THE CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY OF AMERICA

Seeing Blood and Water: A Narrative-critical Study of John 19:34

A DISSERTATION

Submitted to the Faculty of the
School of Theology and Religious Studies
Of The Catholic University of America
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree
Doctor of Philosophy
©
Copyright
All Rights Reserved
By
Sebastian A. Carnazzo

Washington, D.C.
2011

Seeing Blood and Water: A Narrative-critical study of John 19:34

Sebastian A. Carnazzo, M.A., Ph.D.
Director: John Paul Heil, S.S.D.

One of the most significant details of the Fourth Gospel is its unique version of
the crucifixion (19:12-42). A full understanding of the central section of this scene,
the depiction of Jesus' death and the details that immediately surround this event
(19:31-37), is dependent on the interpretation of the vital verse that recounts the
piercing of his side and the flow of blood and water (19:34). The problem, however,
is that, though John 19:34 has been incorporated into many literary works throughout
the history of Christianity, there has never been a thorough literary analysis dedicated
solely to this key verse. The present study solves this problem by providing the first
comprehensive narrative-critical study of John 19:34.
The study begins with an introduction to the history of interpretation of John
19:34, the problem this verse poses for research, and the purpose and methodology of
the present study. It then discusses the manuscript tradition of the pericope John
19:31-37, provides an analysis of its literary structure, and an English translation.
Next, it investigates the symbolic significance of the images of blood and water in the
Gospel’s cultural milieu. It demonstrates that blood was associated with life and the
purification from sin and that water was associated with life and the purification from
uncleanness. The study then examines the use of the words “blood” and “water” in

the Gospel preceding 19:34 and demonstrates that these words are used in accord with
their symbolic significance from the surrounding culture. Finally, the study provides
an analysis of 19:34 in its immediate literary context (19:31-37). It demonstrates that
the explicit quotation of Zech 12:10 in John 19:37 was intended to show that the flow
of blood and water in 19:34 was the fulfillment of two images in the immediate
context of Zech 12:10, i.e. 13:1 and 14:8. The study closes with a summary of its
findings, an explanation of how it contributes to the research of Johannine literature,
and some suggestions for future research.
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Chapter One: Preliminary Issues
Introduction
The Gospel of John presents a number of details not contained in the Synoptic
gospels. Significant among these differences is the Johannine version of the crucifixion
(19:12-42). A full understanding of this climactic narrative—the depiction of Jesus’
death and the details that immediately surround this event (19:31-37)—is dependent on
the interpretation of the central verse that recounts the piercing of Jesus’ side and the
subsequent flowing of blood and water (19:34).

Problem and Background
The various interpretations of this verse appearing in exegetical literature from
the early patristic period and into the modern era comprise a massive literary body.1 In
the ante-Nicene period, writers such as Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Tertullian, Origen, and
Cyprian saw in John 19:34 the fulfillment of OT imagery such as the wilderness rock
that gave water (Exod 17:1-7; Num 20:2-13) and the salvific red cloth hanging from
Rahab’s window (Josh 2:18). They also perceived NT symbolism, such as the power of
the Holy Spirit, the divinity of Jesus, the reality of his human body, the birth of the
1

The possible allusions to the text of John 19:34 in the canon of the NT are
relatively sparse, being limited to 1 John 5:6-8 and Rev 1:7. Concerning 1 John 5:6-8,
see Thomas M. Meehan, “John 19:32-35 and 1 John 5:6-8: A Study in the History of
Interpretation” (Ph.D. diss., Drew University, Madison, NJ, 1985). For a brief
discussion of the scribal addition in Matt 27:49, see the summary in Bruce M. Metzger,
A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (2nd ed.; Stuttgart: German Bible
Society, 1994) 59. For more discussion see pp. 126-28 below.
1

2
Church, symbols of baptism and Eucharist, and salvation through either the water of
baptism or the blood of martyrdom.2
After Nicea, the vast majority of interpretations of John 19:34 did nothing more
than restate what had been said before, and those few cases of further development only
built with relatively minor contributions upon the exegetical foundations that had
already been laid.3 In the following period, the writers of the Middle Ages inherited
this post-Nicene patristic tradition and simply passed it on to the Renaissance world
with no discernable development.4
With the beginning of the sixteenth century, a new era in biblical studies
dawned, as the role of Scripture took center stage in the debates that eventually led to
the splintering of Western Christianity. However, in the theological arguments of that
2

Though there are among the first-century and second-century writings a
number of passages that can appear to have a relationship to John 19:34, there is no
indisputable evidence of literary dependency. For a thorough discussion of the anteNicene exegetical literature related to John 19:34, see Alban A. Maguire, Blood and
Water: The Wounded Side of Christ in Early Christian Literature (Studies in Sacred
Theology 108; Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 1956) 18-167. For a
listing of the known possible references to John 19:34 in the patristic era, see the
collections in Brooke F. Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John: The Authorized
Version with Introduction and Notes (London: John Murray, 1892) 283-86 and Edward
Malatesta, “Blood and Water from the Pierced Side of Christ,” in Segni e Sacramenti
nel Vangelo di Giovanni (ed. P.-R. Tragan; Studia Anselmiana 66; Rome: Anselmiana,
1977) 164-81, here 179-81.
3

These minor contributions are found in the writings of John Chrysostom,
Ephrem the Syrian, and Augustine of Hippo. For more discussion see Maguire,
Wounded Side, 168-233 and Sebastian Brock, “The Mysteries Hidden in the Side of
Christ,” Sobernost 8 (1978) 462-72.
4

For a study of this general tendency, see Robert McNally, The Bible in the
Early Middle Ages (ed. John C. Murray and Walter J. Burghardt; Woodstock Papers 4;
Westminster, MD: Newman, 1959) 5-13.

3
tumultuous period, the Gospel of John played no special role.5 Thus, the two most
monumental characters of this movement, Martin Luther and John Calvin, express
knowledge of the earlier exegetical tradition concerning John 19:34 and accept it with
little debate.6
In fact, in his commentary on Gen 49:11, Luther explicitly stated his recognition
of the prior tradition that the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist “flowed from the
sides of Christ.”7 Luther is significant in the exegetical history, however, as he further
suggested that the imagery of John 19:34, when viewed in light of 1 John 5:6-9, is better
understood concerning baptism alone which happens through water that is “stained” and
thus “sanctified by the blood of Christ.”8

5

Rudolf Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium: Einleitung und Kommentar
zu Kap. 1-4 (3 vols.; HTKNT; Freiburg: Herder, 1965) 1. 186.
6

Philip Melanchton also wrote a commentary on John (Enarratio in Evangelium
Joannis), but he did not address John 19:34.
7

Martin Luther, Commentary on Genesis 49:11 (D. Martin Luthers Werke,
Kritische Gesamtausgabe [120 vols.; Weimar: Herman Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1883-2002]
44. 768). Among the three times that Luther refers to the piercing of Christ’s side in his
writings (cp. ibid., 20. 777; 49. 131), this is the only place where it appears in the plural
(“sacramenta fluxerunt ex lateribus Christi”). A piercing ‘through,’ creating two
openings, appears as early as Prudentius who speaks of it in three of his hymns,
describing the blood coming from one side and the water from the other (De Pass.
Christi; Peristephanon, 8; Kathemerion, 9). It is unclear if there is a connection
between Luther’s words and those of Prudentius, but it is not out of the question given
the general popularity of Prudentius’s writings throughout the medieval and renaissance
periods, and Luther’s own interest in him (Table Talk, 528). Cornelius à Lapide cites
Prudentius explicitly in favor of the piercing through (see n. 11 below).
8

Luther, Commentary on 1 John 5:6 (Werke, 20. 778).

4
John Calvin, second only to Luther in influence during the early Reformation,
also accepted the earlier sacramental interpretation of John 19:34 and even the
combination of its imagery with that of 1 John 5:6-8.9 But Calvin contributed
something new to the exegetical tradition on this point when he explained that John is
declaring, through the description of the flow of blood and water, that the old law
regulations regarding “sacrifices and washings” are fulfilled in the sacraments of
“baptism and the Lord’s Supper.”10 New also is Calvin’s explicit denial of any
miraculous aspect to the nature of the event, interpreting the blood as naturally
congealed and coming forth with the serum and the water “contained in the membrane
adjoining the intestines.”
In the century following Luther and Calvin, Catholic exegesis, in a CounterReformation, continued the scholastic model of reliance on the patristic tradition, while
at the same time began to address, with an apologetic tone, the writings of the
reformers. A prime example of this model is Cornelius à Lapide, who in his
commentary on the Gospel, after having argued against Calvin that the event described
in 19:34 was indeed miraculous, simply summarized much of what had been said before
him in the patristic period.11

9

John Calvin, In Evangelium Ioannes, 19:34 (Corpus Reformatorum [101 vols.;
ed. G. Baum, E. Cunitz, and E. Reuss; Braunschweig: Schwetschke, 1892] 47. 422).
10

11

Ibid., 421.

While understanding the primary reference to baptism and Eucharist,
Cornelius, citing Augustine, saw also a symbolism of all sacraments (see Augustinus
Crampon, Commentaria in Scripturam Sacram R. P. Cornelii à Lapide [21 vols.; Paris:
Ludovicum Vivès, 1874] 16. 1151). Of notable interest as well is Cornelius’

5
As the polemical dust of the reformational skirmish slowly settled, Christian
exegetes began to look outside the bounds of their own literature for assistance in
interpretation. Philological interests led to an investigation into classical and Jewish
works, as in the classic studies of John Lightfoot. Concerning the text of John 19:34, it
appears that Lightfoot, though he does not state it explicitly, had Calvin’s commentary
in mind, as he, like Cornelius, expressly rejected the interpretation that the blood and
water flowed for purely “natural reasons.”12
Contrarily, Lightfoot argues for the more traditional position of a “preternatural”
event. Acknowledging the existence of the sacramental interpretation, Lightfoot
preferred, as did Calvin, an OT prefigurement in both the blood and water. In support
of this interpretation, Lightfoot referred to Heb 9:19 where Moses’ ratification of the
covenant is described as incorporating both blood and water.13

interpretation that there were two wounds (see also n. 7 above). Cornelius, who
supports his argument by citing Prudentius who also speaks of a piercing through,
suggests the possibility that the lance entered through the right side producing a large
wound from which flowed blood and protruded through the left side from which flowed
water. The water flowed from the left, Cornelius argues, since this is the location of the
heart, and that the fluid came from the pericardium. For further discussion of this era
and a listing of others who wrote commentaries on John, see Schnackenburg, Das
Johannesevangelium, 1. 187.
12

John Lightfoot, A Commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and
Hebraica (4 vols.; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1859; reprint, Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1989) 3. 439-41.
13

There is no mention of water in the narrative of Exod 24:6. If the author of
Hebrews is thinking of the ‘washings’ earlier (19:10, 14), it is not clear (cp. Lev 14:6-7;
Num 19:6-9, 18, 20).

6
Lightfoot again contributed to the exegetical tradition concerning John 19:34
when he suggested a possible connection to a tradition in rabbinic literature where it is
explained that Moses struck the rock in the wilderness twice (Num 20:11) because the
first time blood flowed, and only the second time water.14 Lightfoot, further supporting
his interpretation with the Pauline association of Jesus and the wilderness rock (1 Cor
10:4), concluded that the purpose of the imagery expressed in John 19:34 was to enable
the audience of the Gospel to “believe that this is the true blood of the new covenant,
which so directly answers the type in the confirmation of the old.”15
After Lightfoot, many scholars of the eighteenth century, with their interest in
historical issues, began to question the Fourth Gospel’s historical value and its
connection with the Apostle John.16 By the nineteenth century the Gospel was
commonly considered devoid of any historically reliable information about the life of
Jesus.17 Throughout this period however, commentaries on the Fourth Gospel
continued to be produced.
Particularly significant among the commentaries from the latter part of the
nineteenth century was that of Brooke F. Westcott, who in his commentary on John
interpreted the blood and water of 19:34 as symbolic of a “double cleansing and
14

Ibid., 440. Lightfoot refers to Shemoth Rabba, which is more commonly
known as Exod. Rab. Exod 4:9. The same idea appears also in Tg. Onq. Num 20:11.
15

Ibid., 441.

16

See the summary of this period and the critique of its literature in
Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 1. 187.
17

Ibid., 188.

7
vivifying power,” where the blood referred to “natural life” and the water to “spiritual
life.”18 He concluded that this “life” was an allusion to baptism and Eucharist.
Shortly after Westcott, John H. Bernard argued in his commentary that John’s
intention was of a purely apologetic nature. 19 Thus, according to Bernard, John
described “the flow of blood and water from the pierced side of Jesus as a ‘natural
phenomenon,’ which he specifically noted because he wished to refute the Docetic
doctrines prevalent when the Gospel was composed.”20 Here we see Bernard restating
an idea that had been presented as early as Irenaeus; that is, the event and its details
were intended to direct one to the conclusion that Jesus possessed a truly human body.21
A decade later, Edwyn C. Hoskyns produced his commentary on John in which
he argued that the text of 19:34 was intended to be understood as a fulfillment of John
7:38-39. Repeating the interpretation of Lightfoot, Hoskyns argued (based on Heb
9:19) that since the old covenant was inaugurated with blood and water, the “new

18

Westcott, Gospel According to St. John, 279.

19

Other significant works on the Fourth Gospel began to appear during this
time, and among the most notable is that of Marie-Joseph Lagrange (Évangile selon
Saint Jean [EBib; 5th ed.; Paris: Gabalda, 1936]), though his commentary on John
19:34 simply restated the scholastic style summarizations of the patristic era (pp. 498500).
20

John H. Bernard, A Critical Commentary on the Gospel According to St. John
(2 vols.; ed. A. H. McNeile; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1928) 2. 647.
21

See n. 2 above.

8
covenant by which the old is fulfilled” is declared in like manner and is made manifest
in “Christian Baptism and Eucharist.”22
Writing during the same period as Hoskyns, Rudolf K. Bultmann, in his highly
influential commentary on John, briefly argued that the mention of blood and water in
19:34 was a later “ecclesiastical redaction” to the original text.23 Thus the purpose of
the imagery was, as Bultmann understood it, simply that of the redactor who intended
the addition as a clear reference to the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist and nothing
more.
Arguing in stark contrast to Bultmann, Robert H. Lightfoot, in his commentary
on the Gospel, drew parallels between the texts of John 3:3, 6:53-56, 19:34, and Gen
1:2 and maintained that the text of John 19:34 was essential to the integrity of the
Gospel’s narrative. He concluded, like many before, that the symbolism pointed to the
sacraments of baptism and Eucharist.24
By the second part of the twentieth century, bolstered by the new interest in
Johannine studies, a number of significant journal articles began to appear that dealt

22

Edwyn C. Hoskyns, The Fourth Gospel by the Late Edwyn Clement Hoskyns
(ed. F. N. Davey; 2nd ed.; London: Faber & Faber, 1947) 533.
23

Rudolf K. Bultmann, Das Evangelium des Johannes (KEK; Göttingen:
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962) 525.
24

Robert H. Lightfoot, St. John’s Gospel: A Commentary (ed. C. F. Evans;
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1956) 320. Other significant works during this time
were those of Charles H. Dodd, The Fourth Gospel (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge
University Press, 1953), and Charles K. Barrett, The Gospel According to St. John: An
Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text (London: SPCK, 1955).
Their interpretations are similar to Lightfoot.

9
with the text of John 19:34 specifically.25 Among some of the more important of these
works was the study of M. Miguens who understood the narrative elements of the text
of John 19:34 as proofs, for one knowledgeable about the subtleties of rabbinic laws,
that the death of Christ, having been accompanied by the flow of blood, and thus living
blood, was a valid sacrifice.26 Miguens saw the water as a further support for this
sacrificial interpretation based on Heb 9:19.
Following shortly after Miguen’s article, J. Massyngberde Ford gave a similar
interpretation, though more specifically regarding the issue of the Passover sacrifice.
Her study was based upon a talmudic debate that speaks of blood flowing like water
from the corpse of a crucified man. Ford argued for a new reading of John 19:34,
suggesting the possibility that “St. John’s kai, in the phrase ai-ma kai. u[dwr might be
epexegetical or ascensive and a translation might read: ‘And there came out
immediately blood even fluid (water).’” 27 Though the study was not of great length or
depth, Ford’s contribution was significant in that she raised the possibility of reading

25

Foremost examples of this new movement are the inestimable contributions of
the general commentaries on the Gospel in this same decade of both Rudolf
Schnackenburg (Das Johannesevangelium [cited in n. 5 above]), and Raymond E.
Brown (The Gospel According to John [2 vols.; AB 29-29a; Garden City, NY:
Doubleday, 1966-70]).
26

M. Miguens, “‘Salió sangre y agua’ (John 19, 34),” SBFLA 14 (1963-64) 531, here 20.
27

J. Massyngberde Ford, “‘Mingled Blood’ from the Side of Christ (John
XIX.34),” NTS 15 (1968-69) 337-38, here 337.

10
the text of 19:34 in a new manner, which in her view would point (as other references in
the larger pericope, cp. 19:36), to the Passover lamb.28
The following year, Georg Richter argued, as others before him, that the
imagery contained in the verse was primarily intended as an anti-Docetist polemic, so
that the blood and water flowing from the side of Jesus was proof that he had a “truly
human body” and that he, in fact, did truly suffer.29
Five years after Richter, John Wilkinson examined the anatomical and
physiological details of the narrative of John 19:34 and concluded that the event was
“medically possible.”30 Wilkinson’s work, in its cataloguing and careful analysis of a
number of earlier medical theories regarding the issue, is a valuable contribution as it
put to rest the debate of historical plausibility based on medical evidence.
His exegetical conclusion, however, is the same as many before him; that is, the
details of the event were intended as an anti-Docetic proof that Jesus had a genuine
human body. Wilkinson saw no need to speculate further about any possible symbolism
or sacramental imagery, which in his opinion “receives little or no support from the
fourth gospel itself.” 31

28

Ibid., 338.

29

Georg Richter, “Blut und Wasser aus der durchbohrten Seite Jesu (Joh 19,
34b),” MTZ 21 (1970) 1-21, here 14.
30

John Wilkinson, “The Incident of the Blood and Water in John 19.34,” SJT 28
(1975) 149-72, here 149.
31

Ibid., 171.

11
Shortly after the appearance of Wilkinson’s article, Edward Malatesta published
his study of John 19:34 and concluded that the blood symbolized the death of Jesus and
the water symbolized the outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Malatesta then, as others
before, concluded that these symbols also pertain to the sacraments of baptism and
Eucharist.32
The next year, Matthew Vellanickal argued that the water of John 19:34
symbolized the Spirit (based on John 7:38-39) and that the flow of blood, symbolic of
Jesus’ true death, is the signal in the Gospel’s narrative that the promised outpouring of
the Spirit has now come to pass.33 This water is then, as Vellanickal argued, a symbol
also of the sacrament of baptism.
In the following decade, Ignace de la Potterie published an article describing
John 19:34 as having two distinct though mutually dependent meanings, one
christological and the other pneumatological. On the one hand, the references to
fulfillment in vv. 28 and 30, while pointing back to the life of Jesus, at the same time
point forward to that life being given in his death and through his blood (v. 34) for the
life of the Church. On the other hand, this bestowing of life is accomplished through

32

Malatesta, “Blood and Water,” 175. A similar argument was forwarded a
decade later by Josef Heer, “The Soteriological Significance of the Johannine Image of
the Pierced Savior,” in Faith in Christ and the Worship of Christ (ed. Leo Scheffczyk;
San Francisco, CA: Ignatius, 1986) 33-46.
33

Matthew Vellanickal, “Blood and Water,” Jeevadhara 8 (1978) 219-30, here
221-22, 228.

12
the Spirit, which de la Potterie understood to be signified in the water of v. 34 and
Jesus’ handing over of the Spirit in v. 30.34
A decade after de la Potterie, John P. Heil published a monograph study of the
Johannine passion, death, and resurrection stories from a narrative-critical perspective.35
In Heil’s interpretation, the imagery of blood and water in John 19:34 reveals the
twofold meaning of Jesus’ death. The blood, a common symbol of life, reveals that
Jesus’ death is life-giving, while the water, a common symbol of cleansing, reveals that
Jesus’ death is also that which cleanses of sin.
Consequently, in Heil’s understanding, this image is also part of the narrative’s
greater theme of the Passover in which the “cleansing water of the holy Spirit that now .
. . flows together with the blood from the pierced side of the crucified Jesus empowers
that blood to wash or take away the sin of the world as the sacrificial blood of the true
Passover Lamb of God.”36 Heil concluded that this imagery points to the sacraments of
baptism and Eucharist.37

34

Ignace de la Potterie, “Le Symbolisme du sang et de l’eau en Jn 19,34,”
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In summary, from the patristic to the modern era, there has been a growing mass
of exegetical literature related to John 19:34. Moreover, in the last few decades, there
have been a number of significant studies published in journals along with the more
recent and important monograph of Heil that have continued to contribute to the
understanding of this central and climatic verse in the Fourth Gospel. However, the
problem remains that there has not yet been a thorough and comprehensive literary
analysis of this key verse, showing how the rich and complex symbols it contains,
particularly those of blood and water, can be more fully understood and appreciated by
relating them to the remainder of the Gospel’s narrative.

Purpose and Methodology of the Present Study
This study, in light of the problem stated above, provides a comprehensive
narrative-critical analysis of John 19:34, demonstrating how the symbolism of blood
and water is related to the narrative describing the death of Jesus (19:31-37), the larger
crucifixion pericope (19:12-42), and the rest of the Gospel.
Over the past few decades, with the increased interest in narrative criticism and
appreciation for its contributions, significant progress has been made in the field of
biblical studies in general, and specifically concerning the Gospel of John.38 The
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Though there were earlier works that laid the preliminary groundwork in
Johannine literary studies, one of the most influential developments was the publication
of Alan R. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design
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82; Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1988) and Mark W. G. Stibbe, John as Storyteller:
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methodology of this study, building upon the recent developments in this regard,
employs the tools of narrative criticism in an examination of the Gospel as a
communicative process.
It is an indisputable fact of history that the text of the Gospel had a real author(s)
who lived nearly two millennia ago.39 It is also an indisputable fact of history that this
text has had real readers or real audiences from the date of its completion until the
present. What is disputable though, is the identity of the real author and the originally
intended real audience, and thus the historically intended purpose of the Gospel.
However, the text of the Gospel contains within its narrative an implied author
or narrator, and an implied reader or audience.40 The narrator, a literary construct
distinct from the real author, is the voice in the narrative perceived by its audience. The
implied audience, also a literary construct, is the receiver on the other end of the
narrative communication. Thus, both the narrator and the implied audience are literary

Narrative Criticism and the Fourth Gospel (SNTSMS 73; Cambridge, MA: Cambridge
University Press, 1992).
39

Though there may have been earlier stages, possibly oral and written,
antedating the final form of the Fourth Gospel, as many have speculated in this regard, I
am referring here to the final form of the Gospel, known as the Fourth Gospel.
Regarding this stage, whether it is the final stage among many or the only stage that
ever existed, see Brown, Gospel According to John, xxiv-xxxix, lxxxi.
40

I am using here the categories and definitions of narrative criticism as outlined
by Mark A. Powell, What is Narrative Criticism? (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1990)
19-21. For a critical discussion of these categories of Powell and their potential impact
for Johannine studies in particular, see Martinus C. de Boer, “Narrative Criticism,
Historical Criticism, and the Gospel of John,” JSNT 47 (1992) 35-48.
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creations of the original author of the text, and their function, as described above, can be
diagrammed as follows:41
Real Author

Text

Narrator

Narrative

Real Audience
Implied Audience

Approaching the Gospel as a communicative process emphasizes the importance of the
relationship between the narrator and the implied audience. The invaluable result of
this approach, as well summarized by Jack D. Kingsbury, is “to alert the interpreter both
to the literary existence of the ‘world of the story’ and to the importance of scrutinizing
it. Once one fully understands the ‘world of the story,’ one can then move to a
reconstruction of the ‘world of the evangelist.’”42
As such, the ‘world of the story’ can be used as an “index” into the real world of
the real author and originally intended audience, and therefore shed light on the
historical context and original purpose of the Gospel.43 This is made possible in NT
narrative research since, as Francis Moloney has pointed out, “Differently from some
contemporary narratives, it can generally be assumed (but never proved) that the real
author of and the implied author in New Testament narratives speak with the same
voice.”44 A certain kinship also applies to the receiving end of this communication,
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Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John (SacPag 4; Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical Press, 1998) 16.
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since we may also assume (but never prove), that the implied audience is reflective of
the originally intended audience envisioned by the historical author, and that the
historical author’s vision corresponds in some degree, though the extent may be
debated, to the reality of the original historical context of composition.
Suggested dates for the composition of the final form of the Gospel have ranged
from as early as the middle of the first century to as late as the end of the second
century.45 Arguments for a date in the late extreme of this range have usually been
based on one or more of the following points. First, when compared to the Synoptic
Gospels, the Gospel of John exhibits a relatively higher and more developed
Christology, a fact which appears to place the composition of the Fourth Gospel at a
date much later than the Synoptics. The problem with this argument is that the Pauline
writings, which also exhibit a relatively higher Christology than that found in the
Synoptic Gospels, are usually dated earlier than those gospels, making theological
development a “precarious chronometer.”46 Furthermore, there is nothing in the
theology of the Fourth Gospel, including its sacramentology, which clearly supports a
compositional dating later than the first century.47
Another basis for a theory of late composition is the lack of the Gospel’s
appearance in the early second-century writings. However, there is much debate about
45

There are many hypotheses regarding possible developmental stages
antedating the final form of the Fourth Gospel (see n. 39 above). The present study’s
methodology, however, being dependent on the narrator-audience relationship in the
Gospel as we have it, is concerned only with the narrative’s final form.
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whether this absence actually exists and, even if it does, whether or not this is the result
of a late date or some other factor, such as the Gospel’s early purported association with
Gnosticism.48 This suggested relationship of the Fourth Gospel with Gnosticism has
itself been used as a basis for a late dating, but there is much debate about the source
and date of Christian Gnosticism’s origin, the veracity of its association with the
Gospel, and the direction of dependency, if there be any at all.49
Finally, it has been argued that if the Fourth Gospel is literarily dependent on the
Synoptic Gospels, and the Synoptic Gospels were composed in the latter part of the first
century, as is commonly held, then the Gospel of John must have come to its final form
some time later. But literary dependency between John and the Synoptics is widely
disputed, and the majority of scholars now attribute similarities between John and the
Synoptics to other factors.50
Therefore, the arguments for a late date of the final form of the Fourth Gospel,
while worthy of consideration, having had much influence over the past century, are, in
the final analysis, based solely on questionable theoretical chronologies of Christian
theological developments, arguments from silence regarding second-century writings,
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For a discussion of this issue, see T. E. Pollard, Johannine Christology and
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For a thorough history of the debate, see D. Moody Smith, John among the
Gospels (2nd ed.; Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 2001). For the
present study’s position on the relationship of the Fourth Gospel to the Synoptics, see n.
80 below.
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and highly contested theories of the Fourth Gospel’s dependency on other NT literature
and Gnosticism.
A further consideration is that any hypothesis for a date of composition must
take into account two boundary markers that appear to restrict the latest tenable date.
First, Tatian’s Diatessaron, composed ca. 175, treats the Fourth Gospel as being at least
equal in authority to the Synoptics. As such, the Gospel was likely composed long
enough before this date to acquire a level of acceptance that would justify Tatian
assigning it such a status.51
Another significant late boundary marker is the existence of an early manuscript
fragment containing John 18:31-33, 37-38. This fragment of the Gospel, known as
Rylands Papyrus 457 or P52, is commonly argued to be no older than A.D. 125.52 If this
date is anywhere near accurate, and one allows for a twenty-five year margin of error,
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Brown, Gospel According to John, lxxxiii.

Though leading papyrologists initially dated P52 to have originated sometime
in the first half of the second-century (see discussion in Bruce M. Metzger, The Text of
the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration [New York &
London: Oxford University Press, 1964] 38-39), “the consensus has come in recent
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and Practice of Modern Textual Criticism [2nd ed.; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
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some recent criticisms of the consensus (e.g. Brent Nongbri, “The Use and Abuse of
P52: Papyrological Pitfalls in the Dating of the Fourth Gospel,” HTR 98 [2005] 23-48)
provides for the possibility of at least a twenty-five year margin of error beyond this
date.
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then one can reasonably conclude, assuming that P52 is a copy and not the autograph
itself, that the Gospel was likely composed before A.D. 150.53
While external evidence limits the late extreme date, internal details also
establish boundaries as to the earliest possible date. In the epilogue of the Gospel, the
narrator speaks about Peter’s martyrdom as if it had already taken place (21:18-19). If
the interpretation of this passage is correct, and Peter died in the late 60s, then at least
the epilogue must have been written after this time.54
Therefore, based upon the least ambiguous internal and external boundary
restrictions governing the possible date of composition, it appears that the final form of
the Gospel came into existence no earlier than the late 60s and no later than A.D. 150.
A detail that has been thought to assist in closing this gap is the further information in
the epilogue that appears to indicate that the Beloved Disciple, who is said to be the
primary source behind the text, had already out lived the other eyewitnesses and, as has
been interpreted by some, was either dying at the time of composition of the Gospel, or
was possibly already dead (21:22-23).55 However, this information is not as helpful as
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For example, Brown argues, based on his interpretation of the epilogue
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it may appear at first glance, as there is much debate about the meaning of the passage,
the historical identity of the Beloved Disciple, and his degree of relationship to the
composition of the Gospel.56
Traditionally, the Beloved Disciple has been identified as John, son of Zebedee,
but this identification has not gone unchallenged. Some have suggested that the
Beloved Disciple is simply a narrative symbol of the ideal disciple with no particular
historical reality; but there is little evidence to support this speculation.57 Others have
proposed alternative historical figures such as Lazarus, John Mark, John the Presbyter,
or some other lesser-known disciple of Jesus.58 But all of these proposals raise more
questions than they answer.59
Concerning the internal evidence, the Beloved Disciple is the closest disciple to
Jesus in the Gospel. Elsewhere in the NT, there is evidence that John was not only one
of the twelve but also one of the closer three disciples (Matt 17:1; Mark 5:37; 9:2;
14:33; Luke 8:51; 9:28; see also Gal 2:9). The Beloved Disciple is closely associated
56
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with Peter, and in the Synoptics there is an exclusive association of Peter and John
(Luke 22:8). This association is even more prominent in Acts (3-4; 6:14).60 Thus
considering the internal evidence, the identification of the Beloved Disciple with John,
the son of Zebedee, seems to be the most plausible option.61
The earliest known unambiguous external witness to the authorship of the
Gospel comes from Irenaeus, who states that after the other gospels had been written,
John the disciple of the Lord, “who leaned into his bosom,” published his own Gospel
in Ephesus and remained in Asia until the time of Trajan (Adv. Haer. 2.22.5; 3.1.1).62 It
appears that Irenaeus is referring here to John the apostle and son of Zebedee, whom he
identifies as the one who “leaned into his bosom,” thus equating him with the Beloved
Disciple (John 13:23; 21:20). Though there is debate about Irenaeus’s historical
witness, as Raymond E. Brown concluded regarding the external evidence, “it is fair to
say that the only ancient tradition about the authorship of the Fourth Gospel for which
any considerable body of evidence can be adduced is that it is the work of John, the son
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of Zebedee.”63 Thus, as Brown also initially concluded further, “the combination of
external and internal evidence associating the Fourth Gospel with John, the son of
Zebedee makes this the strongest hypothesis, if one is prepared to give credence to the
Gospel’s claim of an eyewitness source.”64
But even if one were to grant this identification, based on the weight of the
internal and external evidence, the question remains concerning the relation of the
Beloved Disciple/John the son of Zebedee to the final form of the Gospel. The
Gospel’s epilogue says, “This is the disciple who is bearing witness concerning these
things and who wrote these things, and we know that his witness is true” (John 21:24).
If the Beloved Disciple is the author of the Gospel, then who is the “we” in this passage
and what if any role did the subject of the “we” have in the Gospel’s final form?
Some have argued that the Beloved Disciple is the ‘final’ redactor of the Gospel,
and this passage from the epilogue, when properly understood, poses no problem for
this identification, even taking into account the plural “we.” 65 Many others, however,
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based on a number of ancient witnesses to a tradition that someone other than John the
apostle participated in rendering its final form, argue for a distinction between the
Beloved Disciple/John the son of Zebedee and the subject of the “we” in this passage
from the epilogue.66 Those who argue for this distinction posit a number of possible
historical identities.67
Describing the state of the debate over this question, Jerome H. Neyrey in his
recently published commentary declared: “Despite the best labors of Johannine
scholarship, we are still uncertain who the author is or where and when the document
was written and revised.”68 Thus, given the fact that any attempt to identify positively
the subject of the “we” must be admitted to be speculative, the present study avoids
making any further conclusion regarding this subject other than that the final author(s)
or redactor(s), if distinct from the Beloved Disciple, was most likely a close associate of
the Beloved Disciple/John the son of Zebedee and, from what can be gathered from the
narrative, had a good knowledge of first-century Palestinian geography, Jewish festal
cycles, OT literature, Israelite and Greco-Roman theology and politics and, most
83) and particularly where he deals with the use of a plural in reference to a singular
subject (pp. 369-83).
66
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importantly for the present study, a considerable education and artistic talent in firstcentury literary design.69 Beyond that, the only other detail that might be safely
assumed from the narrative about its authorship is that the subject of the “we” was
probably also a significant member(s) of the local ecclesial community from which the
Gospel came.70
The popular perception of this community, commonly referred to as the
“Johannine community,” owes its present image to two major influences in recent
decades.71 The first and most formative of these influences was the publication of a
number of Johannine studies, many from a sociological perspective, that perceived the
Gospel as a literary window with a view of the community that produced it.
Accordingly, many of the apparently historical stories about Jesus in the Fourth Gospel
were actually allegorical versions of historical events in the life of the Johannine
community.72
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This manner of reading the Gospel projected an image of a community in crisis.
The crisis was perceived to be the result of the community’s own unorthodox version of
Christianity that isolated it from the rest of the Christian world and the developing rift
between Christians and Jews beginning in the second half of the first century, a rift that
eventually resulted in the expulsion of Jewish Christians from the synagogues and their
official excommunication following the council of Jamnia and the institution of the
Eighteen Benedictions.73
This image of the Johannine community was further fostered by the concurrent
discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, as many of the scholarly attempts to reconstruct the
community behind them projected an image of a heterodox isolationist Jewish sect, an
image that seemed to give historical plausibility to the developing perception of the
hypothetical Johannine community.74
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This direction of Johannine studies, focusing so intensely on the sociological
reconstruction of the Johannine community and its subsequent influence on the
formation of the Gospel, has not gone unchallenged. One of the most fundamental
criticisms has been that the construction of the hypothetical Johannine community and
its description as a community in crisis, is based on a complex series of interdependent
speculations with little if any unambiguous scientific support.75
Further weakening the plausibility of the hypothesis for those critical of its
validity is the potential loss of one of its most centrally supporting components. A
number of studies have now argued that the Eighteen Benedictions were instituted much
later than the Gospel’s composition, were not universally incorporated into synagogue
services, and may have had nothing at all to do with Christians.76
While the popular hypothesis of the Johannine Community has come under
increasingly significant criticism from a barrage of recent studies, the very relevance of
the concept of a gospel community for a scientific study of a particular gospel is now
being questioned as well. This scrutiny has arisen in response to a number of perceived
problems with the popular hypothesis that a particular gospel was written specifically
for the local ecclesial community of its author.77
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Therefore, given the present state of the debate over the historical plausibility
and thus relevance of the community-specific hypothesis for Gospel research in general,
and the rapidly disintegrating consensus regarding the characteristics of or even the
existence of the hypothetical Johannine community, the present study respectfully
assumes an alternate position that would appear to better harmonize with the parameters
of the scientifically established historical evidence. That is, although the Fourth Gospel
may have been produced within the context of a specific ecclesial community, it was
intended to have relevance for a more general audience.78
Nevertheless, given this assumption, the present study also assumes that the
author of the final form of the Fourth Gospel, as with the authors of the other Gospels,
had his own unique image of the immediately surrounding and distantly outlying world.
It was from this unique vantage that he envisioned a profile or portrait of his potential
audience. This portrait may be reconstructed by a careful analysis of the Gospel
narrative’s introduction, explanation, and treatment of the particulars of such categories
as persons, places, languages, Judaism, and events provided by the narrator to the

Gospel Audiences (ed. Richard Bauckham; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998) 9-48.
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implied audience.79 The image created is a Greek-speaking Christian who is
knowledgeable about the OT, major Palestinian geographical sites, and significant
events of the Jesus story,80 but is not so clear on the more minor though relevant details
that make up the unique quality of the Fourth Gospel.81
The purpose of the Fourth Gospel then, based upon this information regarding
its authorship and intended audience, was to supply through a genre similar to a GrecoRoman biography a story about the life of Jesus of Nazareth,82 in order to provide
clarity regarding the various topics emphasized by the Gospel. Through this
clarification and the attendant exhortation, it was intended to strengthen and encourage
the faith of the Christian audience who might receive it. In short, it was written so that
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the Christian may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing
may have life in his name (John 20:31). 83

Conclusion
The present chapter has provided a general introduction to the history of
interpretation of John 19:34, the problem this verse poses for Johannine research, and
the purpose and methodology of the present study. Following this introduction, the
study provides, in Chapter Two, a discussion of the manuscript tradition of John 19:3137, the pericope in which this verse appears, and offers an English translation along
with an analysis of its literary structure. Chapter Two also includes an investigation of
the symbolic significance of the images of blood and water in the cultural milieu of the
Gospel’s intended audience. To further shed light on the imagery in John 19:34, the
study then proceeds, in Chapters Three and Four, with an examination of the use of the
words “blood” and “water” in the Gospel preceding 19:34. With this examination, the
study then continues, in Chapter Five, with a focused analysis of 19:34 in its immediate
literary context (19:31-37). Finally, Chapter Six concludes the study with a summary of
its findings and an explanation of how the study contributes to the research of Johannine
literature. The chapter then closes with some suggestions for future research.
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Chapter Two: John 19:34 in Its Literary and Cultural Context
Introduction
The previous chapter examined the history of interpretation of John 19:34, the
significance of this verse for Johannine research, the purpose of this study, and its
methodology. The present chapter provides a discussion of the manuscript tradition of
John 19:31-37, the pericope in which this verse appears, and offers an English
translation along with an analysis of its literary structure. The chapter also provides a
discussion of the symbolic value of blood and water in the cultural milieu of the Fourth
Gospel and demonstrates how this symbolic value influences the intended audience.

Textual Tradition of 19:31-37
The Greek text of John 19:31-37 with minor alteration is presented here as it
appears in NA27:1
31

Oi` ou=n VIoudai/oi( evpei. paraskeuh. h=n( i[na mh. mei,nh| evpi. tou/ staurou/ ta.
sw,mata evn tw/| sabba,tw|( h=n ga.r mega,lh h` h`me,ra evkei,nou tou/
sabba,tou( hvrw,thsan to.n Pila/ton i[na kateagw/sin auvtw/n ta. ske,lh kai.
avrqw/sinÅ

32

h=lqon ou=n oi` stratiw/tai kai. tou/ me.n prw,tou kate,axan ta. ske,lh kai.
tou/ a;llou tou/ sustaurwqe,ntoj auvtw/|\

33

evpi. de. to.n VIhsou/n evlqo,ntej( w`j ei=don h;dh auvto.n teqnhko,ta( ouv
kate,axan auvtou/ ta. ske,lh(

1

In John 19:35, the text of NA27 has pisteu,@s#hte. This is a change from the
pisteu,hte of NA25. I have presented 19:35 here with pisteu,hte in accord with NA25 for
the reasons explained below. In the rest of this study, unless otherwise noted,
quotations of the Greek text of the NT are taken from NA27.
30

31

34

avllV ei-j tw/n stratiwtw/n lo,gch| auvtou/ th.n pleura.n e;nuxen( kai. evxh/lqen
euvqu.j ai-ma kai. u[dwrÅ

35

kai. o` e`wrakw.j memartu,rhken( kai. avlhqinh. auvtou/ evstin h` marturi,a( kai.
evkei/noj oi=den o[ti avlhqh/ le,gei( i[na kai. u`mei/j pisteu,hteÅ

36

evge,neto ga.r tau/ta i[na h` grafh. plhrwqh/|\ ovstou/n ouv suntribh,setai
auvtou/Å

37

kai. pa,lin e`te,ra grafh. le,gei\ o;yontai eivj o]n evxeke,nthsanÅ

The text of John 19:31-37 is remarkably stable in the extant manuscript tradition
and contains only one exegetically significant variant. The last word of 19:35 is the
present subjunctive pisteu,hte in Vaticanus, the first hand of Sinaiticus, Athous
Lavrensis, and Origen. The second corrector of Sinaiticus, as well as Alexandrinus and
most other external witnesses, however, have the aorist subjunctive pisteu,shte. Also
worthy of note, the entirety of 19:35 is absent from the fifth-century Latin codex
Palatinus and the sixth-century Latin codex Fuldensis.2
Since the Greek manuscript tradition, the other Latin witnesses, and the rest of
the versions overwhelmingly attest to this verse, and given the verse’s characteristically
Johannine style, it can safely be assumed, against Palatinus and Fuldensis, that 19:35 is
authentic.3 The variation between pisteu,shte and pisteu,hte, however, is more
complicated.
If the aorist subjunctive pisteu,shte is original and the author intended it to carry
an ingressive sense, it would seem that the verse is addressed to a non-Christian
2

3

NA27.

Bernard, Gospel According to St. John, 2. 649. See also Brown, Gospel
According to John, 2. 936.
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audience that might come to believe upon hearing the Gospel. If the present
subjunctive pisteu,hte is original, assuming the author intended the present to convey
continuous aspect, it could be understood that the verse is addressed to a Christian
audience that they may persevere in belief.
As described in detail in the previous chapter, the present study assumes that the
Gospel was composed for a Christian audience with the intention of strengthening faith.
As also discussed previously, this assumption is based upon a number of internal
indications. While this does not conclusively rule out the possibility that pisteu,shte is
original, as it is possible that the author used the aorist subjunctive but did not intend an
ingressive sense, it gives further support, along with the stronger external attestation,
that the present subjunctive pisteu,hte is more likely original.4

Translation of 19:34
The following translation attempts to convey the exegetically essential elements
of the Greek text within the boundaries of modern idiomatic English style.
31

Since it was the Preparation Day, that the bodies might not remain on the
cross during the Sabbath, for that Sabbath was an especially solemn day,
the Jews asked Pilate that the legs of those who had been crucified be
broken and their bodies be taken away.

32

So the soldiers came and broke the legs of one and then of the other who
had been crucified with him.

33

But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did
not break his legs.

4

For a similar analysis of the issue, see Brown, Introduction to the Gospel of
John, 152, 182-83.

33
34

Instead, one of the soldiers stabbed his side with a lance, and
immediately there came out blood and water.

35

The one who saw this has testified that also you may believe. His
testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth.

36

This happened that the Scripture passage might be fulfilled, “None of its
bones shall be crushed.”

37

Also another Scripture passage says, “They shall look at him whom they
have pierced.”

There is an intentional differentiation in the English word choice to preserve the
distinction that exists in the Greek text between the request of the Jews in 19:31, the
action of the soldiers in 19:32, and the fulfillment of the Scripture passage in 19:36. In
19:31 and 19:32, the request that the legs be broken, and the action of the soldiers are
both described with the aorist of the Greek verb kata,gnumi. In 19:36 the verb from the
fulfilled Scripture passage is the future passive of suntri,bw. Though these two verbs
overlap in their range of meaning, the distinction exists in the text. The translation
preserves this distinction for consistency.5
Similarly, the action of the soldier in 19:34 is described with the aorist of the
Greek verb nu,ssw, whereas the Greek verb in the fulfilled Scripture passage in 19:37 is
the aorist of evkkente,w. Again, while these verbs may overlap in their range of meaning,
the distinction exists in the text. Thus, here as well, the translation preserves the
distinction for consistency.6

5

See also Heil, Blood and Water, 104.

6

See also Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 931.
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Literary Structure of 19:34
The body of the Gospel, framed by a prologue (1:1-18) and an epilogue (21:125), may be divided schematically into two major sections commonly called the Book
of Signs (1:19–12:50) and the Book of Glory (13:1–20:31).7 The latter section is
composed of three parts: the Final Discourse (13:1–17:26), the Passion (18:1–19:42),
and the Resurrection (20:1-29). The second of these three parts, the Passion, may be
divided further into what has been titled “Jesus, the Jews, and Peter” (John 18:1-27),
“Jesus, the Jews, and Pilate” (John 18:28–19:11), and “The Revelatory Death and
Burial of Jesus” (19:12-42).8
The final section (19:12-42) comprises six scenes which can be described
thematically as the Judgment (19:12-22), the Crucifixion (19:23-24), the Words at the
Cross (19:25-27), the Death (19:28-30), the Piercing of Jesus (19:31-37), and the Burial
(19:38-42).9
The second-to-last scene, the pericope that contains 19:34, may be divided into
three parts:

7

Brown, Gospel According to John, 1. cxxxviii-cxxxix. For a reassessment of
the literary boundaries of the Book of Signs and an argument for a total of seven signs
culminating in the cross, see Marc Girard, “La Composition structurelle des sept signes
dans le quatrième évangile,” SR 9 (1980) 315-24. For a discussion of the general
problem of literary structure in the Fourth Gospel and a survey of the various solutions
proposed, see George Mlakuzhyil, The Christocentric Literary Structure of the Fourth
Gospel (AnBib 117; Rome: Biblical Institute, 1987) 5-86.
8

Heil, Blood and Water, 16, 45, 77.

9

See similarly Heil, Blood and Water, 9.
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1 The Breaking of the Legs of Those Crucified with Jesus (19:31-33)
2 The Piercing of Jesus and the Coming Forth of Blood and Water (19:34)
3 The Testimony of the Narrator and the Fulfillment of Scripture (19:35-37)
The two events, that of 19:31-33 and that of 19:34, are shown in 19:35-37 to fulfill two
passages from the OT with the intention of strengthening the faith of the Gospel
audience.
In order to understand how the author may have expected the imagery of blood
and water in 19:34 to have this effect on the intended audience requires an examination
of the use of the images of blood and water in the cultural milieu and preceding
narrative of the Gospel.

Blood in the Cultural Milieu of the Fourth Gospel
Ancient Israel perceived blood as the seat of life (Gen 9:4; Lev 17:11, 14; Deut
12:23). Since God was understood as the source of all life, particular rules governed
and guarded the treatment of blood in common day-to-day activities and in the rituals of
the cult of Israel.10
Since an animal’s God-given life was in its blood, the consumption of blood or
even the eating of animal flesh that had not been properly drained was prohibited (Gen
9:4; Deut 12:16, 23; 15:23; 1 Sam 14:32-35). Likewise, since humanity was made in
10

Here and below, unless otherwise noted, I am summarizing the brief
presentation of the topic in Ceslas Spicq and Pierre Grelot, “Sang,” in Vocabulaire de
Théologie Biblique (ed. Xavier Léon-Dufour; Paris: Cerf, 1966) 994-97. For a thorough
treatment of the subject, see William K. Gilders, Blood Ritual in the Hebrew Bible
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004).
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the image of God, murder, which caused the spilling of innocent blood, was considered
a particularly heinous crime (Gen 9:5-6). Thus in the case of murder, God demanded an
accounting (Gen 9:5), as the blood cried out for vengeance (Gen 4:10-11; 2 Sam 21:1;
Ezek 24:7-8; 35:6). This accounting for the spilling of innocent blood, or life, is
described as God’s special prerogative and responsibility, especially when it was the
innocent blood of God’s servants (Ps 79:10; 2 Macc 8:3).
The close relationship between blood and life gave rise to a number of cultic
uses. In the Exodus the blood of a lamb or goat was smeared on the doorpost and lintel
(Exod 12:7-13, 22-27). This action was probably understood to purify the doorway
ritually, creating a demarcation between the outside and the inside of the house. The
inside, as a result, would become a zone of purity and asylum of life, which preserved
the firstborn alive for Israel.11 In the establishment of a covenant the blood of a
sacrificed animal was put on both parties, symbolizing their kinship bond of covenantal
consanguinity and life.12 This can be seen, for example, in the Sinai narrative where

11

William H. C. Propp, Exodus: A New Translation with Introduction and
Commentary (2 vols.; AB 2-2A; New York, NY: Doubleday, 1999-2006) 1. 437. Propp
sees further indication of the purgative function of the blood in the use of the hyssop,
which was understood to have a naturally purifying character and appears in other
clearly ritually purgative narratives (Lev 14:4, 6, 49, 51, 52; Num 19:6, 18; see also Ps
51:7). That this was the basic function of the rite may also be indicated in the similar
rite in Ezekiel’s temple (Ezek 45:18-20), where the purgative imagery is explicit (ibid.).
For more discussion of the blood rituals in Ezekiel’s temple, see Gilders, Blood Ritual
in the Hebrew Bible, 142-57.
12

Theodor H. Gaster, Myth, Legend, and Custom in the Old Testament (New
York, NY: Peter Smith, 1975) 151.

37
blood was put on the people and altar, a ritual that was also likely associated with
purification (Exod 24:3-8; Zech 9:11).13
In the sacrificial system, the blood of an animal was used in purification for sin.
Through the blood of the animal, the repentant Israelite was purified ritually and
restored to life metaphorically by reestablishment of the right covenantal relationship
with God. This purificatory usage appears most prominently in the ritual for the Day of
Purification (Lev 16:15-21) and the basic concept that underlies the ritual is
summarized as follows: “For the life of the flesh is in its blood, and I have given it to
you for purification for your lives upon the altar, for it is the blood, by its life, that
purifies” (17:11).14 The association of blood with purification for sin is vividly evident
in the technical term for the sacrifice for sin, which, though often dynamically rendered
“sin offering” in modern translations (RSV, NAB, NRSV), is formally translated “blood
of sin” (taJ'x;

13

~D;).15

Propp, Exodus, 2. 309.

14

Here and below I have used the word “purification” or “purify” in place of the
more common “atonement” or “atone” (KJV, RSV, NAB, NRSV) as the former better
describes the biblical concept (Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary [2 vols.; AB 3-3A; New York, NY: Doubleday, 19912000] 1. 255-58, 1009) and the latter has been part of a popular confusion about the
meaning of sacrifice in the OT and NT alike. As Joseph A. Fitzmyer has stated, “It was
not that blood shed in sacrifice pleased Yahweh; nor that the shedding of blood and
ensuing death were a recompense or price to be paid. Rather, the blood was shed either
to purify and cleanse objects ritually dedicated to Yahweh’s service (Lev 16:15-19) or
to consecrate objects or persons to that service. . .” (Paul and His Theology: A Brief
Sketch [2nd ed.; Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1967] 65). For the problem of the
word “atonement” specifically, see ibid., 63.
15

See especially Exod 30:10; Lev 4:25, 34; 5:9; Ezek 45:19. All quotations of
the Hebrew Bible in this study, unless otherwise noted, are taken from BHS. For more
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Much of the above symbolism was adopted into the language of the Christian
kerygma. The basic association between blood and life, or loss of blood and loss of life
is common in the NT (Matt 23:30, 35; 27:4, 6, 8; 27:24, 25; Luke 11:50, 51; 13:1; Acts
1:19; 5:28; 18:6; 20:26; 22:20; Rom 3:15; Rev 6:10; 16:3, 6; 17:6; 18:24; 19:2).
Furthermore, through metaphor, echoes of Israel’s sacrificial cult can be heard
in a number of passages in the NT where Jesus is described as a Passover lamb (1 Cor
5:7; 1 Pet 1:19) or sacrificial animal whose death and blood, through purification for
sin, gave life to the world (Rom 3:24-25; 1 Cor 10:16-18; Eph 1:7). In other places,
Jesus is metaphorically described as having taken the place of the sacrificial animals on
the Day of Purification, carrying his own blood into the heavenly sanctuary for the
purification of sin (Heb 9:11-14, 23-28; 10:19; 12:24; 13:12; 1 Pet 1:2).16 As it is stated
in Hebrews, “Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified by blood, and apart
from the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (9:22). A summary of this concept
in the Johannine literature appears in 1 John, “The blood of Jesus purifies us of all sin”
(1:7b; see also Rev 1:5; 7:14; 12:11).
Finally, and possibly most significant, is the use of the image of Jesus’ death, or
blood, as a sign of the New Covenant, imagery obviously intended to recall the
covenantal narrative at Sinai (Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25).
In summary, in the cultural surroundings of the author and intended audience of
the Fourth Gospel, blood was associated first and foremost with life. In the OT, a body
discussion about the purpose of the sin offering, see Gilders, Blood Ritual in the
Hebrew Bible, 109-41.
16

For more discussion, see Fitzmyer, Paul, 62-66.

39
of literature familiar to the audience of the Gospel, this association of blood and life
gave rise to a number of cultic rituals in which blood was used in purification for sin.
In the NT this association of blood with life and purification for sin was adopted to
speak about the life-giving death of Jesus and its metaphorically purgative character.
The author would expect much of this cultural background to influence the audience
when they heard about the blood in John 19:34.

Water in the Cultural Milieu of the Fourth Gospel
In the Scriptures of Israel, water is portrayed primarily as a natural cleansing
mechanism and the essential life-sustaining quencher of thirst without which the land
becomes arid and its plant and animal life perishes.17 Whatever its source, whether
from above or below, water was understood to be under the direct power of the God of
Israel (Job 28:26; Prov 3:19-20) who causes the occasional floods (Job 12:15),
determines the flow of springs and rivers (Isa 44:27; Ezek 31:15), and gives the rain in
due season (Lev 26:4; Deut 11:14; 28:12; Job 5:10; Ps 104:10-16; Isa 30:23-25; Jer
5:24). Since the God of Israel is its creator and controller, water is also described as an
instrument by which he bestows his blessings (Gen 27:28; Lev 26:3-10; Deut 28:12; Ps
133:3).
The cleansing quality of water (Gen 18:4; 19:2; 24:32) was the basis for its use
in various sorts of ritual purifications, such as in preparation for ceremonial functions
17

Here and below, unless otherwise noted, I am summarizing the presentation of
the topic in Marie-Emile Boismard, “Eau,” in Vocabulaire de Théologie Biblique, 23540.
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(Exod 29:4; 40:12; Lev 16:4), after having touched a dead body (Lev 11:40), after being
cured of leprosy (Lev 14:8-9), and after contracting any sexual impurity (Leviticus 15).
This ritual use of water’s purgative character is well signified in the technical term
“water of uncleanness” (hD'nI

yme), which was made by the mixing of, among other

things, the ashes of a red heifer, hyssop, and living water (or “running water”).18
Finally, and in many ways the coalescence of all of the symbolism noted above,
the image of water appears in the eschatological picture of Israel’s postexilic
restoration. Then God will give the blessing of rain (Ezek 34:26) and, through this lifegiving drink, cause seeds to sprout, plants to bud, and fields to be filled with their
greenery (Isa 30:23-25). Deserts will become orchards (Isa 41:17-20), the wilderness a
watered plain (Isa 35:6-7), and every thirst will be quenched by bubbling springs (Isa
49:10; Jer 31:9).
The climax of this eschatological image, that of the restoration of Jerusalem, is
portrayed in a similar manner with a river of living water flowing forth from the city
(Zech 14:8; see also Ezek 47:1-12; Joel 3:18) providing purification for all its
inhabitants (Zech 13:1). In this latter image, water is a metaphor for one of the ultimate
events of the messianic age—the pouring out of the Spirit for the purification and life of
God’s people (see also Isa 44:3-5; Ezek 36:24-27; Joel 2:28).19
18

Num 19:17. See also Num 19:9, 13, 20, 21; 31:23. For more discussion of
the significance of ritual uncleanness in the cult of Israel, see Baruch A. Levine,
Numbers: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (2 vols.; AB 4-4A;
New York, NY: Doubleday, 1993-2000) 1. 457-79.
19

For a discussion of how the same symbolism is maintained in the
intertestamental literature and the DSS, see “Water” in Dictionary of Judaism in the
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The Greco-Roman world in the first century, though a massive cultural complex
of various historical and geographical origins, shared the same natural environment with
ancient Israel and thus contained within its world many of the same uses of water for
sustenance of life and daily cleansing. The complexity of the engineering, function, and
beauty of the Greco-Roman bathhouse is a well-known symbol of this ancient culture, 20
and many religious ceremonies included some aspect of ritual cleansing as well.21
All of the above symbolic uses of water were also common in the nascent
Christian kerygma and are especially evident in the early explanations of baptism.
First, throughout the gospel tradition the baptism by John appears as an integral part of
the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry and is described as the moment of the descent of
God’s Spirit upon him (Matt 3:13-17; Mark 1:9-11; Luke 3:21-22; John 1:19-34; see
also Acts 10:37-38). Second, and obviously related to the Baptist’s movement (John
3:22-4:3), was Christian baptism, which was understood to cause purification (1 Cor
Biblical Period (ed. Jacob Neusner; Peabody, MA: Hendrikson, 1996) 667. For a
general study of the function of symbolism in the theology of Judaism, see Jacob
Neusner, Symbol and Theology in Early Judaism (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1991).
20

In the Greco-Roman culture, see René Ginouvès, Balaneutiké: Recherches sur
le bain dans l’antiquité grecque (Bibliothèque des écoles françaises d’Athènes et de
Rome 200; Paris: Boccard, 1962), Janet DeLaine, “Recent Research on Roman Baths,”
Journal of Roman Archaeology 1 (1988) 14-17, and most recently Garrett G. Fagan,
“Bathing for Health with Celsus and Pliny the Elder,” Classical Quarterly 56 (2006)
190-207. For the acceptance of this Greco-Roman cultural element in Israel, see the
study by Yaron Eliav, “The Roman Bath as a Jewish Institution: Another Look at the
Encounter between Judaism and the Greco-Roman Culture,” JSJ 31 (2000) 416-54.
21

For a discussion of this usage, see Franz Cumont, After Life in Roman
Paganism (New York, NY: Dover, 1922) 118. For associations of water with various
divine personalities of the Greco-Roman pantheon, see John Ferguson, Greek and
Roman Religions: A Source Book (Park Ridge, NJ: Noyes, 1980) 8, 92, 96, 106.
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6:11; Eph 5:26; Titus 3:5; Heb 10:22; 1 Pet 3:21) and unification of all by the Spirit of
God (1 Cor 12:12-13; Titus 3:5). The action of submersion into the water and rising
from it was compared to a death, burial, and rebirth, resulting in a new creation and life
(Romans 6), like the new life of the nation of Israel as they crossed the Reed Sea (1 Cor
10:1-4).
In summary, the intended audience of the Fourth Gospel, well versed in the
Scriptures of Israel and living in the multicultural complex of the Greco-Roman world,
understood the image of water first and foremost as a daily sustenance of life and
mechanism for common cleansing. The audience was aware also of the symbolic value
of water in the religious context of Israel’s cult where water was used for purification of
ritual uncleanness. Most significantly, the audience was aware of the image of the
eschatological expectations of Israel as well, where the cleansing and life-sustaining
character of water was used as a metaphor for the purificatory and life-giving powers of
God’s Spirit. Finally, the audience’s understanding of the cultic use of water for
purification from uncleanness and the eschatological relationship to God’s Spirit would
be influenced to some degree by the image of Christian baptism which is explained in
the kerygma as the fulfillment of much of this imagery.22

22

On the association of the Holy Spirit with purification, see Craig S. Keener,
The Spirit in the Gospels and Acts: Divine Purity and Power (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 1997).
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Conclusion
The previous chapter examined the history of interpretation of John 19:34, the
significance of the verse for Johannine research, the purpose of the present study, and
the methodology it employs. The present chapter discussed the manuscript tradition of
the text of John 19:31-37, the pericope in which this verse appears and offered an
English translation of the pericope and an analysis of its literary structure. It also
provided a summary of the background against which the blood and water mentioned in
19:34 was understood by the author given the cultural milieu of the Fourth Gospel’s
intended audience.
Blood was associated with life and purification from sin in both the OT and the
early Christian kerygma. In the latter, however, there existed a particular emphasis on
the blood and the life-giving death of Jesus and the metaphorical relationship to the cult
of Israel. Water was associated with daily sustenance of life and cleansing in both the
OT and early Christian kerygma. But of even more importance was the use for
purification from ritual uncleanness, and especially in the eschatological images of
God’s Spirit which gave both spiritual purification and life.
Thus, at the most basic level, both blood and water have a parallel two-part
symbolic value in the cultural milieu of the Fourth Gospel. Blood is associated with life
and purification from sin. Water is associated with life and purification from
uncleanness.
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Blood

•
•

Life
Purification from sin

Water

•
•

Life
Purification from uncleanness

As might be expected, the symbolism of blood and water from the cultural
milieu has a relationship to the use of these same terms in the Gospel. In order to
demonstrate this point and to elucidate further the author’s purpose in the use of these
terms in 19:34, it is necessary to examine the occurrences of blood and water in the
Gospel preceding 19:34. Chapter Three examines the occurrences of blood. Chapter
Four examines the occurrences of water. Both chapters demonstrate the degree to
which the symbolism from the cultural milieu influenced the Gospel.

Chapter Three: Blood in the Gospel Preceding John 19:34
Introduction
The previous chapter provided a discussion of the manuscript tradition of John
19:31-37, an English translation and diagram of its literary structure, and an analysis of
the possible cultural assumptions of the intended audience regarding the imagery of
blood and water in John 19:34. In so doing, Chapter Two demonstrated that blood was
associated with life and purification from sin. The present chapter examines the
occurrences of the word “blood” (ai-ma) in the Gospel that precede 19:34 and evaluates
how the symbolic value from the cultural milieu is employed.

Born ot of Blood (1:13)
In the Prologue of the Gospel the audience was told about the original state of
the Word (lo,goj), its association with God, and its involvement in creation (John 1:1-3).
The audience was also told about the relationship of the Word with light and life, its
conflict with darkness, and the purpose of John the Baptist (1:4-8). Then the narrator
informed the audience about a problem. The world did not recognize the Word even
though the world was made through it (1:9-10). When the Word came to its own
homeland, even its own people did not receive it (1:11). Yet, as the narrator explains,
some did receive the Word and became children of God, and it is in this explanation
that the image of blood first occurs in the Gospel:
1:12 o[soi de. e;labon auvto,n( e;dwken auvtoi/j evxousi,an te,kna qeou/ gene,sqai( toi/j
pisteu,ousin eivj to. o;noma auvtou/( 13 oi] ouvk evx ai`ma,twn ouvde. evk qelh,matoj
sarko.j ouvde. evk qelh,matoj avndro.j avllV evk qeou/ evgennh,qhsanÅ
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But to all who received him, who believe in his name, he gave power to become
children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the
will of man, but of God.
The phrase “of blood” above is a translation of the plural prepositional phrase evx
ai`ma,twn, which is more formally rendered “of bloods.” The plural Greek form in the
present context is probably a Semitism.1 The word “blood” typically occurs in the
plural in the Hebrew OT to describe either the blood flow associated with a violent
death (Gen 4:10; Exod 22:1; etc..) or the blood flow associated with childbirth (Lev
12:4, 5, 7; Ezek 16:6, 9; or menstruation Lev 20:18).2 The latter is the more likely
reason for the plural given the present context of the Gospel. Because of this
association of blood and birth (and even the blood of menstruation), conception was
thought to be the result of the compaction of the mother’s life-giving blood around the
father’s seed (Wis 7:2).
With such cultural associations of blood, life, conception, and birth, and the
present literary context concerning birth, it is reasonable to assume that the author
intended the image of a birth “from blood” (1:13) to refer to a natural birth. Since the
term is mentioned, however, only by way of contrast to a birth from God (1:13b), there
does not appear to be any development of the symbolic significance of blood beyond its
basic cultural association with life.

1

For a discussion concerning Semitic interference in John, see Brown,
Introduction to the Gospel of John, 278-81.
2

HALOT, 224-25.
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Blood of Life (6:53-56)
The next occurrence of blood in the Gospel is in the discourse on the bread of
life (6:25-59). The story is set in the synagogue of Capernaum (6:24, 59) during the
time of the Passover (6:4). Earlier in the story, on the previous day, Jesus had
multiplied fish and barley loaves to feed a crowd on the other side of the sea of Tiberias.
The next day the crowd found Jesus in Capernaum and a debate ensued over the
meaning of Ps 78:24 (John 6:31, 49, 58).3 The psalm describes how God provided for
Israel’s needs throughout its history, such as giving them manna in the wilderness
despite their lack of belief (Ps 78:22).
Applying the past problem described in the psalm to the present situation, Jesus
states, “I am the bread of life, the one who comes to me will never hunger, and the one
who believes in me will never thirst (John 6:35). The language plays off the idea of the
life-sustaining nature of both the manna and the Torah by employing a saying about the
Torah from the Wisdom literature of Israel (Sir 24:21).4 An association of the manna
and the Torah appears elsewhere (Deut 8:3)5 and, Psalm 78 begins by explaining how

3

For more discussion, see Edwin D. Freed, Old Testament Quotations in the
Gospel of John (NovTSup 11; Leiden: Brill, 1965) 11-16 and Maarten J. J. Menken,
Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel: Studies in Textual Form (CBET 15;
Kampen, Netherlands: Kok Pharos, 1998) 47-65.
4

For a study of this verse and its relationship to the Wisdom tradition, see Petrus
Maritz, “The Imagery of Eating and Drinking in John 6:35,” in Imagery in the Gospel of
John (WUNT 200; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006) 333-52.
5

See in particular Philo on LXX Exod 16:15-16 (Leg. 3:169-76). For a brief
discussion of Philo’s exegesis on this point, see Freed, Old Testament Quotations, 1213. For an extensive analysis, see Peder Borgen, Bread from Heaven: An Exegetical
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God gave Israel the Torah, yet they failed to believe (78:5-8). The language of John
6:35, exhibiting a main theme of the Gospel, identifies Jesus as the Word of God in the
flesh which, like the Torah of old, must be received and believed (1:12, 14). 6
The narrator explains how these words of Jesus caused the crowd to murmur
among themselves about Jesus’ identity and human origins (6:41, 43). The image,
which appears again later (6:61; 7:32), is probably intended to recall the murmurings of
Israel against Moses (Exod 16:2; see also 15:24; 16:7-8; 17:3; Num 11:1; 14:2, 27, 29,
36; 16:11, 41; 17:5; 21:5; Deut 1:27; Ps 106:25).7
Jesus continued the discourse by referring once more to Ps 78:24, but this time
adding something more: “Your ancestors ate manna in the wilderness and died” (John
6:49). From this point the discourse changes in tone. The mention of death signals the
beginning of this change as Jesus informs the crowd that he will give his flesh for the
life of the world (John 6:51). This caused the Jews to argue among themselves (6:52).
The word “blood” occurs four times in Jesus’ reply.8

Study of the Concept of Manna in the Gospel of John and the Writings of Philo (Leiden:
Brill, 1965).
6

For Jesus as the “perfection” of the Torah in the Fourth Gospel, see Moloney,
Gospel of John, 40.
7
8

Bernard, Gospel According to St. John, 1. 202.

The word appears only three times in the sixth-century codex Bezae, as the
clause 6:55b is omitted in that codex. However, given its early and diversified
attestation, it can safely be assumed that the clause is original. Its absence in Bezae is
probably due to homoioteleuton with 6:55a (Barrett, Gospel According to St. John,
299). John 6:55a occurs in Bezae as the last line on the page as well as the end of the
lection (indicated by the appearance of te,loj). It appears that the scribe ran out of room
since the column ends with brw. The end of the word -cic is written in smaller letters

49
6:53

ei=pen ou=n auvtoi/j o` VIhsou/j\ avmh.n avmh.n le,gw u`mi/n( eva.n mh. fa,ghte th.n
sa,rka tou/ ui`ou/ tou/ avnqrw,pou kai. pi,hte auvtou/ to. ai-ma( ouvk e;cete zwh.n
evn e`autoi/jÅ
So Jesus said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the
flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you do not have life in you.

6:54

o` trw,gwn mou th.n sa,rka kai. pi,nwn mou to. ai-ma e;cei zwh.n aivw,nion(
kavgw. avnasth,sw auvto.n th/| evsca,th| h`me,ra|Å
The one who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I
will raise him up on the last day.

6:55

h` ga.r sa,rx mou avlhqh,j evstin brw/sij( kai. to. ai-ma, mou avlhqh,j evstin
po,sijÅ9
For my flesh is true food and my blood is true drink.

below it. The scribe’s rhythm of copying stopped at least to turn the page, if not to take
a break. Such a pause would increase the chance of an error like homoioteleuton.
9

In 6:55 the first hand of P66 has avlhqw/j in place of avlhqh,j in both occurrences
(h` ga.r sa,rx mou avlhqw/j evstin brw/sij( kai. to. ai-ma, mou avlhqw/j evstin po,sij). This
reading is significantly more euphonic with the resulting assonance, especially when the
omicron of po,sij is pronounced identically with the omega of avlhqw/j as it would have
been in the NT era (Francis T. Gignac, A Grammar of the Greek Papyri of the Roman
and Byzantine Periods [2 vols.; Testi e documenti per lo studio dell’antichita 55; Milan:
Cisalpino-Goliardica, 1975-81], 1. 275-77). However, there is no other early and
unquestionable witness to this reading. In fact, even in P66 the omega has been erased
and written over with an eta in both instances, possibly by the original scribe. NA27
cites Sinaiticus as a witness to the presence of the adverb, but the weight of the
manuscript’s witness is questionable on this point, as it has, through homoioteleuton,
the reading, “For my flesh truly is drink” (h` ga.r sa,rx mou avlhqw/j evsti po,ton). The
manuscript is corrected above the line indicating avlhqw/j should be avlhqh,j and po,ton
should be po,sij. NA27 also cites Bezae’s support for avlhqw/j, since the text does indeed
have the adverb in the first instance, but the second clause is missing. This problem
coupled with even more textual disturbance in 6:56 renders the value of Bezae’s witness
questionable in the present debate. Therefore, since the only early and unquestionable
external evidence for the two occurrences of the adverb avlhqw/j in 6:55 is limited to P66,
and since even there it is corrected to the adjective avlhqh,j, the present study follows the
text of NA27. There are, however, internal grammatical arguments in favor of avlhqw/j.
See George D. Kilpatrick, “Some Notes on Johannine Usage,” BT 11 (1960) 173-77,
here 174-75.
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6:56

o` trw,gwn mou th.n sa,rka kai. pi,nwn mou to. ai-ma evn evmoi. me,nei kavgw.
evn auvtw/|Å
The one who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me and I in

him.
As has already been demonstrated, blood was associated with life in the cultural milieu
of the Gospel. Therefore, the basic association of blood and life in this passage would
not surprise the intended audience. Yet, there are at least three indications that this
passage is not only about life, but also death—specifically the death of Jesus.10

Eucharistic Imagery
The mention of flesh (6:51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56) should recall for the audience the
language of the prologue, “The word became flesh and dwelt among us” (1:14a).
Shortly after the prologue, Jesus was described as the “lamb of God” (1:29). The most
likely referent is the Passover lamb (see also 1 Cor 5:7; 1 Pet 1:19).11

Taking this

previous imagery into account along with the Passover setting of the present discourse,
it seems likely that an allusion to the Passover lamb is intended here in the mention of
10

For a discussion of the role of the passion in the Gospel, see Raymond F.
Collins, “John’s Gospel: A Passion Narrative?” TBT 24 (1986) 181-86.
11

Brown, Gospel According to John, 1. 291. The interpretation of the words
“lamb of God” (John 1:29, 36) has been the subject of much debate. Some have
suggested a reference to the suffering servant in Isaiah (53:7, 10-12), others to the story
of the binding of Isaac (Genesis 22), and still others to the sacrificial lamb of the Tamid
offering (Exod 29:38-42). A plausible solution is that all of this imagery melded
together in the later Christian kerygma and by the time of the composition of the
Gospel. For a detailed listing and analysis of all the proposed referents and for an
argument favoring a combination of Passover and suffering servant imagery, see Jesper
T. Nielsen, “The Lamb of God: The Cognitive Structure of a Johannine Metaphor,” in
Imagery in the Gospel of John, 217-56.
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the consumption of Jesus’ flesh and blood. In the Exodus Passover (Exodus 12), those
who killed a lamb, consumed the flesh, and put its blood on their doorposts preserved
the life of their firstborn sons. If Jesus is being described here as an eschatological
Passover lamb, then his imminent death is surely in view. That Jesus’ death will occur
on the Preparation Day for the Passover in this Gospel and is associated with a number
of parallels to a Passover lamb in that narrative further supports this conclusion.
But Jesus is not a lamb, and the literal consumption of human flesh would have
been repulsive to the audience of the Gospel.12 Furthermore, in the Exodus Passover,
the blood of the lamb was not consumed, but smeared on the doorposts (Exod 12:22)
and the very act of consuming blood was prohibited (Gen 9:4; Deut 12:16, 23; 15:23; 1
Sam 14:32-35). It appears, therefore, that the author is assuming something more for
the audience to understand a Passover allusion, and it is based on the reality that the
intended audience of this story is nothing like the audience in the story.
The audience in the story is described as a crowd of Jews who had been fed by
Jesus the previous day and are now in debate with him about his present words. The
audience of the Gospel, however, is of an entirely different nature. As already
discussed in Chapter One of this study, the typical person in the intended audience of
this Gospel would have been a fully initiated Greek-speaking Christian living in the last
decade or two of the first century. Therefore, beyond a simple comparison of Jesus to
12

Note, however, the speculative though interesting suggestion of J. Albert
Harrill, who argues based upon the expulsion theory that the language may be an
appropriation of the charge of cannibalism for sectarian self-definition, in
“Cannibalistic Language in the Fourth Gospel and Greco-Roman Polemics of
Factionalism (John 6:52-66),” JBL 127 (2008) 133-58.
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the Passover lamb of Exodus 12, the author is most likely taking into consideration the
Passover celebrated by the Christian audience that was indeed associated with the
Passover death of Jesus.13
Though the institution of the Christian Passover appears in the synoptic tradition
and the Pauline corpus (Matt 26:28; Mark 14:24; Luke 22:20; 1 Cor 10:16; 11:25-27) it
is not recorded in John. However, as Francis J. Moloney has commented on this point:
“If pre-Johannine Christianity shows that at least Eucharist and Baptism were central in
early Christian worship, then it seems logical that the author of the Fourth Gospel
would show that these Sacraments had their basis in the words and works of Jesus.”14
The relationship of the Fourth Gospel to early Christian sacramentology has
been the subject of much debate over the last century. At one extreme are those such as
Rudolf Bultmann, who argued that the Gospel is antisacramental and that if there is any
13

The verb describing the one who eats changes after 6:53 from fag& to trwg&
(6:54, 56, 57, 58). Many commentators have suggested, based upon the use of trwg&
elsewhere, that the change is due to the author either intensifying the image of eating or
making the physical image of chewing more explicit. Those who argue thus usually see
some sort of eucharistic issue at play. Some, however, due to the switch of tenses in the
verb from aorist (6:53) to present (6:54, 56, 57, 58) argue that the root change is due to
the author’s preference for trwg& over esq& in the present tense. Both positions attempt
to employ favorably the switch from evsqi,wn to trw,gwn in the quotation of LXX Ps 41:9
in John 13:18. Though worthy of note, since it is intimately related to the issue of
eucharistic imagery in the passage, the debate is not of great concern for the present
study, as the study’s interpretation of the passage is not dependent on the resolution of
the issue, and the verb that describes the drinking of blood does not change. For more
discussion, see Francis T. Gignac, “The Use of Verbal Variety in the Fourth Gospel,” in
Transcending Boundaries: Contemporary Readings of the New Testament (Rome: LAS,
2005) 191-200, here 195.
14

Francis J. Moloney, “When is John Talking about Sacraments,” AusBR 28
(1980) 10-33, here 14.
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reference to early Christian sacramental praxis it is to be found only in ecclesiastical
additions in 3:5 (baptism), 6:51-58 (Eucharist), and 19:34 (baptism and Eucharist).15 At
the other extreme are those, such as Oscar Cullmann, who argued that the Gospel is
saturated with sacramental symbolism.16 Thus, regardless of which side of the debate
one takes, it has been well established by many who have made a modern critical and
comprehensive study of the Gospel that the words of John 6:53-56, whether original or
a later ecclesiastical redaction, have a relationship in some degree to the eucharistic
practice of the intended audience.17

15

Bultmann, Das Evangelium des Johannes, 98 (n. 2), 174, 525.

16

Oscar Cullmann, Les Sacrements dans l’Évangile johannique: La Vie de Jésus
et le culte de l’Église primitive (Études d'histoire et de philosophie religieuses 42; Paris:
Presses universitaires de France, 1951). See also his subsequent work Early Christian
Worship (SBT 10; London: SCM, 1953). For an analysis of the debate and the
establishment of criteria by which one might judge the issue, see Raymond E. Brown,
“The Johannine Sacramentary Reconsidered,” TS 23 (1962) 183-206. See also his later
New Testament Essays (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968) 51-95. For a further
development of Brown’s criteria, see Moloney, “When Is John Talking about
Sacraments,” 10-33, and C. K. Barrett, Essays on John (Philadelphia, PA: Westminster,
1982) 37-97.
17

See, for example, Bernard, Gospel According to St. John, 1. 212; Hoskyns,
Fourth Gospel, 304; Robert H. Lightfoot, St. John’s Gospel, 162; Bultmann, Das
Evangelium des Johannes, 174; Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 297; Dodd,
Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 338; Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 2.
85. Brown, Gospel According to John, 1. 284-85; Thomas L. Brodie, The Gospel
According to John: A Literary and Theological Commentary (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 1993) 286; Moloney, Gospel of John, 223-24; R. Alan Culpepper,
Gospel and Letters of John (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1998) 163; Keener, Gospel of
John, 1. 689-91; Andrew T. Lincoln, The Gospel According to Saint John (BNTC 4;
London: Continuum, 2005) 232-35; Neyrey, Gospel of John, 127. Some who have
made a study of NT eucharistic imagery have also concluded likewise. See especially
Joachim Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus (New York, NY: Charles Scribners’s
Sons, 1966) 107; George D. Kilpatrick, The Eucharist in Bible and Liturgy (Cambridge,

54
Yet, even if one assumes this relationship, there is nevertheless much debate
about the passage’s primary purpose. Is it simply eucharistic, or is it christological?18
Another category that may discern the issue is Johannine eschatology. A significant
and unique characteristic of the Fourth Gospel among the NT theologies is its realized
eschatology (4:23; 5:25; 11:25).19
In John 6:40 this realized eschatology is enunciated by Jesus, “For this is the
will of my Father, that everyone who sees (o` qewrw/n) the Son and believes (pisteu,wn)
in him may have (e;ch|) eternal life, and I myself will raise (avnasth,sw) him in the last
day.” The verbs in the first clauses are in the present tense, the verb in the last clause is
in the future. The same construction appears in 6:54, “The one who eats (o` trw,gwn) my
flesh and drinks (pi,nwn) my blood has (e;cei) eternal life, and I will raise (avnasth,sw)
him on the last day.” Again, the verbs in the first clauses are all in the present tense, but
the verb in the last clause is in the future. In summary, the one who eats and drinks now
has eternal life, and that will be manifest in the future resurrection.
That the early Christians saw an eschatological aspect to the eucharistic
gathering is indicated in other NT passages as well (1 Cor 11:26; Mark 14:25; Luke
MA: Cambridge University Press, 1983) 55; and Jerome Kodell, The Eucharist in the
New Testament (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1988) 121-26.
18

For a summary of the debate, see Maarten J. J. Menken, “John 6:51c-58:
Eucharist or Christology,” in Critical Readings of John 6 (ed. R. Alan Culpepper;
Biblical Interpretation Series 22; Leiden: Brill, 1992) 183-204. Hoskyns, however,
doubted whether such distinctions would have been known to the author (Fourth
Gospel, 304).
19

Frank J. Matera, New Testament Theology: Exploring Diversity and Unity
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2007) 311-14.
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22:18).20 The relevance of this for the present study is stated by Moloney: “Often in
Johannine sacramental material, the author is concerned to show the reader, now distant
from the events in the story, that she or he is still part of the story.”21 Thus, for the
audience of the Fourth Gospel,
The Eucharist is the way in which believers appropriate Jesus, the bread of life
that has come down from heaven. When they believe in him as the bread that
has come down from heaven and eat his flesh and drink his blood in the
Eucharist, they have life in themselves and the promise of future resurrection
life.22
In the eucharistic celebration the believer is united with Jesus who is united with the
Father, and since the Father has life and Jesus has life because of the Father, the
Christian has life because of Jesus (6:56; 10:38; 14:10-11).23

The Son of Man
The second indication that the author intended to direct attention to the death of
Jesus is in another eschatological emphasis in 6:53, as the flesh and blood to be
consumed is said to be that of the Son of Man. Elsewhere in the NT (Matt 24:30;
26:64; Mark 13:26; 14:62; Luke 21:27) and even in other Johannine literature (Rev 1:7;
14:14) this christological title is used to describe Jesus as the fulfillment of the figure

20

Brown, Gospel According to John, 1. 292.

21

Francis J. Moloney, “The Function of Prolepsis in the Interpretation of John
6,” in Critical Readings of John 6, 129-48, here 133.
22

Matera, New Testament Theology, 310.

23

Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 2. 94-95.
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coming on the clouds in the eschatological vision of Daniel (Dan 7:13). In this Gospel,
however, the title points primarily to the crucifixion, death, and resurrection of Jesus.24
Though there are a number of indications of this emphasis in the Gospel, it is
most clearly demonstrated in the three passages that refer to Jesus being “lifted up”—
language that points to the cross (3:14-15; 8:28; 12:32-34).25 All three of these
passages employ the title “Son of Man.” That this same emphasis is intended in the
bread of life discourse is indicated by the context of the subsequent occurrence of this
title in the discourse: “Then what if you were to see the Son of Man going up to where
he was before?” (6:62)—language that points again to the death and resurrection of
Jesus.

Blood
A third indication in the present passage that it is intended to direct attention to
the death of Jesus is specifically the mention of his blood. As discussed in the previous
chapter of this study, the ancient world understood a loss of blood to be a loss of life.
When enough of it was spilled there was death. The relationship is seen elsewhere in

24

For the association of this title with the death of Jesus in this Gospel and
specifically in its use in this discourse on the bread of life, see Francis J. Moloney, The
Johannine Son of Man (Biblioteca di Scienze Religiose 14; 2nd ed.; Rome: LAS, 1978)
107-23. For a more recent discussion, see Frank J. Matera, New Testament Christology
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1999) 232-34. For structural arguments
relating the present passage to the crucifixion, see Girard, “La Composition structurelle
des sept signes dans le quatrième évangile,” 315-24, and Joseph A. Grassi, “Eating
Jesus’ Flesh and Drinking His Blood: The Centrality of Meaning of John 6:51-58,” BTB
17 (1987) 24-30.
25

Matera, New Testament Christology, 233.
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the NT (Matt 23:30, 35; 27:4, 6, 8; 27:24, 25; Luke 11:50, 51; 13:1; Acts 1:19; 5:28;
18:6; 20:26; 22:20; Rom 3:15; Rev 6:10; 16:3, 6; 17:6; 18:24; 19:2). That at least this
basic association was intended by the author is indicated by the fact that the next and
only other reference to Jesus’ blood in the Gospel is when it is described as coming
forth from his body after death (19:34).
Furthermore, as discussed in the previous chapter of this study, there are a
number of passages in the NT that compare Jesus to a Passover lamb (1 Cor 5:7; 1 Pet
1:19) or sacrificial animal (Rom 3:24-25; 1 Cor 10:16-18; Eph 1:7) whose death and
blood, through purification for sin, gave life to the world. The frequent occurrence of
such metaphors indicates that this was part of the common parlance in the Christian
cultural milieu of the intended audience of the Gospel. In some of these passages, as in
the present, the image of blood is even paired with flesh, and there it is explicitly
associated with Jesus’ death on the cross (Eph 2:13-14; Col 1:20-22).26

Conclusion
There are two passages in the Gospel preceding 19:34 that contain references to
blood. The first appears in the prologue where, based upon the cultural association of
blood with life, it was used to describe a natural birth (1:13). The second reference to
blood was in the discourse on the bread of life where the word “blood” was used in
reference to the life-giving blood of Jesus (6:53-56). There are some indications in the
passage (e.g., eucharistic imagery, the reference to the Son of Man, and the very

26

Menken, “John 5:51c-58: Eucharist or Christology?” 190-91.
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mention of blood itself) that this reference to life-giving blood was intended to direct
attention to the death of Jesus.
As discussed in the previous chapter of this study, the intended audience of the
Gospel would have already understood the death of Jesus to be life-giving. But the
author’s unique explanation and contribution to this idea appears at the end of the
Gospel (19:34). In that context blood is no longer paired with flesh but with water.
Chapter Four of this study, therefore, examines the occurrences of water that appear
before 19:34 in order to assist in the evaluation of this climactic event, in which water
follows and flows together with the blood that came out of the side of Jesus’ dead body.

Chapter Four: Water in the Gospel Preceding John 19:34
Introduction
The word “water” (u[dwr) appears quite frequently in the Fourth Gospel (1:26,
31, 33; 2:7, 9; 3:5, 23; 4:7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15, 46; 5:7; 7:38; 13:5; 19:34) and its
symbolism has been treated in a number of studies in recent decades.1 As discussed in
Chapter Two of this study, though drinking and washing with water are part of the daily
routine of people everywhere, it was especially significant in the cultural milieu of the
Fourth Gospel where the combination of arid climate, agrarian society, and cultic
influences elevated its value and enabled it to convey a significant degree of religious
symbolism. Water’s natural cleansing property was used for its symbolic value in ritual
purification, and water’s use as an essential drink of life was used as a symbol for the
life-giving power of the Spirit. These two general categories, purification and life, were
evidently influential on the Gospel’s water symbolism since, as will be seen, each
symbolic occurrence of water imagery in the Gospel tends to fall neatly into one or the
other of these same two categories. The present chapter examines the occurrences of

1

See Lawrence Sciberras, “Water in the Gospel of St. John according to the
Greek Fathers and Writers of the Church” (S.T.L. thesis, Studium Biblicum
Franciscanum, Jerusalem, 1975); Enrique Becerra, “Le Symbolisme de l’eau dans le
Quatrième Évangile” (Ph.D. diss., Université des Sciences Humaines de Strasbourg,
1982); Culpepper, Anatomy, 192-95; Judith A. Kowalski, “‘Of Water and Spirit’:
Narrative Structure and Theological Development in the Gospel of John” (Ph.D. diss.,
Marquette University, 1987); Larry P. Jones, The Symbol of Water in the Gospel of
John (JSNTSup 145; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997); Wai-yee Ng, Water
Symbolism in John: An Eschatological Interpretation (Studies in Biblical Literature 15;
New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2001); Craig R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel:
Meaning, Mystery, Community (2nd ed.; Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2003) 175-206.
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the word “water” in the Gospel preceding 19:34 and demonstrates how these categories
of water symbolism from the cultural environment are employed.2

Ritual Purification and John’s Baptism with Water (1:26, 31, 33)
Following the prologue, the Gospel tells a story about a delegation from
Jerusalem sent by the Jews to inquire about John and his baptism (1:19-30). In John’s
answer to this delegation and subsequent monologue the following day, water appears
three times:
1:26

avpekri,qh auvtoi/j o` VIwa,nnhj le,gwn\ evgw. bapti,zw evn u[dati\ me,soj u`mw/n
e[sthken o]n u`mei/j ouvk oi;date)
John answered them, “I baptize with water, but among you stands one
whom you do not know.”

1:31

kavgw. ouvk h;|dein auvto,n( avllV i[na fanerwqh/| tw/| VIsrah.l dia. tou/to h=lqon
evgw. evn u[dati bapti,zwnÅ
I did not know him, but I came baptizing with water that he might be
revealed to Israel.

1:33

kavgw. ouvk h;|dein auvto,n( avllV o` pe,myaj me bapti,zein evn u[dati evkei/no,j
moi ei=pen\ evfV o]n a'n i;dh|j to. pneu/ma katabai/non kai. me,non evpV auvto,n(
ou-to,j evstin o` bapti,zwn evn pneu,mati a`gi,w|Å
I did not know him, but the one who sent me to baptize with water said
to me, “Upon whomever you see the Spirit descending and remaining is
the one who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.”

2

The sea stories (John 6:16-25; 21:1-7) are not treated in the present study since
these stories do not include the word “water” (u[dwr) and there does not appear to be a
clear relationship of these stories with water symbolism in the Gospel. For a discussion
of the symbolism of the sea in the Gospel, see Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth
Gospel, 97-99, 134-36.
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Water first appears in the Gospel, therefore, as the basic instrument of John’s baptism.
The verb bapti,zein has a wide range of meaning in Koine Greek but is employed in the
NT to convey an action of ritual washing, whether literal or symbolic.3
As discussed in Chapter Two of this study, in the cultural milieu of the Gospel,
baptismal rites were commonly associated with ritual purification from uncleanness.4 A
prime example of this association is the baptismal rite of the community behind the
DSS that called its initiatory baptismal rite “water of purification” (lit., “water of
impurity” [hdn

ym]1QS 3.3-5; 4.20-21; 5.13-14).5

John’s baptism, which may have

been related to this rite,6 was understood by Josephus in association with ritual
purification as well (A.J. 18.5.2 §116-18; see also John 3:25).7

3

BDAG, 164-65.

4

For more discussion, see Lars Hartman, “Baptism,” in ABD, 1. 583-94, here

583.
5

For a photographic reproduction and transliteration, see Millar Burrows, John
C. Trever, and William H. Brownlee, The Dead Sea Scrolls of St. Mark’s Monastery (2
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The Scriptures of Israel spoke often of a washing with water as a metaphor for
spiritual cleansing (Ps 51:7; Isa 4:4; Jer 33:8) and even its association with an
eschatological purification by the Spirit (Ezek 36:25-26; see also 1QS 4:20-21). The
audience of the Gospel also knew of Christian baptism, which was associated early in
the kerygma with the Spirit and purification as well (1 Cor 12:12-13; Titus 3:5). There
was therefore within the cultural world of the Gospel a wealth of symbolism related to
baptismal rites and their relationship with water’s purificatory character and even
associations of this character with the eschatological images of purification by the
Spirit. Thus, while water is at first presented clearly as the mechanism of John’s
baptism, given the cultural context of the Gospel the author may have also expected the
audience to see something more concerning the water mentioned in this passage.
This instance of water has been called the fountainhead that “sets the stage for
subsequent use of water symbolism.”8 If the author intended the audience to perceive a
relationship between the roles of John and Jesus, then a similar relationship may have
been intended between baptism with water and baptism with the Holy Spirit. As has
been noted in a previous study:
If water baptism symbolizes salvific cleansing brought about by the
eschatological Christ, this symbolism works in an eschatological framework, in
which the symbol prepares or anticipates the symbolized. Just as John the
7

Even though the author’s primary portrayal of John is that of a witness more
than a baptizer (Raymond F. Collins, “From John to the Beloved Disciple: An Essay on
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8
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Baptist prepared the way for the eschatological Christ (2:23), his baptism
anticipates salvific cleansing of the eschatological kingdom. So water
anticipates the eschatological means of purification, which the gospel eventually
comes to reveal as the Holy Spirit (7:37-39).9
Though this relationship may be subtle in the present passage, this does not negate the
possibility that it was intended. As has been noted, “The reader cannot understand any
part of the Fourth Gospel until he understands the whole.”10 If the author intended to
imply a relationship between water and the Holy Spirit here, then that relationship
should become more evident later in the Gospel, and it does (3:5; 7:38-39).11
In summary, water is first associated in the Gospel with the baptism of John. It
is reasonable to assume from the cultural milieu of the Fourth Gospel that the author
expected the audience to have some idea of a relationship between John’s water baptism
and ritual purification. Therefore, the first association of water in the Gospel falls into
the category of purification. However, since this purification with water by John was
said to be that which reveals the one who will baptize with the Holy Spirit, the author
may be subtly hinting at a relationship between purification by water and purification
by the Spirit.12
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Water in Jars for Jewish Rituals of Purification (2:7-9)
The second occurrence of water in the Gospel is in the story about a wedding at
Cana (2:1-11). After a few details of the setting, the narrative quickly moves to the
dialogue between Jesus and his mother (2:3-4). The wedding feast has run out of wine.
The brevity of the exchange and the concise instructions of Jesus’ mother to the
servants help to convey the gravity of the problem.13 In the midst of the crisis, Jesus is
asked to do something, and the audience is confronted with his response, “My hour has
not yet come (2:4).14
The words beg for reflection. To which hour is Jesus referring? If the audience
of the Gospel has any background in the oral Johannine tradition and if the theme of
“the hour” existed in that tradition as it does in the written Gospel (2:4; 4:21, 23; 5:25,
28; 7:30; 8:20; 12:23, 27; 13:1; 17:1; 19:27), one would expect them to contemplate the
coming passion where Jesus will explain that his hour has finally come (12:23; 17:24).
If, however, the audience has had no earlier contact with the Johannine tradition, either

13
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oral or written, there is still in these words a direction of attention to a future time,
which for a first-century Christian audience might point likewise to the passion.15
The narrator continues the story by informing the audience that in the vicinity
were six stone jars for Jewish rituals of purification, each with a capacity of about 20-30
gallons (2:6).16 In the narrator’s description of what Jesus did with these jars, the word
“water” appears twice:
2:7

le,gei auvtoi/j o` VIhsou/j\ gemi,sate ta.j u`dri,aj u[datojÅ kai. evge,misan auvta.j
e[wj a;nwÅ
Jesus said to them, “Fill the jars with water.” And they filled them up to
the brim.

2:8

kai. le,gei auvtoi/j\ avntlh,sate nu/n kai. fe,rete tw/| avrcitrikli,nw|\ oi` de.
h;negkanÅ
Then he said to them, “Now draw some out and take it to the chief
steward.” So they took it.

2:9

w`j de. evgeu,sato o` avrcitri,klinoj to. u[dwr oi=non gegenhme,non kai. ouvk
h;|dei po,qen evsti,n( oi` de. dia,konoi h;|deisan oi` hvntlhko,tej to. u[dwr(
fwnei/ to.n numfi,on o` avrcitri,klinoj
When the chief steward tasted the water which had become wine, and
did not know from where it came (though the servants who had drawn
the water knew), the chief steward called the bridegroom.

As in the previously examined passage concerning the baptism of John, here too
water is associated with ritual purification since the water was put into jars designated

15

For more discussion of the use of the term “hour” in the Fourth Gospel and
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16
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for that purpose (2:6).17 Yet just as with the narrative detailing the image of water in
John’s baptism where attention was quickly redirected toward the baptism of the Spirit,
here too in the present story attention is redirected, as the water in jars intended for
ritual purification was transformed into something eminently drinkable, namely “good
wine” (2:10).18
Being the common table beverage of the Mediterranean region of the GrecoRoman empire, wine played an integral part in the cultural context of the Gospel (Pliny,
Nat. 14.6.53-14.22.118).19 Among its many religious uses, wine was most significant in
the Greek cult of Dionysius, the fertility god of vegetation in general and specifically of
the vine. Because of the apparent similarities, Rudolf Bultmann suggested Dionysiac
miracle stories as the background for the Cana story.20 The primary cultural influence
behind the Gospel, however, is not pagan legends and literature but rather first-century
17
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Judaism and the Scriptures of Israel. As such it is there that one should look for the
background of the Cana sign:
Jn. 2:1-12 must be studied in the light of its Old Testament background which
provides the key to the symbolism of the passage. As the significance of its
biblical background is more firmly emphasized, Bultmann’s theory that the
essential motif of the story is borrowed from the Dionysius legend is
proportionately relativized.21
In the Scriptures of Israel wine is described as a staple of daily life (Deut 8:8; 11:14).
Its presence was a sign of prosperity (Gen 49:11-12; Prov 3:10), and an abundance of
wine came to symbolize God’s eschatological blessings (Isa 25:6; Jer 31:12; Amos
9:14; Joel 2:19; Zech 9:17).22 Given this background, the audience would have
interpreted the sign of wine in Cana as a demonstration that in Jesus the blessings of the
messianic era had arrived.23
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There are some details in the narrative, however, that indicate that the present
access to these blessings is to be understood as fully dependent on a future event. The
narrative refers to the “hour” which, as already discussed, directs the audience’s
attention to the coming passion, death, and resurrection of Jesus. This theme of the
hour resurfaces in the words of the chief steward, when it is stated that the good wine
has been saved until “now” (2:10). Just as “the hour” is an important theme running
through the Gospel, so is the present access to that hour (4:23; 5:25; 11:25).24 In the
words of Francis J. Moloney, “The tension between the ‘not yet’ of the hour of Jesus
(2:4) and the ‘now’ of the miracle story (2:10) is present in the narrator’s comment that
in this, the beginning of his signs (v. 11: archē tōn sēmeiōn), the doxa of Jesus was
manifested.”25 At the Wedding in Cana, therefore, the future “hour” and its
eschatological significance, though “not yet,” is shown to be presently accessible, as the
good wine was indeed served “now” (2:10) and the “glory” of Jesus began to be
revealed (2:11).
In summary, it appears that the author expected the water in the wedding at
Cana story to be associated first with ritual purification as the jars into which it was put
were declared to have been designated for that purpose. But as in the story of John’s
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baptism where water for ritual purification subsequently became the medium of
revelation, a similar function is at play here. Water in jars reserved for ritual
purification became something eminently drinkable, namely, good wine. Like the water
of John’s baptism, the water in the jars was used to reveal something about Jesus and
his relationship to the eschatological hopes of Israel, specifically, that in him the
blessings of the messianic era had arrived. The author shows, however, that while these
blessings may be accessible “now,” they are intimately dependent upon the events that
will take place in the future “hour,” when the “glory” that Jesus began to reveal at Cana
will be fully manifest in his glorification on the cross.26

A New Birth and Purification by Water and the Spirit (3:5)
The next appearance of the word “water” in the Gospel is in the dialogue with
Nicodemus the Pharisee (3:1-15). Nicodemus opened the dialogue by stating his
knowledge of Jesus’ origin (3:2). Jesus responded with the words, “Amen, amen I say
to you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born anew (a;nwqen)” (3:3).
Nicodemus was confused about the nature of this new birth (3:4). The adverb a;nwqen
can mean either “from above” or “again,”27 and Nicodemus is shown to have
26
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understood the latter in his response.28 This led Jesus to elaborate, and it is here that the
word “water” appears in the story:
3:5

avpekri,qh VIhsou/j\ avmh.n avmh.n le,gw soi( eva.n mh, tij gennhqh/| evx u[datoj
kai. pneu,matoj( ouv du,natai eivselqei/n eivj th.n basilei,an tou/ qeou/Å
Jesus answered, “Amen, amen I say to you, “Unless one is born of water
and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.”

The audience has also already heard about a potential relationship between water and
the Spirit in the narrative about the baptism of John (1:26, 31, 33). When water and the
Spirit are mentioned again, the author would anticipate a recollection of this former
passage about baptism with water and baptism with the Spirit. The Christian audience
of the Gospel would also be expected to know the relationship of water baptism and the
Spirit, as this appears to have been an element of the early kerygma (1 Cor 12:12-13;
Titus 3:5).29 Finally, the language of a new birth in association with either water or the
Spirit should recall for the audience baptismal imagery as well, since new birth imagery
was one of the early Christian metaphors for baptism (Titus 3:5; 1 Pet 1:3).
In summary, in the dialogue with Nicodemus water is explicitly associated with
the Spirit. Though there may be some questions concerning the specific details and
referent of this relationship, it is highly probable given the preceding narrative and the
cultural backdrop of the Gospel that this description of a new birth by water and the
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Spirit was intended to be associated with some sort of ritual purification, and probably a
rite of baptism.30 This story, therefore, is an appropriate segue to the next occurrence of
water where the issue of purification appears again and the baptisms of John and Jesus
are set in tension.

John’s Baptism, Ritual Purification, and the Water at Aenon (3:23)
Shortly after the Nicodemus narrative the Gospel tells of a conflict caused by a
chronological overlapping of the ministries of Jesus and John. Jesus went into the land
of Judea with his disciples and was baptizing (3:22). John is described as having
continued to baptize elsewhere and it is in this detail that the word “water” appears:
3:23

+Hn de. kai. o` VIwa,nnhj bapti,zwn evn Aivnw.n evggu.j tou/ Salei,m( o[ti
u[data polla. h=n evkei/( kai. paregi,nonto kai. evbapti,zonto\
John was baptizing at Aenon, near Salim, because of the abundance of
water there, and people were coming and being baptized.

The narrative goes on to describe a debate between John’s disciples and a Jew over
“purification” (3:25). When the disciples came to John, apparently for clarification on
the issue, they declared that Jesus was baptizing and all were going to him (3:26).
Since water is described only as the mechanism of John’s baptism the passage
does not appear to expand the symbolism of water beyond that found in the previously
examined occurrences.31 As already discussed, John’s baptism was associated with
ritual purification. Whatever Jesus and his disciples were doing, their baptizing would
30
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have been in some way associated with this concept as well.32 The mention of the
debate between John’s disciples and a “Jew” about “purification” reinforces the
significance of the purification theme33 and may have been intended to recall for the
audience when the “Jews” sent to inquire about John and his baptism earlier in the
Gospel (1:19).

Drinking Living Water without a Bucket (4:7-15)
The next occurrence of the word “water” is in the story about a dialogue
between Jesus and a Samaritan woman. The narrative is set at a well in Samaria around
the noon hour (4:5-6). Jesus was tired and sat down near the well (4:6). When a
woman approached, a dialogue ensued and it is here that the word “water” makes a
number of appearances:
4:7

e;rcetai gunh. evk th/j Samarei,aj avntlh/sai u[dwrÅ le,gei auvth/| o` VIhsou/j\
do,j moi pei/n\
A woman of Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a
drink.”

4:8

oi` ga.r maqhtai. auvtou/ avpelhlu,qeisan eivj th.n po,lin i[na trofa.j
avgora,swsinÅ
(His disciples had gone into the city to buy food.)

4:9

le,gei ou=n auvtw/| h` gunh. h` Samari/tij\ pw/j su. VIoudai/oj w'n parV evmou/
pei/n aivtei/j gunaiko.j Samari,tidoj ou;shjÈ ouv ga.r sugcrw/ntai VIoudai/oi
Samari,taijÅ34
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The Samaritan woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a
drink from me, a Samaritan woman?” (For Jews do not share things in
common with Samaritans.)
4:10

avpekri,qh VIhsou/j kai. ei=pen auvth/|\ eiv h;|deij th.n dwrea.n tou/ qeou/ kai. ti,j
evstin o` le,gwn soi\ do,j moi pei/n( su. a'n h;|thsaj auvto.n kai. e;dwken a;n
soi u[dwr zw/nÅ
Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that is
saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him and he
would have given you living water.”

4:11

le,gei auvtw/| h` gunh,\ ku,rie( ou;te a;ntlhma e;ceij kai. to. fre,ar evsti.n
baqu,\ po,qen ou=n e;ceij to. u[dwr to. zw/nÈ35
The woman said to him, “Sir, you have no bucket and the cistern is deep.
Where do you get this living water?”

4:12

mh. su. mei,zwn ei= tou/ patro.j h`mw/n VIakw,b( o]j e;dwken h`mi/n to. fre,ar kai.
auvto.j evx auvtou/ e;pien kai. oi` ui`oi. auvtou/ kai. ta. qre,mmata auvtou/È
“Are you greater than our ancestor Jacob who gave us the cistern and
who, with his sons and flocks, drank from it?”

4:13

avpekri,qh VIhsou/j kai. ei=pen auvth/|\ pa/j o` pi,nwn evk tou/ u[datoj tou,tou
diyh,sei pa,lin\
Jesus responded, “Whoever drinks this water will thirst again!”

34
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4:14

o]j dV a'n pi,h| evk tou/ u[datoj ou- evgw. dw,sw auvtw/|( ouv mh. diyh,sei eivj to.n
aivw/na( avlla. to. u[dwr o] dw,sw auvtw/| genh,setai evn auvtw/| phgh. u[datoj
a`llome,nou eivj zwh.n aivw,nionÅ
“But whoever drinks the water that I will give will never thirst. The
water that I will give will become in that person a well of water
springing up to eternal life.”

4:15

le,gei pro.j auvto.n h` gunh,\ ku,rie( do,j moi tou/to to. u[dwr( i[na mh. diyw/
mhde. die,rcwmai evnqa,de avntlei/nÅ
The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this water, so that I may not be
thirsty or have to keep coming here to draw water.”

The story continues with a discussion about the woman’s marital history and ethnic
background, and this leads to a series of developments about Jesus’ identity. The story
then concludes with the conversion of the nearby Samaritan city (4:16-42).
Jesus described the water that he would give as “living water” (4:10). As in the
previous narrative with Nicodemus, there is a play on a naive misunderstanding since
the phrase can be understood in two ways. At the most basic level, “living water” (u[dwr
zw/n) means moving water, as opposed to standing water.36 Moving water is naturally
preferred to standing water for drinking as it is ordinarily perceived to be fresher and
cleaner. But, moving water was also required for ritual purification in the Mosaic Law
common to Jews and Samaritans alike (Lev 14:5-6, 50-52; 15:13; Num 19:17).37
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The purification theme observed in the previously examined occurrences of
water may also be in the background here, and this may be further indicated by the
narrator’s explanation, “Jews do not share things in common with Samaritans (4:9)”
(Keener, Divine Purity, 150-51).
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The dominant image of water in this passage, however, is based upon its natural
use for drinking and sustaining life. This is indicated by the numerous references to
drinking (4:7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14), and the description of the living water as a spring
inside a person that causes one never to thirst (4:14, 15). But the words of Jesus in this
passage are not intended to refer to a miraculous internal source of water in the literal
sense, though this is the understanding of the woman (4:15).38
Rather, the words “living water” should remind the audience of an image that
already occurred earlier in the Gospel, especially when in the present context Jesus
refers to himself as the source. In the prophetic literature of Israel “living water”
appears flowing from the eschatological temple (Zech 14:8; Joel 4:18; see also Ezek
47:1, 8-9).39 The audience of the Gospel has already heard that Jesus is the temple of
God (2:19-22; see also 1:14). Now Jesus is described as a source of living water like
the eschatological temple in the prophetic literature of Israel. The temple theme
resurfaces again later in the story when the woman asks for Jesus’ position on the
debate between the Jews and Samaritans regarding the proper place of worship (4:20).
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In summary, water is first mentioned in the story of the Samaritan woman as a
basic necessity of life as she is said to come to the well to draw water and Jesus asked
for a drink. Water symbolism is developed in the passage when water is offered by
Jesus to those who thirst as “living water.” This mention of living water was likely
intended to remind the audience of the same image in the prophetic literature of Israel
where living water is said to flow from the eschatological temple in Jerusalem. Since
Jesus was already identified as the temple of God earlier in the Gospel the author is
showing that Jesus, as this new temple, is the fulfillment of the eschatological hopes of
Israel.40 He is the great temple of God seen by the prophets of Israel and, as such, is a
source of life that, like water, flows from him to those who drink, “springing up to
eternal life” (4:14).41

Drinking Living Water and the Holy Spirit (7:37-39)
The next symbolic use of the word “water” in the Gospel is in the narrative
describing Jesus’ words during the festival of Booths.42 The surrounding narrative
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Keener, Divine Purity, 154-55.
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For more on temple imagery in the Gospel, see Mary L. Coloe, God Dwells
with Us: Temple Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press,
2001).
42

There is one other earlier occurrence of the word “water” (5:7) and the story
in which it occurs was understood in the patristic era to have baptismal symbolism. The
occurrence of the word “water” is only incidental to the story, however, as the invalid is
healed directly by Jesus. This story, therefore, does not appear to relate to water
symbolism in the Gospel (Culpepper, Anatomy, 194; see also Jones, Symbolism of
Water in John, 135-36, and Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 190-92). Ng
treats the passage in her section titled, “Symbolic References That Are Uncertain” (pp.
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focuses on the debate about Jesus’ identity. Some thought he was a good man, others
thought he was deceiving the people, but as the narrator relates, “For fear of the Jews,
no one spoke openly about him” (7:13). Water imagery appears when Jesus makes a
dramatic public proclamation:
7:37

VEn de. th/| evsca,th| h`me,ra| th/| mega,lh| th/j e`orth/j ei`sth,kei o` VIhsou/j kai.
e;kraxen le,gwn\ eva,n tij diya/| evrce,sqw pro,j me kai. pine,twÅ 7:38a o`
pisteu,wn eivj evme,(43
On the last and great day of the festival, Jesus stood up and cried out,
“Let anyone who is thirsty come to me and the one who believes in me
drink!”

7:38b kaqw.j ei=pen h` grafh,( potamoi. evk th/j koili,aj auvtou/ r`eu,sousin u[datoj
zw/ntojÅ
As the Scripture says, “Rivers of living water shall flow from his belly.”
7:39

tou/to de. ei=pen peri. tou/ pneu,matoj o] e;mellon lamba,nein oi`
pisteu,santej eivj auvto,n\ ou;pw ga.r h=n pneu/ma( o[ti VIhsou/j ouvde,pw
evdoxa,sqhÅ

61-62), but her explanation of the possible water symbolism in the passage is related
less to water than to the story’s overall role in the general structure of the Gospel (p.
62).
43

The punctuation of 7:37-38 has been the subject of much debate in recent
decades (for a brief history of the debate, see Keener, Gospel of John, 1. 728-29). Is the
text to be separated according to the traditional verse division (7:37, 38) or as above
(7:37-38a, 38b)? With the separation according to the traditional verse division a
definite ambiguity exists. Who is the referent for the possessive pronoun in 7:38b?
When the division is made as above, the believer appears to be the more likely
candidate. But ambiguity remains even with this division (Menken, Old Testament
Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 188). Fortunately the resolution of this punctuation
problem is not required for the purpose of the present study since with either division
the exegetical conclusions regarding water symbolism in the passage remain
substantially the same. For stylistic arguments in favor of the punctuation division
accepted in this study, see George D. Kilpatrick, “The Punctuation of John VII. 37-38,”
JTS 11 (1960) 340-42.
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He said this in reference to the Spirit that those who believe in him were
to receive, there was no Spirit yet, because Jesus had not yet been
glorified.
In the previous chapter of the Gospel, Jesus was compared to the manna that
Israel ate in the wilderness (John 6:31-40, 49-51). The subsequent episode in Exodus
describes how when Israel was thirsty for water God gave them water from a rock
(Exod 17:1-17; Num 20:2-13; 21:16). With this sequence of events in Exodus it might
be expected that the author of the Gospel, after having described Jesus in comparison to
the manna, would then describe him as a source of water like the rock in the wilderness
that gave water to those who were thirsty.44 At least two details in the present narrative
further support this conclusion.
First, the occasion of Jesus’ words is the final day of the festival of Booths. The
week-long festival took place in the fall and, though a simple harvest celebration in
origin (Exod 23:16), it came to be understood as a commemoration of the forty-year
wandering in the wilderness. This understanding is evident in the prescription of the
festival in Leviticus: “You shall dwell in booths for seven days . . . so that your
generation will know that I made the children of Israel dwell in booths when they went
forth from Egypt” (Lev 23:42-43).45 The rock supplied Israel with water when they
went forth from Egypt (Exod 17:1-17) and during the wilderness wandering (Num 20:2-
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Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 195. See also the
similar use of the same imagery in 1 Cor 10:4.
45

For more discussion concerning the origins of the festival, see Thierry
Maertens, A Feast in Honor of Yahweh (Notre Dame, IN: Fides, 1965) 32-35, 62-97.
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13; 21:16). The setting of Jesus’ words in the midst of the feast of Booths would further
emphasize for the audience the association of Jesus with the water-giving rock.
Second, some in the crowd who heard Jesus’ words concluded that he was the
prophet (John 7:40). This identification refers to the prediction of the advent of a
prophet like Moses (Deut 18:15-18).46 Since it was Moses who struck the rock to bring
forth the water during Israel’s wandering (Exod 17:1-6; Num 20:2-13), this
identification of Jesus as the prophet like Moses in conjunction with Jesus’ words
offering water to those who thirsted offers further evidence that the author intended a
comparison of Jesus, not only with Moses, but even with the water-giving rock itself.47
Thus, at one level, the author is describing Jesus as the fulfillment of the role of the lifesaving rock in the wilderness similar to the portrayal of Jesus as the fulfillment of the
role of the life-saving manna. Yet there is more to the imagery of water in this passage.
Water is described here as “living water” (7:38b). This phrase combined with
the invitation for those who thirst to come to him and drink (7:37) recalls the story of
Jesus’ dialogue with the Samaritan woman (4:10-11). Since both passages described
Jesus as a source of sustenance for those who thirst, and both passages employ the
phrase “living water” (4:10-11), the audience would see a relationship between the two
stories.48
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Bernard, Gospel According to St. John, 1. 285-86.
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Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 195.

48

Zane C. Hodges, “Rivers of Living Water—John 7:37-39,” BSac 136 (1979)
239-48, here 242-43.
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In the story about the dialogue with the Samaritan woman, Jesus was described
as the eschatological temple out of which flows “living water” as seen in the prophetic
literature of Israel (Zech 14:8; Joel 4:18; see also Ezek 47:1, 8-9). As could be
expected, when the words “living water” appear again in the present story, the same
temple symbolism resurfaces, and this is indicated by the setting of the festival of
Booths.
By the first century an elaborate temple ceremony had developed in conjunction
with the festival. For a whole week crowds of pilgrims gathered in the temple area to
participate in a daily ritual that climaxed with a priest pouring water on the altar.49 As
already discussed, the festival had roots in the fall harvest celebrations and so this water
ritual is probably related to a prayer for future rain.50
It was on the last day of the festival, after a week of this water-pouring ritual,
that Jesus made his public proclamation and invitation to those who thirst (7:37). Thus
Jesus’ words draw attention to the polemical relationship between his identity as the
eschatological temple of Israel’s prophetic literature and the temple in Jerusalem.
49

There is a detailed account of the temple ritual and explanation of its meaning
in the Mishnah (m. Sukkah) and Tosefta (t. Sukkah). It is impossible, however, to know
the historical accuracy of the details and the date of the development of the explanation,
and thus its relevancy for the Gospel story. The present study assumes here that at least
some sort of simple water-pouring ceremony occurred during the festival in the first
century. For an argument in favor of the historicity of the details in the Mishnah and
Tosefta and their relationship to the present narrative, see Koester, Symbolism in the
Fourth Gospel, 194-98, and Keener, Divine Purity, 157-60. For more discussion
concerning the festival and specifically the water-pouring ceremony, see Maertens, A
Feast in Honor of Yahweh, 62-97.
50

For example, see Zech 14:17. For more discussion, see Maertens, A Feast in
Honor of Yahweh, 72-73.
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Though this polemic was already employed in the story about the dialogue with the
Samaritan woman, it is reinforced by the repetition of the same imagery and the new
setting of the present passage in the midst of the last “day” of the festival of Booths.
The reason is that while the image of the living water flowing from the
eschatological temple was already employed in the dialogue with the Samaritan woman,
the same chapter of Zechariah that mentions the “living water” not only describes it as
flowing “on that day” (14:1, 8; 13:1) but also describes a great eschatological “festival
of Booths,” when people from all nations would gather in Jerusalem to worship the God
of Israel as king (14:16).51
Beyond this reinforcement of water symbolism with the living water of the
eschatological temple, the passage also contributes further to the Gospel’s water
symbolism by clarifying the relationship between water and the Holy Spirit. The
relationship of water and the Spirit in the cultural context has already been discussed in
Chapter Two of this study. The relationship has also already been observed in earlier
occurrences of water imagery in the Gospel (1:33; 3:5). But what is new here is the
explicit declaration that the “living water” that Jesus as the eschatological temple offers
to those who thirst is the Spirit (7:39).
Another related conclusion can be made as well, since it is also stated explicitly
that the Holy Spirit would be received by the believer and that this will happen once
Jesus is glorified (7:39). Later in the Gospel Jesus promises that the Spirit would be in
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Jones, Symbol of Water in John, 160. See also Ng, Water Symbolism in John,
80, and Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 198.
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the disciples (14:15-17), and after the resurrection he is described as giving them the
Spirit (20:21-23). The idea that the Christian is a temple of God with the indwelling
Spirit is found elsewhere in the kerygma (1 Cor 3:16; 6:19-20; see also 1 Pet 2:5), but
the Gospel’s contribution to this kerygma, or at least clarification of it, is that the giving
of the Spirit is intimately connected with the events surrounding the death and
resurrection of Jesus which is his “glorification” in the Gospel.
In summary, given the larger narrative structure of the Gospel where the present
passage follows that which described Jesus as the manna in the wilderness, it is likely
that Jesus’ invitation to those who thirst to come to him and drink was intended by the
author as a comparison of Jesus to the water-giving rock in the wilderness. But since
Jesus’ words employ the phrase “living water,” they were also intended to recall for the
audience the eschatological temple imagery from Israel’s prophetic literature already
employed in the dialogue with the Samaritan woman. This imagery is reinforced here
by the setting of the festival of Booths, which recalls for the audience the association of
the living water flowing from the eschatological temple during the great eschatological
festival of Booths described by the prophet Zechariah. Finally, the passage states
explicitly that the “living water” that Jesus offers to those who thirst is the Spirit and
that the believer who comes to Jesus will receive the Spirit once Jesus has been
glorified. Thus the passage also makes clear that the one who believes in Jesus receives
the Spirit as living water, but that this experience is directly dependent upon the death
and resurrection of Jesus.
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Purification of the Disciples by a Washing with Water (13:5)
The next occurrence of the word “water” in the Gospel is also the last
appearance preceding 19:34.52 The story begins with a reference to Jesus’ premonition
of his coming passion, death, and resurrection, and it then describes how this led to the
washing of the disciples’ feet (13:1-3).
13:5

ei=ta ba,llei u[dwr eivj to.n nipth/ra kai. h;rxato ni,ptein tou.j po,daj tw/n
maqhtw/n kai. evkma,ssein tw/| lenti,w| w-| h=n diezwsme,nojÅ
Then he poured water into the washbasin and began to wash the
disciples’ feet and dry them with the towel that was tied around his
waist.

Though the word “water” appears only once in the narrative it is a significant detail,
since the theme of washing pervades the whole (13:5, 6, 8a, 8b, 10, 12, 14a, 14b).53 At
the most basic level, water functions in the story as a mechanism of natural cleansing.
In the Sitz-im-Leben of the biblical narratives, with the dusty roads and open sandals
worn by those that walked along them, footwashing was a common part of daily life
(Gen 18:4; 19:2; 24:32; 43:24; Judg 19:21; 1 Sam 25:41; 2 Sam 11:8; Luke 7:44; 1 Tim
5:10). That there is more to the episode, however, than a simple record of Jesus
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The healing of the young blind man (9:1-41), which intervenes between the
story of Jesus’ words at the festival of Booths and the washing of the disciples’ feet, has
been interpreted by some to relate to the symbolism of water in the Gospel. Since the
word “water” does not occur in the narrative, however, and its relation to water
symbolism is questionable, it is not treated in this study. For more discussion of the
issue, see Jones, Symbol of Water in John, 174-76, Ng, Water Symbolism in John, 6466, and Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 108-9, 200.
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Jones, Symbol of Water in John, 195.
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encouraging basic etiquette is indicated by the cultural connection of footwashing to
ritual purification and the underlying theme of the Johannine narrative.
Ritual footwashing was commanded for the priests before entrance into the
sanctuary (Exod 30:19). The context of this requirement in Exodus and Philo’s
explanations of the meaning of the passage suggest that footwashing would have been
understood in the cultural context of the Gospel, not only in relation to basic etiquette,
but ritual purification as well.54
The underlying theme of the Johannine footwashing narrative is first indicated
when it is said that Jesus’ premonition of his coming death led to the footwashing (13:13). At the end of the dialogue with Peter there is a reference to the coming betrayal.55
The betrayal will lead to Jesus’ death (13:10-11).56 Thus the background theme of
Jesus’ coming death frames the washing episode and indicates that etiquette was not the
intended focus of the story.57 Rather, this background theme coupled with the cultural
association of footwashing with ritual purification indicates that the washing of the
54

For Philo’s understanding of Exod 30:19 in relation to ritual purification, see
especially Mos. 2.138; Spec. 1.206-7. For more discussion concerning the custom and
its relationship to ritual purification in Judaism and the Christian kerygma, see Herold
Weiss, “Footwashing,” in ABD, 2. 828-29.
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For the relationship of the betrayal and the footwashing, see Francis J.
Moloney, “The Structure and Message of John 13:1-38” AusBR 34 (1986) 1-16.
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There may also be a subtle hint to his coming death and resurrection in the
laying aside of his garments and putting them on again (Hoskyns, John, 376; Brown,
Gospel According to John, 2. 551). But this has been challenged (Schnackenburg, Das
Johannesevangelium, 3. 19).
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disciples’ feet symbolizes the spiritual purification the disciples will receive through the
coming death of Jesus on the cross (13:10).58
The symbolism of water in this passage, therefore, is related once again to ritual
purification.59 The symbolism is based on the natural cleansing property of water, as in
a customary footwashing in first-century Judea. This natural cleansing, along with the
association of the custom with ritual purification, is used as a symbol of the spiritual
cleansing that will come with the death of Jesus. Thus the passage anticipates a future
cleansing in association with the death of Jesus as the previously examined passage
anticipated a future gift of life through the Spirit after Jesus’ glorification.

Conclusion
Chapter Two of this study provided a preliminary examination of John 19:34, its
surrounding pericope (19:31-37), and the cultural assumptions concerning the images of
blood and water. Chapter Three examined the occurrences of the word “blood” that
precede 19:34 in the Gospel and demonstrated how the cultural assumptions concerning
blood are employed. The present chapter has done likewise with respect to the
58

Jones, Symbol of Water in John, 196. It is also possible, given the cultural
function of footwashing as part of the reception of someone into the home, that this
footwashing is a sign that Jesus’ disciples are now being welcomed into the home of the
Father and thus have become, as the prologue says, “children of God” (John 1:12). For
more discussion, see Arland J. Hultgren, “The Johannine Footwashing (13:1-11) as
Symbol of Eschatological Hospitality,” NTS 28 (1982) 539-46, and Mary L. Coloe,
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preceding occurrences of the word “water.” These preceding occurrences of water fell
into two major categories based upon the two basic uses of water from the cultural
context—cleansing and drinking for sustenance of life.
The natural characteristic of cleansing was used as a symbol in ritual
purification and most importantly that which can only be accomplished by the power of
the Spirit. This purification symbolism was employed in the occurrences of water in the
stories about John’s baptism (1:26, 31, 33; 3:23), the wedding at Cana (2:7, 9; 4:46), the
dialogue with Nicodemus (3:5), and the washing of the disciples’ feet (13:5).
The natural need for water as an essential drink for sustenance of life was used
as a symbol of the life-giving power of the Spirit that, when imbibed by the believer,
became an internal surging spring of living water, springing up to eternal life. This
symbolism of drinking living water was employed in the occurrences of water in the
dialogue with the Samaritan woman (4:7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15), and Jesus’ words at the
festival of Booths (7:38).
These two major aspects of water symbolism, that of purification and life, and
the association of both of these aspects with the Spirit will appear again in the last
occurrence of the word “water” in the Gospel. There, however, water symbolism will
not stand alone, as the word “water” occurs along with the word “blood” (19:34).
Chapter Five of this study examines these final occurrences of the words
“blood” and “water” and demonstrates how the author employs both the symbolism
from the cultural setting and the development of this symbolism in the preceding
Gospel narrative. In the context of these final occurrences the author declares that the
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scene fulfills a passage from the prophetic writings of Israel (19:37). In this dramatic
declaration the author gives the audience all the remaining information they yet need to
complete their understanding of the climactic event of blood and water flowing forth
from the pierced side of Jesus’ dead body (19:34).

Chapter Five: The Interpretation of John 19:34
Introduction
Chapter One of the present study summarized the history of interpretation of
John 19:34. Chapter Two examined the manuscript tradition of this verse along with its
immediate literary context (19:31-37) and supplied a summary of the symbolic
significance of the images of blood and water in the cultural milieu of the Gospel.
Chapters Three and Four then showed how this symbolic significance of blood and
water influenced the manner in which the words “blood” and “water” were used in the
Gospel preceding 19:34.
The present chapter completes this exegetical analysis with a focused
examination of John 19:34 in its immediate literary context (19:31-37). In so doing,
this chapter demonstrates how the symbolic significance from the cultural milieu that
had influenced the use of the words “blood” and “water” in the Gospel preceding 19:34
influenced the use of these words again. The chapter then completes its analysis with
an application of the study’s findings to the question concerning the relationship of
19:34 to the sacramental life of the Gospel’s intended audience.

The Piercing of Jesus’ Side and the Fulfillment of Scripture (19:31-37)
The final appearance of the words “blood” and “water” in the Gospel occurs in the
midst of a pericope describing the events immediately following Jesus’ death and
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their relationship to the Scriptures of Israel (19:31-37).1 The narrative begins with the
chronological setting. It was the Preparation Day (19:31, see also 19:14), described as
“particularly solemn” (mega,lh) since preparations were being made for both the weekly
Sabbath and the annual festival of Passover (Exod 12:16).2
The word “day” (h`me,ra) is modified by this same adjective (mega,lh) only one
other time in the Gospel (7:37). Such a description of the day’s significance in the
present context, therefore, was probably intended not only to convey a sense of
solemnity for the present setting, but also to remind the audience of that earlier narrative
when Jesus on the “great” (mega,lh) day of the festival of Booths invited those who
were thirsty to come to him and drink (7:37-39).3 The audience is also reminded,
therefore, of the narrator’s explanation that the “living water” mentioned by Jesus was a
metaphor for the Spirit that would be available only after Jesus had been glorified
(7:39). Jesus is now glorified, hanging dead on the cross, and thus the recollection of
this earlier prediction alerts the audience to the imminence of its fulfillment.4

1

For a presentation of the Greek text of the pericope (19:31-37), see Chapter
Two of this study.
2

Bernard, Gospel According to St. John, 2. 623, 642-43.

3

Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 3. 334.

4

As is discussed below (pp. 107-8), the death of Jesus is actually part of a larger
process of glorification that results in the gift of the Spirit. The point was summarized
well by Brown when he said that the gift of the Spirit “flows from the whole process of
glorification in ‘the hour’ of the passion, death, resurrection, and ascension” (Gospel
According to John, 2. 951). See also Burge, Holy Spirit in the Johannine Tradition,
133-35. For a discussion concerning the uniqueness of the Johannine glorification
theme among the NT theologies, see Matera, New Testament Theology, 314-16.
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Following the details of the setting, the audience is told that the Jews requested
that the legs of those who were crucified be broken and that their bodies be taken away
(19:31). Left alone, crucified individuals could survive for several days. The breaking
of their legs could significantly shorten this survival period, however, by hastening the
onset of suffocation.5 This request by the Jews is said to have been motivated by a
concern that the bodies not remain on the cross during the Sabbath (19:31); it was
forbidden by Mosaic Law for a body to remain hanging on a tree after sunset (Deut
21:22-23; see also Josh 8:29).6 However, the detail about this request by the Jews is
probably intended to convey more than a simple historical factor for the events that
follow. Irony is one of the favorite literary techniques employed in this Gospel, and
there is obvious irony in this concern to keep a statute of the Mosaic Law by those who
had wrongfully accused and handed over Jesus for crucifixion and, contrary to the
Mosaic Law, proclaimed a foreigner as their king (John 19:15; Deut 17:15).7
In response to the request soldiers came and broke the legs of the two
individuals who had been crucified with Jesus (19:32), but seeing that Jesus was already

5

For more discussion, see Keener, Gospel of John, 2. 1150.

6

That this law was applied to crucifixion in the first century is indicated not
only by the present passage but by Josephus as well who states that the Jews were
careful to bury before sunset those who had been crucified (B.J. 4.5.2 §317). See also
the reference to Deut 21:22-23 in Gal 3:13.
7

Concerning the use of irony in 19:31, see Moloney, Gospel of John, 505;
Keener, Gospel of John, 2. 1151; and Neyrey, Gospel of John, 313. For a discussion
concerning the various literary techniques employed in the Gospel, see Brown, Gospel
According to John, cxxxv-cxxxvi.
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dead they did not break his legs (19:33). In the description of what the soldiers did next
the words “blood” and “water” make their final appearance in the Gospel.
19:34 avllV ei-j tw/n stratiwtw/n lo,gch| auvtou/ th.n pleura.n e;nuxen( kai. evxh/lqen
euvqu.j ai-ma kai. u[dwrÅ
Instead, one of the soldiers stabbed his side with a lance, and
immediately there came out blood and water.
The narrative progression of the pericope pauses at this moment as the narrator
addresses the audience directly, testifying to the reliability of this information and its
relevance for the audience’s belief (19:35).8 The relevance is further emphasized by the
declaration that the events just narrated fulfilled two passages of Scripture.
The fact that the soldiers did not break the legs of Jesus is said to fulfill a
Scripture passage that states, “None of his bones will be crushed” (19:36). Two images
from the Scriptures of Israel immediately present themselves as possibly intended
referents. One is the Passover lamb; it was prohibited to break even one of its bones
(Exod 12:46; Num 9:12; see also LXX Exod 12:10). The other is the “just man”
described in Psalm 34; it is said that God watches over him, even his bones, so that “not
one of them will be broken” (34:20; LXX Ps 33:21). Both of these images are equally
plausible referents, and given the Passover setting of the story and the wrongful
execution of Jesus the just man (John 18:18; 19:4, 6), it is altogether likely that the

8

For more discussion concerning the significance of this verse for the Gospel as
a whole and the similar statement in 21:24, see Chapter One of this study and Brown,
Introduction to the Gospel of John, 152, 182-83.
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author of the Gospel intended both images to be understood as being fulfilled together
in the present narrative.9
The second event in the story—the soldier stabbing Jesus’ side (19:34)—is
declared by the narrator to fulfill a Scripture passage as well (19:37a). The passage is
quoted as “They shall look at him whom they have pierced” (19:37b). The intended
referent is undoubtedly Zech 12:10.10 After this last citation the narrative progression
of the Gospel continues again, now with the story detailing the burial of Jesus’ body by
Joseph of Arimathea and Nicodemus (19:38-42).

9

Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 937, 953. See also Heil, Blood and
Water, 111-12. For a thorough discussion of the issue, see Menken, Old Testament
Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 147-66.
10

Though there is no doubt that John 19:37 is intended as a quotation of Zech
12:10, the relationship is not without complication. The version of the passage in the
LXX does not employ piercing imagery and so could not have been the intended
referent. But the MT version of Zech 12:10 as it appears in BHS reads “and they shall
look upon me whom they have pierced” (Wrq'D"-rv,a] tae yl;ae WjyBihiw>). Though there
are a number of possible reasons for the difference between the MT version of BHS and
the form of the passage quoted in John 19:37, two solutions are most commonly
proposed. One of these solutions is that the author of the Gospel was quoting a version
of Zech 12:10 that had a third person object. For a discussion regarding the extant MT
manuscripts that have a third person object, see Taeke Jansma, Inquiry into the Hebrew
Text and Ancient Versions of Zechariah IX-XIV (OTS 7; Leiden: Brill, 1949) 117-18.
Another commonly proposed solution to the problem is that the author of the Gospel
was thinking of a version of the OT passage with a first person object as in the MT of
BHS but applying it to the present context changed the object to the third person
(Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 179-80). Both of these
proposals are plausible solutions and both have their advocates. Fortunately, while the
issue is worthy of note given the relationship of Zech 12:10 to the present study, a
resolution of the problem is not required for the study’s interpretation of John 19:34.
For more discussion, see Freed, Old Testament Quotations in the Gospel of John, 108116; Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 167-85; and Christopher
Tuckett, “Zech 12:10 and the New Testament,” in The Book of Zechariah and Its
Influence (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2003) 111-21.
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Blood in the Culture and Gospel Preceding 19:34
As discussed in Chapter Two of this study, there were certain cultural
presuppositions that the intended audience would recall when hearing about blood
coming forth from the side of Jesus’ body in John 19:34. In summary, the Scriptures of
Israel describe blood as the seat of life and based upon this concept blood was used for
the ritual purification of sin in Israel’s cult. The significant role of blood in this cultic
context is vividly evident in the technical term for the sin offering: “blood of sin”
(taJ'x;

~D;).

The concept behind this ritual usage is well summarized in Leviticus: “For

the life of the flesh is in its blood, and I have given it to you for purification for your
lives upon the altar, for it is the blood, by its life, that purifies” (17:11). Much of the
above imagery was adopted into the early Christian kerygma and is manifest in a
number of passages in the NT where Jesus’ blood is described as a life-giving substance
that purifies from sin (see especially Heb 9:11-14, 23-28).
As discussed in Chapter Three of this study, the symbolism from the cultural
milieu had an influence on the manner in which the word “blood” was employed in the
Gospel. In the first occurrence, based upon the association with life, the symbol of
blood was used as an image for natural birth (1:13). In the second occurrence, the blood
of Jesus was described as a source of life which, given the cultural influence, appeared
to imply a purificatory and life-giving function to his death (6:53-56). Thus, although
the word “blood” is limited in use to only two passages in the Gospel preceding 19:34,
it is evident that the symbolism of the surrounding culture had its influence.
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Water in the Culture and Gospel Preceding 19:34
As demonstrated in Chapter Two of this study, there were also cultural
presuppositions that would have influenced the intended audience when they heard
about the flow of water in 19:34. In summary, water is portrayed in the Scriptures of
Israel as a natural cleansing mechanism and an essential thirst-quenching sustenance of
life. The cleansing quality of water was the basis for its use in various purification
rituals, a cultic role characterized most clearly in the technical term “water of
uncleanness” (hD'nI

yme).11

The image of water as an essential sustenance of life figures

significantly in the images of Israel’s postexilic restoration. In that day “living water”
was to flow from the eschatological temple—imagery that is itself symbolic of the
eschatological outpouring of God’s Spirit. Such OT symbolism was subsumed in the
nascent Christian kerygma and is manifested most clearly in the NT passages that
concern baptism (see especially 1 Cor 6:11; 12:12-13; Titus 3:5).
As discussed in Chapter Four of this study, the symbolic significance of water in
the culture of the intended audience influenced the use of the image of water in the
Gospel preceding 19:34. Purification symbolism was employed in the stories about
John’s baptism (1:26, 31, 33; 3:23), the wedding at Cana (2:7, 9; 4:46), the dialogue
with Nicodemus (3:5), and the washing of the disciples’ feet (13:5). The image of
water as a thirst-quenching sustenance of life was employed in the dialogue with the
Samaritan woman (4:7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15) and Jesus’ words at the festival of Booths
11

As discussed in Chapter Four of this study this cultic technical term was
employed by the community behind the DSS as a description of their initiatory
baptismal rite (1QS 3.3-5; 4.20-21; 5.13-14).
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(7:38). In these latter two passages Jesus was portrayed as the eschatological temple
flowing with “living water,” and in the second passage this water was said to symbolize
the Spirit that would be accessible after Jesus’ glorification (7:39).

The Meaning of Blood and Water in John 19:34
The final occurrences of the words “blood” and “water” in the Gospel are in
19:34. It has already been demonstrated that the use of the words “blood” and “water”
in the Gospel preceding 19:34 was influenced by their symbolic significance in the
surrounding culture. It is reasonable to expect, therefore, that the author intended the
words “blood and water” in 19:34 to be interpreted in like manner. Thus, the blood
should be understood in relation to life and/or purification from sin and the water should
be understood in relation to life and/or purification from uncleanness.
In fact, the earliest known commentary on the flow of blood and water from
Jesus’ side, attributed to Apollinaris of Hierapolis (2nd cent.), interprets the imagery as
“two purifying streams” and seemingly, therefore, as the fulfillment of the purification
requirements of the Mosaic Law .12 Though such cultic interpretations of John 19:34 do
not appear often in the subsequent history of exegesis, dominated as it is by sacramental
interpretations, they are not absent entirely. For example, in the Reformation Era, as
discussed in Chapter One of this study, John Calvin concluded that the “blood and

12

The text is preserved in the preface of the seventh-century work Chronicon
Paschale (PG, 92. 79-80). For more discussion, see Bernard, Gospel According to St.
John, 648.
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water” in John 19:34 were intended to demonstrate the fulfillment of the old law’s cultic
regulations regarding “sacrifices and washings.”13
But such cultic interpretations are not limited to the precritical era. Brooke F.
Westcott, whose interpretation was also discussed in Chapter One of this study,
understood the “blood and water” in John 19:34 to be cultic symbols of a “double
cleansing and vivifying power” demonstrating that the “Old Covenant” was fulfilled in
the New.14 Indeed, that the imagery in John 19:34 was intended to convey a fulfillment
of cultic requirements, such that the blood refers to life and/or purification from sin and
that the water refers to life and or/purification from uncleanness are interpretations
found in many modern critical studies.15 This is not surprising, since as Bruce H.

13

Calvin, In Evangelium Ioannes in Corpus Reformatorum, 47. 421.

14

Westcott, Gospel According to St. John, 279.

15

That the blood represents life, see Westcott, Gospel According to St. John,
279; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 533; Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 954; Carson,
Gospel According to John, 624; Stibbe, John as Storyteller, 118; Heil, Blood and
Water, 106-7; Morris, Gospel According to John, 725; Jones, Symbol of Water in the
Gospel of John, 211; Culpepper, Gospel and Letters of John, 237; and Lincoln, Gospel
According to Saint John, 479. That the blood represents purification, see Westcott,
Gospel According to St. John, 279; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 533; Schnackenburg, Das
Johannesevagelium, 3. 345; Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 952; Carson, Gospel
According to John, 624; and Heil, Blood and Water, 107. That the water represents life,
see Westcott, Gospel According to St. John, 279; Schnackenburg, Das
Johannesevagelium, 3. 345; Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 954; Carson, Gospel
According to John, 624; Stibbe, John as Storyteller, 118; Brodie, Gospel According to
John, 552; Morris, Gospel According to John, 725; Lincoln, Gospel According to Saint
John, 479; Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 203; and Jones, Symbol of Water
in the Gospel of John, 211. That the water represents purification, see Westcott, Gospel
According to St. John, 279; Hoskyns, Fourth Gospel, 533; Brown, Gospel According to
John, 2. 952; Carson, Gospel According to John, 624; Heil, Blood and Water, 106; and
Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 201-2.
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Grigsby has summarized, “The cultic overtones of this incident are difficult to
ignore.”16
The problem, however, is that while there is indeed a growing consensus
composed not only of a few ancient commentaries, but more importantly, numerous
modern and well-supported critical analyses, all arguing that the imagery of John 19:34
was intended to convey the fulfillment of Mosaic cultic requirements or OT symbolism
in general, there is very little consensus in precisely how this fulfillment was intended
by the author in the particular details of John 19:34. The reason for this lack of
consensus is that the author’s intention regarding the nature of the relationship of the
imagery of John 19:34 to the cult of Israel is not so easily perceived on the immediate
surface of the text.
This difficulty is not insurmountable, however, as the solution to the problem
becomes apparent when one lends an attentive ear to the voice of the narrator in the
Gospel. The event described in 19:34 is explicitly declared by the narrator in 19:37 to
be the fulfillment of a “Scripture passage” that says, “They shall look at him whom they
have pierced.” As discussed already, it is evident that this is a reference to Zech 12:10.
It is equally evident that the soldier’s lance stab described in 19:34a is intended to be
understood as the fulfillment of the piercing action in Zech 12:10. What is not so
immediately evident, however, and what has led to the lack of consensus noted above,
is the relationship of the resultant flow of “blood and water” in John 19:34b to this
16

Bruce H. Grigsby, “The Cross as an Expiatory Sacrifice in the Fourth
Gospel,” JSNT 15 (1982) 51-80, here 61. Grigsby goes on to say, “Certainly, the
description of outpoured blood indicates the Evangelist’s awareness of an expiatory
rationale between Christ’s death and the removal of sin.”
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reference in Zechariah.17 But the relationship of the “blood and water” becomes clear
when the literary context of Zech 12:10 is examined carefully; as Raymond E. Brown
has commented concerning this issue, “Here as elsewhere the NT author is citing a
verse as evocative of a whole context.”18
The immediate literary context of Zech 12:10, and for that matter the latter half
of the book of Zechariah is a significant source of citations for the Gospel.19 The words
of Jesus during the cleansing of the temple (John 2:16) are an allusion to Zech 14:21.20
Jesus’ words to the Samaritan woman about “living water” (John 4:10-11) allude to the
image of “living water” in Zech 14:8.21 Jesus’ declaration at the festival of Booths
(John 7:37-39) is related to this same imagery of “living water” in Zech 14:8 and the
depiction of the eschatological “festival of Booths” in Zech 14:16-17.22 Jesus is
described in shepherd imagery in John 10 that appears to be related to similar shepherd

17

Bultmann saw this difficulty as an indication that 19:34b is a later addition
(Das Evangelium des Johannes, 525 n. 4). His conclusion is unwarranted however, as
is demonstrated below (see also the arguments contra Bultmann by Schnackenburg, Das
Johannesevangelium, 3. 335, and Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 945-50).
18

Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 955. See also the similar comment of
Ignace de la Potterie, The Hour of Jesus: The Passion and the Resurrection of Jesus
According to John (New York, NY: Alba House, 1989) 143.
19

Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 954.

20

Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 197.

21

See Chapter Four of this study. See also Keener, Gospel of John, 1. 604, and
the detailed discussion in Dale C. Allison, “The Living Water (John 4:10-14; 6:35c;
7:37-39),” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 30 (1986) 143-57.
22

Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 954.
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imagery in Zechariah 11.23 The action of Jesus riding an ass into Jerusalem is said to
fulfill Zech 9:9.24 Jesus’ words in John 16:32 are an allusion to the striking of the
shepherd in Zech 13:7.25 Finally, and most significantly for the present subject, the
Gospel explicitly quotes from Zech 12:10 in John 19:37 in reference to the imagery in
John 19:34. As summarized by Maarten J. J. Menken who has made an extensive study
of OT quotations in the Gospel: “John has an evident interest in Zechariah 9-14.”26
Based, therefore, upon the symbolic significance of the images of blood and
water in the cultural milieu, the influence of this symbolism in the uses of the words
“blood” and “water” in the Gospel preceding 19:34, the influence of the latter part of
Zechariah on the Gospel, and especially the explicit declaration of the narrator that the
words of Zech 12:10 are fulfilled in the lance stab in John 19:34a, the present study
concludes that the author of the Gospel expected the audience to understand the flow of
“blood and water” in John 19:34 as the fulfillment of two verses in the immediate
literary context of Zech 12:10. The first is Zech 13:1, a verse that follows almost
immediately after 12:10.27 The relationship between Zech 12:10 and 13:1 in the

23

Ibid.

24

Ibid.

25

Ibid. See also Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 197.

26

Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 197.

27

For commentators who have suggested a relationship between John 19:34 and
Zech 13:1, see Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible (Peabody, MA:
Hendrickson, 2008) 1015, first published in 1706; John C. Ryle, Expository Thoughts
on the Gospels (3 vols.; Cambridge, England: Clarke, 1985) 3. 371-72, first published in
1856; Brown, Gospel According to John, 2. 954-55 (see also idem, Death of the
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original literary context of Zechariah is evident when the two verses are examined
consecutively.28
Zech 12:10 I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of
Jerusalem a spirit of favor and supplication; and they shall look upon me/him29
whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him as one mourns for an
only son, and they shall grieve over him as one grieves over a firstborn.
Zech 13:1 On that day a fountain shall be opened for the house of David and for
the inhabitants of Jerusalem to purify from sin and uncleanness.
Zech 12:10 is certainly significant in its original literary context, but the importance of
Zech 13:1 cannot be overemphasized. As it has been declared, “The claim of 13:1,
through the use of these comprehensive technical terms [“sin and uncleanness”], is that
total purification from any and all sins or defiling actions . . . will be achieved.”30 The
imagery of the verse, therefore, “provides a comprehensive conception of the state of
pollution, caused by moral wrongdoing and contaminating activity that will be removed
by the cosmic fountain in the future age.”31

Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in
the Four Gospels [2 vols.; ABRL; New York, NY: Doubleday, 1994] 2. 1181); Barrett,
Gospel According to St. John, 557; Paul S. Minear, John: The Martyr’s Gospel (New
York, NY: Pilgrim Press, 1984) 78; de la Potterie, Hour of Jesus, 143-44; Carson,
Gospel According to John, 628; Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, SocialScience Commentary on the Gospel of John (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1998) 274-75;
Ridderbos, Gospel of John, 623-24; and Lincoln, Gospel According to Saint John, 482.
28

Concerning the relationship between Zech 12:10 and 13:1, see Meyers and
Meyers, Zechariah 9-14, 362, 398. See also Brown, Gospel According to John, 955;
and de la Potterie, Hour of Jesus, 143-44.
29

Concerning the variation of the pronoun, see n. 10 above.
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Meyers and Meyers, Zechariah 9-14, 367.
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Ibid., 366.
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Based upon the importance of 13:1 in the book of Zechariah as well as the
verse’s literary relationship and proximity to Zech 12:10, it is reasonable to expect that
the author of the Gospel, after having cited Zech 12:10 as the fulfillment of the lance
stab in 19:34, would also intend the image of the flow from Jesus’ side as the
fulfillment of the purifying fountain in Zech 13:1.32 But it becomes evident that this
was in fact the author’s intention when the effects of the purifying fountain and their
order in Zech 13:1b are compared to the contents of the flow and their order in John
19:34b.

32

The study assumes that the author is thinking of the Hebrew text of Zech 13:1
and not the LXX version for the following reasons. First, the author’s quotation of
Zech 12:10 in John 19:37 is based on the Hebrew text and not on the LXX (see n. 10
above). If the author were to use another passage in Zechariah dependent upon the use
of Zech 12:10, e.g., Zech 13:1 as is suggested by this and a number of other studies (see
n. 27 above), it is reasonable to expect that the Hebrew text would be employed again in
the case of the dependent passage. Second, like the LXX version of Zech 12:10, the
LXX version of 13:1 does not include imagery advantageous to the present Gospel
context, as it contains only a translation of 13:1a (see Joseph Ziegler, Duodecim
prophetae [Septuaginta: Vetus Testamentum Graecum 13; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1984] 321). The Hebrew version of 13:1, however, does include imagery
advantageous to the present Gospel context and it would be surprising, therefore, if the
author would not make use of this imagery, especially since the audience’s knowledge
of the Hebrew text has already been assumed by the author. The author’s intentional
transition from the use of the LXX to a Hebrew version of a particular passage for the
purpose of preferred imagery advantageous to the Gospel context is a technique
manifest in the immediate context (i.e., Zech 12:10) and is evidenced elsewhere in the
Gospel. As Maarten J. J. Menken has stated, “The evangelist’s use of the LXX does not
exclude an occasional recourse to the Hebrew text. . . . It is important to observe that . . .
where John evidently did not quote from the LXX, good reasons can be adduced for his
not doing so” (Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 205). For more
discussion regarding the author’s recourse to the Hebrew text, see Barrett, Gospel
According to St. John, 28; Freed, Old Testament Quotations in the Gospel of John, 126;
and Menken, Old Testament Quotations in the Fourth Gospel, 205-7. For other
arguments concerning specifically the relationship of John 19:34 to Zech 13:1, see the
comments of those cited in n. 27 above.
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Zech 13:1b: . . . sin (taJ'x;) and uncleanness (hD'nI).
John 19:34b: . . . blood (ai-ma) and water (u[dwr).
With this correlation, the “blood” (ai-ma) provides the prophesied purification of “sin”
(taJ'x;), and the “water” (u[dwr) provides the prophesied purification of “uncleanness”
(hD'nI).33
Such a correlation was probably assumed by the author to have been obvious
enough for the audience based upon the symbolic significance of blood and water from
the cultural milieu. But it was probably assumed obvious for another reason as well,
and that is the literary relationship of the word “blood” (ai-ma [~D]) with the word “sin”
(taJ'x;) and the word “water” (u[dwr [~yIm;]) with the word “uncleanness” (hD'nI) in the
cultic technical terms in the Mosaic Law, “blood of sin” (taJ'x;
uncleanness” (hD'nI

~D;) and “water of

yme).

In summary, the author of the Gospel could have expected with relative
certainty that the intended audience would perceive a relationship between the “blood
and water” from Jesus’ side and the cultic concepts of purification of “sin and
uncleanness” based upon the symbolic significance of blood and water in the cultural
milieu. Indeed, that the author expected such an association is suggested by the
employment of this symbolic significance on the use of the words “blood” and “water”

33

Incidentally, though the present study has arrived at this conclusion
independently, this interpretation of John 19:34 and its relationship to Zech 13:1 is also
found in the commentaries of Ryle, Expository Thoughts on the Gospels, 3. 371-72, and
Minear, John, 78.
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in the Gospel preceding 19:34. When, therefore, the narrator described “blood and
water” coming forth from Jesus’ side in 19:34 and then explicitly cited Zech 12:10, it
could be assumed that the audience would understand that the flow of “blood and
water” from Jesus’ side fulfilled the image of the fountain purifying of “sin and
uncleanness” in Zech 13:1. Indeed, such a conclusion was virtually inescapable in light
of the already existent literary relationship of the words “blood” and “sin” and the
words “water” and “uncleanness” in the cultic technical terms in the Mosaic Law,
“blood of sin” and “water of uncleanness.”
The author of Zechariah 13:1 employed the imagery of a purifying fountain to
show that in the eschatological day God would purify all “sin and uncleanness” and
thereby bring about perfect fulfillment of the requirements of the Mosaic Law.
Likewise, the author of the Gospel, who had already borrowed heavily from Zechariah
in the Gospel preceding 19:34, intended to demonstrate in 19:34, by the description of
the stabbing of Jesus’ side and the “blood and water” that flowed out, that Jesus’ death
fulfilled not only the imagery of Zech 12:10 but the image in Zech 13:1 as well, and
thus provides the prophesied purification of all “sin and uncleanness” for those who
believe in him.
But if the flow of blood and water from Jesus’ side shows that he provides the
fulfillment of Zech 13:1, then another conclusion regarding the imagery of 19:34 is
possible as well. Zech 13:1 plays a significant role in the latter half of Zechariah and,
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as such, is related not only to 12:10 but 14:8 as well.34 The relationship between 13:1
and 14:8a is particularly evident in the parallel language:
Zech 13:1 On that day a fountain shall be opened for the house of David and for
the inhabitants of Jerusalem to purify from sin and uncleanness.
Zech 14:8 On that day living water shall flow from Jerusalem, half to the
eastern sea, and half to the western sea, and it shall be so in summer and in
winter.
The words “On that day” at the beginning of both verses helps to emphasize the
relationship of the “fountain” (rAqm') in 13:1 and the flow of “living water” (~yYIx;-~yIm;)
in 14:8.35 What becomes clear when the two verses are compared is that both describe
the same concept of “cosmic waters” flowing from the eschatological temple.36 Due to
this relationship, it is reasonable to expect that the author of the Gospel who had already
made use of the relationship between Zech 12:10 and 13:1 would also make use of the
relationship between Zech 13:1 and 14:8. In fact, there are two significant indications
that this was the case.
34

Meyers and Meyers, Zechariah 9-14, 362-63.

35

For the structural role of the words “on that day” in this latter part of
Zechariah and the relationship of the word rAqm' in 13:1 and the words ~yYIx;-~yIm; in 14:8
see Meyers and Meyers, Zechariah 9-14, 362.
36

Meyers and Meyers, Zechariah 9-14, 362, 434. Interestingly enough, a
relationship exists between the technical term “water of uncleanness” and the image of
“living water” not only here in Zechariah but in the Mosaic Law as well (compare Num
19:17 with 19:9, 13, 20, 21, and 31:23). See also the similar dual imagery in the image
of life-giving water in Ezek 47:9 and the purificatory water in 36:25, 29. For more
discussion of the relevance of the eschatological temple motif in postexilic prophetic
literature, see Carol L. Meyers and Eric M. Meyers, “Jerusalem and Zion After the
Exile: The Evidence of First Zechariah,” in “Sha’arei Talmon”: Studies in the Bible,
Qumran, and the Ancient Near East Presented to Shemaryahu Talmon (ed. M. Fishbane
and E. Tov; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1992) 121-35.
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First, it has already been shown that the images of blood and water have a
twofold symbolic significance of life and purification in the surrounding culture. It has
also already been shown that this twofold significance influenced the author of the
Gospel in the use of the words “blood” and “water” preceding 19:34. The purification
aspect of this complex of symbolism is employed in John 19:34 as the fulfillment of
Zech 13:1. It is likely, therefore, that the aspect of life in this complex of symbolism
would be employed as well, and this is in fact the very aspect that appears in the image
of “living water” in Zech 14:8.
Second, the author has already made use of Zech 14:8 in both the dialogue with
the Samaritan woman and Jesus’ words at the festival of Booths when Jesus was
described as the eschatological temple that would flow with “living water” (4:10, 11;
7:38). It is likely that this image might be employed again in the crucifixion narrative
as the narrator had already declared in the latter passage that the imagery of “living
water” was related to the glorification of Jesus (7:39).
Based, therefore, upon the literary relationship of Zech 13:1 and 14:8, the
symbolic significance of blood and water in relation to both purification and life, and
the author’s use of the “living water” imagery of Zech 14:8 earlier in the Gospel, this
study also concludes that John 19:34 was intended not only as the fulfillment of Zech
12:10 and 13:1 but also of Zech 14:8. In fulfillment of Zech 13:1, the flow from Jesus’
side was shown to be a purifying fountain fulfilling the cultic requirements of the
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Mosaic Law, but in fulfillment of Zech 14:8 it is shown to be a flow of “living water” as
well.37
The author of the Gospel was careful to show that in the narrative future of the
dialogue with the Samaritan woman, Jesus as the eschatological temple, would give
“living water.” This has been confirmed in the flow of “living water” from Jesus’ side;
as summarized by John P. Heil,
This “living water” confirms Jesus’ promise to the Samaritan woman that he can
give the “living water” that definitively quenches one’s deepest thirst for
eternity. Indeed, the water Jesus gives will become within the person of the one
who drinks it an abundant spring of water gushing up to eternal life (4:10, 1314).38
This confirmation in 19:34 was also anticipated in the narrator’s declaration in the story
about the festival of Booths, as it was said there that Jesus’ words regarding the “living
water” would not be fulfilled until Jesus had been glorified (7:39). Jesus is now
glorified as his dead body hangs on the cross, and so the “living water” he promised is
shown now to be accessible.39
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That the symbolic value of the images of blood and water are to be interpreted
in combination and thus as a single flow and unified symbolic image, see
Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevagelium, 3. 345; de la Potterie, Hour of Jesus, 142;
Stibbe, John as Storyteller, 118; Heil, Blood and Water, 106; and Jones, Symbol of
Water in the Gospel of John, 211.
38
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Heil, Blood and Water, 108-9.

For commentators who have suggested a relationship between John 7:37-39
and 19:34, and for more discussion of the issue, see Dodd, Interpretation of the Fourth
Gospel, 438; Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevagelium, 3. 345; Brodie, Gospel
According to John, 552; Moloney, Gospel of John, 505; Culpepper, Gospel and Letters
of John, 237; Brown, Death of the Messiah, 2. 1181; Heil, Blood and Water, 106-7; and
Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 201.
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But this raises a question. Just how is this “living water” accessible? Or for that
matter, how is the eschatological purification of sin and uncleanness accessible? How
is it that the believer benefits from the death of Jesus that gives both purification and
life? The answer was given earlier in the same narrative describing the declaration at
the festival of Booths. There it was explained by the narrator that “living water” was a
metaphor for the “Spirit” (7:39).
Through the Spirit the believer has access to both the purification and life made
possible by the death of Jesus.40 For in this Gospel it is the Spirit that purifies from sin
and uncleanness (1:33; 3:5; 20:22-23) and it is the living water, or Spirit, that gives
life.41 This gift of the Spirit is symbolized by the dramatic flow from Jesus side in 19:34
and thus as the fulfillment of the eschatological visions of Zechariah. It is dramatically
realized, however, only after the resurrection, when Jesus breathed the Spirit upon his
disciples (John 20:21-24). As declared by Heil,
That they receive the holy Spirit made available by Jesus’ death proceeds from
his showing them his side (pleura,n) (20:20)—the same pierced side (pleura,n)
out of which flowed the blood and water (19:34), the ‘rivers of living water’ that
symbolize the Life-giving Spirit (7:38-39).42
40

For those who have suggested that there is a relationship between 19:34 and
the gift of the Spirit, see Malatesta, “Blood and Water,” 175; Vellanickal, “Blood and
Water,” 222-23, 228; de la Potterie, “Le Symbolisme du sang et de l’eau en Jn 19,34,”
211-13 (see also idem, Hour of Jesus, 142-43); Heil, Blood and Water, 106-7; Keener,
Gospel of John, 2. 1153; Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, 203; and Jones,
Symbol of Water in the Gospel of John, 211, 17.
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For more discussion concerning the relationship of the Spirit and purification
in the Gospel, see Keener, Divine Purity, 135-62.
42

Heil, Blood and Water, 138. Brown made a similar point when he said, “The
symbolism here is proleptic and serves to clarify that, while only the risen Jesus gives
the Spirit, that gift flows from the whole process of glorification in ‘the hour’ of the
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Through Jesus, the eschatological temple flowing with living water and purification, the
Spirit that the disciples receive enables those who believe “to worship the Father in
Spirit and truth, transcending the worship of Mount Gerizim and in the temple of
Jerusalem (4:20-24).”43

Sacramental Symbolism
As already discussed in Chapter Three of this study, the relationship of the
Fourth Gospel to early Christian sacramentology has been the subject of much debate
over the last century.44 As was also already discussed, one of the early and most
influential voices for a minimalist position in this regard was that of Rudolf Bultmann.
His position held that the Gospel is in fact antisacramental, and if there is any reference
to early Christian sacramental praxis it is found only in later ecclesiastical additions in
3:5 (baptism), 6:51-58 (Eucharist), and 19:34 (baptism and Eucharist).45
The sacramental question concerning 3:5 was addressed in Chapter Four of this
study. It was demonstrated, given the preceding narrative and the cultural backdrop of
the Gospel, that the description of a new birth by water and the Spirit was most likely

passion, death, resurrection, and ascension” (Gospel According to John, 2. 951). See
also Burge, Holy Spirit in the Johannine Tradition, 133-35.
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Heil, Blood and Water, 138.
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For a summary of the debate, see Brown, “The Johannine Sacramentary
Reconsidered,” 183-206; idem, New Testament Essays, 51-95; Moloney, “When Is John
Talking about Sacraments,” 10-33; and Barrett, Essays on John, 37-97.
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intended as an allusion to a rite of baptism.46 As Larry P. Jones has commented in his
study of water symbolism in the Gospel, “A reader familiar with Christian tradition
would have difficulty not finding references to the practice of baptism throughout the
passage.”47 The narrative concerning Nicodemus is significant for the present issue,
however, not only because of this allusion to water baptism but also because it contains
a dramatic reference to the coming crucifixion: “And just as Moses lifted up the serpent
in the wilderness, so must the Son of man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him
may have eternal life” (3:14-15).48
John 6:51-58, the second of the three sacramental passages allowed by
Bultmann’s minimalist position, was addressed in Chapter Three of this study. It was
demonstrated there, as it had already been argued by many before,49 that the words
describing the eating of Jesus’ flesh and the drinking of his blood were related in some
46

For a short summary of the issue, see Burge, The Holy Spirit in the Johannine
Tradition, 166-67.
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See, for example, Bernard, Gospel According to St. John, 1. 212; Hoskyns,
Fourth Gospel, 304; Robert H. Lightfoot, St. John’s Gospel, 162; Bultmann, Das
Evangelium des Johannes, 174; Barrett, Gospel According to St. John, 297; Dodd,
Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel, 338; Schnackenburg, Das Johannesevangelium, 2.
85. Brown, Gospel According to John, 1. 284-85; Brodie, Gospel According to John,
286; Moloney, Gospel of John, 223-24; Culpepper, Gospel and Letters of John, 163;
Keener, Gospel of John, 1. 689-91; Lincoln, Gospel According to Saint John, 232-35;
Neyrey, Gospel of John, 127. For studies of NT eucharistic imagery that have
concluded likewise, see especially Jeremias, Eucharistic Words of Jesus, 107;
Kilpatrick, Eucharist in Bible and Liturgy, 55; and Kodell, Eucharist in the New
Testament, 121-26.
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degree to the eucharistic practice of the intended audience. The discourse on the Bread
of Life is significant for the present issue, however, not only because of this allusion to
the Eucharist, but also because like the Nicodemus narrative it contains a dramatic
reference to the coming crucifixion: “Then what if you were to see the Son of Man
going up to where he was before?” (6:62).50
The last of the three sacramental passages allowed by Bultmann’s minimalist
position is 19:34. Since 19:34 is the climactic scene in the Johannine passion narrative,
and the other two passages allowed by Bultmann’s minimalist position both point to the
crucifixion, it is reasonable to expect that there might be some relationship between the
sacramental imagery in these two passages and that of 19:34. This expectation is even
more reasonable given the commonality of terms (“water” [3:5], “blood” [6:53, 53, 55,
56], “blood and water” [19:34]).
The commentaries of Calvin and Westcott were cited above as examples of
interpretations of the “blood and water” in John 19:34 as signs that the death of Jesus
brought about the fulfillment of the purification requirements of the Mosaic Law. But
their interpretations are also relevant for the present issue since both of these
interpreters concluded that the words “blood and water” in 19:34 were also related to
the sacraments of Eucharist and baptism, respectively. As it was demonstrated in
Chapter One of this study, the overwhelmingly dominant interpretation of this verse in
the history of exegesis is that there is some relationship between John 19:34 and the
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sacraments of the intended audience, and this line of interpretation has been maintained
and refined by a number of modern scholars.51
One of the more recent influential advocates of a sacramental interpretation has
been Francis J. Moloney, who has said regarding the subject,
If pre-Johannine Christianity shows that at least Eucharist and Baptism were
central in early Christian worship, then it seems logical that the author of the
Fourth Gospel would show that these Sacraments had their basis in the words
and works of Jesus.52
Accordingly, Moloney has interpreted the imagery of John 19:34 as follows: “The lifegiving Sacraments of Eucharist and Baptism, are described as flowing down upon the
nascent Church from the King, lifted up upon his throne.”53
But a sacramental interpretation such as this raises a question. If an allusion to
the sacraments was intended, where the water is representative of baptism and the blood
is representative of Eucharist, shouldn’t the text say that “water and blood” flowed out,
not “blood and water”? Initiatory baptism would have certainly preceded participation
in the eucharistic meal in the experience of the intended audience, and it is reasonable to
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expect that this order would be reflected in John 19:34, if it was indeed intended as an
allusion to these sacraments.54
It has already been demonstrated that the words “blood and water” in 19:34
were ordered to correspond to the words “sin and uncleanness” in Zech 13:1. But this
correspondence to Zechariah does not necessarily exclude the possibility that a
sacramental interpretation of John 19:34 was intended. On the contrary, the
appropriation of this eschatological imagery of Zechariah may be the strongest
indication that a sacramental interpretation was indeed expected.
As it has been shown, the imagery in John 19:34 is intended to demonstrate that
the death of Jesus fulfills the eschatological purification of “sin and uncleanness”
foreseen in Zech 13:1 and the eschatological life provided by the “living water”
foreseen in Zech 14:8. But how is this purification and life accessible? The answer is
the Spirit, as was demonstrated earlier above. In this Gospel it is the Spirit that purifies
from sin and uncleanness (1:33; 3:5; 20:22-23) and it is the Spirit that gives life
(6:63).55 For the Gospel’s intended audience any potential power of the sacraments
would have been intimately associated with the power of the Spirit. As Frank J. Matera
has commented concerning the Johannine image of baptism:
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Those who enter the community are “born from above” through the power of the
Spirit, which is given to them through water baptism in Jesus’ name. Baptism,
then, is the sacrament of water and the Spirit, water signifying the “living
water” that is the Spirit. It is not simply a rite of washing but a sign that points
to the living water that is the Spirit.56
The same can be said concerning the eucharistic meal. As Matera has also described
the Johannine image of Eucharist:
The Eucharist is the way in which believers appropriate Jesus, the bread of life
that has come down from heaven. When they believe in him as the bread that
has come down from heaven and eat his flesh and drink his blood in the
Eucharist, they have life in themselves and the promise of future resurrection
life.57
The sacramental presence of Jesus as the bread of life that has come down from heaven
in the eucharistic meal is a presence made possible by the power of the Spirit. The
ability of the participant to believe in Jesus as the bread that has come down from
heaven is a gift made possible by the same power of the Spirit. Likewise, the life the
believer receives and the promise of future resurrection life are things made possible by
the power of the Spirit as well. In summary, through this life-giving power of the Spirit
in the eucharistic meal, the “sacramental food and drink resulting from the death of
Jesus nourishes and unites the community of believers . . . with the eternal life Jesus
shares with the Father.”58
Thus, while it may be difficult, due to the difference in order, to establish the
existence of a direct relationship between the words “blood and water” in 19:34 and the
56

Matera, New Testament Theology, 308-9.

57

Ibid., 310.

58

Heil, Blood and Water, 108. See also the similar comment of Schnackenburg,
Das Johannesevangelium, 2. 94-95.

114
sacraments of Eucharist and baptism respectively, it is also equally difficult to deny, as
even the minimalist position of Bultmann determined, that some sacramental
relationship exists. This sacramental relationship would be indirect however. The
primary purpose of the imagery in 19:34 is to show that Jesus’ death fulfilled the
piercing, purificatory, and life-giving elements prophesied in the eschatological imagery
of Zech 12:10 and its immediate literary context. But because of the relationship of this
imagery to the eschatological outpouring of the power of the Spirit and the relationship
of the power of the Spirit to the sacraments of the intended audience an indirect
relationship appears to exist through the role of the Spirit—the Spirit is that which
purifies and it is the Spirit that gives life.59

Conclusion
The first two chapters of the present study summarized the history of
interpretation of John 19:34, examined the manuscript tradition of this verse along with
its immediate literary context (19:31-37), and supplied a summary of the symbolic
significance of the images of blood and water in the cultural milieu of the Gospel. The
next two chapters of the study showed how this symbolic significance influenced the
manner in which the words “blood” and “water” were employed in the Gospel
preceding 19:34. The present chapter has completed the study’s analysis of this
imagery with a focused examination of John 19:34 in its immediate literary context
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(19:31-37). The study has shown that the symbolic significance from the surrounding
culture that had already influenced the use of the words “blood” and “water” in the
Gospel preceding 19:34, comparably influenced the use of these words in 19:34.
Thus, it has been demonstrated that the author intended the imagery of John
19:34 to be related not only to Zech 12:10, as is explicitly declared in John 19:37, but
also to the immediate literary context of Zech 12:10, specifically 13:1 and 14:8. In
relation to 13:1, the “blood and water” was shown to fulfill the purificatory
requirements of the Mosaic Law regarding “sin and uncleanness.” In relation to 14:8,
the flow of “blood and water” was shown to fulfill the image of a flow of “living water”
from the eschatological temple. As it had already been described earlier in the Gospel,
Jesus was indeed the fulfillment of the eschatological temple that would flow with
“living water” when glorified and, as was demonstrated, this language was intended to
symbolize the outpouring of the Spirit.
The chapter also illustrated how the study’s findings assist in answering
questions about the relationship of John 19:34 to the sacramental life of the Gospel’s
intended audience. The chapter explained that while a primary sacramental
interpretation may be excluded by the lack of correspondence to sacramental order and
the evidence of a direct association of the imagery of John 19:34 to the eschatological
imagery in the book of Zechariah, an indirect relationship to the sacraments is surely
plausible. This relationship would be indirect as it is mediated by the role of the Spirit.
The next and final chapter of this study summarizes the investigations and
findings. The chapter then describes study’s potential impact on subsequent Johannine

116
research and its contribution to modern critical study of the NT in general. The chapter
closes with a discussion concerning how the study’s findings shed light on debates
regarding two other NT passages related to John 19:34 and the Jewish literary traditions
regarding the wilderness rock.

Chapter Six: Closing Remarks
Introduction
The previous chapters of this study provided a comprehensive narrative-critical
analysis of John 19:34. This final chapter summarizes the study’s method, findings, and
conclusions, and demonstrates how the study contributes to modern critical research of
the Fourth Gospel. The chapter then closes with recommendations for future research
regarding imagery similar to that of John 19:34 in two other NT passages and in Jewish
literary traditions regarding the wilderness rock.

Summary of the Study
Chapter One of this study provided a general introduction to the history of
interpretation of John 19:34. As demonstrated, the various interpretations of this verse
in exegetical literature from the early patristic period to the present comprise a massive
literary body.
In the ante-Nicene period John 19:34 was frequently interpreted as the
fulfillment of OT imagery such as the wilderness rock that gave water (Exod 17:1-7;
Num 20:2-13) and the salvific red cloth hanging from Rahab’s window (Josh 2:18).
The ante-Nicene interpreters also suggested associations with various elements of the
Christian kerygma such as the power of the Holy Spirit, the birth of the Church, and the
sacraments of Eucharist and baptism. From the post-Nicene period through the
Reformation the vast majority of interpretations of John 19:34 did little more than
restate previous interpretations.
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In the post-Reformation era, however, a new stage in biblical interpretation
arose as scholars began to explore outside the bounds of Christian literature for
exegetical assistance. With this new direction in biblical studies innovative ideas began
to emerge regarding John 19:34 and in time a large body of fresh exegetical material
had been amassed.
As demonstrated in Chapter One, this body of material has grown dramatically
in recent decades. The problem, however, was that until the present study no
comprehensive literary analysis had been devoted solely to John 19:34. As Chapter
One explained, the present study was undertaken for the purpose of resolving this
problem by providing a thorough narrative-critical analysis of this key verse.
Chapter Two of this study discussed the manuscript tradition of the text of John
19:31-37, the pericope in which this verse appears, offered an English translation, and
provided an analysis of the pericope’s literary structure. Anticipating that there might
be some relationship to the imagery in John 19:34, the chapter also included an
examination of the symbolic significance of the images of blood and water in the
cultural milieu of the Gospel’s intended audience.
The examination revealed that there were indeed cultural presuppositions that
would have influenced the intended audience when they heard about the flow of blood
in John 19:34. The Scriptures of Israel describe blood as the seat of life. Based upon
this concept, blood was used for the ritual purification of sin, a cultic role clearly
manifest in the technical term for the sin offering: “blood of sin” (taJ'x;

~D;).
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The concept behind this ritual usage is well summarized in Leviticus: “For the
life of the flesh is in its blood, and I have given it to you for purification for your lives
upon the altar, for it is the blood, by its life, that purifies” (17:11). The symbolic
significance of blood in the OT was adopted into the early Christian kerygma and is
manifest in a number of passages in the NT where Jesus’ blood is described as a lifegiving substance that purifies from sin (see especially Heb 9:11-14, 23-28).
Having completed the investigation of the symbolic significance of the image of
blood in the surrounding culture, the study then examined the significance of the image
of water. The investigation revealed that there were, indeed, also cultural
presuppositions that would have influenced the intended audience when they heard
about the flow of water in 19:34. Water is portrayed in the Scriptures of Israel as a
natural cleansing mechanism and an essential thirst-quenching sustenance of life. The
cleansing quality of water was the basis for its use in various purification rituals, a cultic
role clearly manifest in the technical term “water of uncleanness” (hD'nI

yme).

The image of water as an essential sustenance of life figures significantly in the
images of Israel’s postexilic restoration. In that day “living water” was to flow from the
eschatological temple—imagery that is itself symbolic of the eschatological outpouring
of God’s Spirit. The OT symbolic significance of water as well as its association with
God’s Spirit was adopted into the nascent Christian kerygma and is manifested most
clearly in the NT passages that concern baptism (see especially 1 Cor 6:11; 12:12-13;
Titus 3:5).
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Since it is reasonable to expect that the symbolic significance of blood and water
from the surrounding culture would have had an influence on the use of the words
“blood” and “water” in the Gospel, the next two chapters of the study were devoted to
an investigation of the occurrences of the words “blood” and “water” preceding 19:34.
Chapter Three of this study demonstrated that the symbolism from the cultural
milieu had an influence on the manner in which the word “blood” was employed in the
Gospel. In the first occurrence, based upon its association with life, the word “blood”
was used in a metaphor for natural birth (1:13). In the second occurrence the “blood” of
Jesus was described as a source of life which, given the cultural influence, appeared to
imply a purificatory and life-giving function to his death (6:53-56). Thus, although the
word “blood” is found only in two passages in the Gospel preceding 19:34, it is evident
that the symbolic significance of the image of blood from the surrounding culture had
its influence.
Chapter Four of this study investigated the occurrences of the word “water” in
the Gospel preceding 19:34. It was revealed that purification symbolism was employed
in the stories about John’s baptism (1:26, 31, 33; 3:23), the wedding at Cana (2:7, 9;
4:46), the dialogue with Nicodemus (3:5), and the washing of the disciples’ feet (13:5).
The image of water as a thirst-quenching sustenance of life was employed in the
dialogue with the Samaritan woman (4:7, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15) and Jesus’ words at the
festival of Booths (7:38). In these latter two passages Jesus was portrayed as the
eschatological temple flowing with “living water,” and in the second passage this water
was said to symbolize the Spirit that would be accessible after Jesus’ glorification
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(7:39). Thus, it was evident, as in the case of the image of blood in the cultural milieu,
that the symbolic significance of the image of water influenced the use of the word
“water” in the Gospel preceding 19:34.
Based upon the conclusions of Chapters Three and Four, it was logical to expect
that the symbolic significance of the images of blood and water from the surrounding
culture that had already influenced the use of the words “blood” and “water” in the
Gospel preceding 19:34 comparably influenced the use of the words “blood and water”
in 19:34.
The study then proceeded, in Chapter Five, to a focused examination of 19:34 in
its immediate literary context (19:31-37). In 19:37 the narrator declares that the
prophetic utterance, “They shall look at him whom they have pierced” (Zech 12:10),
was fulfilled by the event in John 19:34. The study demonstrated that this quotation of
Zech 12:10 was intended to evoke related imagery in its immediate literary context,
specifically that of Zech 13:1 and 14:8.
In 13:1 the visionary of Zechariah describes the image of a fountain flowing
from the eschatological temple and purifying from “sin and uncleanness.” The image
is a prophetic symbol that expressed Israel’s post-exilic hope for a future purification
that would fulfill the requirements of the Mosaic Law concerning “sin and uncleanness”
in the eschatological age. Chapter Two of this study revealed that there were
conceptual associations of blood with the purification of sin and water with the
purification of uncleanness in the cultural milieu of the Gospel. It also revealed that
there were literary links between the words “blood” and “sin” and “water” and
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Chapters Three and Four of this study

demonstrated that these conceptual and literary associations influenced the occurrences
of the words “blood” and “water” in the Gospel preceding 19:34.
The study concluded in Chapter Five, therefore, that the image of a flow of
“blood and water” in 19:34 was intended to demonstrate that, through his glorification
(i.e., his death, resurrection, and ascent to the Father), Jesus fulfilled not only Zech
12:10 but also the image of a fountain purifying of “sin and uncleanness” in 13:1 as
well. As such, Jesus as the eschatological temple provides the fulfillment of the
purification requirements of the Mosaic Law concerning “sin and uncleanness” foreseen
in Zech 13:1.
In 14:8 the prophetic visionary of Zechariah also said that “living water” would
flow from the eschatological temple, an image that expressed Israel’s post-exilic hope
for restoration and abundance of new life in the age to come. Based upon the
associations of blood and water with life in the cultural milieu and the descriptions of
Jesus as a source of “living water” earlier in the Gospel (4:10; 7:37-39), it was
concluded that the image of the flow of “blood and water” in 19:34 was also intended to
show that, through his glorification, Jesus fulfilled not only Zech 12:10 and 13:1 but
also 14:8. As such, Jesus as the eschatological temple provides abundant life in the
eschatological age and thus fulfilled the prophetic image in Zech 14:8.
But how does the believer access the eschatological life and purification from
sin and uncleanness provided by Jesus? The answer was given in the narrator’s
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comment concerning the dramatic declaration at the feast of Booths. There it was
explained that the “living water” was a metaphor for the “Spirit” that would be
accessible once Jesus was glorified (7:39). Through the Spirit the believer has access to
the eschatological gifts provided by Jesus’ glorification since it is the Spirit that purifies
from sin and uncleanness (1:33; 3:5; 20:22-23) and it is the Spirit that gives life (6:63).
The eschatological outpouring of the Spirit is symbolized by the flow from
Jesus’ side in 19:34 and thus as the fulfillment of the eschatological visions of
Zechariah (i.e., 13:1 and 14:8), but it is dramatically realized after the resurrection when
Jesus breathed the Spirit upon his disciples (John 20:21-24).
The disciples’ reception of the Spirit is shown to be dependent upon Jesus’ death
and the process of glorification, as this post-resurrection giving of the Spirit is
immediately preceded by Jesus revealing his pierced side (20:20)—the same side out of
which flowed blood and water (19:34).1 The Spirit that the disciples receive through
Jesus, the eschatological temple flowing with life and purification from sin and
uncleanness, enables those who believe in him to worship the Father “in Spirit and
truth” (4:24)—an eschatological worship that transcends the worship on Mount Gerizim
and that of the temple in Jerusalem (4:20-24).2
Based upon this conclusion regarding the relationship of the imagery of 19:34 to
the eschatological outpouring of the Spirit, Chapter Five then demonstrated how the
study’s findings assist in answering questions regarding the relationship of 19:34 to the
1
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sacramental life of the Gospel’s intended audience. While it may be difficult to
establish the existence of a direct relationship between the words “blood and water” in
19:34 and the sacraments of Eucharist and baptism, respectively, it is equally difficult to
deny, as even the minimalist position of Bultmann determined, that some sacramental
relationship exists.3
As the study demonstrated, the imagery in 19:34 was intended to show that
Jesus’ death fulfilled the piercing, purificatory, and life-giving elements prophesied in
the eschatological imagery of Zech 12:10 and its immediate literary context, i.e., 13:1
and 14:8. Since this eschatological imagery would have been understood as symbolic
of the eschatological power of the Spirit by the Gospel’s intended audience, and the
intended audience would have understood the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist as
purificatory and life-giving elements empowered by the Spirit, a definite relationship
does indeed appear to exist and is manifest at the very least in the commonality of the
role of the power of the Spirit.

Contributions to Critical Research
The conclusions of the present study, just summarized, result in significant
contributions to the modern critical study of the Fourth Gospel. Previous studies have
been conducted concerning Johannine symbolism, and a few were devoted specifically
to water symbolism in the Gospel. Building upon this earlier research, this study
contributes to the interpretation of Johannine symbolism by providing another treatment
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of water symbolism in the Gospel that further confirms a number of the conclusions of
earlier studies.
But in addition to confirming existing conclusions, this study has also
contributed something new to the study of Johannine symbolism. Prior to the present
study, very little research had been devoted to blood symbolism in the Gospel. This
study has contributed to the research of Johannine symbolism by providing the most
extensive investigation of blood symbolism in the Gospel to date. As such it has laid a
firm foundation for future treatments of this subject.
More significantly, though many earlier studies suggested that there is a
relationship between John 19:34 and the literary context of Zech 12:10, i.e., 13:1 and
14:8, the present study has provided substantial scientific support for this hypothesis.
This has been accomplished in three ways: (1) By a thorough analysis of the symbolic
significance of the images of blood and water in the cultural milieu the study
demonstrated the existence of a strong conceptual relationship between the image of
blood and the concepts of life and purification from sin and the image of water and the
concepts of life and purification from uncleanness; (2) by analyzing the use of the
words “blood” and “water” in the Gospel, the study demonstrated that, through the
author’s employment of the cultural associations with blood and water, these
associations were assumed to be apparent to the intended audience when they occurred
again in 19:34; and (3) the study also demonstrated that the imagery of “blood and
water” in 19:34 was related to the imagery of “sin and uncleanness” in Zech 13:1 not
only conceptually but literarily, through the technical terms “blood of sin” and “water of
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uncleanness” in the Mosaic Law. The combination of the conceptual and literary
associations of this imagery leads to the firm conclusion that a correlation between the
imagery of John 19:34 and Zech 13:1 was indeed intended by the author.
Though all of the above contributions are significant, the most important
contribution is that for which this study was undertaken originally—to provide a
comprehensive narrative-critical study of John 19:34. The accomplishment of this has
advanced narrative-critical research of Johannine literature.

Suggestions for Future Study
Given the contributions noted above, it is anticipated that the present study will
assist future research regarding similar imagery to that of John 19:34 in two other NT
passages and in Jewish literary traditions regarding the wilderness rock. It is
appropriate, therefore, to close this study with a few suggestions in this regard.
In Rev 1:7 the narrator states, “Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every
eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the tribes of the land will mourn
him . . . .” The passage is a combined allusion to Dan 7:13 and Zech 12:10-14.4 It is
difficult to determine definitively if there is a direct relationship between John 19:34, 37
and Rev 1:7, but it is evident that Rev 1:7, like John 19:37, associates the death of Jesus
with a piercing of his body in fulfillment of Zech 12:10.5
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Based upon the study’s conclusions concerning the use of Zech 12:10 in John
19:37 and the influence of the Zech 13:1 and 14:8 on the imagery of John 19:34, it is
worthwhile to investigate whether Zech 13:1 and 14:8 may have comparably influenced
the book of Revelation in certain occurrences of the words “blood” (see Rev 1:5; 7:14;
12:11) and “water” (see Rev 7:17; 21:6; 22:1, 17).
Another passage in the NT that shares similar imagery with John 19:34 is 1 John
5:6-8:
This is the one who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ, not with water alone,
but with water and with blood. And the Spirit is the one that testifies, for the
Spirit is the truth. So there are three that testify, the Spirit and the water and the
blood, and these three agree.6
There are a number of interesting similarities between this passage and John 19:34 but
the most obvious is the commonality of the elements blood, water, Spirit, and
testimony.7 Given such similarities it is reasonable to surmise that some relationship
between the two passages may exist. As Brown has commented, “We do seem to have
here two closely related passages from the same school of writing.”8

pierce” (evkkentei/n). As has been pointed out by Ford (Revelation, 379), this verb
appears nowhere else in the NT except in these two passages, and both passages employ
the identical form—3rd person, plural, aorist, indicative, active (evxeke,nthsan). As was
discussed in Chapter Five of the present study, this verb does not occur in the LXX
version of Zech 12:10.
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In considering the likelihood that there is some relationship, it is interesting to
note that there are also significant differences between the two passages. One question
that has often troubled exegetes is that if the two passages are indeed related, why is
there a difference in the order of the words “blood” and “water”?9 In the Gospel the
words are ordered “blood” and “water” (19:34) but in 1 John they are ordered “water”
and “blood” three times (5:6a, 6b, 8). Another difference that should be noted is that 1
John 5 does not cite Zech 12:10. Indeed, it does not appear that there is a single
allusion anywhere in 1 John to the book of Zechariah. Given the significance of Zech
12:10 for John 19:34, 37 and the significance of the book of Zechariah for the Gospel as
a whole, the absence of any apparent influence of Zechariah on 1 John is noteworthy.
As demonstrated in the present study, the symbolic significance and order of the
words “blood and water” as they appear in John 19:34 correspond to the content and
order of the imagery in Zech 13:1, where the prophetic vision foresees an eschatological
fountain that purifies from “sin and uncleanness.” Zechariah 13:1 is employed in the
Gospel because of its relationship to Zech 12:10, which is explicitly cited as a prophetic
utterance fulfilled by the soldier’s lance stab (19:34, 37).
But since the lance stab is not mentioned in 1 John, Zech 12:10 is not cited in 1
John. Likewise, since Zech 12:10 is not cited, there is no reason for the literary context
of Zech 12:10 to be employed. Accordingly, the order of the imagery in Zech 13:1 (i.e.,
“sin and uncleanness”) has no influence on the order of the words “water” and “blood”
9

See, for example, the comment in Raymond E. Brown, The Epistles of John:
Translated with Introduction, !otes and Commentary (AB 30; New York, NY:
Doubleday, 1982) 578.
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in 1 John 5:6-8 and allows for the words “water” and “blood” to be influenced by other
considerations.10 This is certainly something that should be explored further.11
Another interesting occurrence of similar imagery to that of John 19:34 is the
imagery that appears in the rabbinic traditions regarding the wilderness rock. As
discussed in Chapter One, it has often been suggested since John Lightfoot that there
might be some relationship between the imagery in John 19:34 and the passages in the
rabbinic literature that describe both blood and water (in that order) flowing from the
wilderness rock when it was struck by Moses (Num 20:10-13).12
Unfortunately, since the date of the extant literature that contains these traditions
is over a century later than the date of the Gospel, it is impossible to determine the
nature of the relationship between these traditions and John 19:34. Another approach
that might assist in answering this question, however, is to determine first what is
behind the development of these rabbinic traditions.

10

The influence that is most often suggested is the order of the events of Jesus’
ministry. That is, the water symbolizes the baptism by John and the blood symbolizes
the death on the cross. For more discussion, see the summary of the history of exegesis
of this passage in Brown, Epistles of John, 575-78.
11

This may also be the reason why the words are ordered differently in the
scribal addition in Matt 27:49. The story of the lance stab is incorporated into
Matthew’s crucifixion narrative without any reference to Zech 12:10. Without the
presence of Zech 12:10, there is little reason why the order of the words “blood” and
“water,” when incorporated by the scribe, would be influenced by the order of the
words “sin and uncleanness” in Zech 13:1.
12

John Lightfoot, Commentary on the !ew Testament from the Talmud and
Hebraica, 4. 440. Lightfoot refers to Shemoth Rabba, which is more commonly known
as Exod. Rab. Exod 4:9. The same idea also appears in Tg. Onq. Num 20:11.
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By the time of the formation of the rabbinic literature a tradition had begun to
develop relating the wilderness rock to the foundation stone of the temple. This same
tradition unites the imagery of the fountain purifying of “sin and uncleanness” in Zech
13:1 with the image of water flowing from the foundation of the temple in Ezek 47:112.13
Based on the conclusion of the present study regarding (1) the relationship of
blood to sin and water to uncleanness in the cultural milieu; (2) the literary relationship
of the technical terms “blood of sin” and “water of uncleanness” in the Mosaic Law;
and (3) the relationship of the words “sin and uncleanness” in Zech 13:1 to the words
“blood and water” in John 19:34, it would be worthwhile to investigate whether the
imagery of Zech 13:1 may have comparably influenced the development of the rabbinic
tradition about blood and water flowing from the rock in the wilderness. This is
certainly an area in rabbinic studies that should be considered for further exploration.

Conclusion
The present chapter has summarized the methodology and conclusions of this
study, its contributions to the field of biblical studies in general, and Johannine research
in particular. It has also made some suggestions for the future study of two other NT
passages (Rev 1:7; 1 John 5:6-8) and the rabbinic traditions concerning the wilderness
rock. Though there is much more that could and certainly will be said about John 19:34

13

See discussion of t. Suk. 3 in Thomas F. Glasson, Moses in the Fourth Gospel
(SBT 40; London: SCM, 1963) 58-59, and Pierre Grelot, “Jean VII, 38: Eau du rocher
ou source du Temple,” RB 70 (1963) 43-51.
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and the wonderful work that is the Fourth Gospel, this chapter concludes the present
study.
The great Johannine scholar Raymond E. Brown once summarized the last line
of the Gospel in the following words: “The whole Jesus cannot be captured in the pages
of a book, even a book such as the Fourth Gospel.”14 One could say also that neither is
it possible to capture the whole of the Fourth Gospel in the pages of any study.
Nevertheless, it is hoped that this narrative-critical analysis of John 19:34 has captured
at least a humble glimpse of what the author of the Fourth Gospel intended the original
audience to perceive in this key verse and has faithfully brought the same to light for the
study’s own intended audience.

14

Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel of St. John and the Johannine Epistles:
Introduction and Commentary (2nd ed.; New Testament Reading Guide 13;
Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1965) 100.
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