we live and read. To put it differently, 
what presuppositions and biases about Judaism are we bringing with us 
when we read and teach John’s Gospel? Before we look in more detail at 
the text itself, it is worth exploring the relationship between followers of 
Jesus and Jewish people in the first century CE. That is the task of this 
chapter, of understanding the backdrop against which John wrote his 
Gospel. The chapter is divided in five parts. First, I make some 
preliminary observations about the metaphors used in describing the 
relationship between Christianity and Judaism in the first century, noting 
how language shapes our perception of reality. Second, I discuss how the 
first Christians discovered their own identity. Third, I introduce first 
century Judaisms before fourth explaining how Christianity became 
distinct and finally concluding the crunch point for division was the debate 
over the identity and significance of Jesus of Nazareth. 

1.1 Metaphors and reality 

The first thing scholars must do when they debate the formation of 
Christianity and the relationship of this emerging faith with Judaism is 
determine the appropriate metaphor to utlise as they discuss what took 
place. This is not a trivial exercise in splitting hairs, but rather an 
important first step in framing the nature of the whole debate. Metaphors 
are key for creating and shaping ideology. As Kress puts it, the power of a 
metaphor lies in its ability to turn the “problematic into the obvious” 
(1989, 73). Metaphors are the means by which we explain and categorise 
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what is otherwise awkward into something normal and even “common 
sense.” Metaphors can be categorised into a number of different types, and 
the study of metaphors is a complex area. In this chapter we will focus on 
what Lakoff and Johnson call “structural metaphors,” which use one 
highly structured and delineated concept to structure another (2003, 61).  

 
For the purpose of this study, the main point is that the metaphor 

chosen to describe a relationship will come to shape how that relationship 
is understood. To give a few examples, if we let the metaphor that time is 
money dominate all our thinking about how we spend our time, then we 
will give less value to activities that do not generate cash. But if we think 
of time as friendship, then we will apportion our time on the basis of those 
we care about. Alternatively, we may understand love using the metaphor 
of a cake, that is, a rich treat in limited supply, that must be apportioned 
appropriately. If we switch metaphors, and think of love as a perennial 
plant, which will grow and flourish and expand, then we will treat all our 
relationships differently.  

 
The metaphors used to describe the formation of present day Christianity 

and Judaism are equally significant for understanding how those two faiths 
relate to each other today, and how they have related to each other in the 
past. While people used to talk of Judaism as “parent” and Christianity as 
“child,” this metaphorical relationship does not describe the situation 
accurately. It is better to talk in terms of siblings: there were various 
Jewish groups in the first century CE and now two siblings have survived 
and are dominant, which we call Christianity and Judaism. This metaphor 
of siblings frames the engagement in a manner that encourages dialogue. 
A Jewish scholar describes an alternative, equally inviting metaphor. 
Talking of his experiences in Jewish-Christian dialogue, he recalls 

 
I came to discover that Judaism and Christianity are adjoining gardens, 
shaped differently and not planted identically. By being taken on a tour of 
the Christian garden, I learned new things about horticulture, recognised 
weeds in my own garden – and was motivated to dig deeper (Bayfield 
2017, 3). 
 
While metaphors of siblings and gardens speak to the imagination, the 

most commonly used metaphor for the separation of Christianity and 
Judaism is that of “the parting of the ways.” This implies there was a 
single event that led nascent Christianity to separate decisively from 
Second Temple Judaism. The problem comes in identifying exactly what 
that event was. The New Testament bears witness to disputes between the 
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followers of Jesus and those who denied he was Messiah. The book of 
Acts repeatedly recounts Paul’s experience of being expelled from 
synagogues. Even Jesus is thrown out of at least one synagogue, in 
Nazareth (Luke 4).  

 
But many scholars are sceptical that this was the decisive break, the 

definitive parting of the ways. These scholars also argue that the decisive 
break was not the resurrection of Jesus, nor the gift of the Spirit at 
Pentecost, as the early Christian movement was far too fragile and did not 
really have its own clear, coherent, distinct identity at that point in history. 
Some might argue that it was the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE. 
After all, it is inaccurate to speak of Second Temple Judaism after this 
point; just as Judaism was reshaping and reinventing itself in response to 
this catastrophic event, so also Christianity emerged as a new faith. Still 
others might point to the council at Yavneh in 90 CE, but critics of that 
theory argue that the rabbis were not sufficiently organised by this point in 
time to rule decisively and force the separation of Christianity from 
Judaism. Moving far further forward into the future, the great councils of 
the Church at Nicaea and Constantinople are good candidates, as is the 
adoption of Christianity as the official religion of the Roman Empire by 
Emperor Constantine in 313 CE. But this is centuries after the birth of 
Christianity. Can we really say that there was no separation before this 
point? 

 
There certainly is evidence to suggest that even in the fourth century, 

Christians and Jews were in contact with each other. In particular, there 
are reports of Christians frequenting synagogues. The strongest evidence 
comes from the polemical sermons of John Chrysostom, one of the 
foremost preachers in Antioch at the end of the fourth century, who urges 
the Christians of Antioch to not attend synagogues, to not celebrate Easter 
in parallel with the Passover. Why, the argument goes, would he speak in 
this way if it was not actually happening? There are no contemporaneous 
Jewish records to confirm this hypothesis, but it does seem reasonable to 
presume that the sermons were directed against something John Chrysostom 
knew was going on.  

 
Evidence of contact is not, however, the same as evidence of cordial 

relationships nor is it evidence of confusion over identity. It may well have 
been that those attending the synagogue knew that the worship they 
encountered there was based on a different belief system from that of 
Christianity. It is also possible that pagan converts were confused, or just 
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not interested in the doctrinal differences between synagogue and church, 
and simply went wherever interesting devotional activity was taking place. 
If we are not even certain as to what was taking place in fourth century 
Antioch, we can hardly expect to be clear as to the motivation for those 
actions. But it does seem plausible to argue that when John’s Gospel was 
written Judaism and Christianity were not yet completely separated with 
no overlap or conflation of the two faiths. 

 
This complexity means that there has been a shift away from speaking 

of a single parting of the ways. James Dunn talks of partings of the ways, 
emphasising both plurals. That is, there were multiple separations at 
multiple times. Similarly, others talk of the emergence of Christianities, 
Judaisms and even Christian-Judaisms, that is recognising a multiplicity of 
interpretations that slowly settled into one dominant form of orthodox 
Christianity, which later split into Eastern and Western Christianity, and 
one dominant form of Judaism, which became rabbinic Judaism. Looking 
back now with the benefit of two millennia of hindsight, scholars talk of 
twenty-first century understandings of Christianity and Judaism as two 
siblings born of the same parent circumstances, or two gardens, planted 
and flourishing in the same soil, but producing very different plants and 
crops. 

 
The crucial point is for Christians to recognise a clear difference 

between the Judaism that is described (often in polemical terms) in the 
New Testament, and Judaism as practised by Jewish people whom they 
might encounter today. The relatively small Jewish population in the 
United Kingdom (around three hundred thousand people according to the 
2011 Census) means many Christians may never have a conversation with 
a Jewish person about how they practise their faith. It is therefore very 
easy for Christians to fall into lazy assumptions, that what they read about 
in the Bible is exactly what happens today, or that all Jewish people were 
or are legalists who are bound by rules that stifle all joy and creativity. 
Christians may also find it unsettling to discover that Christianity has not 
been clear and distinct from Judaism since Jesus’ resurrection. A simple, 
black and white picture of the world can be very reassuring. Discovering 
that history is full of variegated shades of grey can be disconcerting, and 
can challenge one’s faith. But the path to maturity is a road of questions, 
and one important set of questions that Christians should ask is how their 
faith has, does and will relate to Judaism. The focus of this chapter, and 
the next chapter, is a sweep through history, noting some key points, not 
trying to write any form of definitive explanation, but rather pointing out 
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the main landmarks so that the reader has at least a basic familiarity with 
the terrain.   

1.2 Discovering identity 

The first followers of Jesus spent a lot of time working out exactly what 
they were doing. Thinking specifically about John’s Gospel, was it written 
for Jews to develop their new faith within the boundaries of an existing 
religious framework? Or was John teaching that they were starting 
something completely new? Or does the Gospel describe some sort of a 
hybrid, that took the “best” of Judaism (however that is defined), moving 
on from what had been fulfilled, or superseded or replaced? All these 
options and more were tried out in the first century or so of Christianity’s 
existence. Scholars have written extensively about these issues, and in 
what follows I will simply summarise a few representative views. 

 
Discussion of origins requires a considerable degree of reflexivity. 

Albert Schweitzer, one scholar of what is commonly called the quest for 
the historical Jesus, developed a metaphor known as “Schweitzer’s well” 
to illustrate this point. He argued that many attempts to reconstruct the 
historical Jesus ended up with a Jesus who looked remarkably like the 
scholar who had done the reconstruction. That is to say, when we look 
down the well of history, it is very easy for us to see only ourselves 
reflected back. E P Sanders (2002) develops a similar argument when he 
discusses modern exegesis of the Gospels. Sanders’ point is that Jesus was 
a man of his time, with the worldviews of his time, which included belief 
in the demonic, in exorcism, in rituals of sacrifice and purification, in an 
apocalyptic judgement in which every human being would have to give 
account of how they had lived. Sanders suggests that many modern 
attempts to reconstruct Jesus try to do so basing Jesus’ worldview on 
modern presuppositions, which deny many of what were simply common 
concepts in Jesus’ day. As we try to understand the formation of early 
Christianity as a distinct, unique entity, and as we reconstruct the complex 
relationship with contemporaneous Judaism, we must be careful to avoid 
simply reflecting our present situation back into history or of making a 
Christianity that is identical to the faith we practise today. 

 
Although Christians sometimes forget this, it is a truism that Jesus of 

Nazareth was Jewish and the first arguments between those who 
recognised him as the promised Messiah and those who denied that claim 
were arguments between Jewish people. In other words, the movement 
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that became Christianity began as sub-group within first century Judaism. 
Conventions for public argument differed in that time from modern 
understandings of how to debate religion and we must be careful to avoid 
anachronistic judgement or condemnation. Discussing the New Testament’s 
anti-Jewish slander, Luke Timothy Johnson, a Catholic Biblical scholar, 
explains that his primary concern is to examine the language of the New 
Testament in order to better understand its rhetorical function (1989, 419), 
commenting that his task “is not adjudicating the anti-Jewish slander of 
the NT, but showing how to understand it” (1989, 423). I concur this is a 
good place to begin. This is why I am adopting the “two horizons” 
approach to reading, starting by examining what the rhetoric of the New 
Testament is trying to achieve before tackling the complex subject of how 
it is read today. I also agree with Johnson that we cannot utlise censorship 
to solve this problem. Attempting to remove all potentially offensive 
references to “the Jews” from the New Testament would eviscerate the 
text. As Johnson puts it, “Not much is left over when every sensibility is 
assuaged, and censorship always finds itself in a baby-and-bathwater 
situation: texts that cause offence one way can build positive identity in 
another” (1989, 421). Similarly, we cannot rely on nuanced historical 
arguments; for example whilst it is true that it was the Roman authorities 
who actually carried out Jesus’ crucifixion, the force of the condemnation 
of the Fourth Gospel remains on the “Jews” not the Romans. Finally, we 
must be aware of the danger of historical anachronism. When we talk 
about “Judaism” and “Christianity” today we are using language that is of 
limited relevance to the situation in the first century of the Common Era. 

 
This chapter discusses how different groups competed for allegiance in 

the first century. Having briefly explained the problem with the terms 
“Judaism” and “Christianity” when used in reference to belief systems at 
that time, I then introduce the variety of Judaisms in the first century. This 
leads on to a discussion of how and when Christianity became a distinct 
faith. The purpose of the chapter is introduce the complexity of the 
situation in the first century, which in turn will help explain why the New 
Testament uses language to create boundaries as it does.  

 
My discussion in this chapter centres on the thoughts of three scholars, 

James Dunn, Judith Lieu and Daniel Boyarin, on the relationship between 
Christianity and Judaism in the first hundred years of the former’s 
existence. All of them are in agreement that it is anachronistic to talk about 
“Christianity” and “Judaism” existing in the first century as two clear, 
distinct, monolithic blocks with sharply defined boundaries. Instead they 
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talk of a fluid, complex situation, out of which clearer identities emerged. 
Scholars struggle to find the appropriate language for the discussion, 
searching for phraseology that is precise enough to be accurate but 
workable enough that their writing does not become overly convoluted and 
unreadable. There is a consensus that we can talk about “Second Temple 
Judaism” as the Judaism from the rebuilding of the Second Temple in 516 
BCE to its destruction in 70 CE by the Romans. This book focuses on the 
final century of this period, noting some background information that is 
dated either slightly earlier or slightly later. I agree with the majority of 
scholars that John’s Gospel was completed after 70 CE, but certainly 
within three decades of that date, and so it is technically a product of the 
period after Second Temple Judaism. But echoes of that period abound 
throughout the text and it is therefore valuable to understand the Judaism 
of the time in order to deepen our understanding of why John wrote as he 
did. 

1.3 First Century CE Judaisms 

The normal place to begin in defining Judaism in the first century CE is 
with the four philosophies that the Jewish historian Josephus introduces 
(War 2:119-66; Antiquities 18:11-25). These groups are the Pharisees, the 
principle forerunners of what became rabbinic Judaism; the Sadducees; the 
Essenes including the community at Qumran, where the Dead Sea Scrolls 
were found; and a Fourth Philosophy. The Pharisees are described as being 
devout in religious practice, showing respect for their elders, believing in 
life after death, which entails both reward and punishment. Josephus says 
that the Pharisees are “extremely influential among the townsfolk; and all 
prayers and sacred rites of divine worship are performed according to their 
exposition” (Antiquities 18:15). The Sadducees, by contrast, did not 
believe in life after death, but while they disagreed with the Pharisees on 
this and other matters of doctrine, they did not make those disagreements 
overly public, because they knew that the populace at large was on the side 
of the Pharisees. Josephus describes the Essenes as especially devout, 
striving to excel in righteousness. But they had their own sacrificial 
practices, which meant they did not frequent the temple. They held their 
possessions in common, living an ascetic life in celibate, male-only 
community, where no one was of greater status nor did anyone own slaves. 
Finally, Josephus describes “the fourth of the philosophies,” which is said 
to be close to the Pharisees, with the exception that followers of this fourth 
philosophy have “a passion for liberty that is almost unconquerable, since 
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they are convinced that God alone is their leader and master” (Antiquities 
18:23). 

 
In his discussion of the varieties of Judaism in The Jewish War, 

Josephus focuses on the first three groups discussed above, dismissing the 
fourth as somehow behind the rebellion that led to the destruction of 
Jerusalem. As might be expected, scholars debate both the accuracy of 
Josephus’ description and his motives in describing Judaism in this way. 
He was undoubtedly a man writing for a particular rhetorical purpose 
(what author is not?) but for the purpose of my discussion, it is sufficient 
to note that Judaism in the first century was not homogenous, containing at 
least three, possibly four diverse groups. 

 
Further evidence of diversity can be found in the literature now 

identified as the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha. This includes those with 
apocalyptic worldviews, as found in writings such as the Enoch corpus and 
4 Ezra; and communities focused on Wisdom literature, for example ben 
Sira and Baruch. These texts also indicate the presence of “other 
Judaisms” including the elders, and the indispensable role of priests and 
scribes. Reference is also made to “the people of the land.” In early usage, 
this refers to those who are not the leadership; in later, more disparaging 
usage, those who remained during the exile, and therefore whose purity is 
in doubt. Dunn notes three further groups: the Herodians, those linked to 
the ruling authority of King Herod; the Hellenists, those who attempt to 
dissolve the distinctiveness of Israel’s covenant tradition (Torah, 
circumcision, food laws) and the Samaritans, whose identity was very 
much a subject of a debate as to whether they were within or outside the 
boundaries of Judaism. Having noted this wide variety of perspectives, 
Dunn adds a note of caution, reminding us that most people followed what 
he terms “Common Judaism”. He suggests that 

  
All in all, then, the Judaisms so far described, about which we can speak 
with any confidence and whose distinctiveness gives at least a prima facie 
case for describing them as different “Judaisms”, probably constituted a 
relatively small minority of the Jews living in the land of first century 
Israel (2003, 280). 
 
Most people followed “common Judaism,” which means Judaism as 

defined by the “Four Pillars” of Second Temple Judaism. Dunn explains 
these as monotheism; the election of Israel; covenant focused on Torah; 
and land focused on temple. Second Temple Jewish monotheism was 
absolute, denying the divine any partners or rivals. Israel was an elect 
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nation, chosen by God to receive divine self-revelation. The Torah was 
given to Israel as part of God’s covenant with Israel, and obedience to the 
Law of Moses was Israel’s response to God’s choice of Israel to be his 
people. The temple was the centre of Israel’s economic, religious and 
political life, with the High Priest having as much a political as a religious 
function and the economic impact of temple festivals having as great a 
significance as their religious impact (see Dunn 2003, 286-92; 2006, 24-48 
for more on these “four pillars”). As will become clear, John’s Gospel can 
be understood, at least in part, as re-defining these four pillars in response 
to the advent of Jesus of Nazareth. 

 
Such was the variety of expressions of the Jewish faith in the first 

century of the common era. But how separate were the Jews? Did they 
constitute their own isolated society? In his discussion of the emergence of 
Judaism as a distinct faith, Shayne Cohen notes that “Not a single ancient 
author says that Jews are distinctive because of their looks, clothing, 
speech, names or occupations” (1999, 28). He discusses other possible 
boundary markers, noting that circumcision was also an incomplete 
marker but that association, that is, the fact that Jews associated primarily 
with other Jews, together with observance of the law, are the two clearest 
markers. But neither of these were certain markers, as Gentiles did mix 
with Jews and observed their laws as well. He concludes that the boundary 
between Jew and non-Jew was not always clear. Although it existed, “the 
degree of social interaction between Jews and non-Jews was sufficiently 
great that it was not always easy to tell who was a Jew and who was not” 
(1999, 341). This does not mean that the boundary between Jew and non-
Jew did not exist at all. Cohen is clear that such a boundary did exist, and 
moreover it was crossed in both directions. But even as the boundary was 
crossed, this led to a shift in the definition of Ioudaios (Jew) from a 
primarily ethnic/geographical understanding to a religious/cultural one. A 
further result of this boundary crossing was the solidifying of those 
boundaries. This is exemplified by the ruling in the Mishnah that Jewish 
identity is passed on matrilineally. That is to say, in order to be born 
Jewish, your mother must be Jewish; your father’s status is irrelevant. The 
way one was born Jewish might have been clear, but one’s faith identity as 
an adult was much less so. In this world of fluid identities, how did 
Christianity emerge as a distinct faith? 
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1.4 How did Christianity become distinct? 

There is an emerging scholarly consensus arguing for a complicated and 
gradual process by which Christianity became recognised as a distinct 
faith. While belief in Jesus as Messiah was a hallmark of Christianity from 
its inception, a careful reading of the book of Acts, for example, makes it 
clear that there was a lively debate about precisely how to follow Jesus. 
Part of this debate was a controversy over relations with Judaism. In what 
follows I will use the arguments of three scholars: James Dunn, Judith 
Lieu and Daniel Boyarin to develop an overview of how the relationship 
between Christianity and Judaism evolved over time. 

James Dunn 

As noted above, Dunn talks of partings of the ways, emphasising the 
plurality of both the partings and the ways, suggesting this indicates a 
process of separations rather than a single decisive break (2015, 14-21). 
The formation of what became orthodox Christianity and rabbinic Judaism 
was not simply a competition between two distinctive groups. Rather, 
there were various currents within the broader streams that became 
rabbinic Judaism and orthodox Christianity, hence the plural “ways.” 
These currents separated and diverged at different times in different 
places, hence the plural “partings.” Elsewhere, Dunn explains that he likes 
the metaphor of “ways” or “paths” because it  

 
need not imply directness and can include a landscape of moor or hillside 
criss-crossed by several or many paths, whose directions are not always 
clear and which ramblers or fell walkers may follow without a clear sense 
of where they are headed; the path actually travelled is always clearer 
looking back! (2006, xiii). 
 
Dunn cites studies that suggest that up to the fourth century, Christians 

were still attending synagogue services. To give one example, in his study 
of the relationship between Christianity and Judaism, Simon discusses 
“the lasting power of Jewish beliefs, and especially of Jewish rites, to draw 
an important minority of Christians from the very bosom of the Church” 
(1986, 232), Elsewhere Simon discusses the blurring of the boundaries 
between Christianity and Judaism, noting groups “who deliberately and 
persistently organised their Christian observances, the cycle of their 
festivals and some of their ritual practices in conformity with Jewish 
models and with the norms of the Synagogue.” There were also those who 
“simply added to the usual manifestations of Christian piety the practice of 


