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Editorial Apology
In April 2010 JTS published a review of Professor Chris Keith’s book The
Pericope Adulterae, the Gospel of John, and the Literacy of Jesus (New
Testament Tools, Studies, and Documents 38; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2009).
Pp. xviþ 350. Hardback E121.00/$166.00. ISBN 978 90 04 17394 1. The edi-
tors wish to apologize unreservedly for the publication of this review, and
for the unprofessional and personal criticisms of the book and its author
which it contained. The editors have also invited Professor Keith to re-
spond in the article which follows to the academic criticisms of his book
which were made in the review and a new review of the book has been
commissioned.

IN 2009, Brill Academic Press published The Pericope Adulterae,
the Gospel of John, and the Literacy of Jesus.1 A slightly revised
version of my 2008 doctoral thesis at the University of
Edinburgh, this study argues that the reference to Jesus ‘writing’
twice in the ground in John 8:6, 8 of the Pericope Adulterae
(hereafter PA) is a claim that Jesus could write (or was
‘grapho-literate’) and proceeds to explore the significance of
that claim for PA’s interesting transmission history.2 Ultimately,
I argue that an interpolator inserted this text into John’s Gospel
at John 7:53 – 8:11 in the second or third century CE as a re-
sponse to criticisms of early Christians and Jesus as illiterate. I
argue further that the Johannine narrative guided the interpol-
ator’s insertion of the text at John 7:53 – 8:11, since ‘the Jews’

1 Chris Keith, The Pericope Adulterae, the Gospel of John, and the Literacy
of Jesus (NTTSD 38; Leiden: Brill, 2009).

2 This study left historical Jesus matters aside and focused on the social
significance of the claim of John 8:6, 8. I pursued the literacy of the historical
Jesus later in Chris Keith, Jesus’ Literacy: Scribal Culture and the Teacher from
Galilee (LHJS 8/LNTS 413; London: T & T Clark, 2012), where I argued
that Jesus did not possess scribal literacy. I therefore aYrm that the historical
Jesus was not capable of writing, as claims John 8:6, 8.
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question Jesus’ scribal literacy (7:15) and Galileans’ knowledge
of the law in general (7:49) in John 7:15–52. PA’s attribution of
writing to Jesus places Jesus among the most educated of his
scribal-literate interlocutors, as scribes (grammate8") occur only
in PA (John 8:3) in the entire Johannine narrative. The interpol-
ator trumps the scribes and the Pharisees’ attempt to compare
Jesus to Moses in John 8:5 by asserting that Jesus was superior
to Moses, using katagr0ßw (John 8:6) and gr0ßw (John 8:8) in
order to do so. In the LXX, the only text where these verbs are
used synonymously and in the same order as they appear in John
8:6, 8 is Exod. 32:15, which describes God’s authorship of the
Decalogue on both sides of the tablets of testimony. In narrating
the scribal authorities’ challenge for Jesus to usurp Moses by
pronouncing upon a woman who had broken a Decalogue com-
mandment, the interpolator borrows language from the
Decalogue narrative itself in order to assert Jesus’ comparability
to God as author of the Decalogue.

After publication, The Pericope Adulterae, the Gospel of John,
and the Literacy of Jesus became one of only two New Testament
studies to win a 2010 John Templeton Award for Theological
Promise. This award was given to twelve studies total in theology
and religion by the Forschungszentrum Internationale und
Interdisziplinäre Theologie at the University of Heidelberg.
The study was not without a critical reception, however.
Shortly after I heard about the Templeton award, JTS published
a particularly critical review of the study by J. Keith Elliott.3

(Other reviews have included critical comments also, but were
generally positive.)4 Negative criticism is part of the academic
discipline and to be expected. This particular review, however,
was surprising in its tone and content. I appreciate the apology
of the current editors of JTS for the unprofessional aspects of
Elliott’s review and accept it respectfully. In the light of this
apology, I will leave the unprofessional aspects of Elliott’s
review unaddressed and focus upon his academic criticisms.

3 J. Keith Elliott, review of Chris Keith, The Pericope Adulterae, the Gospel
of John, and the Literacy of Jesus, JTS 61 (2010), pp. 293–6. Henceforth I will
cite the page numbers of the review parenthetically.

4 Ulrich Busse, in TLZ 135 (2010), pp. 1111–13; Paul Foster, in ExpT 121/
6 (2010), p. 309; Frances Taylor Gench, in BibInt 20 (2012), pp. 180–2;
Michael W. Holmes, in RSR 37 (2011), p. 57; Michael J. Kruger, in TC: A
Journal of Biblical Textual Criticism 16 (2011), 5http://www.reltech.org/TC/
v16/Keith2011rev.pdf4; Rafael Rodrı́guez, in BTB 40 (2010), pp. 182–3; un-
named author, in Reference & Research Book News 24/4 (2009), p. 26.
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HELPFUL CRITICISMS

Elliott oVers several helpful criticisms in his review. He notes
that my claim that John 8:6, 8 is the only place in canonical or
non-canonical tradition to attribute writing to Jesus ignores other
texts that attribute writing to Jesus, which seems odd since I
discuss those very texts in the book (p. 294). This criticism
is accurate and brings to light an ambiguity on my part. In making
the claim that John 8:6, 8 is a ‘unique phenomenon in canon-
ical and non-canonical Jesus traditions’,5 I used the term ‘Jesus
traditions’ specifically in the sense of ‘Gospel traditions’ in
distinction from other early Christian literature. The other
direct attributions of gr0ßw to Jesus occur in the Narrative of
Joseph of Arimathea and Dialogue of Adamantius, both of which
are outside Gospel tradition proper.6 An indirect application of
gr0ßw to Jesus in the Epistle of Barnabas is also outside Gospel
tradition.7 (Elliott mentions Rev. 1–3, the Abgar Legend and
Doctrina Addai [p.294], but none of these texts employs gr0ßw
with Jesus performing the writing. Revelation 1–3 presents Jesus
as dictating letters, commanding John to write, which is of course
diVerent from writing them himself; see below. The reception of
the Abgar Legend in Greek, Latin, Syriac, and Coptic tradition
disagrees as to whether Jesus wrote the letter himself or used an
amanuensis, but the Greek reception of the tradition in Eusebius’s
Ecclesiastical History does not use gr0ßw and the Syriac Doctrina
Addai insists that Jesus used Hanan as an amanuensis.8) My usage
of the term ‘Jesus traditions’ and Elliott’s critique of that usage

5 Keith, Pericope, p. 3; similarly pp. 25, 168.
6 Narrative of Joseph, 3.4; Adamantius, Dialogue, 1.8; 2.13; cf. 2.14.
7 Barn. 12.9–10.
8 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.13.10; Doctrina Addai 9–10, 43 (following the versifica-

tion in George Howard, trans., The Teaching of Addai [SBLTT 16/ECLS 4; Chico:
Scholars, 1981). A Syriac manuscript of Eusebius’s Hist. eccl. that Cureton found in
the British Museum also insists that Hanan was Jesus’ amanuensis (Cod. Add.
14,639, folio 15b; see W. Cureton, Ancient Syriac Documents [Eugene: Wipf &
Stock, 1864], 3, 140). In the Greek of Eusebius’s Hist. eccl. 1.13.5, Hanan is
simply the courier (TAXYDPOMOS), with variants in some manuscripts at
1.13.9 identifying him as a letter-carrier (grammatokomist0") (Codex Laurentianus
70, 20; Codex Mosquensis 50; Codex Parisinus 1431; Codex Parisinus 1433). Hanan
appears as a courier (cursor) in Rufinus’s Latin translation of Eusebius and the
Iterium of Egeria 17.1. The Coptic version of the Abgar Legend has Jesus insist
instead, ‘It is I, Jesus, who have written this letter in my hand’ (see Kevin P. Sullivan
and T. G. Wilfong, ‘The Reply of Jesus to King Abgar: A Coptic New Testament
Apocryphon Reconsidered (P. Mich. Inv. 6213)’, BASP 42 (2005): 113–4. For
further discussion of these texts, see Keith, Jesus’ Literacy, 157–9.
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both indicate the elasticity of this phrase and the need for careful
clarity, which I failed to provide.

Similarly, the criticism that I did not give enough attention to
the presence of PA at various locations in the manuscript tradition
outside John 7:53 – 8:11 beyond attributing many of them to the
impact of the lectionary system is warranted. I justified an
incomplete treatment by noting that my primary focus was the
dynamics of PA’s insertion into the Gospel of John initially rather
than later movements of the tradition. All the alternative locations
come from texts after the ninth and tenth centuries CE.9

Nevertheless, this important aspect of PA’s transmission history
could have received more attention.

In addition to these criticisms, I must also concede his criticism
that ‘Too much is made of John 8:6, 8’. It is, after all, a
monograph on John 8:6, 8.

INACCURACIES AND MISREPRESENTATIONS

Accompanying Elliott’s helpful criticisms are a number of
inaccuracies and misrepresentations of my arguments. One of the
most glaring examples is his criticism that ‘Keith . . . tells us that
Jesus wrote the letters to the seven churches in Revelation,
although he cannot provide us with chapter and verse for this’
(p. 294). Elliott is wrong concerning my citation of the text since I
state that Revelation presents Jesus as an author in ‘Revelation
1–3’ in at least five separate locations.10 More problematic,
however, is that Elliott is also wrong concerning my precise
claim about these texts in two ways. First, I do not claim ‘that
Jesus wrote the letters’ per Elliott, but rather that the text presents
Jesus in authorial terms.11 Elliott’s statement could lead some
readers to assume that I naively accept the claim of the text,
whereas my concern is solely with the claim itself, the image of
Jesus that the text oVers its readers, and not its accuracy. Second,
and with regard to that image, I nowhere claim ‘that Jesus wrote
the letters’. In fact, I claim the exact opposite and state it
explicitly: ‘This section of the text presents Jesus as the source of
the seven letters to the seven churches in the opening of the

9 Ibid. pp. 130–1.
10 Ibid. pp. 236, 241, 242, 248, 251; cf. 232.
11 Ibid. p. 236 (‘Revelation 1–3 seeks to demonstrate Jesus’ authority in

literate terms . . . [and] presents Jesus as the source of the seven letters’), 248

(‘Revelation 1–3 presents Jesus as the author’); see also p. 241 (‘The epistles to
the seven churches in Revelation 1–3 . . . claim to be from Jesus’), p. 251

(‘Revelation 1–3 . . . views Jesus as the author of the letters’).
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Apocalypse, but nowhere claims that Jesus writes the letters himself.
Jesus instead authors the letters to the churches through the
amanuensis John.’12 Authorship of texts and writing of texts were
often two distinct skills in the ancient world since authors
customarily dictated to scribes. I was careful to distinguish
between these literate activities in the book. In ignoring or
overlooking the distinction in his criticisms, Elliott has attributed
to me the precise opposite of the claim I actually forward.

In a similar manner, Elliott attributes to me the claim that ‘an
act of Jesus’ writing also occurs in the apocryphal History of
Joseph the Carpenter’ (p. 294). At no point in this study do I
mention The History of Joseph the Carpenter. On several occasions
I discuss the Narrative of Joseph of Arimathea, which is an entirely
diVerent apocryphal early Christian text that clearly attributes to
Jesus authorship of a letter at 3.4. Presumably Elliott has confused
the two texts, as he otherwise does not mention the Narrative of
Joseph of Arimathea in the review. Possibly this confusion
occurred in his haste to dismiss my arguments. If this is the
case, it is understandable since one of the times that I discuss the
Narrative of Joseph of Arimathea, I observe an inaccuracy in one of
Elliott’s earlier publications. In his The Apocryphal Jesus, he
claimed that the Abgar Legend ‘represents the only example of a
text written in Jesus’ name’.13 In response, I note briefly that this
claim ‘discounts the epistles to the seven churches in Revelation
1–3, which claim to be from Jesus, and the letter of Jesus in the
Narrative of Joseph of Arimathea’.14 Therefore, in his review of
my work, Elliott did not respond directly to my observation of his
earlier inaccuracy, but did dismiss my claims about both of the
texts that I cite against him (assuming that he confused the
History of Joseph the Carpenter with the Narrative of Joseph of
Arimathea) by portraying inaccurately my claims about those
texts. Regardless of the source of possible confusion on Elliott’s
part, this is once again an example where he has attributed to me a
claim that I nowhere make.

In the single paragraph that engages the main argument of the
book (pp. 293–4), Elliott addresses my arguments that scribes
appear alongside the Pharisees in PA (and nowhere else in John’s
Gospel) as part of a Christian response to criticisms of

12 Ibid. p. 236 (emphasis added); cf. pp. 248, 251.
13 J. K. Elliott, The Apocryphal Jesus: Legends of the Early Church (Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1996), 64.
14 Keith, Pericope, p. 241. For the texts under discussion see, respectively,

Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 1.13; Revelation 1–3; Narrative of Joseph 3.4.
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Christianity as illiterate, and that PA portrays Jesus as ‘equivalent
to a scribe in his learning’ (p. 294). He continues: ‘Those points do
not, however, prove Jesus to be greater than Moses (having a
status as ‘‘supra-literate’’ [sic] according to p. 203’ (p. 294). As
with many of the other occurrences of ‘sic’ in his review, this one is
unnecessary. I note on the page that he cites that ‘supraliterate’ is a
term that I have coined ‘to designate those traditions that view
Jesus as superseding normal markers of education’.15

Furthermore, this is another occasion where Elliott has paid
insuYcient attention to the details of my argument. I never claim
that the general portrayal of Jesus as writing, and thus being
‘equivalent to a scribe in his learning’, leads to the conclusion that
Jesus is being portrayed as ‘superior to Moses’ (p. 294). The
specific claim for superiority to Moses is based on the precise
usage of katagr0ßw and gr0ßw together to describe the writing,
and in that precise syntactical order, which occurs nowhere else in
the LXX outside Exod. 32:15.16 In other words, the presence of
gr0ßw alone would not justify the Exodus background. However,
PA’s usage of katagr0fw and gr0ßw synonymously, PA’s reference
to Jesus’ usage of the finger (John 8:6//Exod. 31:18), PA’s explicit
reference to Moses (John 8:5), and the fact that the woman is
accused of breaking a Decalogue sin, all do suggest the Exodus
and Decalogue narrative as an intertext that ultimately portrays
Jesus in terms of God. Indeed, immediately after Exod. 32:15

LXX, from which the interpolator borrows the verbs for God’s
authorship of the Decalogue, Exod. 32:16 LXX emphasizes the
divine origins of the writing on the first set of tablets: ka1 3 graß1
graß1 qeoA 2stin.17 On this basis, I cannot see the problem with
‘supraliterate’ as a term that indicates the interpolator’s claim that
Jesus’ literate status supersedes those who possess typical literate
skills unless Elliott simply believes we should not be in the
business of neologisms, which is fair enough but not stated. Since
Elliott seems to agree that the Decalogue narrative is in the
background of PA, or at least that there is a good chance that it
is,18 I similarly do not understand why he claims, ‘It does not seem

15 Keith, Pericope, p. 203, n. 3.
16 katagr0ßw and gr0ßw elsewhere appear synonymously in 2 Chron. 20:34

and 1 Macc. 14:18/14:26, but in these texts the simple verb appears first.
17 For the second set of tablets, Moses serves as God’s amanuensis (Exod.

34:27).
18 Elliott, review, p. 294: ‘Keith is possibly correct to show that twi daktnlwi

(kata)grafw . . . may recall for readers of the LXX with good memories the
language of Exod. 31:18 (and by extension Exod. 24:12; 23:15–16; 34:1, 28

as well as 24:4).’
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that we are intended to see Jesus as superior to Moses in the story’
(p. 294).19 Since, following the scribal authorities’ challenge to
Jesus regarding Moses’ authority in John 8:5, PA uses language
for Jesus that is reserved for God alone in the Scripture narrative
that describes God’s authorship of the law (katagr0ßw and gr0ßw
in John 8:6, 8//Exod. 32:15 and d0ktulo" John 8:6//Exod. 31:18), it
seems that the reader is indeed encouraged to see Jesus as superior
to Moses. Pointing to the fact that the Exodus narrative places the
writing action in stone whereas PA places it in the ground, as well
as the fact that ‘the content of this writing is not revealed’ (p. 294)
cannot suYce as a rebuttal. I address both of these issues in
forwarding the argument that the significance of John 8:6, 8

resides not in what Jesus wrote, but rather that he wrote and the
specific vocabulary and syntax used to describe the writing.20

As with these other instances, therefore, the problem is not that
criticism is oVered. The problem is that I cannot recognize my
arguments in the theories that Elliott attributes to me before
dismissing them with minimal engagement.

19 Elliott precedes this statement by noting: ‘The crowds’ wish to stone the
woman makes Jesus refer to Deut. 13:10; 17:7, which concern idolatry rather
than adultery.’ This statement implies that I have failed to note this distinc-
tion, whereas in reality I observe it on p.170 and state: ‘These two Old
Testament contexts require the same punishment for diVerent sins and, ac-
cording to Jesus, the same qualification for the executioners.’ Also, technically
the scribes and the Pharisees, not the crowds of people, mention the stoning
requirement.

20 Keith, Pericope, pp. 25, 168; more broadly pp. 11–26. Related to this, I
observe: ‘The ground as the writing location may simply be related to the
interpolator’s desire to stress Jesus’ usage of the finger [paralleling Exod.
31:18]. Where else would Jesus write with a digit but in the ground?’ (pp.
186–7).
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