
Page 1 of 6 Original Research

http://www.indieskriflig.org.za doi:10.4102/ids.v49i2.1926

Jesus’ mission in Judea (Jn 3:22–36) finds little attention paid to the geographical setting of 
this mission. Connected with this lack of interest is the question regarding a ‘Jew’ with whom 
the disciples of John the Baptist are reported to be in controversy according to John 3:25. A 
look at the geographical structure of Jesus’ mission in John 2:13–4:54 may throw new light on 
these issues. Apparently, the mission of Jesus in this section of the Fourth Gospel follows a 
geographical scheme similar to the one outlined in Acts 1:8: the disciples are to be the witnesses 
of Jesus in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and until the end of the earth. Different 
from this outline, Jesus’ mission, according to John, leads him to Galilee. All God’s people are 
to hear his preaching and come to faith before the great controversies with the leaders of the 
Jewish people in John 5–10. If a mission of Jesus in Judea forms part of his mission to Israel, 
the Ἰουδαῖος of John 3:25 should be understood rather as a ‘Judean’.
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The activity of Jesus in Judea (Jn 3:22–36) in recent 
discussion
Jesus’ activity in Judea (Jn 3:22–36)1 has not occupied very much attention in recent years. The 
preceding section on Jesus’ dialogue with Nicodemus (3:1–21 or 2:23–3:21) has raised more 
interest and discussion. The same holds true for Jesus’ activity in Samaria (4:1–42).2 Nevertheless, 
a fresh approach to 3:22–36 seems worthwhile because of the Fourth Gospel’s geographical 
structure and of some semantic problems of the section

Recent publications on 3:22–36 are partly centred around the structure of the passage in its context 
(Nicklas 2002; Wilson 1981) and partly around the activity of the persons involved, in particular 
the baptismal activity of John the Baptist and Jesus (Gaeta 1980). Here, questions of the relation 
between pre-Johannine tradition and Johannine redaction come to the fore (cf. Klaiber 1990; 
Pryor 1997). The same holds truth for the similitude of the bride, the bridegroom and his friend 
in 3:29 (cf. Kempter 2008). A particular problem presents itself with the question of the relation of 
3:31–36 to the preceding context. How can the words of this section be understood? Are they the 
continuation John the Baptist’s words in 3:27–30 (Thyen 2005:232–238; Zumstein 2014:133–136), 
or rather theological reflections of the evangelist3 or his school (Theobald 2009:290–291), or might 
they even have had their original setting in the discourse of Jesus, following the dialogue with 
Nicodemus in 3:11–21? (Schnackenburg 1958, 1965:393–404). Whilst this last proposal does not 
find contemporary defenders, the question of 3:31–36, being words either of the Baptist or the 
evangelist, may find a solution of the fact that even words of the Baptist may appear in the 

1.Further references to the Gospel of John will be indicated only by chapters and verses.

2.See the literature quoted in Beutler (2013:33–142 and 153–167), and Zumstein (2014:109–110 and 141).

3.Schnelle (2009:93), with further authors.

Jesus in Judea. Daar is tot onlangs nie veel aandag aan die geografiese agtergrond van Jesus se 
sending in Judea geskenk nie. Saam met hierdie gebrek aan belangstelling is die vraagstuk ten 
opsigte van die sogenaamde ‘Jood’ wat volgens Johannes 3:25 in ’n argument met die dissipels 
van Johannes die Doper betrokke was. ’n Blik op die geografiese agtergrond van Jesus se 
sending volgens Johannes 2:13–4:54 kan meer lig op hierdie kwessies werp. Jesus se sending, 
soos in die Vierde Evangelie beskryf, volg klaarblyklik dieselfde geografiese struktuur soos 
dit in Handelinge 1:8 voorkom: die dissipels sal Jesus se getuies in Jerusalem, die hele Judea 
en Samaria, en tot aan die uithoeke van die aarde wees. Volgens Johannes lei Jesus se sending 
Hom egter na Galilea waar al God se volgelinge na sy leringe luister en tot geloof kom voor 
die verskeie konfrontasies met die Joodse leiers sou plaasvind soos in Johannes 5–10 beskryf. 
Indien Jesus se sending in Judea deel vorm van sy sending in Israel, kan die Ἰουδαῖος, soos in 
Johannes 3:25 beskryf, eerder as ‘Judeër’ verstaan word.
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language and theological framework of the evangelist. 
Something similar has already been the case with the words 
of Jesus in 3:11–21 turning into reflections of the evangelist.

The geographical setting of the scene in Judea has not aroused 
particular interest in recent literature. One might even be 
astonished that an activity of Jesus in this part of Israel is 
mentioned, because, according to 2:13–3:21, Jesus found 
himself already in Jerusalem, the capital of Judea (Kysar 
1986:57; Nicklas 2002:182; with Murphy-O’Connor 1990:363).

A related problem presents itself in the occurrence of a 
‘Jew’ (Ἰουδαῖος) in 3:25 with whom the disciples of John are 
reported to be in dialogue about baptism. Generally, authors 
do not relate this person to the setting of the scene in Judea.4 
This might change, however, if we try to find out the meaning 
of the geographical information of 3:22 about Jesus, coming 
to Judea with his disciples.

Jesus’ coming to Judea in John 3:22
The first three verses of 3:22–36 are characterised by a contrast 
between Jesus’ coming to Judea with his disciples and John 
the Baptist practising his ministry in Ainon near Salim. The 
text does not indicate the concrete area of Jesus’ activity 
in Judea, but it may be deduced from the nature of Jesus’ 
activity: he would practice baptism in Judea where there was 
enough water to baptise, and this would traditionally be the 
case in the Jordan Valley. For Ainon near Salim authors are 
uncertain, but today it is situated preferably in Samaria.5 The 
indication that there was much water in this place underlines 
the fact that John the Baptist came in order to baptise with 
water, different from Jesus who would come and baptise 
with the Spirit. The name Ainon [source] might point in the 
same direction.

A baptismal activity of Jesus is never mentioned in the New 
Testament except in 3:22 and may go back to tradition (Pryor 
1997; Theobald 2009:282), because it does not play a role 
in the Christology of John or any of the gospels. In 4:2, the 
information of 3:22 is explicitly corrected and the baptismal 
activity attributed to Jesus’ disciples. Some authors see here 
the hand of a later redactor (Bultmann 1964:128; Theobald 
2009:297), but the evangelist himself might just as well have 
corrected the information of his tradition used in 3:22. It is 
important for him that Jesus, as the One who comes from 
above, gives the Spirit not by measure (3:34).

Part of the geographical framework of John 2–4
What about Jesus’ arrival in Judea according to 3:22? In 
my view, this information forms part of the geographical 
framework of John 2–4 (Beutler 2013:77). In 1:35–51, we see 
Jesus in the area of Bethany beyond the Jordan where John the 
Baptist is active (1:28). The wedding in Cana brings Jesus to 
Galilee 2:1–11). Jesus’ first semeion finds its correspondence in 

4.Cf. more recently Moloney (1998:105), Thyen (2005:228ff.); Theobald (2009:285).

5.Murphy-O’Connor (2005:263–265; 2012:574–584); Thyen (2005:227), opts for a 
place in Judea.

the healing of the official’s son (4:46–54), similarly performed 
in Cana in Galilee. These two signs of Jesus seem to frame 
the whole section of John 2–4 (Brown 1966:95–96; Du Rand 
1991:117).

In 2:13, a first Passover is mentioned together with the 
fact that Jesus and his disciples went up to Jerusalem for 
this occasion. Here, the cleansing of the temple takes place 
according to 2:14–22. Thus, we find Jesus active in the centre 
of Jewish faith and religion. In 2:23–25 the faith of many 
Jerusalemites, because of Jesus’ signs, is reported, but also 
Jesus’ lack of confidence in them, because their faith was only 
founded on his miraculous deeds.

The Nicodemus incident in 3:1–21 shows Jesus in dialogue 
with a recognised representative of the Jewish religion – even 
a member of the Sanhedrin – as it seems in 3:1, addressed by 
Jesus as ‘the teacher of Israel’ (3:10). In this whole section, 
we find Jesus in dialogue with a recognised representative 
of Judaism in the heart of Israel, the holy city of Jerusalem.

Jesus’ move to Judea in 3:22 means the first step outside this 
centre of Jewish belief. He and his disciples move towards 
the Land of Ioudaia (εἰς τὴν Ἰουδαίαν γῆν). The expression is 
striking, because it remains unique in the New Testament. In 
John, the term Ἰουδαία seems to refer to Judea, the territory 
of the tribe of Judah. This becomes evident by the concept of 
‘Land’, which is added in 3:22 and in comparison with other 
parts of Israel such as Samaria and Galilee, to which Jesus 
moves afterwards (4:3–42–54 ). In 3:22 the double term might 
point also to the rural area outside Jerusalem belonging to 
the Southern part of Israel.

A move of Jesus away from the centre of Jewish 
belief and to the periphery
In fact, there seems to be in John 2–4 a move of Jesus 
away from the centre of Israel and more and more to the 
periphery. The movement starts in 2:13–3:21 where we see 
Jesus active in Jerusalem and in conflict or dialogue with the 
representatives of the city: the population, as such, in 2:23–25, 
and, in 3:1–21, Nicodemus as a recognised representative of 
the Jews’ leading group in the city. Whilst the response of the 
population, according to 2:23–25, remains rather ambiguous, 
Nicodemus’ response seems to be missing. We see him 
asking a number of questions, which are answered by Jesus 
successively, but do not hear whether Jesus’ explanations 
had any positive effect on him. Only later we will see that 
Nicodemus pleads for Jesus in the Sanhedrin without fear of 
personal consequences (7:50–52) and that he takes part in the 
burial of Jesus after his execution as a criminal (19:39ff.), thus 
taking a personal risk in his identification with Jesus.

Jesus’ activity in Jerusalem is followed by his move towards 
Judea in 3:22. In the whole section, Jesus is presented only 
in his baptismal activity (3:23); that means in his deeds, but 
not in the proclamation of his message. He remains rather 
the object of discussions amongst John the Baptist’s disciples 
and the mysterious Ἰουδαῖος (3:25ff.) and subsequently of 
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the Baptist’s words about himself and about Jesus in 3:27–30 
and 3:27–36 respectively. As a whole, Jesus cannot look back 
to his activity in Jerusalem and Judea as being particularly 
successful. Not by chance, the whole section of 3:22–36 ends 
with the statement that nobody accepts the witness of the 
One who came from above (3:32), although the door also 
remains open to an answer of faith (3:33, 34ff.).

Jesus is on the move again in chapter 4. Firstly, we are told 
why Jesus is leaving Judea and making his way towards 
Galilee passing by Samaria (4:1–3). He is leaving Jerusalem 
and Judea, because he has to fear the hostility of the Pharisees 
who heard that he had made more disciples than John the 
Baptist. According to John, the Pharisees are the main 
adversaries of Jesus. This corresponds with the fact that 
they were the only Jewish group, which remained after the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 70 AD.

Samaria, as such, does not seem to be an independent target 
of Jesus’ mission in Israel right from the beginning, but Jesus 
interrupts his travel to Galilee in order to meet the woman 
from Samaria and subsequently her fellow citizens and bring 
them to faith in him (4:4–42). Even if this whole section might 
have been inserted subsequently into the context between 4:1 
and 4:43, it makes good sense and rounds up Jesus’ program 
of proclaiming his message to all parts of historical Israel 
including the former Northern Kingdom.

There is even a certain emphasis on the encounter of Jesus 
with the woman at the well and the inhabitants of Sychar as 
taking place in Samaria. After the mentioning of Samaria at 
the beginning of the episode in 4:4 and of Sychar as a ‘town 
of Samaria’ in 4:5, the woman is introduced as a ‘woman 
from Samaria’ in 4:7. She is portrayed again this way twice 
in 4:9, before a comment about the lack of communication 
between Judeans and Samaritans. At the end of the story, 
‘many Samaritans’ come to believe in Jesus and ask him to 
stay with them (4:39ff.). Thus, the whole narrative shows a 
strong insistence on the activity of Jesus in Samaria as such. 
Whilst Jesus found little acceptance in Jerusalem and Judea 
and had to leave that part of the country fearing for his life, 
he was welcomed in Samaria and found faith.

This movement continues with Jesus’ arrival in Galilee. Right 
from the beginning, Galilee was named as the destination 
of Jesus’ travel to the North (4:1–3). Here, Jesus had already 
worked his first sign (2:1–11). The place is called twice ‘Cana 
in Galilee’ (2:1, 11), which sounds intentional. ‘Cana in Galilee’ 
will also be the place of his second sign and is mentioned as 
such in 4:46. Again there is emphasis on this location at the 
end of the narrative and the whole section of John 2–4 in 
4:54: ‘This was now the second sign that Jesus did when he 
had come from Judea to Galilee.’ We may notice again Jesus’ 
movement from Judea to Galilee as important for the narrator.

The debated paragraph of John 4:43–45
Thus, we are enabled to understand more easily the debated 
paragraph of 4:43–45. At first sight the sense seems to be clear: 

Jesus moves from Samaria to Galilee and is welcomed there, 
mainly because of the signs which he had worked in Jerusalem 
and of which many Galileans had been witnesses. In this case 
(different from 2:23–25), the reaction of the Galileans appears 
in a positive light. The official’s faith in 4:46–54 would then 
be an example of the positive reception of Jesus in Galilee.  
A problem poses itself in verse 44 where, as the reason for Jesus’ 
departure for Galilee, the saying that a prophet has no honour 
in his own country is quoted. The debate about this verse has 
been treated by the present author elsewhere.6 Whilst many 
authors, particularly on the European continent, see in the 
‘country’ of Jesus his home town Nazareth in correspondence 
with Mark 6:1–6, Matthew 13:53–58 and Luke 4:16–30,7 
others, mainly from the Anglo-Saxon area, see in the Jesus’ 
‘home’ rather Judea or Jerusalem – the home of the prophets.8 
The main reason favouring this understanding lies in the ‘for’ 
(γάρ) of 4:44. Jesus leaves Judea, because his acceptance was 
lacking and he felt in danger, as already mentioned in 4:1–3.  
The attempt to understand the ‘for’ (γάρ) of verse 44 in a 
rather adversative way does not really convince, according to 
Stimpfle (1992:91–94), although it finds some contemporary 
defenders (Theobald 2009:346ff.).

Judea remains a country, which occurs again in the Gospel 
of John more than once. Chapter 7 begins with a remarkable 
notice, which fully confirms the perspective of 4:1–3 and 
4:43–45: ‘After this Jesus went about in Galilee; he would not 
go about in Judea, because the Jews sought to kill him.’ Jesus’ 
brothers try to encourage him to go to Judea, nevertheless, in 
order to manifest himself there before his disciples, but Jesus 
refuses to do so for the moment (7:3). We may observe the 
correspondence of ‘Judea’ and ‘Jews’ (Judeans?) in verse 1, 
which will be discussed in the next section.

This correspondence occurs also in the remaining text (11:7ff.) 
According to 10:40, Jesus finds himself in an area on the other 
side of the Jordan. It is there that he hears about the serious 
illness of his friend Lazarus in Bethany near Jerusalem. After 
waiting three days, Jesus decides to go and see his friend: ‘Let 
us go into Judea again.’ The disciples try to warn him: ‘Rabbi, 
the Jews were but now seeking to stone you, and are you going 
there again?’ As at the beginning of chapter 7, Jesus answers 
with a reference to the hour in which his destiny will fulfil itself. 
What occurs to us is the repeated correspondence between 
Judea and the ‘Jews’ (Ἰουδαῖοι), which still has to be explained.

The Ἰουδαῖος of John 3:25
The textual evidence
The preceding study of Judea in the Gospel of John may throw 
light on a particularly difficult expression in the section of 
3:22–36: the Ἰουδαῖος mentioned in verse 25. His occurrence 
seems to have intrigued interpreters from the beginning, as 

6.See the discussion in Beutler (2013:169–170).

7.The list ranges from Holtzmann (1893:85) over Bultmann (1964:150) to Theobald 
(2009:346ff.).

8.These authors range from Hoskyns (1940:277) to Moloney (1998:151ff.); Keener 
(2003:628ff.) and McHugh (2009:298).
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is manifest from the variants and conjectures in this place.9 
Whilst the modern textual editions prefer Ἰουδαῖος, together 
with the majority of the ancient manuscript text tradition, a 
considerable number of equally ancient manuscripts read 
Ἰουδαίων, which seems to make better sense. Because even 
this reading does not satisfy wholly (who are these Ἰουδαῖοι 
supposed to have been?), some authors, listed in Nestle-
Aland  (28th edition) have the conjecture of Ιησου or τῶν Ιησου. 
Since these conjectures lack any textual evidence, they can be 
discarded. In favour of the singular instead of the plural is 
precisely the fact that this reading appears to be the more 
difficult one, which, as such and besides its good attestation, 
should be preferred. Who, then, is this mysterious Ἰουδαῖος?

The translation
The translations10 and commentaries11 render the expression 
almost unanimously as ‘a Jew’. This seems to be in accordance 
with the use of the word in the remainder of the Gospel 
of John and the New Testament, at least as it is supposed 
by the majority of scholars. However, the identity of such 
a ‘Jew’ remains obscure. He does not belong to John the 
Baptist’s group of the disciples with whom he is presented 
in dialogue. His position seems to be closer to being one of 
Jesus’ disciples, although this is not said directly in the text. 
It is difficult to imagine what could have been his problem 
with the baptism of John from the perspective of a Jew. The 
rite in discussion is called a ‘cleansing’ (καθαρισμός). Is it 
seen in the perspective of the discussions about Jewish rites 
of purification as reflected in Mark 7:1–5, Matthew 15:1, and 
further, or the opposition of the stone jars for purification and 
Jesus filling these jars with wine in 2:6–8? All these seem to 
be far-fetched. The subject of the ‘strife’ between the Ἰουδαῖος 
and John’s disciples seems to have been the character of 
John’s baptism and some alternative to it – possibly the 
baptism bestowed by Jesus. At least in this case, Ἰουδαῖος may 
have had a different meaning, but which one?

A ‘Judean’
Here we come back to our study of ‘Judea’ in the Gospel of 
John. It was Lowe (1976) amongst the first who vigorously 
defended the meaning of Ἰουδαῖοι as ‘Judeans’. Lowe can 
point to the fact that the vast majority John’s texts, which 
speak of Ἰουδαῖοι, show a connection with Judea or Jerusalem. 
We remember the two cases quoted above in 7:1–3 and 11:7, 
and further. However, the evidence goes further. Besides the 
other gospels, in John the mentioning of Ἰουδαῖοι shows in 
most instances a connection with Judea and/or Jerusalem.12 

9.See the discussion in Nicklas (2000).

10.See for example the Jerusalem Bible, Popular Edition (1974), the German 
Einheitsübersetzung (1979) or the New Revised Standard Version (1989).

11.See for instance Schnackenburg (1965:451), ‘ein Jude, der vielleicht aus dem 
judäischen Bereich kam, wo Jesus taufte’; Brown (1966:152) ‘a certain Jew’ 
(referring back to Schnackenburg); Moloney (1998:109) or Thyen (2005:228ff.).

12.They are listed in Lowe (1976:121ff.). He mentions, amongst other instances, the 
Ἰουδαῖοι who come from Jerusalem to mourn Lazarus (11:19, 31, 33, 36, 45) or 
those who attend the Feast of Dedication (10:22, probably identical with those of 
10:19, 24, 31, 33) – sometimes people from Jerusalem (cf. 7:25, 11, 13, 15, 35). 
The fear of the Ἰουδαῖοι takes place four times in Jerusalem (7:13; 9:22; 19:38; 
20:19, etc.).

This is particularly the case in the instances where we find 
Jesus or John the Baptist in conflict with a leading Jewish 
group residing in Judea or Jerusalem, increasingly opposed 
to the mission of, firstly, the Baptist and then of Jesus. It is 
neither possible nor necessary to list all these texts. Already 
in 1:19 we see John the Baptist exposed to an inquiry about 
his person and his mission by some priests and Levites, sent 
by the Ἰουδαῖοι in Jerusalem. Since all the persons involved 
are Jews, the term seems to have a geographical connotation. 
These Ἰουδαῖοι remain the critics of Jesus’ mission as well 
throughout the whole of the Fourth Gospel, particularly in 
the great controversies of chapters 5 and 7–10.

The Ἰουδαῖοι of John 6:41.52
An exception seems to be the Ἰουδαῖοι of 6:41, 52 as the 
critical listeners to Jesus during his discourse on the bread 
of life in John 6. These are the only instances where we find 
such Ἰουδαῖοι without any recognisable connection with 
Judea or Jerusalem.13 This fact may be explained by the 
hypothesis that the whole chapter 6 of John was added to its 
context at a later stage (Beutler 2007).14 A strong argument 
in favour of this hypothesis is the fact that, in 6:4, we find 
a passover feast, which is inserted into its narrative context 
only with difficulty. Starting with 2:13, Jesus seems to go 
up to Jerusalem for the Feasts of Pilgrimage in the cycle of 
a year: after the first Passover there is the unnamed feast of 
5:1, which seems to have been the Pentecost. If we pass by 
6:4, we see Jesus in pilgrimage to the Feast of Tabernacles in 
7:2–10. He remains in the holy city until the of the temple’s 
Feast of the Dedication in 10:22 and returns to Judea and 
Jerusalem for the celebration of his last Passover in 11:55 after 
the raising of Lazarus from the dead in 11:1–42.

All these feasts are feasts of the Ἰουδαῖοι, according to John 
(see 2:13; 5:1 – feast without name; 6:4; 7:2; 11:55).15 This 
could well have a geographical connotation as emphasised 
by Lowe (1976). They are in fact celebrated in Jerusalem, 
capital of Judea in the stricter sense. Thus, the Ἰουδαῖοι might 
as well be called ‘Judeans’. The problem of the ‘Feast of the 
Ἰουδαῖοι, Passover’ of 6:4, however, remains. It does not only 
not fit into the annual cycle of Jewish feasts in the public 
life of Jesus, according to John, but interrupts this cycle of 
pilgrimage feasts, because Jesus does not seem to have the 
intention of going up to Jerusalem on this occasion. Besides 
this observation, there are several reasons to presume that 
John 6 is a ‘re-reading’ of its narrative context. Not only does 
the chapter not fit into its context of chapters 5 and 7 – a 
reason for occasional proposals to read chapter 6 after John 4. 
Instead of the Jewish Passover we have, in John 6, Eucharistic 
motifs, not only in the pericope of the multiplication of the 
loaves, but, also and in particular, in the verses about eating 

13.This fact is also seen by Lowe (1976:122ff.) who presumes some Judean background 
of Jesus’ opponents in John 6. Bultmann (1964:170) sees in them simply ‘Jews’ 
without geographical connotation. By moving John 6 before John 5, he prepares 
the ground for the controversies of John 5:7–10 in Jerusalem.

14.Now also in Beutler, J., 2012, Neue Studien zu den johanneischen Schriften / 
New Studies on the Johannine Writings, pp. 165–180, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
Göttingen. (Bonner Biblische Beiträge, 167).

15.Only in John 10:22 the expression is missing.
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Jesus’ flesh and drinking his blood in 6:51–58. The writer 
seems to have inserted here the Eucharistic tradition of 
his community, which was missing in the passion account 
of John 13. Right through the chapter, there is a strong 
dependence on synoptic tradition, particularly in Mark 6:30–
8:33. Peter appears in a positive light, different from the rest 
of John 1–20, but in accordance with the equally additional 
chapter, John 21. These are the reasons why the present 
writer proposed some time ago to see in John 6 a ‘re-reading’ 
of the narrative context of the chapter.16 The chapter shows 
a shift of emphasis from the Jewish Passover celebrated in 
Jerusalem to the Christian Eucharist, now mentioned in 
the context of Galilee – home of important early Christian 
communities by the time of the final redaction of the Gospel 
of John.

Ἰουδαῖοι in John
If we move back from these considerations to the meaning 
of Ἰουδαῖος in 3:25, it becomes more plausible that the term 
should mean ‘Judean’. Beyond John 6 this meaning is always 
recommended where we find Ἰουδαῖοι in John, together  
with a reference to the area of Judea, in our case mentioned 
in 3:22.

If the Ἰουδαῖοι in the Gospel of John are almost always 
rendered by the translations and commentaries as ‘Jews’, 
this is because, outside the Gospel of John and perhaps 
some gospel text,17 the term seems to designate almost every 
time ‘Jews’ as members of the Jewish religion or the Jewish 
people. This leads to the hypothesis that, from early times 
on, the readers of John also saw in the Ἰουδαῖοι of John ‘Jews’ 
in general (see Beutler 2001).18 The reference to Judea and 
Jerusalem recedes from sight. For John, the Ἰουδαῖοι mean 
either inhabitants of Judea and Jerusalem or a specific group 
residing in Jerusalem or its surroundings having authority 
in religious matters and opposing Jesus and his mission. 
Perhaps the best example of this meaning is found in John 9: 
the narrative of the healing of the man born blind. He himself 
is a Jew, and so are his parents and neighbours, Jesus himself 
and his opponents, the Pharisees and Ἰουδαῖοι, who question 
the man after his healing. It is evident, that Ἰουδαῖοι cannot 
mean here simply ‘Jews’, because they form a group inside 
the Jews of Jerusalem. Putting them in quotation marks may 
help to grasp this particular usage of John in such texts, but 
it might be worthwhile considering the proposal of Lowe 
(1976) to opt for ‘Judeans’.

It is probable that the first readers of John were still aware 
of the particular meaning of Ἰουδαῖοι in John. Reading John 
9 from this perspective makes sense. The Ἰουδαῖοι would 
then stand for a group located in and around Jerusalem 

16.See Beutler (2007). In a recent letter, Malcolm Lowe has expressed his agreement 
concerning this hypothesis.

17.Lowe (1976:126ff.) points to Matthew 18:15, Mark 7:3 and possibly Luke 23:51.

18.My contribution there makes part of a seminar on ‘Anti-Judaism in the Fourth 
Gospel’ from January 2000 at Leuven University and published one year later in 
the Netherlands as J. Beutler, 2012, Neue Studien zu den johanneischen Schriften /  
New Studies on the Johannine Writings, pp. 69–77, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
Göttingen. (Bonner Biblische Beiträge, 167).

who distinguished themselves by their opposition to Jesus 
and his claims. It was only at a later time that the readers of 
the whole New Testament came across the passages about 
the Ἰουδαῖοι in the Gospel of John. Quite naturally, they 
interpreted those passages of the Fourth Gospel in the sense 
of the remainder of the New Testament. The consequences 
were extremely serious. It was no longer a group of leading 
Jews or Judeans in Jerusalem who opposed Jesus, tried to 
stone him and eventually brought him to the cross with the 
cooperation of the Roman occupying power, but the ‘Jews’ 
as such. In rendering the Ἰουδαῖοι of John as ‘Jews’, our 
language runs the risks of contributing to anti-Judaism with 
all the pernicious consequences of which we are aware (cf. 
again Lowe 1976:130).

The Ἰουδαῖος in John 3:25: Recent contributions
If we return to our verse 3:25, it is appropriate to see in the 
Ἰουδαῖος of this verse a ‘Judean’, an inhabitant of the ‘Land 
of Judea’, mentioned in 3:22. Since the disciples of John the 
Baptist are represented as being in controversy with him, 
he might even be an adherent of Jesus with his differing 
understanding of baptism. What cannot be attributed to him 
is a particular connection with Judaism.

It is astonishing to see that modern translations and 
commentaries are rather unaware of the geographical 
connotation of the Ἰουδαῖος of 3:25. One exception is found 
in the commentary of Wengst (2000) who elsewhere too is 
conscious of the aspects of Judaism in the Gospel of John. 
In his translation of 3:25, the author speaks of a ‘Jew’, with 
whom John’s disciples are in controversy. In his comment, 
however, he identifies him first as a ‘Jew’, but then adds that 
this person should rather be represented more precisely as a 
‘Judean’. Here we are on the right track (Wengst 2000:154). 
Other authors may be added here. Amongst them see 
Von Wahlde (1982:46–50) in his detailed article. Further 
defendants of also translating Ἰουδαῖος in 3:25 generally 
and consequently with ‘Judean’, are Malina & Rohrbaugh 
(1998:44–46, 93). They also refer to Flavius Josephus as 
witness for Ἰουδαῖος as ‘Judean’.19

The best and most detailed study of the meaning of the 
Ἰουδαῖος in 3:25 has been published by the American author 
Mark Appold in his contribution to the recent volume 
Character Studies in the Fourth Gospel (2013). First of all, Appold 
notices the problems connected with the identification of the 
Ἰουδαῖος, mostly understood as a ‘Jew’. He then proceeds 
to the textual question and opts rightly for Ἰουδαῖος, to be 
preferred, being the most probable reading. He then asks for 
the best translation of the term in 3:25 and opts with good 
reasons for ‘a Judean’, even if this geographical sense cannot 
be maintained in all the instances of the word in the Gospel 
of John. The man might have come from Jerusalem, but have 

19.See page 45 their reference to the ‘Life’ of Josephus. References that are more 
precise are given by Lowe (1976:105ff.). For the ‘Life’ of Josephus, see vit. 346 and 
391: contrast between ‘Judeans’ and ‘Galileans’, similar contrast in AJ 18, 89. In AJ 
17:254ff. Josephus distinguishes between Galileans, Idumeans and people from 
Jericho or Perea, who then are joined by the Ἰουδαῖοι themselves. A similar use 
is attested in AJ 18:2.
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gone out to the desert in order to find out about the baptism 
of John and possibly the one bestowed by Jesus. This is the 
most probable meaning of the ‘purification’ mentioned as 
object of strife between the disciples of the Baptist and the 
Ἰουδαῖος. The man himself does not speak in this whole 
episode, but John the Baptist himself takes up the subject and 
declares himself to be nothing more than the friend of the 
bridegroom. He appeals to his listeners as his witnesses that 
he had said that he was not the Messiah, but only the one 
who had been sent before him (3:28). Here, Ἰουδαῖος seems to 
be part the Baptist’s audience and of the group of witnesses 
of his teaching. This brings him close to the group of Jesus’ 
first disciples. Just as some of them remained anonymous, so 
he too remains without name. One might speculate whether 
he was even identical with one of the anonymous disciples 
of Jesus mentioned in the Fourth Gospel or early Christian 
tradition such as John the Elder. Here we lack evidence. The 
author of the Fourth Gospel might have had his reasons for 
concealing the names of some of the closest followers of 
Jesus. We have to respect his decision.

Conclusion
At one point, a further development of the approach of Mark 
Appold (2013) is still possible. We saw a close connection 
between Jesus’ coming to Judea in 3:22 and the appearance 
of the Ἰουδαῖος in 3:25. In fact, the importance of Judea as 
the scenery of an important part of the missionary activity 
of Jesus merits to be elaborated with more emphasis. As we 
have tried to show, Jesus’ activity in John 2–4 is described as 
one in concentric cycles. Jesus starts his activity in Jerusalem, 
the heart of Judea, where he finds little positive response 
and faith. Then he moves to the countryside of Judea where 
he gains some acceptance in his baptismal activity, but is 
not presented as a preacher – only as the object of John’s 
witness. By contrast with this first part of Jesus’ mission in 
the Holy Land, Jesus finds warm acceptance on the part of 
the Samaritans, and the same holds true for his welcome 
in Galilee.20 If these observations are correct, the fourth 
evangelist shows us Jesus, the Word become flesh (1:1–18) 
after an initial beginning in the Jordan Valley and in Galilee 
(1:35–2:12), on a way that takes him from the centre of Jewish 
faith and religion to the periphery, to the outskirts.21 Under 
this aspect, John might be closer to the Synoptic Gospels and 
to Paul than sometimes thought.
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20.This development is also seen by Neyrey (2009:66). According to the author, ‘Judea’ 
and ‘Galilee’ are not just places, but have a symbolic meaning: ‘in “Galilee” Jesus 
is accepted, gains disciples and remains; in “Judea” he is harassed, put on trial, 
and killed. He does not remain in “Judea”’. Already before him, Keener (2003:628) 
judged: ‘Untrustworthy disciples (2:23–3:9) and hints of hostility (4:1–3)  
characterized Jesus’ reception in Judea; Samaria (4:4–42) and Galilee (4:43–54) 
received his ministry.’

21.This perspective underlies the commentary of Beutler (2013), whose English 
translation will be published by W.B. Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, Michigan.
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