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Introduction 

To those critics who questioned the understanding of ambiguity in the first 
edition of his work on the topic, William Empson wrote the following 
response: 

We call it ambiguous, I think, when we recognise that there could be a puzzle as to what 
the author meant, in that alternative views might be taken without sheer misreading. If a 
pun is quite obvious it would not ordinarily be called ambiguous, because there is no room 
for puzzling… Thus the criterion for the ordinary use of the word is that somebody might 
be puzzled, even if not yourself.1  
Empson uses the idea of ambiguity to describe something that puzzles 
someone. By itself, a pun, for instance, which can be obvious, would not do. 
However, an obscure pun might. Michael Wood concedes “one consistent, 
fairly precise meaning of ambiguity in Empson’s work: it marks the presence 
of a puzzle or a difficulty, an uncertainty on a reader’s or a listener’s part.”2 
So Empsonian ambiguities are puzzles, difficulties, and uncertainties. These 
ambiguities may occur to the reader, or they may not. And if they do, they 
may or may not be one type of ambiguity. The “comedy,” as Wood calls it, is 
that the seven types of ambiguity Empson delineated bleed into each other. 
The types are themselves ambiguous. By delineating them in such a way, 
Empson demonstrated that ambiguity itself is ambiguous. 

In his “Seventeen Types of Ambiguity in Euripides’ Helen” Matthew 
Wright attempts an “Empsonian reading” of his own.3 Helen “constitutes an 
alternative to the version of ‘truth’ represented by Homeric epic, as well as a 
provocative response to the mythical tradition more generally.”4 The tragedy 
is thus ambiguous. Because he considers the seven types of ambiguity to be 
“oddly constructed,” Wright takes Empson as “a suggestive starting-point 

 
1 William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity (2nd ed.; repr.; London: Chatto and Windus, 

1949), x. 
2 Michael Wood, On Empson (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), 32. 
3 Matthew Wright, “Seventeen Types of Ambiguity in Euripides’ Helen,” in Truth and 

History in the Ancient World: Pluralising the Past, ed. Lisa Hau and Ian Ruffell (London: 
Routledge, 2017), 55–80. 

4 Wright, “Ambiguity,” 55. 
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rather than a model to be imitated in so many words.”5 He amasses seventeen 
types of ambiguity, among which are repeated words and Leitwörter, 
paradox, euphemism, and plurality and openness. 6  Wright defines these 
ambiguities in the following ways. Leitwörter can take on different senses 
throughout a work, adding nuance and complexity. Paradoxes treat distinct or 
opposite meanings as synonymous, combining them together and enabling 
them to coexist. Euphemisms are straightforward expressions that can imply 
something coarse or unpleasant. Openness makes different meanings appear 
to be equally true and therefore challenges the reader to reconsider what 
makes something real.  

Because it is crucial to the reading of John I will propose, and because it is 
itself ambiguous, the notion of paradox needs to be discussed here. 7  A 
paradox, though it seems true, goes against intuition, in “anything from a 
tough problem or a counterintuitive opinion or conclusion to a visual sleight 
of hand.”8 According to Margaret Cuonzo, “paradoxes involve some type of 
contradiction among claims that, at least on the surface, have nothing wrong 
with them… An inconsistency among seemingly innocuous elements is thus 
central to the idea of paradox.” 9  Paradoxes start with contradiction and 
inconsistency, and they are moreover everyday phenomena: 

One common misconception that I hope will be shown to be mistaken is that paradoxes are 
puzzles that – although they are interesting – remain removed from everyday life. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. Paradoxes emerge in everyday sources, in the newspapers, 
in religious texts, in conversations, and in practical dilemmas that must be faced in one’s 
life.10 

Paradoxes are puzzles – or, ambiguities – that emerge and take on 
significance in everyday life, as texts do in religious traditions and 
communities. Furthermore, paradoxes reorientate reality, in the sense that 
they problematise everyday intuition and common sense. 

Paradoxes force us to rethink the way things seem to us, because they expose two or more 
common-sense beliefs that contradict each other and suggest that seemingly perfectly good 
reasoning can lead us to contradiction or obvious falsity. In other words, paradoxes force 
us to question whether our intuitive understanding of the world is really accurate… Our 
intuitions about the world, then, are central to what it means to be a paradox.11 

 
5 Wright, “Ambiguity,” 56. 
6 Wright, “Ambiguity,” 59–61 (no. 2), 61–63 (no. 3), 65–66 (no. 6), 74–75 (no. 17).  
7 I will use “John” for the gospel, not the author. 
8 Margaret Cuonzo, Paradox (EKS; Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014), 2. 
9 Cuonzo, Paradox, 6. 
10 Cuonzo, Paradox, 12. 
11 Cuonzo, Paradox, 17–18. 
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Just as paradoxes are contingent on the way we tend to see the world, they 
also mean to transform it. A paradox may problematise judgement according 
to our senses.12 A paradox may juxtapose superficial judgement with right 
judgement.13 A paradox may lead to questions such as, “What is truth?”14 

1. Johannine ambiguity and judgement 
1. Johannine ambiguity and judgement 
Johannine ambiguity crystallises in the verb ὑψόω (“exalt”). 15  The 
euphemism for crucifixion, John repeats it in three contexts: when Jesus is 
exalted (ὑψόω), he will function as the serpent sign did in the wilderness 
(John 3:14), reveal to the Ἰουδαῖοι his divinity (8:28), and draw everyone to 
himself (12:32).16 The first instance of ὑψόω recalls the wilderness tradition. 
Because the people complain (Num 21:5), Yahweh sends serpents to bite 
them (v. 6).17 The people confess their sin (v. 7), and Yahweh tells Moses 
how to respond (v. 8). Moses makes a serpent and displays it on a pole (or 
“sign,” LXX σημεῖον), so that those who were bitten may look at it and live 
(v. 9). The serpent is judgement, and the image of it is salvation. By the 
serpent, Yahweh brings both death and life. And by this paradox, John 
foreshadows the death of Jesus: “just as Moses exalted (ὕψωσεν) the serpent 
in the wilderness, so the Son of Man must be exalted (ὑψωθῆναι)” (John 
3:14). Second, Jesus tells the Ἰουδαῖοι, “you will exalt (ὑψώσητε) the Son of 
Man” (8:28). E. Richard recognises that the ambiguity of ὑψόω is amplified 
there.18 The use of the verb assigns the Johannine Ἰουδαῖοι agency in the 

 
12 John 7:24. 
13 John 8:15. 
14 John 18:38a. 
15 The verb ὑψόω has royal connotations. Whereas the law of kingship commands that the 

king does not exalt himself above others in Israel (LXX Deut 17:20), the Lord exalts Joshua 
before Israel to establish him as the successor of Moses (LXX Josh 3:7). David exalts God 
(LXX 2 Sam 22:47), and God exalts David (v. 49). Much later, the Romans, so Judas 
Maccabaeus learns, are exalted (1 Macc 8:13). 

16 I will not translate Ἰουδαῖοι. In a similar way, Robert L. Brawley, “The Ἰουδαῖοι in the 
Gospel of John,” in Bridging between Sister Religions: Studies of Jewish and Christian 
Scriptures Offered in Honor of Prof. John T. Townsend, ed. Isaac Kalimi (BRLJ 51; Leiden: 
Brill, 2016), 105–27 (105–06) uses Ἰουδαῖοι to sidestep the debate about translation (to 
“Jews” or “Judeans”), as well as to avoid the hasty identification of Jews from other eras with 
the Johannine Ἰουδαῖοι. For my explanation, see further below. 

17 Wright, “Ambiguity,” 73 includes intertextual echoes among his types of ambiguity: “in 
effect, one is reading two separate works, the old and the new, simultaneously, and a certain 
sense of dissonance or doubleness results.” 

18 E. Richard, “Expressions of Double Meaning and their Function in the Gospel of John,” 
NTS 31 (1985): 96–112 (102). 
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earthly crucifixion and the heavenly exaltation of Jesus. The third use of 
ὑψόω (12:32) locates the hope of humanity in the cross. Yet the preceding v. 
31 highlights judgement: “now is the judgement of the world.” Thus ὑψόω 
integrates destruction and restoration in the one event. Then, finally, the 
crowd asks in v. 34, “How can you say that the Son of Man must be exalted 
(ὑψωθῆναι)? Who is this Son of Man?” The Johannine characters themselves 
struggle with the ambiguity of ὑψόω. Taken together, the Johannine uses of 
ὑψόω merge two poles: judgement and hope, destruction and restoration, 
death and life. “Each occurrence is enhanced with a double meaning… the 
paradoxical union of these two events.”19 John concludes the ὑψόω thread by 
conveying that the solution to the paradox resists unbelievers: according to v. 
37, the crowd speaking in v. 34 did not believe Jesus. 

The paradox of ὑψόω bears on the role Rome has in John. The third (John 
12:32) and fourth (v. 34) occurrences of ὑψόω surround an aside: “now he 
said this to signal which kind of death he was about to die” (v. 33). When the 
setting has changed to the praetorium of Pilate, John 18:32 repeats the note, 
“to signal which kind of death he was about to die.” Of course, “the kind of 
death he was about to die” refers both times to the crucifixion of Jesus. 
Because 12:33 anticipates 18:32, the Johannine ὑψόω thread enters the 
episode featuring the Roman prefect.20 Is this episode when Jesus is crucified-
exalted for death and life (3:14)? Is this when the Ἰουδαῖοι crucify-exalt the 
Son of Man (8:28)? Is this when the world’s judgement and hope coincide 
(12:32)? When Pilate delivers Jesus to them, and when they take Jesus, 19:16 
presupposes those interacting with Pilate in v. 15, the chief priests of the 
Ἰουδαῖοι. So v. 16, where the chief priests crucify Jesus, agrees with 8:28, 
where the Ἰουδαῖοι exalt the Son of Man. John assigns agency to the Ἰουδαῖοι 
and the chief priests in the death of Jesus, the Son of Man. And yet, according 
to 19:23, the soldiers crucified Jesus. 21  The openness of v. 16 is thus 
problematic. It leads the reader into paradox. 

Nearby ambiguities suggest that this manner of openness in John 19:16 is 
neither odd nor isolated, but part of an intricate pattern.22 Two other instances 

 
19 H. Hollis, “The Root of the Johannine Pun – ὙΨΩΘΗΝΑΙ,” NTS 35 (1989): 475–78 

(475). 
20 For delimitation, see below. 
21 Before John 19:23, the soldiers appeared in vv. 2–3. And before that, 18:36 anticipated 

the possibility that Jesus may be “delivered to the Ἰουδαῖοι.” See later Chapter 3. 
22 Richard, “Expressions of Double Meaning,” 102 suggests that John uses some words to 

“insist upon both meanings rather than choose one over the other.” John neither selects nor 
removes one of the two meanings, therefore making it “possible to conclude that John 
intended both” (p. 103). Robert G. Hall, “The Reader as Apocalypticist,” in John’s Gospel 
and Intimations of Apocalyptic, ed. Catrin H. Williams and Christopher Rowland (London: 
Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2013), 254–73 (267) exploits the ambiguity of what Jesus says to 
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occur in the same episode of the narrative. A well-known case is the form 
ἐκάθισεν (“sit”) in v. 13, which may function intransitively or transitively, so 
that Pilate either sits on a judgement bench or seats Jesus on it.23 A more 
esoteric instance is the unspecified subject of λέγει in v. 5, which allows the 
reader to imagine either Pilate or Jesus as the one saying “behold the 
human.”24 The reader is also responsible for specifying who, according to v. 
16, crucifies Jesus. John offers two options, with no clear criteria by which to 
choose between the Ἰουδαῖοι and the soldiers.25 But although the gospel is 
incomplete, John does not abandon readers to complete it in any way 
imaginable. The gospel rather seems to challenge its reader to solve how two 
strangely inconsistent possibilities may be able to work together.26 

But John’s reader is unsurprised, having been primed to deal with such 
puzzles from the very beginning. John 1:14 says that the λόγος became 
human flesh and therefore revealed divine glory.27 According to the paradox, 

 
Nicodemus, in particular the words ἄνωθεν (John 3:3) and πνεῦμα (v. 5): “Understanding 
ἄνωθεν as ‘from the beginning’ and πνεῦμα as ‘wind’, yields an image of re-creation: ‘unless 
one is born from the beginning, born from water and wind [think Gen 1.2], one cannot enter 
the Kingdom of God’. Understanding ἄνωθεν as ‘from above’ and πνεῦμα as ‘spirit’ yields an 
image of new life in the Spirit: ‘unless one is born from above, born from water [water of life 
flowing from Jesus who comes from above, John 4.10–15] and Spirit [water from Jesus is the 
Spirit, John 7.38-39], one cannot enter the Kingdom of God’. ‘Water’ as death (Lam 3.53; Ps 
69.14–15), ἄνωθεν as ‘again’ and πνεῦμα as ‘breath’ would yield an image of resurrection: 
‘unless one is born again, born from water [death] and breath [Ezek 37.9] one cannot enter 
the kingdom of God’.” 

23 See later Chapter 11. In his comments on John 19:13 Andrew T. Lincoln, The Gospel 
according to Saint John (BNTC; London: Continuum, 2005), 469 notes, “although the 
narrative is characterized by various double meanings, nowhere else do these depend on a 
grammatical ambiguity.” However, I will take another position. 

24 See later Chapter 9. 
25 See later Chapter 3.  
26 On this type of literary openness, see, for instance, Umberto Eco, The Open Work 

(trans. Anna Cancogni; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), 4; originally Opera 
aperta (Milan: Bompiani, 1962). Eco (p. 9) sees in modernist literature the current that 
recognises “symbol as a communicative channel for the indefinite, open to constantly shifting 
responses and interpretative stances.” The example of Finnegans Wake, by James Joyce, is 
both finite and unlimited (p. 10). Yet its openness leads less to “indefinite suggestion” than to 
“solution,” which “is seen as desirable and is actually anticipated” (p. 11). 

27  C. K. Barrett, “The Dialectical Theology of St John,” in New Testament Essays 
(London: SPCK, 1972), 49–69 (65) describes the incarnation as the basis of dialectical 
theology in John. Ambiguity is one important literary strategy that enables dialectical 
theology. Gail R. O’Day, Revelation in the Fourth Gospel: Narrative Mode and Theological 
Claim (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 8 sees Johannine irony in a similar way. She emphasises 
that dualities interact in the gospel. In this, she goes beyond Paul Duke, Irony in the Fourth 
Gospel (Atlanta: John Knox, 1985), 146–47 and R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth 
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the revelation of glory appears nowhere apart from the flesh, and the flesh 
reveals nothing apart from the glory. As C. K. Barrett explains, Johannine 
dualism is dynamic, not static, which means that it creates paradox, not 
contradiction. 28  Rudolf Bultmann famously described the incarnation as 
paradox: 

But this is the paradox which runs through the whole gospel: the δόξα is not to be seen 
alongside the σάρξ, nor through the σάρξ as through a window; it is to be seen in the σάρξ 
and nowhere else… The revelation is present in a peculiar hiddenness.29  
Elsewhere in his commentary, Bultmann recognises not only that the 
incarnation determines the cross, but also that the cross displays the 
incarnation.30 So in this way, the incarnation is, in Hans-Ulrich Weidemann’s 

 
Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983), 167, who do not allow 
Johannine dualities to interact. Jan van der Watt, An Introduction to the Johannine Gospel 
and Letters (ABS; London: T&T Clark, 2007), 108–09 overviews Johannine irony and 
paradox together: “There is constantly a story behind the story, a playfulness with irony and 
paradox, imageries and metaphors opening the transcendent world in a simple, but 
nevertheless complex way, enticing the reader with wordplay to intellectually partake in the 
narrative, correcting misunderstandings, recognizing double entendre, or the different 
meanings of the same word.” The paradigm in John is not dualism but paradox, according to 
Douglas Estes, “Dualism or Paradox? Rethinking the Worldview of John’s Gospel in ‘Light’ 
of a Rhetorical Approach” (paper presented in the Johannine Literature group at the annual 
meeting of the SBL, Boston, November 20, 2017). 

28 C. K. Barrett, “Paradox and Dualism,” in Essays on John (London: SPCK, 1982), 98–
115 (106–07). 

29 Rudolf Bultmann, The Gospel of John: A Commentary (trans. G. R. Beasley-Murray; 
Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971), 63, italics original. C. K. Barrett, The Gospel 
according to St. John: An Introduction with Commentary and Notes on the Greek Text (2nd 
ed.; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978), 165 endorses Bultmann: “The whole of Bultmann’s 
profound exposition should be read.” D. Moody Smith, “Theology and Ministry in John,” in 
Johannine Christianity: Essays on its Setting, Sources, and Theology (London: T&T Clark, 
1987), 190–222 (211) remarks that “Bultmann comprehends and expresses the nature of this 
paradox perhaps better than John does. But it is not a sheer imposition on the text. The same 
Jesus who tells the Samaritan woman all she has done also grew weary from a journey and sat 
down at the well to rest.” In his discussion of Bultmann on the incarnation, Tim Labron, 
Bultmann Unlocked (Theology; London: T&T Clark, 2011), 13 writes, “the paradox is muted 
and the offensive nature of 1:14a is dulled if the glory (incarnation) is denied or if the flesh is 
denied.” 

30 Bultmann, John, 468, 631, 632. In the same vein, C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the 
Fourth Gospel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1953), 165, 402 proposes that the 
cross consummates the incarnation. Craig R. Koester “Progress and paradox: C. H. Dodd and 
Rudolf Bultmann on history, the Jesus tradition, and the Fourth Gospel,” in Engaging with C. 
H. Dodd on the Gospel of John: Sixty Years of Tradition and Interpretation, ed. Tom 
Thatcher and Catrin Williams (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 49–65 (55) 
distinguishes Bultmann from Dodd: “Where Dodd stressed the revelatory aspect of history, 
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terms, the “metatext” of the narrative.31 As metatext, the paradox is not part 
of the narrative, because it contains the narrative. The incarnation reveals 
glory as of the μονογενής from the Father (1:14), and the cross is where the 
Father glorifies his Son (17:1).32 The glory of the incarnation contains a gift 
that is truth (1:14), and Jesus came into the world to witness to the truth 
(18:37). 33  The incarnation therefore anticipates the glorification of Jesus, 
when he is crucified.34 

If incarnation means revelation, it also means judgement.35 In the λόγος 
was the life, the light of everyone (John 1:4) that the darkness did not 
overcome (v. 5). This λόγος came into the world (v. 9), but it was 

 
Bultmann stressed its enigmatic quality.” However, Bultmann and Dodd may not be so 
different on the incarnation. On either emphasis, as Koester puts them, some people are blind 
to the revelation of Jesus, and some are not. It is hidden to some, and not to others. The 
revelation is veiled, and it is not. As James L. Resseguie, The Strange Gospel: Narrative 
Design and Point of View in John (BIS 56; Leiden: Brill, 2001), 30 notes, “Nowhere is the 
tension between hiddenness and revelation more apparent than in John 1:14.” 

31  Hans-Ulrich Weidemann, Der Tod Jesu im Johannesevangelium: Die erste 
Abschiedsrede als Schlüsseltext für den Passions- und Osterbericht (BZNW 122; Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 29. He also calls the incarnation the “christological reading 
instruction” (“christologische Leseanweisung”). 

32 As Isa 52:13 pairs δοξάζω with ὑψόω, it may be the precedent for John using both verbs 
in relation to the cross; see further Chapter 5. On the shared royal connotations of the 
Johannine exaltation and glorification threads, see Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John 
(SP; Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1998), 497: the “crucifixion that must now follow will be 
a moment of royal glory, a lifting up (3:14; 8:28; 12:32), a glorification (12:23).” On the 
glorification theme in particular, see Martinus de Boer, “Johannine History and Johannine 
Theology: The Death of Jesus as the Exaltation and the Glorification of the Son of Man,” in 
The Death of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, ed. G. Van Belle (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 
2007), 293–326; Nicole Chibici-Revneanu, “Variations on Glorification: John 13,31f. and 
Johannine δόξα-language,” in Repetitions and Variations in the Fourth Gospel: Style, Text, 
Interpretation, ed. G. Van Belle, M. Labahn, and P. Maritz (Leuven: Peeters, 2009), 511–22.  

33 On reading truth as the content of the gift in John 1:14, see Bultmann, John, 73–74; 
Moloney, John, 39, 45; idem, “The Use of χάρις in John 1:14, 16–17: A Key to the Johannine 
Narrative,” in Johannine Studies 1975–2017 (WUNT 372; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 
283–305. If the καί is epexegetical, the ἀλήθεια explains the χάρις. 

34 Also Jörg Frey, “Joh 1,14, die Fleischwerdung des Logos und die Einwohnung Gottes in 
Jesus Christus: Zur Bedeutung der Schechina-Theologie für die johanneische Christologie,” 
in Das Geheimnis der Gegenwart Gottes zur Schechina-Vorstellung in Judentum und 
Christentum, ed. Bernd Janowski and Enno Edzard Popkes (WUNT 318; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2014), 231–56 (256). 

35 On the incarnation as judgement, see George W. MacRae, “Theology and Irony in the 
Fourth Gospel,” in The Word in the World, Essays in Honor of F. L. Moriarty, ed. R. J. 
Clifford and G. W. MacRae (Cambridge: Weston College, 1973), 83–96 (88); D. Moody 
Smith, The Theology of the Gospel of John (NTT; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 97. 
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unrecognised (v. 10) and rejected (v. 11). Later John 3:17–19 develops the 
implications of these images with respect to judgement: 

For God did not send the Son into the world so that he may condemn the world, but so that 
the world may be saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned; but 
those who do not believe are already condemned, because they have not believed in the 
name of the One and Only Son of God. And this is the judgement, that the light has come 
into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil.  

What is ambiguous in the passage is the identity of who exercises judgement. 
Those who reject the λόγος and do not believe Jesus are condemned – so do 
they condemn themselves? Jesus says that he does not judge the world, 
because he came to save it (12:47) – so who judges instead?36 John also says 
that Jesus judges no one (8:15), that he has true judgement with the Father (v. 
16), that the Father gives the Son all judgement (5:22), and that the Father 
gives the Son of Man authority to execute judgement (v. 27). Taken with 
Johannine incarnation, Johannine judgement is paradoxical. 

At the praetorium, too, Jesus both judges and does not judge, and those 
who accuse and judge Jesus bring judgement on themselves. 37  As the 
accusing Ἰουδαῖοι are judged, so the accused Son of Man judges.38 On the 
Johannine cross, the Son of Man is both “the place where human beings can 
see the revelation of God” and “the place where humankind faces self-
judgement.”39  The cross integrates divine self-revelation with human self-
judgement. The incarnation of λόγος is light and judge when at his trial – a 
connection C. H. Dodd makes in his comments on what Jesus says to Pilate 
about witnessing to the truth:  

It is however significant that the pronouncement we are considering (xviii. 37) is placed in 
the context of a trial scene. Where ἀλήθεια is, there men are judged, as we may learn from 
iii. 18–21: ἀλήθεια and φῶς are closely akin… So once again we have, as in ix. 13–41, the 
theme of judgment treated with Johannine irony. As there the ‘Pharisees’ sat in judgment 
upon the claims of Jesus, and in the end found the tables turned and sentence pronounced 
against them, so here Pilate believes himself to be sitting in judgment on Jesus, while he is 
actually being judged by the Truth.40 

 
36 In some places the λόγος that Jesus speaks judges. The λόγος Jesus speaks will judge 

those who reject him (John 12:48), but those who hear it and believe the one who sent Jesus 
escape judgement (5:24). 

37 Bultmann, John, 651; Dodd, Interpretation, 352; Craig R. Koester, The Word of Life: A 
Theology of John’s Gospel (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 179. 

38 Andrew T. Lincoln, Truth on Trial: The Lawsuit Motif in the Fourth Gospel (Peabody: 
Hendrickson, 2000), 137. 

39 Francis J. Moloney, “The Johannine Son of Man,” in Johannine Studies, 223–32 (230, 
231); originally in BTB 6 (1976): 71–86. 

40 Dodd, Interpretation, 436.  
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I agree with Dodd, except for his inference that Pilate ends up on the wrong 
side of the judgement paradox. What if, rather, the Ἰουδαῖοι push Pilate into 
the light, much as the Pharisees did to the blind man earlier?41  

The respective episodes featuring the blind man and Pilate illuminate each 
other. According to Dorothy Lee, “form and meaning belong together” in 
John – and she means that in both literary and theological terms. 42  This 
paradox of form and meaning maintains “literary form as both the conveyor 
and the expression of meaning.”43  Lee claims that narrative meaning and 
incarnation theology “belong to the same order of reality.”44 In John 9:39 
Jesus says, “I came into this world for judgement, so that those who do not 
see may see, and those who do see may become blind.” As Lee observes, the 
man and the Pharisees move in opposite directions: from blindness to sight, 
and from sight to blindness.45 And similarly to Dodd, Lee relates the episode 
to John’s opening:  

The Pharisees’ rejection of the light exemplifies the world in its willful blindness and 
destructiveness (1.10–11), which, in an ironical way, can open the eyes of τέκνα τοῦ θεοῦ 
to the world’s darkness and the saving power of the light.46  
The agency lies with the Pharisees, though they are blind. They show the 
healed man the judgement that Jesus, the light, symbolises.47 As they attempt 
to judge Jesus, the Pharisees not only bring judgement on themselves, but 
also show the man born blind the way to salvation.48  

 
41 I intend some ambiguity here, and throughout this entire study, in the spirit of recent 

studies in ambiguous Johannine characterisations – so Colleen M. Conway, “Speaking 
through Ambiguity: Minor Characters in the Fourth Gospel,” BibInt 10:3 (2002): 324–41; 
Susan Hylen, Imperfect Believers: Ambiguous Characters in the Gospel of John (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2009). 

42 Dorothy A. Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel: The Interplay of Form 
and Meaning (JSNTSS 95; Sheffield: JSOT, 1994), 23. 

43 Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel, 33–34. 
44 Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel, 24: “The incarnational nature of 

John’s theology is paralleled by the way in which theological meaning is formed and carried 
by the literary structures of the Fourth Gospel… Just as σάρξ cannot be discounted in John’s 
theology, neither can narrative or symbolic form be discarded in favour of a detachable view 
of meaning. In this sense, form and content, in literary terms, parallel the theology of 
incarnation in the Fourth Gospel. Indeed they belong to the same order of reality.” 

45 Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel, 162. 
46 Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel, 184. 
47 Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel, 183. 
48 John 9:18 refers to the Ἰουδαῖοι, not the Pharisees, as elsewhere in the episode. 
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2. Delimiting John 18:28–19:22 
2. Delimiting John 18:28–19:22 
John 9:1–41 and 18:28–19:22 share the same structure.49 Both episodes use 
seven scenes, each of which represents dialogue between two character 
groups.50 The difference in 18:28–19:22 is the emphasis on the praetorium. 
The episode introduces the praetorium before Pilate, who swaps dialogue 
partners (accused, accusers) and stages (inside, outside) throughout. Pilate, 
the accusers, and the accused share one stage in the synoptics. But as he goes 
between the accusers outside and the accused inside, the Johannine Pilate 
initiates scene changes. If Johannine form and meaning do operate together, 
the constant crossings between the two stages recall the Johannine dualism 
between what is below and what is above. What occurs outside would be 
from this world, then, and what occurs inside would not be from this world. 
Thomas Brodie likewise connects the inside versus outside structure of the 
episode to the idea of revelation.51 For Brodie, the notion of revelation makes 
sense of the contrast between inside and outside: Jesus reveals to Pilate 
inside, but the Ἰουδαῖοι remain “outside the praetorium and outside the 

 
49 J. Louis Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (3rd ed.; NTL; Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 2003), 38 compares the blind man episode to the praetorium episode 
in passing. Martyn (p. 37) demarcates seven scenes in John 9:1–41: vv. 1–7 (Jesus, his 
disciples, blind man), 8–12 (blind man, his neighbours), 13–17 (blind man, Pharisees), 18–23 
(Pharisees, blind man’s parents), 24–34 (Pharisees, blind man), 35–38 (Jesus, blind man), 39–
41 (Jesus, Pharisees). Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel, 165 splits scene 
one into two (vv. 1–5, 6–7), with the result that the episode has eight, not seven, scenes. John 
9:6, however, does not make any change in setting or characters. 

50 For the delimitation of seven scenes, see Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the Messiah. 
From Gethsemane to the Grave: A Commentary on the Passion Narratives in the Four 
Gospels (2 vols.; ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1994), 758; Helen K. Bond, Pontius Pilate 
in History and Interpretation (SNTSMS 100; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 169. 

51  Thomas L. Brodie, The Gospel according to John: A Literary and Theological 
Commentary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 521, italics original: “It is possible to 
regard these exits and entrances as superficial details, but the systematic way in which they 
are emphasized suggests that they are important, and this suspicion is heightened when 
something of the same pattern is found in the drama of the arrest and interrogation: Jesus goes 
out with his disciples and goes in to the garden; then he goes out to meet the arresting force 
(18:1, 4); another disciple goes in with Jesus to the court of the high priest and then goes out 
and leads in Peter (18:15–16).” Also on John’s use of superficial details, Charles Homer 
Giblin, “Confrontations in John 18,1–27,” Bib 65:2 (1984): 210–32 (218), italics original: 
“The slight inconsistency in the two opening scenes of the passion narrative, namely, that 
Jesus confronts his adversaries outside the garden (18,4) whereas Peter is addressed as having 
been seen in the garden, supports this interpretation. For it seems odd that a writer who makes 
so much of ‘ins’ and ‘outs’ in his concise narrative, as John does, would have been unaware 
of this discrepancy.” 
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