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THE APOCALYPSE OF 
THE CROSS: 
The Gospel of John and the 
Beginnin§ of Christian 
Theology 

John Behr 

ST. VLADIMIR'S ORTHODOX THEOLOGICAL 
SEMINARY, CRESTWOOD, NY 

It is my great pleasure to offer this essay in honor of Fr. The
odore Stylianopoulos. His teaching for many decades at Holy 
Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology was an inspiration 
for many generations of students and his writings were an in
spiration for countless others, like myself, who never had the 
pleasure of hearing him teach. He was a pioneer amongst Or
thodox scriptural scholars, showing how one could engage with 
contemporary critical scholarship and still remain faithful to the 
traditions of the fathers. It is in this same vein that the present 
essay is offered. 

IN TWO ARTICLES, published some fifty years ago, Ernst Kase
mann asserted that "Apocalyptic was the mother of all Christian 
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theology," 2 and by doing so set off many debates in the following 
decades. By "apocalyptic" he specifically meant the enthusiasm 
engendered by the possession of the Spirit as a pledge of the 
imminent Parousia, "nourished theologically from the tradition 
of Jewish apocalyptic," and the sense of a corresponding ambas
sadorial authority for its mission thus kindled.3 Unlike Albert 
Schweitzer and his followers, "who got in their own way by try
ing to turn the whole question into a problem of research into the 
life of the historical Jesus and to explain the very early history of 
dogma in terms of the delay of the Parousia" -landing up in a 
cul-de-sac on both counts- Kasemann suggests that we should 
take seriously "post-Easter apocalyptic" as being "a new theo
logical start," the first chapter, the beginning of dogmatics itself, 
not the concluding one as has since become the traditional dog
matic approach.4 "The heart of primitive Christian apocalyptic, 
according to Revelation and the Synoptists alike, is the accession 
to the throne of heaven by God and by his Christ as the eschato
logical Son of Man."5 

Kasemann concludes his essay by tracing how various hopes 
were dashed, such as those of the "Petrine party," who, in Mat
thew 16:18-19, appropriate to their leader what is promised to the 
whole community in Matthew 18:18, thereby making themselves 
a sect, thinking they could defy tl_7,e gates of hell, but "unable to 
resist the sands of time which buried them." Kasemann asks if 
this episode is an "archetype of what is always happening in the 
history of the Church," and "has there ever been a theological 
system which has not collapsed? Have we been promised that we 
should know ourselves to be in possession of a theologia peren
nis?" Clearly not, is the answer his rhetorical question demands. 
Rather it is "only certain theological themes in the proclamation 
[that] are carried on from one generation to the next and thus 
preserve the continuity of the history of theology." And chief 
among these themes is "the hope of the manifestation of the Son 
of God on his way to enthronement; and we have to ask ourselves 
whether Christian theology can ever survive in any legitimate 
form without this theme, which sprang from the Easter experi
ence and determined the Easter faith." 6 

Kasemann' s thesis is provocative and generated much debate 
in the following decades. But it is also fairly limited, primarily 
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because he develops his reflections almost exclusively out of the 
Synoptic Gospels, with an occasional nod to Paul (more attention is 
given to Paul in his essay" Apocalyptic," but even there only to the 
Corinthian correspondence) and the book of Revelation, and this is 
because he has already determined what is to count as" Apocalyp
tic:" that is, "the expectation of an imminent Parousia." His central 
claim and concluding question are, nevertheless, worth bearing in 
mind, and I will return to them later. 

The decades since Kasemann wrote have seen a burgeoning 
in scholarship on Second Temple Judaism and intertestamentallit
erature. As a result of this scholarship, it is now acknowledged uni
versally that it is simply inadequate to speak of "Judaism" as a 
single phenomenon: there were, rather, many rich and varied seams 
in the centuries prior to the establishment of rabbinic Judaism. This 
has spurred on many to what has been called a "new religionge
schichtliche Schule," which has as its quest to understand the Jewish 
roots of Christo logy by looking to Jewish speculations about a" sec
ond power" in heaven alongside God (most concretely seen in the 
figure ofMetatron in Third Enoch or The Hebrew Apocalypse ofEnoch).7 

This is not directly my topic here, though it is part of the back
ground for this paper. More importantly, this scholarship has also 
given us a greatly enhanced understanding of the role of "apoca
lyptic" in the intertestamental period and its significance for under
standing Christianity.8 Although we tend to think of" apocalyptic" 
primarily in terms of eschatology (an "imminent Parousia"), usu
ally described in nightmarish imagery portraying cataclysmic 
events (and, that is how the term is indeed used in popular par
lance), modern study of the phenomenon has made it clear that 
apocalyptic writings are in fact concerned with much more.9 
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Christopher Rowland suggests that the guidelines laid down in 
the Mishnah (Hagigah 2.1) indicate the broad scope of apoca
lypse: 
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The forbidden degrees [i.e., Lev 18:6ff] may not be ex
pounded before three persons, nor the story of creation 
[i.e., Gen 1:1££] before two, nor [the chapter of] the char
iot [i.e., Ezek 1:4ff] before one alone, unless he is a sage 
that understands his own knowledge. Whoever gives 
his mind to four things it were better for him if he had 
not come into the world: what is above? what is below? 
what was before time? and what will be hereafter? 

Eschatology, as this passage suggests and as is clearly demon
strated from the abundant apocalyptic literature, is only one of 
the topics covered (or uncovered) by apocalyptic.10 

Apocalyptic writings are concerned with the beginning and 
the end, and with the realm above and below, and, specifically, 
draws out correspondences between these dimensions, as do 
almost all early Christian writings (Adam and Christ; "on earth 
as it is in heaven," etc.). 

With regard to the form of apocalyptic writings, John Ash
ton, building upon Rowland and Collins, defines" apocalypse" in 
this way: 

An apocalypse is a narrative, composed in circumstanc
es of political, religious, or sclcial unrest, in the course 
of which an angelic being discloses heavenly mysteries, 
otherwise hidden, to a human seer, either indirectly, by 
interpreting a dream or vision, or directly, in which case 
the seer may believe that he has been transported to 
heaven in order to receive a special revelation.U 

With this description of the genre, form, and structure of apoca
lyptic writings, Ashton proceeds to examine the ways in which 
the Gospels, and the fourth Gospel in particular, though not apoc
alypses, are yet in fact "profoundly indebted to apocalyptic" in 
four key aspects: two of which are temporal-two ages (mystery) 
and two stages (dream or vision)- and two are spatial- insid
ers/ outsides (riddle) and above/below (correspondence). It will 
be beneficial to review some of Ashton's conclusions (drawing in 
insights also from J. Louis Martyn), before turning to the early 
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Fathers and considering the theological implications of these con
clusions more generally. 

MYSTERY 

The first aspect is that of "mystery," a word which occurs exten
sively in apocalyptic writings (in Daniel, in the Qumran scrolls, in 
the Enochic material), and which is the very heart of apocalypse, 
dividing time into two ages: what was once a mystery, a hidden 
secret, has now been revealed. And this is, of course, of structural 
importance for the very self-articulation of Christianity, perhaps 
nowhere more clearly than the concluding verses to Paul's letter 
to the Romans: 

Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to 
my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ, according 
to the apocalypse of the mystery which was kept se
cret for long ages but is now made manifest and made 
known through the prophetic writings [ Km;O. anoKa!cmvow 

llU<JTilPiou :xp6vot~ aiwviot~ <JEOTfllllSvOu qmvc:pw8tvw~ 8s 
wv 8ui -rc: ypacp&v npoq>T]nK&v ... yvwpta8tvw~], according 
to the command of the eternal God, to all the nations, 
to bring about the obedience of faith-to the only wise 
God be glory for evermore. (Rom 16:25-27) 

The Gospel is preached as a mystery, hidden throughout the ages 
in the writings of Scripture, but now apocalyptically revealed. 
The revelation of this mystery, this apocalypse, is nothing less 
than the turn of the ages, marking out two distinct eras, distinct 
not in content, but in terms of clarity: the revelation of what had 
been hidden. An essential difference between this mode of apoca
lypse (shared also by, for instance, the Qumran Commentary on 
Habbakuk), on the one hand, and the Enochic material on the 
other hand, is that in the former there is no new revelation, but 
rather an exposition, or unveiling, of the real meaning of the 
ancient and authoritative Scriptures. 

This imagery is developed most extensively in Ephesians: the 
mystery of the will of God from before the foundations of the world 
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was to unite all things in Christ (Eph 1:1-10), to bring about one new 
human being instead of the two, "reconciling us both to God in one 
body through the cross" (Eph 2:15-16); this mystery, made known to 
Paul "by an apocalypse," has now been "apocalypsed" to all those 
who are fellow-heirs, for this is the grace given to the apostle, "to 
make all see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for the ages in 
God who created all things" (Eph 3:1-10). 

Most surprisingly, perhaps, it is equally present in Galatians (an 
epistle left aside by Kasemann, as not betraying any sense of an 
imminently impending Parousia). The letter begins with Paul speak
ing of Christ as having delivered us" from the present evil age" (Gal 
1:4; a common theme in apocalyptic writings), warning against 
angels from heaven (Gal1:8; again, another common theme), before 
presenting his own credentials as one who was not taught by men, 
but "through an apocalypse of Jesus Christ" (Gal 1:12), and who had 
been set apart before he was born, so that when God"was pleased to 
apocalypse his Son in me" (Gal 1:16: U7WKaA:U\j/Out TOY uiov gy e)J.Ot) he 
might begin preaching among the Gentiles. And the essence of the 
apostle's message is that he will not boast of anything "apart from 
the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the cosmos has been 
crucified to me and I to the cosmos; for neither circumcision counts 
for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation" (Galatians 
6:14-15). As J. Louis Martyn has poi.l)ted out, in his profound explo
ration of the apocalyptic dimensions of Paul, the antinomies of the 
old creation (male/female, slave/free, Jew /Gentile-circumcised/ 
uncircumcised) are now done away with, as belonging to a different 
era; with the revelation of Christ, the world is structured anew, 
indeed is a "new creation," with its own antinomies-the Spirit and 
the flesh- resolved and brought together in Christ, the Church, and 
the Israel of God.12 

More specifically, it is the cross of Christ which constitutes 
the focal point for the revelation of the mystery and for the turn
ing of the ages. Martyn further expounds this by reference to the 
new creation in Christ spoken of in 2 Corinthians 15:16-17: 

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a hu
man point of view [Ka-ru mipKa]; even though we once 
knew Christ from a human point of view [K:mu crapKa], 
we no longer know him that way. So, if anyone is in 
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Christ, he is a new creation: the old has passed away, 
behold, the new has come. 

To know "according to the flesh" is to know on the basis of 
sense perception, in the realm of the old, now passed, age. But, in 
contrast to this, and especially striking given his words in 1 Corin
thians 2:6-16, Paul does not appeal instead to a "spiritual percep
tion:" it is his opponents, the spiritual enthusiasts in Corinth who 
were doing this, claiming to have seen God, perhaps even face to 
face. Paul had resorted to such an appeal in his first letter to the 
Corinthians, but now realized that he could not do so again. He 
appeals to the new creation, but, as Martyn points out, "he is care
ful. .. to imply that the opposite of the old-age way of knowing is 
not that of the new age- this point must be emphasized- but 
rather the way of knowing which is granted at the juncture of the 
ages."13 He does not speak of seeing the face of God, nor of know
ing by the Spirit, for he, as everyone else, does not yet live in the 
new age. As Martyn puts it, "the implied opposite of knowing by 
the norm of the flesh is not knowing by the norm of the Spirit, but 
rather knowing kata stauron ('by the cross')."14 Until we are, in actu
ality, raised with Christ in the new age, "knowing by the Spirit can 
occur only in the form of knowing by the power of the cross. For 
until the parousia, the cross is and remains the epistemological cri
sis, and thus the norm by which one knows that the Spirit is none 
other than the Spirit of the crucified Christ. ... The cross is the epis
temological crisis for the simple reason that while it is in one sense 
followed by the resurrection, it is not replaced by the resurrection."15 

The old has indeed passed away, and the new has indeed come, 
but this is only seen through the faith, the new eyes, of those stand
ing at the juncture of the ages. A new community is being formed, 
not by knowledge but by active love, as the body of Christ. "Christ 
defines the difference between the two ways of knowing, doing 
that precisely in his cross."16 

TWO STAGES· 

This first aspect of apocalypse- the revelation of a hidden mys
tery -leads naturally into the second aspect, that the revelation itself 
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creates two stages: in the first everything is obscure and in shad
ows, while in the second everything is now revealed. The classic 
image used to describe this, from Daniel to the Apocalypse, is the 
book being shut up until the time is ready for it to be opened, to 
reveal its content, with the specification, in the Apocalypse, that 
the only one who has the authority to do so is the slain Lamb (Rev 
5:1-10). It becomes a matter of paramount importance, therefore, 
that the "person" and the "time" of the scriptural texts becomes 
clarified. The Ethiopian Eunuch, reading through Isaiah, did not 
approach Philip asking him to explain the "meaning" of the text, 
but rather inquired "about whom does the prophet say this?" 
(Acts 8:34). Or as the First Epistle of Peter puts it: 

The prophets who prophesied of the grace that was 
to be yours searched and inquired about this salva
tion; they inquired what person or time [Ei<; ·riva flnotov 
Katpov] was indicated by the Spirit of Christ within 
them when predicting the sufferings of Christ and the 
subsequent glory. It was apocalypsed [ansKal-:u<pElT)] to 
them that they were serving not themselves but you, 
in the things which have now been announced to you 
[a viJv UVT)YYEAT) Dlltv] by those who preached the good 
news to you through the Ho),y Spirit sent from heaven, 
things into which angels long to look. (1 Pet 1:10-12) 

The apocalypse is made again through the Scriptures, clarifying 
the person and time about which their predictions spoke, that is, 
about the passion of Christ. Apocalypsed to the prophets, these 
things are now "announced" to Christians by those who preach 
the Gospel through the power of the Holy Spirit sent from heaven. 
As Ashton points out, "the role assigned in apocalyptic literature 
to the angelus interpres is now assigned to the preachers of the 
gospel."17 

The term avayytUsw functions in apocalyptic literature and 
elsewhere as a technical term meaning "to expound," "to explain." 
The dreams had by Nebuchadnezzar are given an explanation by 
Daniel (-ri]v m'>yKptow avayytA.A.sw Dan 2:4, 9, 16, 24). What the 
prophets spoke in veiled form, is given an interpretation by the 
preachers of the Gospel (1 Pet 1:10-12). And most strikingly in the 

320 

'I 

THE APOCALYPSE OF THE CROSS 

Gospel of John it is precisely the role of the Spirit to "reveal" or 
"interpret" the person of Christ himself and that which is to come: 
"When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the 
truth; for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he 
hears he will speak, and he will explain ( avayyF.A.st) to you the 
things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what 
is mine and explain (avayysf.Et) to you. All that the Father has is 
mine; therefore I said that he will take what is mine and explain 
(avayysf.Et) to you." (John 16:13-15). If the preachers of the Gospel 
seem to take the place of the angelus interpres in the usual apoca
lyptic narrative, it is in fact the Holy Spirit who is himself the true 
angelus interpres, the one by whom the evangelists speak. 
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When we turn from the proclamation of the Gospel, as an apoca
lyptic revelation of the hidden mystery and the inauguration of a 
new creation, to the dramatic depiction of the Gospel in the narra
tives of Scripture, we encounter a further utilization of a key ele
ment of apocalyptic, that of riddling discourse (riitselreden). While 
the proclamation of the Gospel, as in the concluding doxology of 
Romans, might seem to imply that the mystery is now clearly 
known to all (though Paul, of course, recognizes that there are 
those upon whom the veil of Moses remains; 2 Cor 3:12-4:6), a 
common feature of Jewish apocalyptic literature is that the divi
sion between the wise and the foolish remains, even when the 
hidden mystery is revealed (cf. 4 Ezra 12:35-38). This division is 
reinscribed in the narratives of the Gospels. It is particularly clear 
in this passage from Mark: 

And he said to them, "To you [those about him with the 
twelve] has been given the mystery [-ro llucrTI]pwv] of 
the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything 
is in parables [tv napa~oA.a'i<; -ra mxv-ra], so that they may 
indeed see but not perceive, and may indeed hear but 
not understand; lest they should turn again and be for
given." (Mark 4:11-12) 
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The parabolic sayings of Christ, his riddling discourse, divides 
human beings into two groups: the disciples, the insiders, to 
whom the "mystery" of the kingdom has been given, and outsid
ers, to whom everything, the whole of created reality, is enigmatic. 
Even when the insiders occasionally fail to understand the para
ble, an interpretation is immediately given (e.g., Mark 7:14-23); 
the parable and explanation go together, as with Ezekiel (d. Ezek 
17:1-21, esp. vv. 2 and 12). 

In the Synoptics, nevertheless, the true identity of Christ 
remains hidden even to the disciples until after the Passion: it is 
the "messianic secret" known to the Evangelist himself and also 
to reader of the Gospel, but not, importantly, to the disciples 
prior to the passionOIB Only through the passion is the identity of 
Christ finally revealed: this is the defining, and definitive
"once for all"- event. In Mark, the culminating point is not the 
disciples' recognition, but the confession of the centurion at the 
foot of the cross, "Truly this man was the Son of God" (Mark 
15:39); in the shorter ending of Mark, the disciples remain per
plexed at the empty tomb, while the longer ending concludes 
with the appearance of the risen Christ to the disciples and his 
enthronement at the right hand of God. In Matthew and Luke, 
the disciples' encounter with the risen Lord is presented in a 
fuller fashion. Of particular imp9rtance is the manner in which 
the disciples come to recognize Christ on the road to Emmaus: 
He is known specifically as the Christ who must suffer these 
things to enter into his glory, an identity made known through 
the opening of the books, preparing their eyes to be opened in 
the breaking of the bread, to see Christ, who then disappears 
from physical sight ("no longer known according to the flesh," 
as Paul puts it) as soon as he is recognized. 19 

When we turn to the Gospel of John, however, things are 
quite different. As Ashton points out, while only one of Jesus' 
sayings is actually called a "parable" (n:apOlflta rather than 
n:apa~oA.ft), John 10:6, the parable of the Good Shepherd), his 
words continually perplex not only the outsiders, but the insid
ers. In fact, the situation is the inverse of what we see in the 
Synoptics. In John, Christ asserts that "I have spoken openly 
(Eyw n:appTJCilQ. AEAUKTJKa) to the world ... I have said nothing in 
secret (Ev Kpumcp)" (18:20). It is to the disciples, rather, that Christ 
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speaks in figures and cryptically; when he finally says, in 16:25, 
"I have said this to you in figures; the hour is coming when I 
shall no longer speak to you in figures but tell you plainly ( ouK€n 
Ev n:apotfltatc; ... aA.M. n:appTJCitQ.) of the Father" (16:25) the disci
ples respond, "Ah, now you are speaking plainly not in any fig
ure!" (16:29). Yet they have in fact misunderstood once again: 
what Christ says in 16:27-28, he has already said in 16:5: the 
openness or frankness (n:appT]CitQ.) that he refers to in 16:25, still 
looks forward to "the coming hour," to "that day" (16:25, 26), 
that is, to his final departure and sending of the Spirit; the one 
who, in the role of the apocalyptic angelus interpres, will remind 
the disciples of Christ's truth and lead them into a full compre
hension of this truth, the "many things I have to tell you, but 
which you are not yet able to bear" (16:12). 

This inversion is heightened by the fact that what is known 
to the disciples only at the end of the Synoptics, with the opening 
ofthe books, is apparently known to the disciples at the very 
beginning of John: already in the opening chapter, Philip tells 
Nathanael, "We have found him of whom Moses in the law and 
also the prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph" 
(John 1:45). The question, already at the beginning of John, con
cerns the proper interpretation of the Scriptures which are thus 
already open; against those who understood the Scriptures to 
speak of Jesus, but only as the son of Joseph, Christ responds, and 
does so apocalyptically: "You shall see greater things than these ... 
you will see the heavens opened and the angels of God ascending 
and descending upon the Son of Man" (John 1:51). The impor
tance of correct scriptural interpretation regarding the Christ is 
reiterated throughout the Gospel of John. When the Spirit is 
finally bestowed, to "bring to your remembrance all that I have 
said to you" (John 15:26), this is done by remembering what had 
been written: for instance, the disciples did not, at the time, under
stand Jesus' action of entering Jerusalem upon an ass, "but when 
Jesus was glorified, then they remembered that this had been 
written of him and done to him" (John 12:14-16; citing Zech 9:9). 
The coming of the Spirit corresponds with the departure of Christ, 
and as such his words, and Christ himself, cannot be understood 
until his glorification: "for as yet there was no Spirit (oumo yup ~v 
n:vEi:ifla), because Jesus was not yet glorified." 20 
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The effect of Christ's riddling discourse and the messianic secret, 
whereby the readers of the Gospel know, and therefore see, more 
than the disciples within the narrative, is to set up a two-level 
drama in a framework of correspondence. This is the final element 
of the apocalyptic geme mentioned above. It is found in most apoc
alyptic literature, especially clearly in the "Similitudes" of the Eno
chic material. Although there is some debate about how to translate 
the Hebrew, Aramaic, and Ethiopic terms, Ashton is probably right 
to suggest that "correspondence" is the best rendering, not least 
because it brings out a further element of the riddling discourse of 
Christ: napa~oA.T] literally means a "juxtaposition," with a conse
quent" comparison" or" analogy," so entailing a" correspondence." 21 

In the Enochic material, the term" correspondence" is used to com
pare and liken things on earth and things in heaven, establishing 
connections between the realm above and the realm below (cf. esp. 
1 Enoch 43:4). Or, as it is put in the Ascension of Isaiah: "as it is on 
high, so also is it on earth; what happens in the vault of heaven 
happens similarly here on earth." 22 It is important to note, as Ash
ton points out, that "for Enoch, an.d for apocalyptic writers gener-

r. 
ally, there are not two worlds but one: or rather the whole of reality 
is split into matching pairs (rather like the biological theory of 
DNA) in which one half, the lower, is the mirror-image (albeit in 
this case a distorting mirror) of the higher. That is why a revelation 
of what is above is not just relevant or related to what happens or 
is about to happen on earth: rather what happens on earth is a reen
actment in earthly terms of what has happened in heaven: a 
correspondence!"23 

In his investigation of the context of the relationship between 
the community around John and others, both the Jewish commu
nity and other Christian communities, J. Louis Martyn came to a 
very similar insight into the dynamics of what he calls the "stere
optic vision" of John: 

John did not create the literary form of the two-level 
drama. It was at home in the thought-world of Jewish 
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apocalypticism: the dicta most basic to the apocalyptic 
thinker are these: God created both heaven and earth. 
There are dramas taking place both on the heavenly 
stage and on the earthly stage. Yet these dramas are 
not really two, but rather one drama .... One might say 
that events on the heavenly stage not only correspond 
to events on the earthly stage, but also slightly precede 
them in time, leading them into existence, so to speak. 
What transpires on the heavenly stage is often called 
"things to come". For that reason events seen on the 
earthly stage are entirely enigmatic to the man who 
sees only the earthly stage. Stereoptic vision is neces
sary, and it is precisely stereoptic vision which causes 
a man to write an apocalypse: "After this I looked, and 
lo, in heaven an open door! And the first voice, which I 
had heard ... said, 'Come up hither and I will show you 
what must take place after this."' 24 

In his analysis of how this stereoptic vision is enacted in the Gos
pel of John, Martyn points to three modifications from the corre
spondence found in apocalyptic literature. First, both levels of the 
drama are enacted on earth, between the life of Christ and the life 
of the J ohannine community. Second, the temporal extension does 
not parallel the heavenly with the earthly, but, again, the two 
stages, or times, of Christ's own life and that of his body, the com
munity. And third, "John does not in any overt way indicate to his 
reader a distinction between the two stages." 25 Moreover, he 
points out that although John obviously does not write an apoca
lypse but a Gospel, yet "the relation of his Gospel to the Apoca
lypse should probably be reexamined in the light of the way in 
which he presents his two levels." 26 Such a reexamination would 
increase in significance if we were to accept Rowland's sugges
tion that the Apocalypse should be dated, not, as is usually done, 
in the last decade of the first century, but around AD 68.27 

Once we take seriously how an apocalyptic framework is 
essential to Christianity, as we have discussed above, we are 
forced to move beyond taking the Gospels as primarily biogra
phies or "lives of Christ." It is not even enough to speak of the 
Gospels as "kerygmatic biographies," as Hengel proposed.28 
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Whatever the case is with regard to the Synoptic Gospels, in the 
case of John, Ashton, whose work (together with Martyn's) we 
have largely followed in the above, argues convincingly that "the 
fourth evangelist conceives his own work as an apocalypse- in 
reverse, upside down, inside out." 29 Rather than a human vision
ary or seer ascending into the heavens to be shown, by an angelus 
interpres who interprets for the mystic what he sees, what is to 
come, on earth as it is in heaven, in the Gospel of John the Son of 
Man, known from Daniel (and perhaps Enoch), arrives from the 
heavens, bringing the heavens down with him, uniting heaven 
and earth, to show what must be, and so establish the glory of 
God upon earth, to return to the heavens, promising to send the 
Holy Spirit, who, as the angelus interpres, reminds the disciples of 
what they saw, but did not in fact see, by showing how the for
merly closed book speaks of the slain Lamb who alone opens the 
book. And, as Ashton points out, "when he returns, exalted 
(1nvo8Ei~), to heaven-this is surely John's most remarkable con
ceit-he is stretched out on the cross."30 

So, Kasemann may well be right-;Apocalyptic was the mother 
of all Christian theology" -not because of the pressing demands 
of a supposed imminent parousia, but because apocalyptic opened 
up the space or perspective for seeing the work of God. And this 
is especially clear in the case of the Gospel of John, recognized 
from the time of Clement of Alexandria as being "the spiritual 
gospel," whose author soon after was specifically designated" the 
theologian." 

Seen as a "reverse, upside down, inside out" apocalypse, the 
Gospel of John challenges many of our modern theological 
assumptions, yet, at the same time, intriguingly opens up or clar
ifies certain aspects of the theological reflections of the Fathers, 
and even the conciliar statements. There are three aspects in par
ticular to which I would draw attention; the first concerns" salva
tion history"; the second, the subject of Christ himself; and the 
third, what it means to establish the glory of God upon the 
earth. 
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It is clear that over the past couple of centuries theological reflec
tion, both scriptural exegesis and systematic exposition, has 
worked in a historical key, rather than within an apocalyptic 
framework, as defined above. The primary horizon has been that 
of Heilsgeschichte, "salvation history," moving from the narrative~ 
of the Old Testament to those of the New Testament, the Gospels 
as biographies of Jesus followed by the acts of the apostles and 
their epistles. In this overarching narrative, one begins with God 
and his act of creation; the falling away of human beings; and 
then the long, slow, and patient work of God through the messi
ness of human history, in a gradually unfolding plan, preparing 
the way for the advent of Christ, the Incarnation of the Word. 
However, as Martyn points out, the link between the Scriptures 
and the Gospel for John, which is so important that Christ, in his 
Gospel, can affirm that, for instance, Isaiah of saw the day of Jesus 
and beheld his glory (John 8:56 and 12:41), is not understood as a 
linear movement from the Scriptures to the Gospel: 

... the fundamental arrow in the link joining scripture 
and gospel points from the gospel story to scripture 
and not from scripture to the gospel story. In a word, 
with Jesus' glorification, belief in Scripture comes into 
being, by acquiring an indelible link to belief in Jesus' 
words and deeds .... we have simply to note in the Gos
pel of John the absence of a linear sacred history that 
flows out of Scripture into the gospel story. Indeed the 
redemptive-historical perspective is more than absent; 
it is a perspective against which John is waging a bat
tle.31 

Likewise with Paul: "Paul did not make his way from Isaiah's 
words about God destroying the discernment of the discerning to 
the foolish word of the crucified Messiah. His hermeneutic 
worked exactly the other way around, from the previously 
unknown and foolish Gospel of the cross to the previously known 
and previously misunderstood scripture."32 What brought Paul 
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to be a zealous apostle of the Gospel was not his former studies of 
the Scripture, but rather the apocalypse of God to him and in him 
(see above). And, again, it seems to be that Paul's opponents in 
Galatia, the "teachers," were the ones who, as with John's oppo
nents, moved from the Law to the Gospel (in the manner of our 
"salvation history") rather than from the Gospel to the Scriptures 
in an apocalyptic unveiling of previously unknown depths.33 

This fundamental point is seen abundantly in early Chris
tian literature. For instance, Irenaeus of Lyons, describes the way 
Scripture is read by Christians in the following passage, which, 
though lengthy, forms a complete unit and is worth quoting in 
full as it brings together many of the points discussed above: 

If anyone, therefore, reads the Scriptures this way, he 
will find in them the Word concerning Christ, and a 
foreshadowing of the new calling. For ChrisP'l is the 
"treasure which was hidden in the field" [Mt 13:44], 
that is, in this world-for "the field is the world" [Mt 
13:38]- [a treasure] hidden in the Scriptures, for he was 
indicated by means of types and parables, which could 
not be understood by human beings prior to the con
summation of those things which had been predicted, 
that is, the advent of the Lord,-And therefore it was said 
to Daniel the prophet, "Shut ~p the words, and seal the 
book, until the time of the consummation, until many 
learn and knowledge abounds. For, when the disper
sion shall be accomplished, they shall know all these 
things" [Dan 12:4, 7]. 

And Jeremiah also says, "In the last days they shall 
understand these things" Uer 23:20]. For every prophecy, 
before its fulfilment, is nothing but an enigma and am
biguity to human beings; but when the time has arrived, 
and the prediction has come to pass, then it has an exact 
exposition [8siJJ'llcr~]. And for this reason, when at this 
present time the Law is read by the Jews, it is like a myth, 
for they do not possess the explanation [ 8/;i]yYJmc;] of all 
things which pertain to the human advent of the Son of 
God; but when it is read by Christians, it is a treasure, hid 
in a field, but brought to light by the cross of Christ, and 
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explained, both enriching the understanding of human 
beings, and showing forth the wisdom of God, and mak
ing known his economies with regard to the human be
ing, and prefiguring the kingdom of Christ, and preach
ing in anticipation the good news of the inheritance of 
the holy Jerusalem, and proclaiming beforehand that 
the human being who loves God shall advance so far as 
even to see God, and hear his Word, and be glorified, 
from hearing his speech, to such an extent, that others 
will not be able to behold his glorious countenance [ cf. 2 
Cor 3:7], as was said by Daniel, "Those who understand 
shall shine as the brightness of the firmament, and many 
of the righteous as the stars for ever and ever" [2:3]. In 
this manner, then, I have shown it to be, if anyone read 
the Scriptures. (haer. 4.26.1) 

The books are sealed, and what they speak about, the treasure 
they contain- Christ himself- cannot be understood until they 
are opened by the cross; if they are not read in this apocalyptic 
manner (and apocalyptic imagery is here explicitly utilized), they 
will be read as nothing more than myths and fables.35 What the 
books contain cannot be understood until the time of their accom
plishment is present and the book unsealed. Yet now unsealed, 
those who read the same Scriptures through a proper exegesis are 
themselves transfigured, to become like Moses in his descent 
from the mountain after his encounter with God, themselves shin
ing with the glory of God. 

Reading Scripture in this way is, to use Irenaeus' image, like 
beholding a mosaic depicting the face of the king, which the here
tics have rearranged to form the image of a dog or fox. Scripture is 
a "thesaurus," a treasury of images and words used to proclaim 
Christ in the Gospel, or, in the analogy used by Joel Marcus, draw
ing from E. Gasser, it is a "paint-box" used by the evangelists in 
their depiction of Christ.36 Richard Hays, interestingly, comes to 
very much the same conclusion, reflecting on Paul's words in 2 
Corinthians 3:12-4:6 about the lifting of the veil lying over Moses, 
the text, by turning to Lord, so as to see the light of the Gospel of 
the glory of Christ. Hays comments that, ultimately, "Scripture 
becomes-in Paul's reading-a metaphor, a vast trope that signi-
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fies and illuminates the gospel of Jesus Christ."37 The proclamation 
of the death and resurrection of Christ is not straightforwardly 
derivable from Scripture. Rather, the death and resurrection of 
Christ acts as a catalyst. Because God has acted in Christ in a 
definitive, and unexpected, manner, making everything new, 
Scripture itself must be read anew. The "word of the cross," the 
preaching of "Christ crucified" may be a scandal for the Jews and 
folly for the Gentiles, but it alone is the "power of God" making 
known "the wisdom of God" (1 Cor 1:18-25). This preaching, the 
kerygma, provides what Hays describes as "the eschatological 
apokalypsis of the cross," a hermeneutical lens, through which 
Scripture can now be refracted with "a profound new symbolic 
coherence."38 

A similar point is made by Origen, in his commentary on 
John. It is only retrospectively that we find the Gospel in the Law 
and the Prophets: 

Before the sojourn of Christ, the Law and the Proph
ets did not contain the proclamation which belongs to 
the definition of the gospel, since he who explained the 
mysteries in them had not yet come. But since the Sav
ior has come and has caused the gospel to be embodied, 
he has by the gospel made all)hings as gospeJ.39 

So strong is Origen's emphasis upon this that he even suggests 
that heretics such as Marcion may have had a point: "It is indeed 
possible to agree with the heterodox view, that Moses and the 
prophets did not know the Father" (Comm. fa. 19.27). As Origen 
points out, though there are countless prayers in the Psalms and 
the Prophets, none of them address God as Father, but only as 
Lord and God.40 He is not, however, prepared to concede the 
ontological disjunction introduced by the heterodox between the 
God of the Old Testament and the God of the New Testament. 
Rather, having apparently conceded ground to Marcion, Origen 
makes a qualification which invests the designation of God as 
"Father" with new significance. When Christ explained the mys
teries hidden in the writings of the Law and the Prophets, he 
revealed the spiritual sense of Scripture, and as the true meaning 
of their words this is, according to Origen, the meaning truly 
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intended by those who wrote the Scriptures. So, Origen claims, 
the authors of Scripture in fact already 

... spoke or wrote about God as Father in secret and not 
in a manner intelligible to all, so that they might not 
anticipate the grace that is poured out to all the world 
through Jesus, who calls all people to adoption so that 
he may declare the name of God to his brothers and 
praise the Father in the midst of the assembly in accor
dance with what has been written.41 

That is, if Moses and the Prophets already knew God as 
Father, this knowledge is nevertheless dependent upon the grace 
granted only through Jesus. In this way, Origen ensures the con
stancy of the revelation of God, and does so by viewing it exclu
sively through Jesus Christ. 

The basic understanding of the relationship between Scrip
ture and gospel here is not that of a continuous narrative, a "sal
vation history." Rather, to use Irenaeus' word, the Gospel 
"recapitulates" Scripture, providing a "concise word," bringing 
to light, through the cross, and summarizing what is contained in 
Scripture in a clear, and therefore new and more powerful, fash
ion. Understanding the relationship between Scripture and Gos
pel as "recapitulation," Irenaeus can maintain the newness of the 
Gospel (it is newly revealed, and is done so by the opening of the 
books) but avoid the error of Marcion, that is, separating the Gos
pel as something new and distinct from the ancient Scriptures. 
Irenaeus is able to sketch out a vision of the whole "economy" of 
God, the beginning and end of which is Jesus Christ himself (the 
beginning who appears at the end, as he puts it). But it is impor
tant to note that this "economy" should not be too readily trans
lated as "salvation history" in the sense of a movement from and 
through the narrative of Scripture to Jesus Christ; rather it begins 
with Jesus Christ, even to the extent that Irenaeus can say: "since 
he who saves already existed, it was necessary that he who would 
be saved should come into existence, that the One who saves 
should not exist in vain" (haer. 3.22.3). 

Martyn is thus not quite right when he asserts: "When the 
emerging great church identified Marcion' s theology as heretical, 
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it did so, in part, by adopting a view of the relationship between 
scripture and gospel that, in general terms, looks rather similar to 
the view of the simple exegetical theologians against whom Paul 
and John struggled in the first century (see Justin Martyr; Rhodo; 
Irenaeus)." 42 Irenaeus, at least, did not understand the" economy" 
of God as our modern "salvation history." For Irenaeus, the 
"economy" of God is more akin to the "arrangement" of the tiles 
in the mosaic: Scripture, from beginning to end, speaks of Christ, 
whose face is discerned in Scripture when the books are opened 
by the right key, the cross. The Gospel is not simply the culminat
ing point of a "salvation history," as Martyn rightly argues, but 
neither is it a proclamation separable from Scripture, as Martyn 
implies: it is always bound up with the apocalyptic unveiling of 
Scripture to reveal "the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ 
who is the likeness of God" (2 Cor 4:4), with Scripture providing 
the words and images through which the Gospel is, from the first, 
proclaimed.43 

-~::;\." 

'i ',' 

The relationship between exegesis and Christology, though often 
treated as separate fields, is fund,?.mentally important. I have 
argued elsewhere that, after Marcion, the first theologians who 
read the Scriptures not so much as Scripture and its recapitulation 
in the Gospet but rather as Old Testament and New Testament, 
with two distinct and independent narratives (between which 
one might, perhaps, point to typological parallels, as long as it 
doesn't destroy the independence of each narrative) were Dio
dore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia, who were indeed 
accused by Leontius of Byzantium of Marcionism for this.44 And, 
importantly, their problematic exegesis (though very palatable to 
modern sympathies) was intrinsically related to their dyopros
opic Christology, that is, the way in which they differentiated 
between the Word of God and the man Jesus, the latter· conceived 
in the womb of Mary, and united to the Word, but with his own 
human prosopon and history (again, very amenable to our mod
ern predilections). Exegesis and Christology are fundamentally 
intertwined, and, I would argue, a firm grasp on the unity of the 
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subject of Christ requires the apocalyptic approach to Scripture 
and theology, described above, rather than the historicizing 
approach of "salvation history," which inevitably ends up with a 
dual subject. 

Our historical or narratival (heilsgeschtliche), rather than 
apocalyptic, framework for doing theology has, I would suggest, 
changed the very subject of theology. This is shown most directly 
and strikingly in the fact that in our dogmatic theology (in which, 
as Kasemann lamented, eschatology/ apocalyptic only comes in 
at the end, rather than the beginning), we invariably begin with 
the Word of God as the second person of the Trinity, the agent in 
creation and salvation history, until, through his birth from the 
Virgin Mary, the Word is incarnate as Jesus Christ. To borrow a 
phrase from Rowan Williams, in this approach, existence as Jesus 
Christ is but "an episode in the biography of the Word."45 The 
subject has changed from Jesus Christ to the Word of God: the 
Word is treated first as a "pre-incarnate" subject (a term I have yet 
to find in patristic literature) or as" asarkos" (a term which is used, 
though note how in the quotation from Hippolytus below), who 
then, later, become enfleshed. 

This approach is so ingrained in our modern approach to 
theology, systematic reflection as well as scriptural exegesis, that 
it is rather startling to note that it is not inscribed in any of the 
creeds or conciliar definitions: the creeds of Nicaea and Constan
tinople do not even use the term "Word," and Chalcedonian defi
nition only employs the term "Word" as one of the titles ascribed 
to the one subject, our Lord Jesus Christ. In other words, during 
the patristic period, the one subject, following the Gospels and 
Paul (d. esp. 1 Cor 8:6: "for us there is one God, ... and one Lord 
Jesus Christ," the basis of all later creedal statements) is emphati
cally the one Lord Jesus Christ. So much is this the case that the 
Fathers can write in ways that seem to us rather odd. For instance, 
in his first letter to Succensus, Cyril of Alexandria writes: "One is 
the Son, one Lord, Jesus Christ, both before the incarnation and 
after the incarnation."46 It is none other than Jesus Christ who is 
the one subject, both before and after the Incarnation! The term 
"Word" is a title attributed to Christ as divine: "We say that there 
is one and the same Jesus Christ, from the God, the Father, on the 
one hand, as the God Word, and, on the other hand, from the seed 
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of the godly David according to the flesh." 47 There is one subject, 
before and after the incarnation, and this is emphatically Jesus 
Christ, who, as from the God and Father is called the Word of 
God. 

Our tendency to begin with the "Word" of God, rather than 
Jesus Christ, who is the Word, stems in large measure from modifi
cations in the approach to theological reflection arising from the 
systematizing of early theological debates in later centuries. Karl 
Rahner, as is well known, lamented the development, in the Mid
dle Ages, of a separation between treatises on the one God and on 
the Triune God.48 But a more fundamental transition occurred when 
the Trinity began to be treated before turning to the Incarnation, 
separating, the Word, as a divine person, from the historical figure, 
or perhaps better, the apocalyptic figure of Jesus Christ.49 This tran
sition, moreover, significantly modifies what is meant by the term 
"incarnation," especially when combined with the historicizing 
approach, over the last few centuries, to scriptural exegesis. 

Such an approach- to begin with the Trinity and then move 
to the incarnation-is also, of course, apparently corroborated by 
the opening of the Gospel of John- the "reverse, upside down, 
inside out" apocalypse- that is, the Prologue. Almost all the 
interpretations of the Prologue given over the past century treat it 
as speaking about theology, relatii]g the Word's eternal presence 
with God and as God, before moving to the economy to describe 
the becoming flesh of the Word as Jesus Christ. 5° However, this is 
not the way in which the first commentators on the Prologue 
understood these exceptionally beautiful, and profoundly enig
matic, verses. 

The first Father to comment on the Prologue was Irenaeus of 
Lyons, rebutting the first ever commentary on the passage by 
Ptolemy. Ptolemy had, as it were, reified or hypostatized the dif
ferent nouns in the Prologue- Word, Life, Light, and so on-to 
present the Prologue as an account of the derivations of the aeons 
within the pleroma. After quoting a long passage from Ptolemy, 
Irenaeus responds: 

Manifest, then, is the false fabrication [nupunoh]cn<;] of 
their exegesis. For while John, proclaiming one God, 
the Almighty, and one Jesus Christ, the Only-begotten, 
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'by whom all things were made' [John 1:3], declares 
that this is 'the Word of God' [John 1:1], this 'the Only
begotten' [John 1:18], this the Maker of all things, this 
'the true Light who enlightens every man' [John 1:9], 
this 'the Maker of the world' [John 1:10], this the one 
who 'came to his own' [John 1:11], this the one who 
'became flesh and dwelt among us' [John 1:14], they, 
speciously distorting the exegesis [nupu-rpsnovn:<; Ku-ra 
-ro m8uvov -ri]v tl;i]yT]cnv], hold that the Only-begotten, 
by emission, is another, whom they call the Beginning, 
and they hold that another became the Saviour, and 
another the Logos, the son of the Only-begotten, and 
another the Christ, emitted for the reestablishment of 
the Fullness .... But that the apostle did not speak con
cerning their conjunctions, but concerning our Lord Je
sus Christ, whom he knew to be the Word of God, he 
himself has made evident. For, summing up concern
ing the Word in the beginning mentioned by him above 
[A.VUKE(jJUA.utOUjlCVO<; yap nEpt 'tOU EtpT]jlEvOU aincp UVffi Ev 
up;(['j Myou], he adds, 

'And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us' 
[John 1:14]. Yet, according to their hypothesis, it was 
not the Word who became flesh, since he never went 
outside the Fullness, but the Saviour, who was made 
out ofall [the Aeons] and was generated later than the 
Word. (haer. 1.9.2) 

Irenaeus clearly and emphatically reads the whole of the Prologue 
as being about Jesus Christ: He is the Word in the beginning with 
God, and everything thereafter speaks of him. 

The only person in modern times who has dared to make 
such a radical, and apparently paradoxical, statement- paradox
ical because of our narratival, rather than apocalyptic, approach 
to theology-is Karl Barth. Working through the theme of elec
tion (rather than the apocalyptic framework of revelation with 
which we have been concerned), Barth asserts: "In Jn. 11 the refer
ence is very clear: 6 Myo<; is unmistakably substituted for Jesus. 
His is the place which the predicates attributed to the Logos are 
meant at once to mark off, to clear and to reserve. It is He, Jesus, 
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who is in the beginning with God. It is He who by nature is God. 
This is what is guaranteed in Jn. 11."51 This order of predication is 
made more explicitly in that other "Johannine" writing, the Apoc
alypse, and done so even more paradoxically, or rather, again, 
apocalyptically: there it is of the rider on the white horse, who is 
"clad in a robe dipped in blood," that it is said that "the name by 
which he is called is the Word of God" (Revelation 19:13). It is 
specifically as the crucified one that Christ, the slain lamb, is 
enthroned with the Father, able to open the books, which turn out 
to speak of him, the Word of God. Rather than looking for the 
background to the Prologue's utilization of the term "Logos" in 
ancient philosophy or the figure of Wisdom in Scripture (though 
these are not, of course, to be excluded), we should perhaps heed 
Edwyn Hoskyn' s suggestion that the choice of the term "Word" 
in the Prologue was determined by the fact that by that time "the 
Word" had become synonymous for the Gospel itself, so that in 
using the term "the Word" the Prologue already contains a refer
ence to the death and resurrection of Jesus; the Gospel, as the 
apostolic word, has become identified with the content of the 
Gospel, Jesus Christ. 52 

While this is not the place to explore further how the Pro
logue as a whole is best read in the light of these findings, allow 
me to make a couple of suggestions. 

Is it possible that the opening verse- 'Ev apxfi ~v 6 Myoc;, Kui 
6 A.Oyoc; ~v npoc; TOY 8~::6v, Kui 8~::6c; ~v 6 Myoc;-rather than being an 
account of "the imminent Trinity" prior to creation, in fact sum
marizes or recapitulates the Gospel ofJ ohn? In first place is Christ; 
he is "towards" God (as, Christ is, and as he repeatedly states, 
throughout the whole of the Gospel: I am going to the Father); 
and he is God (as the Gospel concludes with the confession of 
Thomas in 20:28). 

Christ is the one in the beginning with God, and everything 
was either made, or happened, by him: oD-roc; ~v tv apxfi n:poc; -rov 
8c6V. 11:UV'rU Ot' UU'rOU EYEvc'rO, KUl XWpic; UU'rOU EyEvc'rO OUOE Ev (vv. 
2-3b). That Christ was active in the creation of the universe at the 
beginning is asserted elsewhere in the New Testament, most 
clearly in the "Christ Hymn" of Colossians: "in him and for him 
all things were created" (1:16, -ra n:av-ru 8t' uu-rou Kui de; uu-rov 
EKncnat), such that he is himself "the beginning," and is so as "the 
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firstborn of the dead" (Col 1:18: oc; l';crnv apxi], n:pWTOTOKO<; EK TWV 
VcKp&v).53 However, as Ashton has pointed out, the lack of a defi
nite article in v. 3 (it is not -ra n:avTu), suggests that the Prologue is 
speaking in another key.54 Another possibility is that we should 
hear this verse in terms of the transition from the Synoptics
where it seems to the unenlightened disciples that Christ is forci
bly put to death, so that they run from the crucifixion in fear and 
deny knowing Christ-to the Gospel of John, where, with the 
books open from the beginning, Christ is the exalted Lord through
out, one who lays down his life when he is ready, and is crucified, 
or rather exalted in glory, with his beloved disciple and mother 
standing at the foot of the cross. This transition in perspective, 
effected by the opening of the Scriptures in the light of the pas
sion, is reiterated in the Anaphora of St. John Chrysostom: "in the 
night in which he was given up, no, rather, gave himself up for 
the life of the world." Perhaps verse 3ab affirms something simi
lar: everything came to pass through him, and without him noth
ing came to pass.55 

And what, specifically, was it that came to pass? Most of the 
early readings of verses 3-4, put the last two words of verse 3 
together with what follows: 0 yf.yovcv tv au-rip SffiTJ ~v, KUi it SffiTJ ~v 
TO <p&c;. -r&v av8pc.On:wv: KUho <p&c; EV Tfi <JKO'rt!f <puivct, KUi it <JKO-riu 
uu-ro ou Ku-rf.A.upcv. What came to pass in him is life, which for John 
is not simply the biological life by which all animated beings on 
earth live, but rather the life that comes to be through the life
creating death of Christ: this is the light of human beings, shining 
in the dark but not overcome by it. 

In the opening five verses of the Prologue, then, we have two 
restatements of the whole Gospel (v. 1, and vv. 2-5). A fuller 
account then begins, with the appearance of John the Baptist sent 
by God, which we will leave aside for the moment, to turn to v. 
14, the verse that, together with v. 1, has reverberated most pro
foundly and forcefully across all later theological reflection (and, 
indeed, one might say, the whole of Western culture thereafter). 
In the light of all the above, what can v. 14 mean? 

In the passage from Irenaeus quoted above, which, it must 
be reiterated, is the first treatment of the Prologue by any Father 
of the Church (and by one who has a good claim, through Poly
carp, to be standing in direct and close lineage to the Evangelist 
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himself), v. 14 is treated in a most unfamiliar manner: in saying 
"And the Word became flesh," Irenaeus comments, John is "sum
ming up concerning the Word in the beginning mentioned by him 
above." The becoming flesh of the Word is connected by Irenaeus 
with the apocalyptic recapitulation of Scripture in the Gospel. As 
he puts it elsewhere, using the imagery of Revelation 5: 

"No one, either in heaven or on earth, or under the 
earth, was able to open the book" of the Father, "nor 
to look into it," with the exception of "the Lamb who 
was slain and who redeemed us with his own blood," 
receiving from the same God, who made all things by 
the Word and adorned them by [his] Wisdom, power 
over all things when "the Word became flesh." 56 

The slain Lamb alone has received all power, wealth, wisdom and 
might (Rev 5:12), and so he alone is able to open the book, and 
this, Irenaeus specifies, is the book of the Father. Irenaeus very 
strikingly associates revelation of the content, the Word, of the 
paternal book by the slain Lamb with the Word becoming flesh, 
for it is the enfleshed, revealed, Word who alone makes known or 
exegetes ( E~T]yijaa•o) the Father, as the Prologue of John concludes 
(John 1:18).57 Just as the Gospel alone unlocks the treasures of 
Scripture, so also it is only in the Son, as preached in the Gospel, 
that the invisible and immeasurable God becomes visible and 
comprehensible (cf. haer. 4.4.2, 6.6). 

A similar, and equally striking, interpretation of verse 14 is 
given, a few decades later, by Hippolytus: 

For the Word of God, being fleshless [aaapKo<; &v], put 
on the holy flesh from the holy virgin, as a bridegroom 
a garment, having woven it for himself in the sufferings 
of the cross, so that having mixed our mortal body with 
his own power, and having mingled the corruptible 
into the incorruptible, and the weak with the strong, he 
might save perishing man. 

The web-beam, therefore, is the passion of the Lord 
upon the cross, and the warp on it is the power of the 
Holy Spirit, and the woof is the holy flesh woven by 
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the Spirit, and the thread is the grace which by the love 
of Christ binds and unites the two in one, and the rods 
are the Word; and the workers are the patriarchs and 
prophets who weave the fair, long, perfect tunic for 
Christ; and the Word passing through these, like the 
combs (or rods), completes through them that which 
his Father wills. (Antichr. 4) 

The flesh of the Word, received from the Virgin and "woven in the 
sufferings of the cross," is woven by the patriarchs and prophets, 
whose actions and words proclaim the manner in which the Word 
became present and manifest. It is in the preaching of Jesus Christ, 
the proclamation of the one who died on the cross, interpreted 
and understood in the matrix, the womb, of Scripture, that the 
Word receives flesh from the virgin. The virgin in this case, Hip
polytus later affirms following Revelation 12, is the Church, who 
will never cease "bearing from her heart the Word that is perse
cuted by the unbelieving in the world," while the male child she 
bears is Christ, God and man, announced by the prophets, "whom 
the Church continually bears as she teaches all nations" ( ... ov ad 
l"iKouaa Tj EKl<A:rwia 8tMaKct nav•a •a l:ElVT] Antichr. 61). 

As unaccustomed (though not forced) as this "apocalyptic" 
reading of the Prologue may be to us, we should not forget that 
the occasion on which this passage is read liturgically in the 
Orthodox tradition is not the Feast of the Nativity (treating v. 14 
as if it were parallel to the infancy narratives of Matthew and 
Luke), but rather Pascha, the apocalyptic feast par excellence. A 
similar point can be made regarding the earlier customary prac
tice in the West of reading the Prologue after the celebration of the 
Mass. Jesus Christ "becomes flesh" to "dwell among us" (John 
1:14) in the offering of himself: "I am the living bread which came 
down from heaven ... the bread which I shall give for the life of 
the world is my flesh" (John 6:51), so that his disciples may indeed 
eat his flesh and drink his blood, and so have Christ himself abid
ing in them (John 6:52-56).58 It is in this "becoming flesh" that we 
see his glory (cf. John 1:14), which, for the Gospel of John, is 
revealed paradigmatically upon the cross. 

Approaching the Prologue, and indeed the Gospels, in this 
manner, also suggests a way forward for the impasse in which 
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much twentieth-century scholarship found itself, regarding the 
question of the relation between history and revelation. It is not 
simply by "seeing" the historical Jesus, "according to the flesh," 
that we contemplate the revelation of God, for those who looked 
on him (and, for that matter, even those who saw the risen Christ) 
did not truly know him, in his identity as the eternal Son of God. 
It is, rather, through his Passion, his passage from this world to be 
enthroned with God in heaven, by turning back to the Scriptures 
under the guidance of the Spirit, that we finally see him. As Igna
tius of Antioch put it, "our God, Jesus Christ, is [now] all the more 
apparent, being in the Father."59 The revelation of God in Christ is 
not subsumed within the horizon of this world, but rather opens 
for us, apocalyptically, a door into heaven, enabling us to see the 
glory of God.60 Yet, paradoxically, as noted above, this glory is 
now established on earth. 

Finally, then, what is this glory of God established upon earth? 
The Gospel of John leaves us in no doubt that it is the Crucified 
Christ, ascended in glory upon the cross as the Lord of glory, 
revealing to us the glory which he eternally has with the Father. 
Christ's word from the cross in the Gospel of John, and only there, 
takes us one step further in understanding this glory: "it is fin
ished" (John 16:30: -rE-rsA.w·rat). 

As is clear, the opening of Prologue parallels the opening of 
Scripture itself: "in the beginning." The first chapter of Genesis con
tinues by describing how God spoke everything into being with a 
divine fiat: Let there be ... ! Everything is spoken into existence, is 
concluded, and is good. Then, in Genesis 1:26, God begins a very 
different work, described with a subjunctive rather than an impera
tive: "Let us make a human being in our image, after our likeness." 
This is the only thing said to be God's own work, his own particular 
project, as it were, for the accomplishment of which everything else 
was merely spoken into existence as the background. 

Yet, as evidenced by the early Fathers, this work is not yet 
complete. Consider, for instance, the words of Ignatius to the 
Romans, urging them not to intervene in his coming martyrdom: 
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It is better for me to die in Christ Jesus than to be king 
over the ends of the earth. I seek him who died for our 
sake. I desire him who rose for us. Birth-pangs are upon 
me. Suffer me, my brethren; hinder me not from living, 
do not wish me to die .... Suffer me to receive the pure 
light; when I shall have arrived there, I shall become 
a human being [iiv8pmn:oc;]. Suffer me to follow the ex
ample of the passion of my God. (Rom 6) 

"Birth pangs" (a typical apocalyptic motif) are upon Ignatius; he is 
not yet born. In fact, he is not yet alive: he urges the Romans not to 
wish him to die by keeping him" alive" by obstructing his martyr
dom, his birth.61 Only in this way, when he will have received the 
pure light, will he become, finally, a human being, in the stature of 
"the perfect human being" (Smymeans 4.2), according to "the econ
omy leading to the new human being, Jesus Christ" (Ephesians 20). 
Moreover, following Christ, "the faithful martyr" (Revelation 1:5), 
in himself undergoing martyrdom, Ignatius hopes to become "a 
word of God": as he tells the Romans, "If you are silent about me, I 
will become a word of God [ f.ym Myoc; 8wu], but if you desire my 
flesh, I will once again simply be a voice [<pmvi]]" (Rom 2). 

It is in exactly the same perspective that Irenaeus, a few 
decades later, asserts that "the glory of God is the living human 
being" (hcier. 4.20.7). He is not speaking, as we might today, of 
"living [this] life to the full." He is speaking, instead, of the mar
tyr, the one living, no longer by the flesh or its breath, but by the 
Spirit of God, bringing together into unity the flesh and the Spirit, 
the two antinomies, as we saw above, Martyn describes as being 
established by the apocalypse of the cross. As Irenaeus put it: 

For it is testified by the Lord that as 'the flesh is weak', 
so 'the Spirit is ready' [Mt 26:41], that is, is able to ac
complish what it wills. If, therefore, anyone mixes the 
readiness of the Spirit as a stimulus to the weakness of 
the flesh, it necessarily follows that what is strong will 
prevail over what is weak, so that the weakness of the 
flesh will be absorbed by the strength of the Spirit, and 
such a one will no longer be carnal but spiritual because 
of the communion of the Spirit. In this way, therefore, 
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the martyrs bear witness and despise death: not after the 
weakness of the flesh, but by the readiness of the Spirit. 
For when the weakness of the flesh is absorbed, it mani
fests the Spirit as powerful; and again, when the Spirit 
absorbs the weakness, it inherits the flesh for itself, and 
from both of these is made a living human being: living, 
indeed, because of the participation of the Spirit; and hu
man, because of the substance of the flesh.62 

In the very death of the martyrs, imaging Christ, who is him
self the image of God, the handiwork of God is perfected as a 
truly living human being bearing witness to the paradoxical 
words of Christ that his strength is made perfect in weakness (2 
Cor 12:9). The martyr now, finally, becomes flesh, inherited by the 
Spirit who possesses it in such a manner that the flesh itself adopts 
the quality of the life-giving Spirit, and so is rendered like the 
Word of God (cf. haer. 5.9.3.). The paradigm of the living human 
being-flesh vivified by the Spirit-is the martyr. 63 

The very life of God, revealed in Christ, is precisely that of 
laying down one's life for the sake of others. It is this divine life to 
which the handiwork of God, men and women, are called, and in 
doing so, they become, according to Ignatius and Irenaeus, human 
beings. Scripture, which opens by announcing the project of God, 
to make human beings in his image, is only concluded at the cross 
(which, as we have seen opens the Scriptures), with Christ's word, 
"it is finished," witnessed to, in a delightful irony, by none other 
than Pilate (and, again, only in John): "Behold the human being" 
(John 19:5). As Christ shows us what it is to be God by the way he 
dies as a human being, we in turn are the ones who must give the 
"fiat" to the only work said to be God's own project, in this way 
ourselves becoming human beings in the stature of Christ. The four 
dimensions of apocalypse, above and below, the beginning and the 
end, are thus brought together by John in the figure of the cross. 
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