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The apparent unconcern with which John differs from the synoptics
is matched by the account of Jesus' passion that we find in the Gospel
of Peter. In fact, in tone and content Peter’s account is, if anything,
more remote from, or independent of, the synoptics (or the canonical
gospels, including John). 1 am not convinced that the author of the
Gospel of Peter had access to more primitive, as well as independent,
tradition in composing his passion narrative, although it seems to me
quite possible that like John he knew a primitive account of Jesus'
appearance to disciples beside the Sea of Galilee?!. However that may
be, Peter, like John, presents an alternative account of what we can
recognize as the same or related events that we read about in the
synoptics. At the same time, if “Peter” had read the synoptic, or
canonical, accounts, as he probably had, he was influenced but not
constrained by them. On the other hand, while Matthew and Luke are
not limited to the Gospel of Mark, they are constrained by its account
in a way Peter and John are not, in that they offer narratives that are
much more easily readable and reconcilable with it. As far as we can
see, the other apocryphal gospels are, with Peter and John, similarly
unconstrained: Egerton Papyrus 2; the Gospel of Thomas; Secret
Mark, if you will; as well as traditional apocryphal gospels known only
through quotations in later Christian writers.

We might say that the apocryphal gospels have in common that they
do not conform to or follow the Gospel of Mark, the synoptics, or the
canonical gospels generally, and John has in-.common with them that he
too 15 not constrained by Mark or the synoptics. Is John then the first
apocryphal gospel? By this definition, of course, it is. Quite obviously,
it has been canonical since the end of the second century. That is simply
an historical fact. But has the Fourth Gospel proved itself canonical in
another, more substantive, way? -

In a real sense the Gospel of John is controlled, determined, or
guided by a distinct theological position and perspective which sets it
apart from the apocryphal gospels that we know. The Gospel of Peter,
for example, manifests a virulent anti-Jéwishness, some possibly docetic
tendencies, and an obvious flair, or weakness, for the miraculous — all
characteristics similar to the Fourth Gospel — but no serious and
consistent theological point of view. The debate over whether the
Gospel of Peter is docetic evidently began in the late second century
and continues today (see fn. 20). There are, of course, tensions in
Johannine thought, but few will dispute the Gospel's theological
seriousness, Perhaps only the Gospel of Thomas’ obviously gnostic and

.31'. See also P. G_ARDNER—SMTH, The Gospel of Peter (n. 2), p. 259. He takes the
omission of any mention of a Jerusalem appearance to the disciples in Peter to prove that
the author had not read John or Luke. This is a bit strong, but the absence of the

appearance in Peter is striking. On the resurrection in Peter, see B.A. Jounson, Empiy
Tomb (n. 18).
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encratic interests match the Gospel of John in their consistency and
pervasiveness, if not in sophistication. Because the other non-canonical
gospels are available to us in such small fragments or fragmentary
quotations, we cannot say much with certainty about their theology,
except that we possess nothing to indicate that we have in any of them
a rival of John. The judgment that John was a theologian is not
misplaced, and perhaps the best testimony to this fact is the degree that
the Fourth Gospel has stimulated other great theological minds, from
Origen to Bultmann, both of whom trod at the borders of orthodoxy in
order to express in a fresh and relevant way the truth of the gospel, as
perhaps did the Evangelist also. Yet such theologians, and the weight of
church opinion, have deemed John to express in a profound way the
truth which the other gospels and early New Testament writers want to
attest. In fact, John reads well after, and alongside, the other gospels, as
well as Paul and Hebrews. Distinctive and different as it may be, the
Gospel of John presents a Jesus who makes a certain theological sense
of the Jesus of the other gospels, and the New Testament generally. In
canonizing the Gospel of John, the church affirmed that this Jesus is the
same Jesus, and indeed the real Jesus Christ who is God’s Son and his
Word. Whether the Gospel of John stands in the New Testament
because of a human error through which God has worked is a question
that lies outside the competence of historical or exegetical science. The
history of exegesis within the church, however, testifies that its inclusion
was not a mistake. John alters or influences the shape or emphases of
the New Testament, but maintains a positive contact and continuity
with its other witnesses. In this deeply substantive sense its presence in
the canon is not only an historical fact but a theological blessing, as
well as an exegetical challenge.
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