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Shigeru, Hiroshi

Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel

Résumé

Man’s ultimate concern must be expressed symbolically, be-
cause symbolic language alone is able to express the ultimate.
Having studied symbolism in the Fourth Gospel, we have raised
three questions.

First, why did the author of the Gospel use symbolism?
“Faith,” Paul Tillich says, “is the acceptance of symbols that
express our ultimate concern in terms of divine actions.” Although
the Fourth Evangelist stands within the general environment of
primitive Chfistianity, he is well aware of the teaching of Rabbinic
Judaism, Hellenistic Judaism as represented by Philo, and the
Hermetic Literature. These religious traditions were his primary
sources. The distinctive character of Johannine Christianity can
be discerned by observing the author’s transformation of basic
ideas which he holds in common with other religious writers.

Second, what distinguishes the symbolism of the Fourth Gospel?
In the Prophets, the sign, or significant act, is usually an indication
of something about to happen in the working-out of God’s purpose
in history. In Hellenistic Judaism, the sign points to a hidden
meaning, on an abstract, intellectual level. The Johannine sign
is nearer to the prophetic; only it refers, in the first instance, to
a timeless reality signified by the act in time. But every sign
in the narrative points forward to the great cliimax. He writes
in terms of a world in which phenomena—things and events—are
a living and moving image of the eternal, and not a veil of
illusion to hide it, a world in which the Word is made flesh.

Finally, what is the fundamental motive in Johannine symbol-
ism? The key-word symbols in the early portion of the Gospel
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(chs. 2-12) are life and light, whereas in the latter portion
(chs. 13-20) the all-imortant word symbol is love. The Evangelist
affirms the ultimate reality of life and light to be given in love.
For the Evangelist, love is the principle of the world of Christ
which is being built up in the cosmic crises of the present.
Johannine love is love which God deigns to give to men, a heaven-
ly reality which is ever descending into this world through love.
Therefore the Evangelist not only can but must emphasize the
active character of love, both in the life of Christ, and in that

of the Christian.



