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Two Views
Of John

Christianity According to John. by D.
George Vunderlip (Westminster, 1975,
224 pp., $8.50). and The Gospel of John,
Votlume 1. by James Montzomery Boice
(Zondervar, 1975, 443 pp.. 8$9.93), are
revicwed by Donald A. Carson, dean,
Northwest Baptist Theological Semi-
rarv. Vaeconver, British Columbia.

Bmh of these books are concerned with
the Fourth Gospel. and each was written
by an evangelical living in the Philadel-
phia area. There the similarities between
them end.

Christianity According to John appar-
ently arises out of Vanderlip's classroom
expericnce. Tts twelve ers consti-
tute a basic theslogy of Gospel of
John. The chapter headings cover many
of John’s most important themes: “‘Jesus
as the Word.” “The Children of God.™
“Believe.” “Know.” “‘Love,” “Light
and Darkness,” “The Spirit of Truth,”
and so on. Vanderlip writes clearly and
conciscly and shows competence in the
sccondary literature (in fact. there are too
many quotationsy.

For better or for worse, Vanderlip goes
out of his way to show that John is “‘rele-
vant.” The first chapter. for instance,
“John Speaks to Our World,” begins with
severnl pages devoted to discussing
“hife’s true meaning.’” reality. genuine-
ness. oppression. “John’s understanding
of love,” we read. “involves creative hu-
man response to need.” Several chapters
conclude with o section seeking to de-
velop the contemporary meaning of the
exposition. I would be the last to eschew
the relevance of the Scriptures, but 1
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think Vanderlip's efforts to demonstrate
this relevance are the weakest part of his
book. At one point he even finds it neces-
sary to apologize for the Evangelist’s neg-
attve comntents on “the Jews,”” We have.
he says. no right to speak of the Jews, or
of anyone else, as “children of the devil”
(8:44) as John has done (though it should
be observed that John ascribes the re-
mark to Jesus). “We can understand it.
but we must not perpetuate it.”” I would
think that Jesus’ remark, far from being
Tacist. could be extended to all human
beings everywhere apart from the grace of
God.

Vanderhp thinks the Gospel of John
was written roward the end of the first
century, with both Jewish and Gentile
believers primarily in view. However. he
later allows that the book’s purpose in-
cludes both evangelism and instruction,
The Apostle John probably stands behind
it with his oral preaching and teaching:
but one of his disciples prepared the first
draft based on John’s proclamation. and a
subsequent editor or editors enlarged the
draft by incorporating supplementary
material—including that which makes up
chapters 15-17, 21. It was published in
Ephesus. The brevity of Vanderlip’s
book mcans that Vanderlip’s reconstruc-
tion of the Fourth Gospel’s early history
is compressed into a few pages. It may be
convincing to the beginning student or to
the student who has already adopted
some scheme such as those of R. E.
Brown. B. Lindars, and R. Schnacken-
burg; I doubt if it will commend itself to
those who see greater significance in the
claims to eyewitness reporting, and whe
allow that only 21:24 f. was added by
other writers.

Vanderlip focuses his attenticn on the
Gospel itself. but in the case of two
themes. knowledge and dualism, he in-
cludes a fair bit of background material.

On the other hand, there are certain omis-
stons. Many of Jesus’ titles are discussed
but not “Lamb of God.” Much is mnde of
John’s emphasis on love. relatively little
of his stress on wrath and judgment.

Vanderlip reserves the last chapter for
a discussion of “History and Interpreta-
tton.”” Tt is in this area that 1 find mysclfin
strongest disagreement with him. Twice
he argues that John 9:22, 12:42, and 16.2
are references to excommunication from
the synagogue by virtue of an alleged
Jamnian decree (c. A.D. 85), even though
he acknowledges that Leon Morris “pre-
fers to interpret the excommunication as
related to the time of Jesus.” Tt is not only
Morris: M. J. Lagrange, C. F. D.
Moule, and even C. H. Deodd, among
others, raise doubts as to whether this is
an anachronism.

Not just an isolated incident is at stake.
Everyone can agree that John gives his
material his own impress, and that he uses
his own vocabulary; and indeed the prob-
lem of the relation between history and
interpretation is extremely difficult. But
when entire chapters that the Evangelist
ascribes to Jesus are now cast as later
pious expansions of the significance of
Jesus, then the problem becomes acute.
Vanderlip is basically saying that the the-
ology of the Fourth Gospel is true whilc
its historical referents are doubtful. Tc
Jjustify this conclusion, he calls up twc
crucial arguments. First. he draws atten-
tion to Paul, who regularly gives his opin-
ion on various matters: is John not enti-
.led to the same recognition of inspiratio::
that is confidently granted to Paul? But
there is a qualitative difference: John as-
cribes his material to Jesus directly, in
historical settings. sometimes even claim-
ing eyewitness veracity. And both John
and Paul are quite capable of distinguish-
ing between statements from Jesus during
his ministry, and post-resurrection in-
sights (e.g., John 2:17. 22: 1 Cor.
7:10, 12). Second, Vanderlip makes re-
peated appeal to the Spirit (John 16:12-
15), who will lead Christ’s people into
truth. He compares First Corinthians
7:40 (** And I think that I have the Spirit of
God™), and writes: “If through the years
Christians had not atknowledged the va-
lidity of this claim by Paul, the writings of
Paul would not have been admitted into
the New Testament canon. Extending the
same principle to John, can we deny to
the author of the Fourth Gospel the right
to freedom of religious expression under
the guidance of the Spirit (John 16:12-
157"

Hence Vanderlip cites with approval
the opinion of Sanders and Martin that
“‘the material in the Fourth Gospel con-
sisted originally of sermons. preached by
a man who was a Christian prophet.
whose own words were as truly “words of
the Lord’ as those spoken by Jesus beside
the sea of Galilee or in the Upper Room.”
But the Christian prophets were always
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able to distinguish between what Jesus
said during his ministry and what his
Spirit appeared to be saying through them
(see D. Hill, ““On the Evidence for the
Creative Role of Christian Prophets,”
New Testament Studies 20 [1974], 262-
74).

I am far from arguing that John is pre-
senting verbatim reports of Christ’s dis-
courses; but I am persuaded that some
model other than Vanderlip’s better ex-
plains the evidence. John gives condensa-
tions. in his own idiom (independence of
idiom is especially easy when the original
material is in another language, in this
case presumably Aramaic); but con-
densed reports can be accurate reports —
both theologically and historically.

The book by Boice arose from the au-
thor’s preaching ministry. This is the first
volume of a projected series of five and
covers 1:1-4:54. The fifty-six short chap-
ters vary considerably in scope; they can
cover just part of one verse (e.g., two
sermons are given over to 1:14) or a more
extended section (e.g. 2:1-11).

In both style and content the book is
easy to read. Although written with the
layman in mind, it contains insights that
the Johannine specialist will appreciate.
The work is marked by colorful examples
and apposite quotations and illustrations.
It is openly evangelistic.

Boice entertains no doubt about the
truth of both theology and history in the
Fourth Gospel, and occasionally ven-
tures some explanatory remarks (see, for
example, the part beginning on page 60).

The reader should be forewarned that
the book is not simply an exposition of the
first chapters of John—indeed, not quite
an exposition. It is not quite an exposition
in the sense that Boice selects certain
teachings from many of his texts but does
not attempt to expound the entire pas-
sage. The points he draws out of the text
are usually valid; but not infrequently I
was left with the impression that I was not
being helped to understand John pre-
cisely as John wanted to be understood.
Again, the book is not simply an exposi-
tion in the sense that Boice regularly
draws in much material from elsewhere in
the Scriptures. For example, in com-
menting on John 4:25 f., he manages to
discuss the Matthean and Lukan genealo-
gies. Three chapters are given over to a
consideration of Christian baptism—
mercifully, not in the categories of adult
versus child baptism, or sprinkling versus
immersion. In writing on John 1:4 Boice
introduces us to Psalm 23. And. most
noteworthy, in almost every chapter
Boice ventures applications that, however
valid, are not found in the text.

None of these features is blameworthy,
if the book is accepted for what it is: a
sewriting of sermons, preached in a tex-
tual/expository tradition. As such, the
book is stimulating and helpful. I read it
with pleasure. [
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