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General Introduction

John 7,53–8,11, known as the Pericope Adulterae (PA), is famous for its proble-
matic textual history, which includes questions about its authenticity and its
place within the Gospel of John. The ongoing discussions raise questions about
whether PA should be treated as any other Johannine pericope or should be
ignored. The textual apparatus of Nestle Aland (NA28) presents PA within dou-
ble brackets, suggesting that this text is not original to the Gospel of John. The
words of R. Gregory summarize the status of PA well: “It is a section that, in
reference to its textual history and textual character, stands totally alone.”1
There are a few stories in the Gospels that capture the attention of the readers

instantly, generation after generation. When one looks at PA, keeping aside its
textual history, it is one of the stories that connects easily to the reader and
believers’ lives. It is truly “a lost pearl of ancient tradition,”2 struggling to find
its place within the scholarly world, which treats it like a stranger.

1. Status Quaestionis

Given its problematic textual history and the questions related to its place in the
Gospel of John, PA should interest scholars and exegetes for extensive study.
Surprisingly, though, as Chris Keith puts it, “The academic discussion of this
pericope primarily dwells in articles and appendices rather than textbooks and
monographs.”3 There are only four doctoral dissertations on PA, those by
U. Becker, A. Johnson, H. J. Toensing, and more recently by C. Keith. The stu-
dies by A. Johnson4 and H. J. Toensing5 are unpublished.6 The study by Becker7

1 C. R. Gregory, Canon and Text of the New Testament (ITL; Edinburgh 1907) 514.
2 R. Schnackenburg, The Gospel according to St. John II. Commentary on Chapters 5–12

(HTCNT; Freiburg 1971; Tunbridge Wells 1993) 162.
3 C. Keith, “Recent and Previous Research on the Pericope Adulterae (John 7,53–8,11)”,

CBR 6/3 (2008) 377.
4 A. F. Johnson, A Re-examination of the Pericope Adulterae, John 7,53–8,11 (Diss.; Dallas

Theological Seminary 1964).
5 H. J. Toensing, The Politics of Insertion. The Pericope of the Adulterous Woman and Its

Textual History (Diss.; University of Vanderbilt 1998).
6 Keith, “Recent and Previous Research on the Pericope Adulterae”, 377.
7 U. Becker, Jesus und Ehebrecherin. Untersuchungen zur Text- und Überlieferungs-

geschichte von John 7,53–8,11 (BNZW 28; Berlin 1963).



focuses on the linguistic nuances and textual problems related to PA and is an
excellent foundation for further studies on PA. The more recent study by Chris
Keith8 focuses mainly on two verses from PA (Jn 8,6.8) as he argues that the
purpose of PA’s presence in Jn 7–8 is to highlight the literacy of Jesus (as a
response to the pagan criticism of early Christians as not being literate). The
recent work, “To Cast the First Stone,”9 focuses more on the transmission his-
tory of PA; the collection of articles in “The Pericope of the Adulteress in Con-
temporary Research” and “Ciphers in the Sand” are valuable resources for the
study of PA. As in the work of Becker and Keith, the scholarly treatment of PA is
often restricted to particular aspects of PA, rather than offering a holistic ap-
proach to understanding it in its present location in the Gospel of John. I there-
fore agree with J. D. Crossan’s statement that PA “still awaits the treatment it
deserves.”10

2. The Objective and Scope

Until now the research on PA has been one-sidedly focused on the questions
about the textual status of PA, its authenticity, and its place within the Gospel of
John. An examination of PA in its present textual position within the Gospel of
John and a closer analysis of its nuances is therefore an important step to over-
coming the one-sidedness of the research on Pericope Adulterae. Chris Keith’s
study is a brave attempt to understand PA within the broader framework of the
Gospel, but his focus (merely on two verses of PA) is still too limited. A thor-
ough interpretation of PA has to take PA’s context, major themes, and intertex-
tual dynamics at play into account and must reflect on PA’s role within the
entirety of the Gospel.
The task of this study is to build on the work of prior scholars and to take a

step forward to understand PA in its present location, in the context of the Feast
of Tabernacles, within John 7–8. The following questions provide a framework
for the research of PA in John:
1. If PA was not present in early manuscripts of the Gospel of John, where did
PA come from? Are there features in the text and in its transmission history
that can guide the research in unearthing the mystery behind its origins?
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8 C. Keith, The Pericope Adulterae, the Gospel of John, and the Literacy of Jesus (NTTSD
38; Leiden – Boston 2014).

9 J. Knust – T. Wasserman, To Cast the First Stone. The Transmission of a Gospel Story
(Princeton – Oxford 2019).

10 J. D. Crossan, Finding is the First Act. Trove Folktales and Jesus’ Treasure (Eugene, OR
1979) 100; Wengst stresses the point of better treatment of PA, as it has been in ecclesiastical
use as a biblical text for many centuries (K. Wengst, Das Johannesevangelium. Neuausgabe
[ed. E. W. Stegemann – A. Strotmann – K. Wengst] [ThKNT 4; Stuttgart 2019] 253).



2. Are there any indications in terms of language and plot in Jn 7–8, that can
guide the research on how PA is to be interpreted?

3. Does PA show characteristics of any particular Gattung? And if so, what con-
clusions can be drawn from it for the interpretation of the pericope?

4. What is a Johannine reading of PA, and how do the insights emerging from
this reading enhance the understanding of Jn 7–8?

5. What is the role of PA in Jn 7–8?
6. Is PA a well-thought-of interpolation in its present location or just an awk-
ward insertion that breaks the narrative flow in Jn 7–8?

3. Methodological Considerations

Since this study deals with a problematic pericope and since it attempts to
understand it in the Johannine context, it employs both diachronic and syn-
chronic readings of PA.
a. The diachronic11 reading of PA focuses mainly on the history of its transmis-
sion, its presence in or absence from early Gospel manuscripts and the fact
that from the second to the fourth centuries the pericope was known in
various versions within the early church. Apart from the Johannine features
found in PA, this study analyses non-Johannine and Lukan characteristics of
the pericope. Through careful attention to the features the text exhibits re-
flecting its different stages of transmission, a diachronic reading of PA pro-
vides valuable guidelines for understanding its origins.

b. The synchronic12 reading of PA in its context (Jn 7–8) is done by employing
narrative analysis coupled with intertextual reading. To understand PA in its
present location, it is necessary to read it as part of the Gospel of John and as
a link in the narrative chain of Jn 7–8. This study employs narrative analysis
to unearth the hidden dynamics of Jn 7–8, the plot, the characters, important
themes, literary techniques used, and internal structures. A Johannine read-
ing of PA cannot be done without paying attention to the echoes and allu-
sions found in the text. The intertextual reading employed in this study,
alongside a narrative analysis, helps to uncover the hidden, deeper meaning
of PA and its relevance to Johannine theology.

3. Methodological Considerations 3

11 Cf. ODLT, 92.
12 Cf. ODLT, 353.



4. General Outline of the Study

This study is divided into six chapters. Whereas the first two chapters prepare
the ground to understand PA in John, along with the attempts to answer the
questions of its origins, the third and the fourth chapters are the central chap-
ters of this study. They deal with the Gattung of PA and its Johannine reading.
Chapters five and six deal with the theological nuances associated with and
emerging out of PA in its context.

Chapter One

The first chapter of this study begins by examining the external evidence and
transmission history of PA, which includes PA’s various locations within the
canonical Gospels and its existence in various versions. The study of internal
evidence focuses on Lukanisms, non-Johannine language, Johannine style, and
patterns found in PA. Examining the internal and external evidence also in-
volves a glance at the theories of “suppression” and “attentive insertion” of PA.
While this study accepts the popular view that PA was a later addition13 to the
Gospel of John, it looks beyond the documentary evidence towards the oral
traditions and the features visible within PA and its transmission history. This
chapter presents evidence that PA was transmitted orally for a long time and
thereby avoids falling into the trap of looking at it only with concern for its
historical exactness. It should be approached from the theological point of view
of the Gospel of John.

Chapter Two

The present study is preparation for a Johannine reading of PA. The narrative
analysis of the context in which PA is placed (Jn 7–8) is essential in order to
understand PA’s connectedness or lack of it in its present location. Chapter 2 of
this study begins with the delimitation and the examination of the kind of plot
presented in Jn 7–8, followed by a detailed plot analysis. The character studies,
an integral part of narrative analysis, help to understand the dynamics and
nuances attached to key characters present in and around PA. This chapter also
highlights other narrative elements (movement, temporal changes, inclusion,
sandwich technique, and legal language) found in Jn 7–8. Recognizing domi-
nant themes present in PA (identity and recognition) and understanding the
plot behind the plot is essential in order to interpret PA in its present location.

4 General Introduction
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Chapter Three

Being one of the two central chapters of this study, chapter three shifts its focus
to the wisdom features present in Jn 7–8. The identity of Jesus is one of the
primary concerns in Jn 7–8; chapter three of this study explores the portrayal
of Jesus by the evangelist using wisdom categories. It also analyzes the imageries
between which PA is placed as though in a sandwich, the imageries of “the
living water” and “the light of the world.”
One of the main focuses of this chapter is the literary form of PA. The studies

of Nickelsburg and Cory on “wisdom tales” open the path to understanding the
Gattung behind PA. This study recognizes PA as a wisdom tale and highlights its
wisdom tale characteristics. Recognition of the literary form14 paves the way to
a Johannine reading of PA; reading PA as a scene of trial is important as a trial is
a key feature of wisdom tales.

Chapter Four

This chapter, the central chapter of this study, deals with a Johannine reading of
PA. The first part of this chapter examines the possibility of reading the Gospel
of John as a lawsuit, followed by the possibility of reading Jn 7–8, in particular,
as a lawsuit. It also discusses the Jewish judicial process and the Old Testament
lawsuit patterns in John. The language used in Jn 7–8, the setting, the accusa-
tions against Jesus, and the style of narrative presentation in Jn 7–8 permit
reading it (chapters 7–8) as a lawsuit. The crucial intervention of Nicodemus
in Jn 7,51 demands for Jesus the possibility of a fair hearing. When this request
is taken together with the other dynamics within Jn 7–8, it requires reading the
section following Nicodemus’s request, that is, PA, as a trial, as a legal hearing
process. At a point when the reader expects a trial of Jesus, PA appears to pre-
sent the trial of the woman caught in adultery, which many scholars consider
breaking the narrative. Given the expectation of the trial of Jesus, the presence
of the trial of a woman raises the question, who really is on trial?
In the carefully crafted wisdom tale, that is PA, the answer to the central

question of Jn 7–8, the identity of Jesus, is revealed, and this has a bearing on
the ongoing trial in PA.

4. General Outline of the Study 5

14 For the study on literary forms, look at: E. V. McKnight, What is Form Criticism? (Phi-
ladelphia, PA 1969); G. M. Tucker, Form Criticism of the Old Testament (Philadelphia, PA
1971); M. Reiser, Sprache und Literarische Formen des Neuen Testaments (Paderborn – Mu-
nich – Vienna – Zurich 2001).



Chapter Five

The fifth chapter of this study continues to focus on the identity of Jesus. As said
above, the trial process in PA reveals the identity of Jesus but in Old Testament
categories. This chapter discusses the Christological presentation of the identity
of Jesus revealed in PA, not only in its immediate context (Jn 7–8) but in the
entire Gospel of John.

Chapter Six

As its title suggests, the final chapter of this study focuses on the role and place-
ment of PA in Jn 7–8 and continues the discussion on the identity of Jesus.
Being the concluding chapter, it raises some essential questions. Does PA have
any role to play at all in Jn 7–8? Does PA fit into its new home (Jn 7,53–8,11) in
terms of its literary style and theological emphasis, or does it interrupt the
narrative flow in Jn 7–8? How are the imageries of “the living water” and “the
light of the world” linked to PA? Furthermore, what is the relationship between
the identity of Jesus as found in Jn 7–8 with the λόγος of the Prologue?

6 General Introduction



Chapter I

The Textual Status and the Origins of PA

1.1 Introduction

The first chapter of the present study focuses primarily on the textual status,
and the transmission history of PA. Scholarly investigations on PA frequently
confine themselves to issues regarding its authenticity and its textual status;
however, such concerns constitute only a subsidiary consideration rather than
the primary focus of the present study. This chapter offers a critical examination
of both the internal and the external evidence pertaining to the passage, con-
siders possible explanations for its omission from the canonical Gospels, and
advances a hypothesis regarding its origins.
The external evidence focuses on the absence of PA in the early manuscripts

and thus makes a strong case for non-Johannine origins of PA. A look at the
different locations of PA in canonical Gospels and the study of its historical
emergence prepares the ground for a more critical and informed understanding
of PA. Examining the internal evidence on PA deals with five aspects: 1. The
question of PA being a Lukan story; 2. Lukanisms found in PA; 3. Non-Johan-
nine vocabulary in PA; 4. Johannine style in PA; and 5. The question of the
narrative suitability of PA in Jn 7,53–8,11.
A critical examination of two prominent theories, “the suppression theory”

and “the theory of attentive insertion,” offers insight into the factors that may
account for the absence or presence of PA in the canonical Gospels.
The final section of this chapter attempts to understand the possible origins

of PA based on the gradual emergence of one story (i. e., PA as we read today)
from diverse stories. To answer the question, how a story that possibly devel-
oped in the oral tradition finally entered the Gospel of John, it is necessary to
reexamine the criteria employed in the formation of the canon, the underlying
purpose in writing the Gospel of John, and the appropriate hermeneutical ap-
proach to its interpretation.
A lost pearl of ancient tradition, the story of the woman caught in adultery,

though late, found a safe home in the Gospel of John. Does it enhance this
home, contributing to the achievement of the purpose of the Gospel of John?



1.2 External Evidence

As Bruce M. Metzger states, there is overwhelming evidence for the non-Johan-
nine origin of PA.1 As the critical apparatus in the Greek text of Nestle-Aland
(NA28) highlights, PA is absent from several early and important manuscripts,
such as �66.75 א Avid B Cvid Lc N TW ΔcΘΨ 0141. 0211. 33. 131. 565. 1241. 1333.
1424txt. 2768 a f l q sy sa ly pbo bopt; Or Hiermss.
A near complete codex of the Gospel of John, �66 and �75, which contains

major part of John, the two most significant papyri from the II and III centuries
respectively omit PA. Codex Sinaiticus (א) and Vaticanus (B)2, from the IV
century, and the virtual readings of Alexandrinus (Avid) and Ephraemi Rescrip-
tus (Cvid), from the V century, also omit PA. According to Bruce Metzger, “co-
dices A and C are defective in this part of John, but it is highly probable that
neither contained the pericope, for careful measurement discloses that there
would not have been space enough on the missing leaves to include the section
(PA) along with the rest of the text.”3
PA is absent even from T029 and from codex Washingtonianus (W), both

from the V century and contain the Gospels, from N022 of the VI century, from
the corrected L019 of the VIII century, from the corrected codex Sangallensis
(Δc) and codex Coridethianus (Θ), both of the IX century and both containing
the Gospels. PA also fails to find a place in Athous Lavrensis (Ψ) of the IX/X
century and is absent from miniscules and lectionaries 0141(X), 0211(IX), 33
(IX), 131. 565 (IX), 1241(XII), 1333 (XIII), 1424txt (IX/X), 2768 (978).
PA is omitted from the oldest form of the Syriac version (syrc,s and the best

manuscripts of syrp). It is absent from the Sahidic and the sub-Achmimic ver-
sions and the older Bohairic manuscripts. Some of the Armenian manuscripts4
and old Georgian versions also omit it.
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1 Cf. B. M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament. A Companion
Volume to the United Bible Societies Greek New Testament (London – New York 1971) 219.

2 In Vaticanus PA does not appear, but the presence of a marginal umlaut at 7,52 seem to
suggest that original scribe of that MS had some knowledge of the pericope variant (M. A.
Robinson, “Preliminary Observations Regarding the Pericope Adulterae Based upon Fresh
Collations of Nearly All Continuous-Text Manuscripts and All Lectionary Manuscripts Con-
taining the Passage”, FNT 13 [2000] 40). Chris Keith suggests that Robinson (M. A. Robinson,
         
           
                
                
                
        Keith, “Recent and Previous Research on the Peri-
cope Adulterae”, 378).

3 Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 187.
4 Metzger refers to the note in Zohrab’s edition of the Armenian version that says, “only five

of the thirty manuscripts we used preserve here the addition (PA) found in Latin Manuscripts
(Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 188).



There is also no comment on the text by the Greek Fathers until the twelfth
century.5 The first one to comment on PA among the Greek Church Fathers is
Euthymius Zigabenus from the twelfth century, and he declares that the accurate
copies of the Gospel do not contain PA.6 It fails to find place in the manuscripts
fromOrigenes (254) and in the individual manuscripts from Jerome (420).
In short of the 10 earliest Manuscripts (�66, �75, Sinaiticus ,(א) Vaticanus (B),

Alexandrinus (A), Ephraemi (C), Bezae (D), Borgianus (T), Washingtonianus
(W) and Purpureus Petropolitanus (N) only one includes PA. The majuscules
that include the pericope can be dated from the seventh century to the fifteenth
century, with the vast majority of these dating closer to twelfth century.7 In the
face of overwhelming evidence, it seems obvious that PA is not original to
John.8 Chris Keith suggests that one should resist describing this as “consensus,”
“unanimous,” or “universal agreement,” due to frequent attempts to prove or
support the Johannine authenticity of the material.9

1.3 Different Locations of PA

The critical apparatus in NA28 cites five different locations of PA, whereas Chris
Keith, the recent scholar to study PA says, that “there are at least twelve different
manuscript locations of PA within the canonical Gospels.”10

1.3.1 PA after Jn 7,52

PA is added (NA28) in Jn 7,53–8,11 in D K L*vid Γ Δ*vid 118.174.209. 579. 700.
892. m lat bopt; Hiermss (c. obel. 230. 1424mg). Standing out from the host of
other manuscripts that omit PA,11 the diglot Bezae (D), dated to ca. 400 CE,12

1.3 Different Locations of PA 9

5 Cf. D. B. Utley, The Beloved Disciple’s Memoirs and Letters. The Gospel of John, 1, 2 and 3
(Marshall, TX 1999) 122.

6 Cf. Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 188.
7 Cf. Keith, “Recent and Previous Research”, 379.
8 D. B. Wallace (ed.), Revisiting the Corruption of the New Testament. Manuscript, Patris-

tic, and Apocryphal Evidence (TCNT; Grand Rapids, MI 2011) 21.
9 Cf. Keith, “Recent and Previous Research”, 379; for more on this topic, look at: A. F.

Johnson, “A Stylistic Trait of the Fourth Gospel in the Pericope Adulterae”, BETS 9 (1966)
91–96; A. A. Trites, “The Woman Taken in Adultery”, BSac 136 (1974) 137–146; Z. C.
Hodges, “The Woman Taken in Adultery (John 7,53–8,11): Text”, BSac 136 (1979) 318–332;
Z. C. Hodges, “The Woman Taken in Adultery (Jn 7,53–8,11): Exposition”, BSac 137 (1980)
41–53; C. P. Baylis, “The Woman Caught in Adultery: A Test of Jesus as the Greater Prophet”,
BSac 146 (1989) 171–84; J. P. Heil, “The Story of Jesus and the Adulteress (Jn 7,53–8,11)
Reconsidered”, Bib 72/2 (1991) 182–191.

10 Keith, The Literacy of Jesus, 119.
11 Cf. Metzger, A Textual Commentary, 187–188.
12 Cf. D. C. Parker, Codex Bezae. An Early Christian Manuscript and Its Text (Cambridge

1992) 281.



is the earliest Greek Gospel text to include PA. Augustine, a contemporary to
Bezae, is one of the earliest extra-biblical commentators to know PA in the
Gospel of John. He twice discusses the story in his Gospel commentary, clearly
demonstrating that his manuscript contained PA at Jn 7,53–8,11 (Cons. 4.10.17;
Tract. Ev. Jo. 33.5).13 Hence, by the late fourth century, Christians were reading
the story of the Adulteress in John’s Gospel at Jn 7,53–8,11.
Between the sixth and the ninth centuries, PA was included in more manu-

scripts. According to Chris Keith, manuscripts that included PA in one form or
another number a total of 1427 manuscripts, of which 58 manuscripts contain
PA at other locations than Jn 7,53–8,11. This means that 95.9% of the Greek
manuscripts placed PA at Jn 7,53–8,11.14
The comments by Ambrose15 and Jerome suggest that they read PA in the

Gospel of John. Ambrose’s mention of PA points to the fact that the story was
quite popular among the people by then. The widespread acceptance is that
Jerome, in his Vulgate, which he presented to Pope Damasus in 384 CE, placed
PA at Jn 7,53–8,11, though the source manuscripts are no longer accessible.
Jerome’s note saying that PA is found in “many” of the Greek and Latin manu-
scripts implies also that it was not present in some of the manuscripts that he
had come across.16 In Tractate17 33.2 Augustine discusses Jn 7,50–52, involving
Nicodemus and the Pharisees, and in 33.3 he cites Jn 7,53–8,2, highlighting
Jesus going to the Mount of Olives and the aspect of anointing, and in 33.4 he
speaks about the woman who, having been caught in adultery, was brought to
Jesus. Tractate 34 speaks about Jesus, the light of the world, as found in Jn 8,12.
There is also a Pseudo-Athanasius text (attributed dubiously to the fourth cen-
tury Athanasius) that stands as a witness to PA at Jn 7,53–8,11.18
Apart from the Church Fathers, as mentioned above, as mentioned already,

the earliest available certain manuscript is Codex Bezae (D), which places PA in
Jn 7,53–8,11. The Philoxenian manuscript tradition, which also confirms the
presence of PA in Greek manuscripts from which Syriac translations were de-
rived, had PA at 7,53–8,11, but manuscripts of omission were also known.19
Hence, one can boldly say that from late fourth century the Latin speaking
world read PA at Jn 7,53–8,11.
In other words, from the fourth to the ninth century CE, Jn 7,53–8,11 is the

only attested manuscript location for PA in the canonical tradition. Chris Keith

10 Chapter I: The Textual Status and the Origins of PA

13 Cf. Keith, “Recent and Previous Research”, 383.
14 Keith, The Literacy of Jesus, 121.
15 In Epistle XXVI, written around 385–387 CE, Ambrose speaks of “the acquittal of the

woman who in the Gospel according to John was brought to Christ accused of adultery”
(Ambrose, Epistle. 26.2); cf. Keith, The Literacy of Jesus, 120.

16 Cf. Keith, The Literacy of Jesus, 131.
17 Cf. Augustine, Tract. Ev. Joh. 33.2–4.
18 Cf. Keith, The Literacy of Jesus,129.
19 Cf. Keith, The Literacy of Jesus, 131.
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