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For my Good Shepherd 
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Preface 
 
 
This book constitutes a minor revision of my doctoral thesis entitled “The Su-
preme Σημεῖον of Jesus’ Death-and-Resurrection in the Fourth Gospel” submit-
ted to the Department of Theology and Religion at the University of Otago in 
Dunedin, New Zealand, and defended on 30 October 2017. In this work I argue 
that Jesus’ death-and-resurrection is the supreme σημεῖον in the Fourth Gospel 
(FG). By focusing on the present text of the Gospel, without regard to questions 
of tradition and redaction, I discuss and defend the above proposition in three 
steps. Firstly, an analysis of the seventeen occurrences of the word σημεῖον in 
FG demonstrates that the word’s meaning and referent cannot be confined to the 
miraculous activity of Jesus. A Johannine σημεῖον pertains broadly to any deed 
of Jesus viewed from the perspective of its function of revealing Jesus as the 
divine Messiah and Son of God. From this perspective, the crucifixion-and-res-
urrection, arguably the greatest complex deed of Jesus, may be regarded as the 
supreme σημεῖον. 

Secondly, an analysis of five important Johannine themes – namely δόξα, 
ὕψωσις, ἔργον, ὥρα, and πίστις – lends strong support for the thesis. Individu-
ally and collectively these themes focus on Jesus’ death-and-resurrection as the 
goal and climax of the narrative, as the culmination and consummation of Je-
sus’ salvific mission, and as the supreme revelation (hence, σημεῖον) of Jesus’ 
true identity.  

Thirdly, an analysis of five passages from the Gospel further reinforces the 
thesis that Jesus’ death-and-resurrection is the supreme σημεῖον. John 2:13–22 
recounts the first demand for a σημεῖον in the Gospel (v. 18), to which Jesus 
replies by alluding to his death-and-resurrection (vv. 19, 21). John 6 recounts 
the second demand for a σημεῖον (vv. 30–31), to which Jesus’ response is es-
sentially the same: by his sacrificial death (vv. 51c–58) and resurrection (al-
luded to in the ἀνάβασις of v. 62), Jesus, as the bread of life (vv. 35, 48, 51c), 
grants eternal life to those who believe in him (vv. 35, 50–58). Jesus’ consistent 
response to the two demands for a σημεῖον alludes to his death-and-resurrec-
tion, showing that that complex event is what will supremely reveal his divine 
identity and mission.  

The third passage is John 11, where the σημεῖον of the raising of Lazarus 
not only alludes to Jesus’ death-and-resurrection, but also precipitates the San-
hedrin’s decision to put Jesus to death (vv. 47–53). In other words, this σημεῖον 
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precipitates the arrival of the supreme σημεῖον. The fourth passage is 19:16–
37, the crucifixion account, where, although the word σημεῖον is not explicitly 
used, one gets a clear sense from the evangelist’s various emphases in the nar-
rative that the crucifixion in fact validates, rather than contradicts or nullifies, 
Jesus’ claims to being the true Messiah. The evangelist, viewing the cross 
through post-Easter eyes, implicitly sees it as constituting, together with the 
resurrection, the supreme Christological σημεῖον.  

The last passage is John 20, which recounts a catena of appearances of the 
risen Lord. These appearances, individually and collectively, establish for the 
witnesses and the readers the reality of Jesus’ resurrection. The fundamental 
point is that the one who was crucified is now alive again. Thus, the supreme 
σημεῖον is not the crucifixion alone, nor is it the resurrection alone. Apart from 
the resurrection, the crucifixion cannot be a positive σημεῖον for Jesus. By the 
same token, the resurrection presupposes the death of Jesus. Together, the cru-
cifixion-and-resurrection constitutes the supreme σημεῖον of Jesus in FG. 

Many individuals and organizations have contributed, in one way or an-
other, to the process of writing this book – to them go my heartfelt thanks. I 
thank the triune God, the ultimate source of every good and perfect gift (cf. 
James 1:17), for making it possible for me to pursue a PhD. I am thankful for 
the sufficiency of His grace and provisions throughout the three years of my 
doctoral research. 

Secondly, I acknowledge and thank the University of Otago both for the 
generous Doctoral Scholarship and for the environment and context conducive 
for productive study. I am thankful for the Humanities PhD Conference Fund-
ing which enabled me to participate and present a portion of my work in the 
Society of Biblical Literature (International Meeting) held in Seoul, South Ko-
rea on 3–7 July 2016. I also appreciate the kind assistance –in terms of locating 
and lending books and related resources – of the staff at the University of 
Otago’s Central Library, as well as the staff of Hewitson Library (Dunedin) of 
the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand. 

Thirdly, I thank my primary supervisor, Prof. Paul R. Trebilco, for his able 
and expeditious supervision of my research. Having a keen eye for the big pic-
ture, Paul alerted me to areas of my work where coherence was lacking, and 
helped me greatly in clarifying my overall thesis as well as in seeing to it that 
the parts cohered with the overall argument. Paul was very prompt in reading 
my work and giving me feedback. I could not ask for a better Doktorvater. I 
also thank Dr. James E. Harding for co-supervising my thesis. Being an OT 
scholar, and having a keen eye for details, James was especially helpful not 
only where my work intersected with things related to the OT, but also in im-
proving my argument and overall work. Without Paul’s and James’s help, I 
could have not finished and produced this book. But they are not to blame for 
whatever errors or weaknesses that remain, which are solely mine. 
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I acknowledge and thank the brothers and sisters in Christ at Grace Bible 
Church (GBC) in Dunedin, with whom I worshiped for a year. GBC helped my 
family a lot, specially in terms of prayer and moral support, when my first 
child, Angela, was born in 2015. I would like to thank Dr. Stuart Johnson, a 
teaching-pastor at GBC and associate principal at Grace Theological College 
(Dunedin), for reading and commenting on a portion of my work. I also 
acknowledge and thank the brothers and sisters in Christ at the Reformed 
Church of Dunedin, where I worshiped during the last two years of my studies. 
I benefited spiritually from the occasional men’s group, headed by the minister, 
Rev. Erik Stolte, as well as from the homegroup headed by John van Dyk. I 
thank Dr. Friedlieb Lorenz for reading a part of my work, and for his helpful 
comments and suggestions. 

I note my thanks also to the examiners of my thesis, whose comments and 
recommendations have greatly improved my overall work: Prof. Francis J. 
Moloney, Prof. Dorothy A. Lee, and Dr. Derek Tovey. 

I am grateful to Prof. Dr. Jörg Frey for accepting this work for publication 
in the WUNT II monograph series, and to Katharina Gutekunst and the edito-
rial staff at Mohr Siebeck in Tübingen for their kind assistance in the publica-
tion process. 

Last but not least, I thank my wife and best friend, Guan Wang, for her love 
and support. Without her prayers and encouragement, this work would not have 
been completed. To her and our two children – Angela and Nathan – I lovingly 
dedicate this book. 

This book follows The SBL Handbook of Style (2nd ed.) on abbreviations, 
notes, and bibliography. Unless noted otherwise, English translations of bibli-
cal texts are from the NRSV. 

 
Soli Deo Gloria! 
 
Deolito V. Vistar, Jr. 
Picton, New Zealand 
June 2018 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

A. Statement of the Problem 

As is well known, σημεῖον is among the most important and characteristic 
terms in the Fourth Gospel (hereafter FG). This is indicated not only by the 
frequency of its occurrences,1 but also by the fact that it is the word by which 
the Fourth Evangelist (hereafter FE) describes Jesus’ deeds. FE uses it twice 
to describe Jesus’ public ministry as a whole (12:37; 20:30–31). He also uses 
it in the formulation of the Gospel’s purpose statement (20:30–31).2 

But what does the Johannine σημεῖον mean? What does it refer to? What is 
it exactly and what is it not? In this regard I believe that there exists a problem 
– a need for clarity and precision – in the current state of Johannine scholarship. 
This question, which is definitional and conceptual, constitutes the founda-
tional stage of the problem that this book seeks to address. By raising this ques-
tion, I am not suggesting that there has been scant scholarly attention paid to 
σημεῖον in FG. On the contrary, as will be shown in the next chapter, there has 
been a tremendous amount of research into the subject in the last seven decades 
or so. However, in my view many of the existing conclusions, for instance, on 
what the σημεῖα pertain to, are not entirely satisfactory and may not reflect 
FG’s overall teaching. It is part of the task of this work to demonstrate how it 
is that many of the existing views do not cohere with the whole data of the 
Gospel. 

The second part of the problem, which is the main focus of this book, is 
definitionally and logically connected to the first. It has to do with the question 
of the relationship between Jesus’ death-and-resurrection3 and σημεῖον. Is the 
cross-and-resurrection, which arguably is the greatest deed of Jesus and which 
in FG is conceived as a theological unity, a σημεῖον? While some may think                                                         

1 The occurrences and usage of σημεῖον will be discussed in ch. 3 below. The verb 
σημαίνειν will be discussed in ch. 4 (pp. 66–69). 

2 As is also well known, FE nowhere uses the word δύναμις, the preferred term of the 
Synoptic Gospels for the miraculous deeds of Jesus. 

3 In this book I use the hyphenated expression “death-and-resurrection” (alternatively 
“crucifixion-and-resurrection” or “cross-and-resurrection”) to convey the view that in FG 
Jesus’ death-and-resurrection constitute a theologically unified, though temporally distin-
guishable, event. This is important for my argument (see pp. 228–230). 



2  Chapter 1: Introduction   
 
that this question is unrelated to the first, I am convinced that it needs to be 
asked and answered when one is trying to clarify what σημεῖον pertains to, and 
what it includes and excludes. Once again, this is not to imply that there are no 
existing views on this question in current Johannine scholarship. In fact the 
answer that I hope to defend here will not be entirely de novo, but will build 
on some of the more coherent views already available. But again some of the 
main views on the connection between σημεῖον and Jesus’ death-and-resurrec-
tion do not seem to me to be entirely satisfactory, and the need for greater 
precision remains. 

In sum, this book focuses on a two-part problem related to the Johannine 
σημεῖον. The first part has to do with the referent of σημεῖον and the second 
part deals with the precise connection between σημεῖον and Jesus’ death-and-
resurrection. 

B. Statement of the Thesis 

I seek to articulate and defend a twofold thesis. First, in regard to meaning and 
referent, I submit that the Johannine σημεῖον pertains to a deed of Jesus – mi-
raculous or otherwise – which FE has recorded in his Gospel in order that the 
reader may believe in Jesus (20:30–31). I deviate from the common view that 
understands the σημεῖα as limited to the seven or eight miracles that FE has 
recounted at length. Second, I submit that Jesus’ crucifixion-and-resurrection, 
as one complex event, is the supreme σημεῖον in FG. That is, it supremely 
reveals Jesus’ identity and mission as the divine Son of God and Savior of the 
world. 

C. Scope and Limits of the Study 

Firstly, this is not a study of the miraculous accounts (i.e., the eight miracles 
recounted in John 2–11, 21), although two of those miracles will be included 
here (i.e., the multiplication of the loaves in John 6 and the raising of Lazarus 
in John 11). Part of a long-standing assumption in Johannine scholarship is the 
belief that the σημεῖα equate with the seven or eight miracles which FE has 
recounted, so that a study of the Johannine σημεῖα might immediately be 
thought of by many as an investigation into those miracles. Of course, the 
σημεῖα may be investigated by precisely that procedure, for the σημεῖα no 
doubt also include those miracles. However, that is not the procedure employed 
here. Moreover, I am not a proponent of the view that restricts and confines the 
σημεῖα to only those seven or eight miracles. Rather, this study is an investi-
gation into the Johannine notion of σημεῖον – what it is and what it includes. 
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As has been mentioned, I seek to ascertain the term’s meaning and referent. 
Thus, an important part of this investigation is the survey of all the seventeen 
occurrences of σημεῖον, as well as the threefold use of the verb σημαίνειν.  

Secondly, this is not a study of the literary and conceptual backgrounds of 
the σημεῖα, although I occasionally mention in passing the probable links of 
the σημεῖα to some traditions in the OT, such as, for example, the Egyptian 
plagues in Exodus. Rather, this is a study of σημεῖον on the basis of the text of 
FG as it now stands. There will be no attempt at source- and redaction-critical 
inquiry. 

Thirdly, this is not an investigation into FG’s theology of Jesus’ death-and-
resurrection. Accordingly, I am not going to address such questions as whether 
or not FG has a “theology of the cross,”4 nor will I take account of the various 
ways whereby the FE has understood the importance of Jesus’ death-and-res-
urrection.5  

D. Presuppositions and Methodology 

In this book I operate from the assumption that FG is a coherent piece of work 
whose overall message can be successfully discerned by close attention to its 
language, details, and structure. As to its authorship and provenance, it is not 
necessary for this work to speculate on the details and espouse a particular 
view. For instance, when I use the appellation “the Fourth Evangelist” (FE), I 
do so without presupposing a particular identity. 

Methodologically this study is concerned with the meaning and referent of 
σημεῖον, not from the perspective of (and by inquiring into) putative sources 
and redaction, but from that of (and by inquiring into) the Gospel text as we 
now have it. As to Jesus’ death-and-resurrection, my concern is narrow and 
defined. When I argue that Jesus’ cross-and-resurrection is the supreme 
σημεῖον, I am obviously focusing upon its revelational aspects – I am looking 
at the crucifixion-and-resurrection from the point of view of σημεῖον. But I am 
not suggesting that this is all that the crucifixion-and-resurrection means and 
achieves in FG. 

                                                        
4 On which see, e.g., Jörg Frey, “Die theologia crucifixi des Johannesevangeliums,” in 

Kreuzestheologie im Neuen Testament, ed. A. Dettwiler and J. Zumstein, WUNT 151 (Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 169–238; John Morgan-Wynne, The Cross in the Johannine 
Writings (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2011), 1–211, esp. 132–91. 

5 On which see, e.g., Udo Schnelle, “The Cross and Resurrection in the Gospel of John,” 
in The Resurrection of Jesus in the Gospel of John, ed. C. R. Koester and R. Bieringer, 
WUNT 222 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 127–51. 

D. Presuppositions and Methodology
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E. Procedure and Shape of the Argument 

Apart from the customary chapters (ch. 1: Introduction; ch 2: Review of Liter-
ature; and ch. 10: Conclusion), the bulk of this book as well as the shape and 
flow of its argument will consist of the following three parts.  

First, the foundation of the work is laid in ch. 3 by an analysis of the seven-
teen occurrences and usage of σημεῖον. What is the overall meaning and refer-
ent of this term? Does this overall meaning allow or disallow the inclusion of 
Jesus’ death-and-resurrection in the category of σημεῖον? If the answer is af-
firmative, the most important implication is that Jesus’ death-and-resurrection 
is not just a σημεῖον, but the greatest σημεῖον. Also in ch. 3 the purpose for the 
σημεῖα will be briefly considered.  

Second, ch. 4 will explore and analyze five Johannine themes – namely 
δόξα, ὕψωσις, ἔργον, ὥρα, and πίστις – that further support the thesis that the 
crucifixion-and-resurrection is the supreme Johannine σημεῖον. These thematic 
studies build and expand on the foundation laid in ch. 3. 

The third and final step will occupy the bulk of the thesis (chs. 5–9). Here I 
am focusing on the exegesis of specific passages that bear on the positive con-
nection between σημεῖον and Jesus’ death-and-resurrection. Chapter 5 will 
deal with the account of the temple “cleansing” (2:13–22). Chapter 6 will ana-
lyze the feeding miracle and Bread of Life discourse in John 6. Chapter 7 will 
focus upon the raising of Lazarus in John 11. Chapter 8 will deal with the ac-
count of Jesus’ crucifixion in 19:16–37. Then chapter 9 will focus upon Jesus’ 
resurrection and the catena of post-resurrection appearances in John 20. The 
choice of these passages is not random but is guided by important textual and 
narrative considerations.  

For instance, the temple “cleansing” and the feeding miracle are bound to-
gether by the two incidents of the demand for a σημεῖον (see 2:18 and 6:30–
31). The temple “cleansing” is significant in its own right because it is Jesus’ 
first appearance in Jerusalem and in the temple during his public ministry. In 
other words, it is his first encounter with Judaism. The feeding miracle is also 
significant in its own right because it represents the climax of Jesus’ Galilean 
ministry in FG. With regards to the raising of Lazarus, its primary importance 
lies in the fact that it directly precipitates the Sanhedrin’s decision to put Jesus 
to death. In other words it is a transitional and pivotal event, ushering in the 
Jesus’ ὥρα, which has been the target of the Johannine narrative.  

The remaining two chapters (8 and 9) concentrate on FG’s accounts of the 
crucifixion-and-resurrection. Chapter 8 focuses upon John 19:16–37 because 
this is the immediate account of the crucifixion. Because my focus is narrowly 
upon the crucifixion itself, it is not necessary to include the entire Passion ac-
count (John 18–19). The same rationale applies to the focus in ch. 9 upon John 
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20. The catena of post-resurrection appearances in John 20 suffices for the pur-
poses of this book, and John 21, which recounts another post-resurrection ap-
pearance, need not be included. 

Overall, the work builds a cumulative case for the view that Jesus’ crucifix-
ion-and-resurrection not only belongs in the category of Johannine σημεῖα, but 
also that it is the supreme σημεῖον. 
 

E. Procedure and Shape of the Argument



 

 

Chapter 2 

Review of Literature 

A. Introduction 

Much has been written and said concerning the Johannine σημεῖον. The sec-
ondary literature is profuse,1 and it is often not easy to sort out the various 

                                                        
1 Apart from commentaries, the following specialized studies are in existence (this list is 

inexhaustive): Donatien Mollat, “Le semeion johannique,” in Sacra Pagina: Miscellanea 
Biblica Congressus Internationalis Catholici de Re Biblica, 2 vols., ed. J. Coppens, A. 
Descamps, and É. Massaux, BETL 12–3 (Paris-Gembloux: J. Duculot, 1959), 2:209–18; 
Sydney Temple, “The Two Signs in the Fourth Gospel,” JBL 81 (1962): 169–74; F.-M. 
Braun, “Quatre ‘signes’ johanniques de l’unité chrétienne,” NTS 9 (1963): 147–55; Peter 
Riga, “Signs of Glory: The Use of Sēmeion in St. John’s Gospel,” Int 17 (1963): 402–24; 
Donald Guthrie, “The Importance of Signs in the Fourth Gospel,” VE 5 (1967): 72–83; 
Frankie Earl Rainey, “Σημεῖον in the Gospel of John: A Clue to the Interpretation of the 
Gospel” (PhD diss., Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1968); Robert T. Fortna, 
The Gospel of Signs: A Reconstruction of the Narrative Source Underlying the Fourth Gos-
pel, SNTSMS 11 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970); idem, “Source and Re-
daction in the Fourth Gospel’s Portrayal of Jesus’ Signs,” JBL 89 (1970): 151–66; Morris 
A. Inch, “The Apologetic Use of ‘Sign’ in the Fourth Gospel,” EvQ 42 (1970): 35–43; Karl 
Rengstorf, “σημεῖον,” TDNT 7:200–61; Willem Nicol, The Sēmeia in the Fourth Gospel: 
Tradition and Redaction, NovTSup 32 (Leiden: Brill, 1972); Merrill C. Tenney, “Topics 
from the Gospel of John: Part II: The Meaning of Signs,” BSac 132 (1975): 145–60; W. D. 
Davies, “The Johannine ‘Signs’ of Jesus,” in A Companion to John: Readings in Johannine 
Theology (John’s Gospel and Epistles), ed. M. J. Taylor (New York: Alba House, 1977), 
91–115; Marinus de Jonge, “Signs and Works in the Fourth Gospel,” in Miscellanea Neotes-
tamentica, vol. 2; ed. T. Baarda, A. F. Klijn, and W. C. Unnik; NovTSup 48 (Leiden: Brill, 
1978), 107–25; Marc Girard, “La composition structurelle des sept ‘signes’ dans le 
quatrième évangile,” SR 9 (1980): 315–24; Douglas K. Clark, “Signs in Wisdom and John,” 
CBQ 45 (1983): 201–09; Mark Kiley, “The Exegesis of God: Jesus’ Signs in John 1–11,” in 
Society of Biblical Literature 1988 Seminar Papers, ed. D. J. Lull (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1988), 555–69; Marianne M. Thompson, “Signs and Faith in the Fourth Gospel,” BBR 1 
(1991): 89–108; Gilbert Van Belle, The Signs Source in the Fourth Gospel: Historical Sur-
vey and Critical Evaluation of the Semeia Hypothesis, BETL 116 (Leuven: Leuven Univer-
sity Press, 1994); idem, “The Meaning of SHMEIA in Jn 20,30–31,” ETL 74 (1998): 300–
325; Loren L. Johns and Douglas B. Miller, “The Signs as Witnesses in the Fourth Gospel: 
Reexamining the Evidence,” CBQ 56 (1994): 519–35; Christian Welck, Erzählte Zeichen: 
Die Wundergeschichten des Johannesevangeliums literarisch untersucht: Mit einem 



  7 
 

 

views. One way to classify the research and discussion is by way of methodol-
ogy and orientation. Many (e.g., Rudolf Bultmann and Robert Fortna) have 
approached the subject with overriding diachronic interests, focusing on ques-
tions of sources and redaction. Other, more recent, scholars have tackled the 
subject synchronically, with an overriding focus on the literary and rhetorical 
meaning of the σημεῖα.  

Another way of classifying the scholarly discussion, which will be the focus 
of this review, is based on the question of the definition and referent of the Jo-
hannine σημεῖον. What precisely is the Johannine σημεῖον, and what is it not? 

                                                        
Ausblick auf Joh 21, WUNT 2/69 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1994); Andreas J. Kösten-
berger, “The Seventh Johannine Sign: A Study in John’s Christology,” BBR 5 (1995): 87–
103; Y.-M. Blanchard, “Signe: IV: Théologie des signes dans l’évangile selon saint Jean,” 
DBSup 12.71 (1996): 1303–330; H.-C. Kammler, “Die ‘Zeichen’ des Auferstandenen: Über-
legungen zur Exegese von Joh 20,30–31,” in Johannesstudien: Untersuchungen zur Theol-
ogie des vierten Evangeliums, ed. O. Hofius and H.-C. Kammler; WUNT 2/88 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1996), 191–211; T. Söding, “Die Schrift als Medium des Glaubens: Zur her-
meneutischen Bedeutung von Joh 20,30f,” in Schrift und Tradition: FS J. Ernst, ed. K. Back-
haus and F. G. Untergaßmair (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1996), 343–71; B. H. Riedl, Zeichen 
und Herrlichkeit: Die christologische Relevanz der Semeiaquelle in den Kanawundern Joh 
2,1–11 und Joh 4,46–54, RSTh 51 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 1997); Michael Labahn, 
Jesus als Lebensspender: Untersuchungen zu einer Geschichte der johanneischen Tradition 
anhand ihrer Wundergeschichten, BZNW 98 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1998); W. H. Salier, The 
Rhetorical Impact of the Sēmeia in the Gospel of John, WUNT 186 (Tübingen: Mohr Sie-
beck, 2004); John Painter, “The Signs of the Messiah and the Quest for Eternal Life,” in 
What We Have Heard from the Beginning, ed. T. Thatcher (Waco, TX: Word, 2007), 233–
56; R. Alan Culpepper, “Cognition in John: The Johannine Signs as Recognition Scenes,” 
PRSt 35 (2008): 251–60; Craig R. Koester, “Jesus’ Resurrection, the Signs, and the Dynam-
ics of Faith in the Gospel of John,” in The Resurrection of Jesus in the Gospel of John, ed. 
C. R. Koester and R. Bieringer, WUNT 222 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 47–74; Gitte 
Buch-Hansen, “It is the Spirit that Gives Life”: A Stoic Understanding of Pneuma in John’s 
Gospel, BZNW 173 (Berlin/New York: de Gruyter, 2010), 275–345; Christos Karakolis, 
“Semeia Conveying Ethics in the Gospel of John,” in Rethinking the Ethics of John, ed. J. 
G. van der Watt and R. Zimmermann; WUNT 291 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 192–
212; Eric Eve, “Signs and Syncriseis in John and the Wisdom of Solomon,” in The New 
Testament and the Church: Essays in Honour of John Muddiman, ed. J. Barton and P. 
Groves; LNTS 532 (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), 24–36; Jörg Frey, “From the 
Sēmeia Narratives to the Gospel as a Significant Narrative: On Genre-Bending in the Johan-
nine Miracle Stories,” in The Gospel of John as Genre Mosaic, ed. K. B. Larsen, SANt 3 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015), 209–32; Uta Poplutz, “Die johanneischen 
σημεῖα und ihre Funktion im Plot des vierten Evangelium,” in Erzählung und Briefe im jo-
hanneischen Kreis, ed. U. Poplutz and J. Frey; WUNT 2/420 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2016), 1–23; Udo Schnelle, “The Signs in the Gospel of John,” in John, Jesus, and History: 
Volume 3: Glimpses of Jesus through the Johannine Lens, ed. P. N. Anderson, F. Just, and 
T. Thatcher (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), 231–42; Hans Förster, “Der Begriff σημεῖον im 
Johannesevangelium,” NovT 58 (2016): 47–70. 

A. Introduction
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At times, one’s answer to this question is largely influenced by his or her meth-
odology. For instance, as will be evident below, the σημεῖα-Quelle hypothesis 
tends to support the view that σημεῖον equates to miracle. Hence in the following 
review, methodology will be inevitably mentioned. 

For heuristic purposes I am going to group the various scholarly views on 
what is and is not a σημεῖον into two: (1) narrower views and (2) broader 
views.2 These are not intended to be neat groupings. In the narrower views 
belong two subgroups: (a) non-source-critical views and (b) source-critical 
views. In the broader views belong three subgroups: (a) the view that includes 
the crucifixion in the seven or eight σημεῖα, (b) the view that includes the res-
urrection in the σημεῖα, and finally (c) the view that understands the σημεῖα as 
referring broadly and inclusively to the deeds of the incarnate Christ. There are 
two further discussions that fall under the broader views: (a) the notion of the 
narrated σημεῖα, and (b) the crucifixion-and-resurrection as the supreme 
σημεῖον.  

B. Narrower Views of the Johannine Σημεῖα 

A dominant view of the Johannine σημεῖον is that it refers to a miraculous deed 
of Jesus, so that a non-miraculous deed, no matter how important and/or sig-
nificant (e.g., the “cleansing” of the temple, or even Jesus’ crucifixion), is not 
and cannot be a σημεῖον. The majority of the proponents of this view hold that 
the σημεῖα are found only in the first half of the Gospel, chs. 1–12, which is 
usually described as “the Book of Signs.” But some other proponents diverge 
from this and include the miracle in John 21. Proponents also diverge method-
ologically: some are very much concerned with diachronic, source-critical 
questions, while others simply focus on the final form of the text.3 In what 
follows I am going to categorize the narrow views by way of their methodolo-
gies: (1) the non-source-critical views and (2) the source-critical views.  

I. The Σημεῖα as Miracles: Non-Source-Critical Perspectives 

What used to be, and perhaps still is, the dominant view as to what the Johan-
nine σημεῖα mean and refer to is the view that claims that the Johannine σημεῖα 
are the seven miracles recounted at length in the first half of the Gospel. Many 
                                                        

2 Adelbert Denaux uses the categories of “minimalist interpretation” and “maximalist in-
terpretation.” But he does not discuss the further distinctions and differences in each of these 
categories (“The Twofold Purpose of the Fourth Gospel: A Reading of the Conclusion to 
John’s Gospel (20,30–31),” in Studies in the Gospel of John and Its Christology, ed. J. Ver-
heyden, et al., BETL 265 [Leuven: Peeters, 2014], 525–26). 

3 It will become clear that most scholars who approach the σημεῖα synchronically tend to 
have broader views of what the σημεῖα refer to.  
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of the proponents of this view come to this conclusion by way of traditional 
exegesis, without regard to questions of sources and redaction.4 The so-called 
seven σημεῖα are as follows: 

1. The miracle of turning water to wine (2:1–12) 
2. The healing of the nobleman’s son (4:47–54) 
3. The healing of a cripple at the pool of Bethesda (5:1–16) 
4. The feeding of the five thousand (6:1–15) 
5. Jesus’ walking on the water (6:16–21) 
6. The healing of a man blind from birth at Siloam (9:1–17) 
7. The raising of Lazarus from the dead (11:1–44) 

One may query why the miraculous catch of fish in John 21 is not included in 
this list. In response, Leon Morris explains:  
The miraculous catch of fish in chapter 21 would certainly qualify, except for the fact that 
this lies outside the public ministry of Jesus. Further, whether or not chapter 21 is from the 
same hand as the rest of the Gospel, it is agreed that it forms something in the nature of an 
appendix. If we concentrate on the public ministry of Jesus as this Gospel records it, there 
are seven signs.5  

However, contrary to what Morris suggests, the status of John 21 is far from 
settled, and there are scholars who argue that John 21 is an inherent part of the 
Gospel, written by the same hand that produced the rest of the Gospel.6 Should 
these scholars then count the miraculous catch of fish as the eighth σημεῖον? 
Still no, according to Morris, for John 21 lies outside the scope of Jesus’ “pub-
lic ministry,” by which Morris means the ministry of Jesus prior to the cross.7  
                                                        

4 E.g., Tenney, “The Meaning of the Signs,” 147–54; Davies, “The Johannine ‘Signs’ of 
Jesus,” 93; Leon Morris, Jesus is the Christ: Studies in the Theology of John (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1989), 22–3; idem, The Gospel According to John, rev. (Grand Rapids: Eerd-
mans, 1995), 163, 609; Mark W. G. Stibbe, “A Tomb with a View: John 11.1–44 in Narra-
tive-Critical Perspective,” NTS 40 (1994), 38–40; Schnelle, “The Signs in the Gospel of 
John,” 232–34. 

5 Morris, Jesus is the Christ, 22. 
6 See, e.g., D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1991), 665–68; Howard M. Jackson, “Ancient Self-Referential Conventions and Their Im-
plications for the Authorship and Integrity of the Gospel of John,” JTS 50 (1999), 1–34; 
Craig L. Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of John’s Gospel: Issues & Commentary 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 272–73; Craig S. Keener, The Gospel of 
John: A Commentary, 2 vols (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003), 2:1219–222; Hartwig Thyen, 
Das Johannesevangelium, HNT 6 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2005), 777–79.  

7 “Public ministry,” if used to refer to Jesus’ ministry prior to the cross, particularly to 
John 1–12, may be a misleading term. For, are not the events of the passion and the post-
resurrection appearances also part of Jesus’ public ministry? Is not the crucifixion itself the 
most public act of Jesus’ ministry (see, e.g., 19:17–37)? Of course, with the post-resurrection 
appearances, their audiences were considerably smaller – the disciples only – but still, that 
is enough to constitute the appearances public. In other words, we may understand Morris’s 
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In fact, some other scholars, who are also of the view that the Johannine 
σημεῖα refer only to the miraculous deeds of Jesus, insist that there are eight of 
these σημεῖα: the miraculous catch of fish in John 21 included.8  

II. The Johannine Σημεῖα as Miracles: Source-Critical Perspectives 

Some other scholars, who are also of the view that the Johannine σημεῖα refer 
exclusively to Jesus’ miraculous deeds, adopt a source-critical methodology. 
Although the source-critical approach to FG has become at present a minority 
approach,9 it is still worth mentioning here.10 I am going to limit the following 
discussion to Rudolf Bultmann’s Σημεῖα-Quelle hypothesis and to Robert T. 
Fortna’s “Gospel of Signs.” 

1. Rudolf Bultmann’s Σημεῖα-Quelle Hypothesis  

Rudolf Bultmann is well known for, among other things, his complex source-
critical views of FG.11 He believed that FG in its present form is not the original 

                                                        
view of the σημεῖα as confined to the miraculous deeds of Jesus performed prior to the cross. 
But this view is contradicted by 20:30–31, where σημεῖα in its immediate context pertains 
to the appearances of the risen Lord and where, as will be argued below, the expression 
ποιεῖν σημεῖα most likely pertains generally and inclusively to the deeds of Christ during his 
earthly ministry, whether miraculous or not, both before and after the cross, and even in-
cluding the cross. 

8 See, e.g., B. F. Westcott, The Gospel According to St. John: The Greek Text with Intro-
duction and Notes, 2 vols. (London: John Murray, 1908), 1:cliii; Donald Guthrie, “Im-
portance of Signs,” 72–83; Robert Kysar, John: The Maverick Gospel, 3rd ed. (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 2007), 14, 95–7; R. Alan Culpepper, “Cognition,” 253; Kasper B. 
Larsen, Recognizing the Stranger: Recognition Scenes in the Gospel of John, BibInt 93 (Lei-
den/Boston: Brill, 2008), 112–13; Anthony M. Moore, Signs of Salvation: The Theme of 
Creation in John’s Gospel (Cambridge: James Clarke, 2013), 132.  

9 Some recent source-critics of FG include Folker Siegert, Das Evangelium des Johannes 
in seiner ursprünglichen Gestalt: Wiederherstellung und Kommentar, SIJD 7 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007); Michael Theobald, Das Evangelium nach Johannes: 
Kapitel 1–12, RNT 4/1 (Regensburg: Pustet, 2009), 32–42; Urban von Wahlde, The Gospel 
and Letters of John, 3 vols., ECC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010).  

10 Of course, not all who adopt a source-critical approach to the Johannine σημεῖα (and 
to the Gospel in general) end up espousing that the σημεῖα refer only to Jesus’ miraculous 
deeds. One can be source-critical in methodology yet espouse a broader, more inclusive, 
conception of the σημεῖα. More will be said below.  

11 Bultmann provided no systematic formulation of these views, and they are scattered 
across the pages of his magisterial commentary The Gospel of John: A Commentary, trans. 
G. R. Beasley-Murray, R. W. N. Hoare, and J. K. Riches (Philadelphia: Westminster), 1971. 
For a critical examination and discussion of Bultmann’s literary theory see D. Moody Smith, 
The Composition and Order of the Fourth Gospel: Bultmann’s Literary Theory (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1965). For a comprehensive historical survey and critical evaluation 
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