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Preface

Books have their history, and in some cases, their gestation can be rather long.
This collection of articles originates from discussions at the “Johannine Lit-
erature” seminar held at the annual General Meeting of the Society of New Tes-
tament Studies/Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas (SNTS). This relatively
stable group of scholars, who are dedicated to researching the Johannine writings
(the Gospel and the Epistles), usually focuses on a specific topic for several years.
At the meetings in Szeged (2014), Amsterdam (2015), Montreal (2016), Pretoria
(2017) and Athens (2018), the topic was the Semeia Narratives of the Gospel of
John. At each meeting, there were three seminar sessions, typically featuring a
presentation and a response. The seminar programme on this topic was first
planned and chaired by Margareta Gruber and Christos Karakolis, and, since
2016, by Jörg Frey as well. Naturally, not all of the papers presented over such a
lengthy period of time are available for publication. Therefore, the organisers of
this volume, Jörg Frey and Catrin Williams, co-chair of the seminar since 2019,
compiled the present volume from papers discussed at one of the meetings,
as well as other contributions from some of the respondents and other semi-
nar members. Most of the papers had been collected in 2020, but the editing
process took much longer than expected due to the Covid crisis and other un-
foreseen delays. However, a relatively comprehensive account of the current state
of research can now be presented.
As the two original chairs of the seminar were no longer, due to other com-

mitments, able to take part in the practical editorial work, Jörg Frey and Catrin
Williams, co-chairs of the seminar, have taken over this responsibility. We would
like to thank the authors for their patience during the lengthy editorial process
and Andrea Allen and Florence Gantenbein for their editorial assistance with
language and formatting matters. We would also like to thank Alexej Somov for
compiling the indexes of sources and authors. Catrin Williams compiled the
index of subjects. We would also like to thank Mohr Siebeck publishers, and,
in particular, Tobias Stäbler, Markus Kirchner and Matthias Spitzner, for their
competent and friendly support. We hope that this collection will stimulate fur-
ther debate and scholarship on these fascinating texts.

August 1, 2025 Jörg Frey and Catrin Williams
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The Semeia Narratives of John in Recent
Research: An Introduction

Jörg Frey

The semeia narratives in John are a major battleground in Johannine scholar-
ship. Not only have the sources and historical value of these narrative episodes
been vigorously debated, but also their literary genre and design, their tradition-
historical background, their place and significance within the Gospel as a whole,
and their theological meaning. Some of these questions have been largely neglect-
ed because of the predominant focus on source and redaction criticism. Fur-
thermore, it was not until the demise of the “semeia source” hypothesis that the
narrative and literary questions in particular came to be more fully considered.
In this introduction I will highlight select aspects of the history of research,

then briefly outline some important issues in the current debate, and finally in-
troduce the contributions included in this volume.

I. Aspects of the History of Research

1. Questions of Early Critics

The “miracle stories” of the Gospel of John have been the focus of interpretation
since the beginning of critical Gospel studies. Once the apostolic origin of the
Gospel began to be questioned, the historicity of John’s massive and spectacular
miracles also came under scrutiny. The English deist Edward Evanson,1 who at-
tributed the Gospel to a second-century Platonist, objected to the wine miracle
because he considered it “incredible” and “as unworthy of belief as the fab-
ulous Roman Catholic legend of St. Nicholas’s Chickens, of later times.”2 Evan-
son questioned the healing of the royal servant’s son as an imitation of Luke’s
centurion episode;3 and he judged that the Lazarus episode “has many strong
marks upon it of fictitious falsehood; but not one single feature of probabil-
ity.”4 Many of the critical questions of later writers are addressed here, at the

1 Edward Evanson, The Dissonance of the Four Generally Received Evangelists (Ipswich:
Jermyn, 1792), quoted according to the 2nd ed. (Gloucester: Waker, 1805).

2 Evanson, Dissonance, 2nd ed., 290.
3 Evanson, Dissonance, 2nd ed., 291.
4 Evanson, Dissonance, 2nd ed., 295.



very beginning of the modern critical reading of John. Other scholars have
echoed this criticism and seen the miracles as unreliable, fictitious, or written by
freely adopting earlier Synoptic traditions and symbolically promoting dogmatic
views.5 Thus, David Friedrich Strauss, in his famous Life of Jesus, points to the
absence of the Lazarus story in the Synoptics and suggests that it is a symbolic
narrative written for dogmatic purposes and a literary creation elaborating on
the Synoptic resurrection episodes.6Compared to the Synoptics, especially Mat-
thew, Strauss sees a higher degree of myth-making in John.7 Ferdinand Christian
Baur, the founder of the Tübingen School, who read John as an explication of
the Logos idea,8 also characterised the Lazarus episode as “the highest and most
perfect representation of Jesus’ power over death” but “obviously symbolic in its
entire design and execution.”9
Very early on, critics began to consider the question of the sources of the

Johannine miracle narratives. Some wanted to preserve the authenticity of the
sayings of Jesus by suggesting an apostolic source for them, while the narratives
were then explained from a later and more uncertain tradition.10 In the first half
of the nineteenth century, Christian HermannWeisse and Alexander Schweizer,
followed by a few others, developed the idea that John’s Galilean episodes in
particular, and perhaps some other texts, were secondary interpolations into a
coherent apostolic source of Jesus’s discourses.11However, these early forerunners
of the later Literarkritik did not find many followers; their reconstructions dif-
fered from one another, and the arguments were methodologically imprecise.

5 See the brief survey in Walter Schmithals, Johannesevangelium und Johannesbriefe: For-
schungsgeschichte und Analyse, BZNW 64 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1992), 50–52.

6 David Friedrich Strauss, Das Leben Jesu kritisch bearbeitet, 2 vols. (Tübingen: Osiander,
1835/36), 2:20–24. See ibid., 22: “dass der Verfasser des vierten Evangeliums … diese Erzählung
in der Absicht niederschrieb, der dogmatischen Auffassung des Todes und der Auferstehung
Jesu eine sinnbildliche Stütze zu geben.”

7 Cf. Strauss, Leben Jesu, 2:472.
8 See Jörg Frey, “Ferdinand Christian Baur and the Interpretation of John,” in Ferdinand

Christian Baur and the History of Early Christianity, ed. M. Bauspiess, Christof Landmesser,
and David Lincicum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 206–235.

9 Ferdinand Christian Baur,Das Christentum und die christliche Kirche der drei ersten Jahr-
hunderte (Tübingen: Fues, 1853), 219: “die höchste und vollkommenste Darstellung der Macht
Jesu über den Tod…, eine Darstellung, die in ihrer ganzen Anlage und Durchführung offenbar
symbolischen Charakter hat.”

10 Thus the first German critic of the authenticity of John, Jakob C.R. Eckermann, “Ueber
die eigentlich sichern Gruende des Glaubens an die Hauptthatsachen der Geschichte Jesu,
und ueber die wahrsheinliche Entstehun der Evangelien und der Apostelgeschichte,” idem,
Theologische Beyträge, vol. 5,2 (Altona: Hammerich, 1796), 106–256 here 213 (see Schmithals,
Johannesevangelium, 51).

11 Christian H. Weisse, Die evangelische Geschichte kritisch und philosophisch bearbeitet,
2 vols. (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1838), here 1:103–104; Alexander Schweizer, Das Evan-
gelium Johannes nach seinem innern Werthe und seiner Bedeutung für das Leben Jesu kritisch
untersucht (Leipzig: Weidnam, 1841). On Schweizer’s hypothesis and his followers, see G. Van
Belle, The Signs Source in the Fourth Gospel, BETL 116 (Leuven: Peeters, 1994), 1–4.
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Their interest was mainly apologetic: to secure the Johannine discourses of Jesus
for the image of the Historical Jesus, that is, to create a harmonising image of
Jesus, for which the more philosophical Johannine elements were particularly
important.12 According to Albert Schweitzer, these attempts were no more than
“a stubborn … rearguard action” of the spiritualising, harmonising interpretation
of the Gospels.13 The new wave of Literarkritik in John, initiated by the famous
Hebrew Bible scholar JuliusWellhausen (who later turned toNewTestament and
Arabic studies) and the classicist Eduard Schwartz,14 reversed the order of the
layers. Now, the characteristic discourses were viewed as part of the later layers
of the Gospel, supplementing an earlier basic document (“Grundschrift”), which
was seen as a narrative similar to Mark. The Johannine miracle stories were now
also considered part of this earliest Johannine layer. But although Wellhausen
was still interested in using this document as a source for the Historical Jesus
alongside Mark, he no longer regarded these stories as historically reliable, be-
cause he also regarded the basic document as a relatively late writing and not as
an eyewitness account.

2. The Dominance of the Semeia Source Hypothesis and Its Implications

This was the situation in which the new search for the sources of the Johan-
nine miracle stories could take root, eventually leading to the dominance of the
semeia source hypothesis as presented in Rudolf Bultmann’s commentary15 and
followed by many other authors until the late 20th or even into the 21st century.
The rise and reign of this hypothesis has been meticulously documented by Gil-
bert Van Belle,16 such that an extensive discussion of it is not necessary here. Yet,
the implications of this scholarly construction for the interpretation of the semeia
narratives were far reaching and led to the neglect of other important interpre-
tive dimensions. I can only mention a few important aspects.

12 See Jörg Frey, Die johanneische Eschatologie: Ihre Probleme im Spiegel der Forschung seit
Reimarus,WUNT 96 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1996), 51–52.

13 Albert Schweitzer,Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung, 9th ed. (Tübingen:Mohr Siebeck,
1984), 242.

14 Julius Wellhausen, Erweiterungen und Änderungen im vierten Evangelium (Berlin: Töpel-
mann, 1907); idem, Das Evangelium Johannis (Berlin: Töpelmann, 1908); Eduard Schwartz,
“Aporien im vierten Evangelium,” NAWG.PH (1907): 342–372, and (1908): 115–148; 149–188;
497–560.

15 Rudolf Bultmann,Das Evangelium des Johannes,KEK 2, 10th ed. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 1941); cf. now the 21st edition (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986). The
shape of the source or the verses attributed to it, must be compiled from the footnotes in Bult-
mann’s commentary, but see the helpful presentation of the reconstructed texts in D. Moody
Smith, The Composition and Order of the Fourth Gospel: Bultmann’s Literary Theory (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1965).

16 Van Belle, Signs Source. For the period after 1994, i. e., the fall of the hypothesis, see the
article by Gilbert Van Belle in the present volume.
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a. The semeia source hypothesis brought about a critical differentiation with-
in the text of the miracle narratives themselves, distinguishing between an older
form of the miracle narrative (in the source) and its corrective or explanatory
reception by the evangelist. Theologically, this meant distancing the author
from the stories he was telling, ultimately devaluing the narrative material in the
interest of modern critical awareness. The evangelist himself was fashioned ac-
cording to a modern theological interest, as a (Protestant, anti-Catholic) theo-
logian of the Word, critical of miracles and of a faith oriented towards miracles.
b. The hypothesis is underpinned by the assumption that the evangelist

(almost) completely incorporated a text into his work without being forced
to do so. According to Bultmann, the source was not taken from the religious
milieu from which the evangelist himself came, but from other early Christian
circles. Why the evangelist included this text, and made dogmatic corrections to
it, remains unclear. He could have ignored it or left out the parts with which he
disagreed. Although the evangelist is regarded as a theological genius, he is con-
sidered to have slavishly absorbed his source. Once it is acknowledged that the
Johannine author had the literary skills to use sources more freely and creatively,
this view becomes implausible. Moreover, if such creativity is assumed, the exact
reconstruction of a source is no longer possible.
c. The hypothesis assumes a source characterised by a naive belief in miracles

and speculates that the miracle stories were created in a situation of missionary
competition in the face of a competing pagan religion. The stories are the product
of an (unknown, anonymous) community. A historical substance or background
in the earthly ministry of Jesus is no longer assumed. Furthermore, the reason for
the creation of such stories remains quite speculative. How could early followers
of Jesus simply adapt stories about Asclepius or Dionysus and present them as
acts of Jesus? Therefore, not only the reconstruction but also the creation of these
stories in an early, very simple narrative form is highly hypothetical.
d. As a consequence of the source hypothesis, the miracle stories have

been interpreted with some distance, being viewed as less important or even
embarrassing elements in the text. Their correspondence with the Johannine
words of Jesus and their contribution to the Johannine rhetoric and the pro-
duction of meaning could not be sufficiently perceived. It was only with the
rejection of the semeia source hypothesis that these and other neglected aspects
of interpretation could be rediscovered.

3. Some Recent Developments in Interpreting the Johannine Semeia Narratives

a. New perspectives on interpretation were cautiously opened in Wolfgang
Bittner’s dissertation on the signs of Jesus in John,17 which not only joined the

17 Wolfgang J. Bittner, Jesu Zeichen im Johannesevangelium: DieMessias-Erkenntnis im Johan-
nesevangelium vor ihrem jüdischen Hintergrund, WUNT 2/26 (Tübingen:Mohr Siebeck, 1987).
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then-still-small chorus of those who rejected the signs source hypothesis,18 but
also drew attention to aspects of the Jewish background of the semeia narratives
and showed that, in a more Jewish context, signs could have a positive function
with regard to the recognition of theMessiah. Contrary to earlier interpretations,
he points out that the relationship between signs and faith in the Fourth Gospel
is positive rather than critical.
The positive function of “seeing” and, more generally, of sensory perception

in John’s hermeneutics (as opposed to the mere focus on hearing the Word)
was later recognised and developed by numerous other scholars.19 There is
nothing wrong nor inadequate with seeing, nor with the actions performed
by the Johannine Jesus. The evangelist does not have the modern interest in
criticising “miracles” or a faith stimulated by experiences of healing or divine
provision. He simply insists on the point that seeing should not be limited to the
outward or superficial signs, but must go further or deeper, to see themeaning in
and behind the visible acts. Seeing the signs is meant to lead to faith (John 20:31).
b. The next step forward can be seen in Udo Schnelle’s Habilitationsschrift

on the “anti-docetic” Christology in John.20 Based on a vigorous rejection of the
semeia source hypothesis, Schnelle interprets the Johannine semeia narratives
as an expression of the incarnational and – in Schnelle’s view – anti-docetic
theology of the evangelist. Even in their materiality, Jesus’s signs have a positive
theological function. Thus, despite Schnelle’s primary interest in the history of
the Johannine tradition or school and his still unbroken optimism in recon-
structing earlier traditions, his interpretation of the semeia narratives as an in-
tegral part of the evangelist’s message allows for a better appreciation of the text
as a whole.
c. Partly pursuing the same line of research as Schnelle, Michael Labahn has

presented the most extensive analyses of the Johannine miracle narratives to
date, published in two monographs.21 Although in these studies Labahn does
not abandon the redaction-critical perspective and still tries to reconstruct the
earliest strata of the miracle stories, he is able to show that the semeia narratives

18 See the report in Van Belle, Signs Source, 333–334.
19 Cf., e. g., Clemens Hergenröder, Wir schauten seine Herrlichkeit. Das johanneische

Sprechen vom Sehen imHorizont von Selbsterschließung Jesu und Antwort des Menschen, FzB 80
(Würzburg: Echter, 1996), who claims the priority of seeing over hearing; more recently, with-
in the horizon of Hellenistic epistemology, see Rainer Hirsch-Luipold, Gott Wahrnehmen: Die
Sinne im Johannesevangelium, WUNT 374 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017). On the senses in
John, see also Dorothy A. Lee, “The Gospel of John and the Five Senses,” JBL 129 (2021): 115–127.

20 Udo Schnelle, Antidoketische Christologie im Johannesevangelium: Eine Untersuchung zur
Stellung des vierten Evangeliums in der johanneischen Schule, FRLANT 144 (Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1987).

21 Michael Labahn, Jesus als Lebensspender: Untersuchungen zu einer Geschichte der jo-
hanneischen Tradition anhand ihrer Wundergeschichten, BZNW 98 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999);
idem,Offenbarung in Zeichen undWort: Untersuchungen zur Vorgeschichte von Joh 6,1–25a und
seine Rezeption in der Brotrede, WUNT 2/117 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000).
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in John do not have a coherent traditio-historical background and therefore can-
not be attributed to a single source, but are rather taken from different traditions.
By focusing on the genre of the semeia narratives and by making detailed obser-
vations on their language and style, Labahn is able to better appreciate the role of
the evangelist as narrator and interpreter of these stories, as well as their positive
function in the evangelist’s theology.
d. A few years earlier, ChristianWelck had presented an innovative synchron-

ic literary analysis of the “narrated signs” in John.22 In view of the distinction
between the performed and the narrated signs in John 20:30–31, Welck focuses
on what the signs actually signify on the level of the narrative text, that is, in the
interpretive hints that the evangelist gives throughout his narrative and especially
in the literary design of the semeia stories. According toWelck’s analysis, all these
stories are characterised by the juxtaposition of two levels or dimensions: first,
a surface level of external drama, that is, the dimension of events that simply
happened in the past; and, then, a series of hints or textual elements that inter-
rupt the flow of reading on the surface and form a deeper “salvation-dramatic”
level, on which each individual story is linked to the final events of Jesus’s death
and resurrection. In contrast to a redaction-critical approach, Welck does not
use these two levels for a reductive reconstruction of a simpler andmore original
text, but analyses their effect on the level of narrative rhetoric. The reader is
urged to perceive both dimensions together and thus cannot read the stories only
on the level of certain events in the past, but must also perceive the dimension of
meaning in the light of the whole Jesus story, that is, the post-Easter perspective.
On the other hand, this “signified” level does not make the physical level of the
story superfluous. Thus, the semeia narratives are exemplary and significant
Jesus narratives. Each of them contains the whole Jesus story and the salvation
offered in it. Welck’s study has been largely ignored outside the German context,
but in my view, it remains one of the most perceptive and innovative analyses of
the Johannine semeia narratives.
e. The next step forward can be seen in Willis H. Salier’s Cambridge dis-

sertation on the rhetorical impact of the semeia narratives.23 Salier’s work in-
tegrates the reader’s perspective and asks how the text impacts readers with re-
spect to the “signs” and, then, how an early audience might have understood the
language and narratives of the semeia. Salier reads the Gospel as testimony in
a trial for truth, and within this trial, the signs are “cumulative proofs” for the
readers.24 This means that the function of signs and speeches is parallel: both

22 Christian Welck, Erzählte Zeichen: Die Wundergeschichten des Johannesevangeliums li-
terarisch untersucht: Mit einem Ausblick auf Joh 21, WUNT 2/69 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
1994).

23 Willis H. Salier, The Rhetorical Impact of the Semeia in the Gospel of John, WUNT 2/186
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004).

24 Salier, Rhetorical Impact, 172.
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reinforce each other in their rhetorical effect. The interpretation of the sign
narratives is not a special case, but coherent with the interpretation of the other
elements of the text. So, the hermeneutics of deepening or signification is not
limited to the miracle stories but permeates the whole Gospel, including other
narrative episodes and even the passion narrative or the death and resurrection
of Jesus which is called “the climactic sign of the Gospel” or even the “sign of
signs.”25
f. A massive effort towards a better and more flexible understanding of early

Christianmiracle stories was initiated by Ruben Zimmermann in his two-volume
compendium of early Christian miracle stories26 and in two accompanying
collections of essays.27 The interpretations are conceptually based on a plurality
of methods and approaches, always beginning with a linguistic-narratological
analysis. This is followed by an examination of the social and historical contexts
as well as various proposals for understanding each miracle story.
The general introduction provides a thorough discussion of this novel ap-

proach.28 The embarrassment with which miracles were treated in twentieth-
century (German, especially Protestant) theology is giving way to a new, one
might say “postmodern” openness. “Miracles” are no longer treated as an
embarrassment but as a fascinating phenomenon. The point of departure is no
longer a (quite outdated) “scientific” worldview, according to which a miracle
is defined as something breaking the laws of nature, as something impossible29
which must be explained in a rational manner. Instead, the approach is now a
literary one, which sees wonder or amazement as a constitutive moment in the
text and seeks to understand the texts and their effects. Drawing on new con-
cepts of functional and rhetorically inspired form criticism,30 Zimmermann

25 Salier, Rhetorial Impact, 172.
26 Ruben Zimmermann, ed., Kompendium der frühchristlichen Wundererzählungen, vol. 1:

Die Wunder Jesu (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2013), vol. 2: Die Wunder der Apostel
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2017).

27 Bernd Kollmann and Ruben Zimmermann, eds., Hermeneutik der frühchristlichen Wun-
dererzählungen: Geschichtliche, literarische und rezeptionsorientierte Perspektiven, WUNT 339
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014); and Ruben Zimmermann, ed., Faszination der Wunder Jesu
und der Apostel: Die Debatte um die frühchristlichen Wundererzählungen geht weiter, BThS 184
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2020).

28 Ruben Zimmermann, “FrühchristlicheWundererzählungen – eine Hinführung,” in Kom-
pendium der frühchristlichenWundererzählungen, ed. Ruben Zimmermann (Gütersloh: Güters-
loher Verlagshaus, 2013), 1:5–67, here 5.

29 For example, the distinction between “healing miracles” and “nature miracles” in classical
form criticism clearly points to such an ideological set of criteria, according to which “nature
miracles” are a breach of the laws of nature and therefore impossible in principle, whereas
various possible explanations could be considered for healings. See Rudolf Bultmann, Die Ge-
schichte der synoptischen Tradition, 10th ed., ed. Gerd Theissen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1995), 223–230; for criticism, see Zimmermann, “Frühchristliche Wundererzäh-
lungen,” 27–28.

30 Cf. Klaus Berger, Formgeschichte des Neuen Testaments (Heidelberg: Quelle & Meyer,
1984); idem, Formen und Gattungen im Neuen Testament (Tübingen: Francke, 2005).
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treats “genres” as malleable constructions.31 He basically defines a “miracle
narrative” as a “factual” narrative about the action of a human miracle-worker,
who “triggers a perceptible but initially inexplicable change” that is attributed to
the impact of a divine power, intended to astonish the recipients and thus lead
them to an insight, a belief or a change in behaviour.32
In this literary framework, the entanglement and difference between text and

history are observed,33 but the starting point for Zimmermann and his colleagues
is always the text, not history.What can now be analysed is the interplay between
the “factual” character of the narratives and their narrative design which in-
evitably includes “fictional” elements.34 In comparison with other ancient texts,
scholars can find authorial strategies of authentication (e. g., through eyewitness
testimony) or strategies of distancing (e. g., through the use of reported speech
or other devices), but all these features say more about the aims and attitudes of
the author than about the history behind the narrative.35 The issue is no longer
what actually happened, but how the design of the narrative leads the recipient
to wonder, to believe, or to change their behaviour. And in contrast to earlier
attempts at “demythologization,” this approach involves a certain rehabilitation

31 Zimmermann, “Frühchristliche Wundererzählungen,” 25–26.
32 See the full definition (in German) in Zimmermann, “Frühchristliche Wundererzäh-

lungen – eineHinführung,” inKompendiumder frühchristlichenWundererzählungen, ed. Ruben
Zimmermann (Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2013), 1:5–67, here 30; slightly variegated in
idem, “Gattung ‘Wundererzählung’: Eine literaturwissenschaftliche Definition,” inHermeneutik
der frühchristlichen Wundererzählungen: Geschichtliche, literarische und rezeptionsorientierte
Perspektiven, ed. Bernd Kollmann and Ruben Zimmermann, WUNT 339 (Tübingen: Mohr
Siebeck, 2014), 311–343 (with the definition on p. 322); for further discussion, see also Jordash
Kiffiak, “Zimmermann’s Genre ‘frühchristliche Wundergeschichte’: Some Theoretical and
Comparative Considerations,” in Faszination der Wunder Jesu und der Apostel: Die Debatte
um die frühchristlichen Wundererzählungen geht weiter, ed. Ruben Zimmermann, BThS 184
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2020), 79–116, who criticizes the approach for excluding
epiphanies, angel stories or stories after Jesus’s resurrection.

33 Cf. Ruben Zimmermann, “Verschlungenheit und Verschiedenheit von Text und Ge-
schichte,” in Text und Geschichte: Geschichtswissenschaftliche und literaturwissenschaftliche
Beiträge zum Faktizitäts-Fiktionalitäts-Geflecht in antiken Texten, ed. Christof Landmesser and
Ruben Zimmermann (Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt, 2017), 9–51.

34 Cf. Ruben Zimmermann, “Phantastische Tatsachenberichte?! Wundererzählungen im
Spannungsfeld zwischen Historiographie und Phantastik,” in Hermeneutik der frühchrist-
lichen Wundererzählungen: Geschichtliche, literarische und rezeptionsorientierte Perspektiven,
ed. Bernd Kollmann and Ruben Zimmermann, WUNT 339 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014),
469–494.

35 On John, see Ruben Zimmermann, “‘Und der das gesehen hat, der hat es bezeugt, und sein
Zeugnis ist wahr’ (Joh 19,35) – Augenzeugenschaft im Johannesevangelium als hermeneutisches
Konzept,” in Wie Geschichten Geschichte schreiben: Frühchristliche Literatur zwischen Fak-
tualität und Fiktionalität, ed. Susanne Luther, Jörg Röder, and Eckart D. Schmidt,WUNT 2/392
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 209–251, and Susanne Luther, Die Authentifizierung der Ver-
gangenheit: Literarische Geschichtsdarstellung im Johannes-Evangelium, WUNT (Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2025, in press).
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of mythical thinking.36 Such a new hermeneutical framework naturally has con-
sequences for the interpretation of the Johannine miracle stories. This is clear
in the contributions to Zimmermann’s Kompendium, but there is no need to go
into more detail here.

II. Some Areas of Recent Discussion

The research trend during the last two decades is clear:37 it has moved from
the question of sources to questions of literary design, rhetorical effect and the
meaning of the text; from the explanation of the text to the exploration of the
network of meaning created by the author and conveyed by the text; from his-
tory and the history of religions to literary studies and also back to theology;
and frommodern embarrassment about the miracles, and the apologetic excuse
that even the Johannine author did not really believe what he narrated, to the
recognition that seeing and signs have an important epistemological function
within the Fourth Gospel as a whole. In what follows, I will further elaborate on
some select points of the current discussion.

1. Sources and Historical Reference

Despite the recent scholarly turn towards synchrony and narratology, the his-
torical question of the sources of the Johannine miracle stories and, ultimately,
their historical reference cannot be completely ignored. Even if a coherent
miracle source can no longer be proven or reconstructed, the question of the
sources or backgrounds of the individual narratives can still be posed. This
debate is linked to discussion of the relationship between John and the Syn-
optics, in which the temporary dominance of the independence hypothesis has
also been abandoned and replaced by the view that the Gospel of John is largely
based on the Gospel of Mark38 and possibly on other Synoptic texts (especially

36 Bernd Kollmann, “Von der Rehabilitierung mythischen Denkens und der Wiederent-
deckung Jesu alsWundertäter:Meilensteine derWunderdebatte von der Aufklärung bis zur Ge-
genwart,” in Hermeneutik der frühchristlichen Wundererzählungen: Geschichtliche, literarische
und rezeptionsorientierte Perspektiven, ed. Bernd Kollmann and Ruben Zimmermann, WUNT
339 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2014), 3–26.

37 See Jörg Frey, “From the Sēmeia Narratives to the Gospel as a Significant Narrative: On
Genre-Bending in the Johannine Miracle Stories,” in The Fourth Gospel as a Genre Mosaic, ed.
Kasper Bro Larsen, Studia Aarhusia Neotestamentica 3 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht,
2015), 209–232; reprinted in Jörg Frey, Vom Ende zum Anfang: Studien zum Johannesevan-
gelium. Kleine Schriften 4, ed. Ruben A. Bühner, WUNT 492 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2022),
363–385, here 371.

38 Cf. the conference volume John’s Transformation of Mark, ed. Eve-Marie Becker, Helen
K. Bond, and Catrin H. Williams (London: T&T Clark, 2021); see also Jörg Frey, “Das vierte
Evangelium auf dem Hintergrund der älteren Evangelientradition: Zum Problem: Johannes

The Semeia Narratives of John in Recent Research: An Introduction 9



Luke).39 From a source-critical point of view, this means that at least some of the
Johannine miracle narratives (e. g., in John 5 and 6) can be understood as trans-
formations of Markan narratives.40 And if the Markan framework is taken as the
basis of the Johannine rewriting, then another narrative thread, as postulated in
various forms of the signs source or a signs gospel, can no longer be assumed.
The problem of the historicity of Jesus’s miracles or of individual miracle

stories is exacerbated in the case of John’s dependence onMark. For the restaging
of Mark’s narratives in John is not done in the interest of historical correction,
let alone in the sense of an eyewitness who knows better, but for theological and
dramaturgical reasons. The question of historical reference is therefore ultimately
to be posed to the narrative of Mark or, if necessary, Q or Luke. On the other
hand, the attempt, most vigorously advanced by Paul Anderson,41 to reestablish
the historical source value of the Fourth Gospel and to bring John back into the
discussion about the historical Jesus, is methodologically imprecise, implausible
and factually misguided.42 Moreover, authentication by eyewitness testimony
in John is primarily a literary stylistic device,43 so that the Johannine episodes
generally do not provide reliable historical information about the deeds of the
earthly Jesus. Even though some splinters of the early tradition may have found
their way into the Fourth Gospel – such as, e. g., some information about Jesus’s
baptismal activity44 or about the origins of some of his disciples in the circle of

und die Synoptiker,” in idem, Die Herrlichkeit des Gekreuzigten: Studien zu den johanneischen
Schriften, ed. Juliane Schlegel, WUNT 307 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), 239–294; idem,
Theology and History in the Fourth Gospel: Tradition and Narration (Waco: Baylor University
Press, 2018), 64–77.

39 Thus, e. g., Udo Schnelle, Einleitung in das Neue Testament, 8th ed. (Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck &Ruprecht, 2013), 580–581; alsoMartinHengel, The Johannine Question (London: SCM
Press, 1989), 75.

40 On John 5, seeWilliam Bowes, “TheMarcan and the Johannine Paralytic(s),” Early Chris-
tianity 15 (2024): 439–458; on John 6, see the contribution by Jean Zumstein in the present
volume; see further Catrin H. Williams, “Intertextual Perspectives on John’s Sea Crossing
Account (John 6:16–21),” in Signs and Discourses in John 5 and 6, ed. Jörg Frey and Craig
R. Koester, WUNT 463 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2022), 175–197; on John 11, see also Teresa
Morgan, “The Transfiguration (Mark 9:2–8) and the Raising of Lazarus (John 11:1–44): A
Johannine Transformation of Mark?” Early Christianity 13 (2022): 342–363.

41 Cf. Paul N. Anderson, The Fourth Gospel and the Quest for Jesus: Modern Foundations Re-
considered, LNTS 321 (New York: T&T Clark, 2006) and the multi-author collections under
the title John, Jesus, and History, vols 1–4, ed. Paul N. Anderson, Felix Just, and Tom Thatcher
(Atlanta: SBL Press, 2007–2024).

42 See the criticism in Frey, Theology and History, 91–93.
43 Cf. Zimmermann, “‘Und der das gesehen hat’”; Luther, Authentifizierung.
44 See Jörg Frey, “Baptism in the Fourth Gospel, and Jesus and John as Baptizers: Historical

and Theological Reflections on John 3:22–30,” in Expressions of the Johannine Kerygma in
John 2:23 – 5:18. Historical, Literary, and Theological Readings from the Colloquium Ioanneum
2017 in Jerusalem, ed. R. Alan Culpepper and Jörg Frey, WUNT 423 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2019), 87–115.
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