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The Pericope Adulterae, the Gospel of John, and the
Literacy of Jesus. By CHRIS KEITH. Pp. xviþ 320. (New
Testament Tools and Studies, 38.) Leiden and Boston:
Brill, 2009. ISBN 9004173941. E114.

[THIS volume appears in the series New Testament Tools,
Studies, and Documents, a combination of two earlier series,
Brill’s New Testament Tools and Studies (NTTS) and (latterly
Eerdman’s) Studies and Documents (SD). It has the number 38,
continuing the sequence from NTTS. Page ii gives a history of
SD, misspelling the name of an earlier editor, Carsten Høeg.]

Keith’s book is based on a thesis submitted to the University
of Edinburgh. It accepts the non-canonical origin of the Pericope
of the Adulteress (although does not describe it as an apocryphal
fragment, comparable to, say, the episode of Jesus and ritual
washing in P. Oxy 840) and argues why and when it became
attached to the canonical writings. He lists all the places where
the pericope is to be found in New Testament manuscripts but
argues that its ‘traditional’ place after John 7:52 is the earliest
and intended location by the interpolator. To substantiate this,
Keith argues that the purpose of the pericope was to emphasize
Jesus’ ability to write, and it thus fitted into a context where
Jesus’ literary credentials were questioned and his status as an
interpreter of the law and the Scriptures was being doubted. He
gives a detailed exegetical commentary on the pericope in his
chapter 7. For Keith, the scribe who interpolated this floating
story did so because Jesus was said twice in the tale to be a
writer. We are reminded that manuscript 1006 claims that the
pericope originated in a Gospel of Thomas and that Eusebius
said that the story came from the Gospel according to the
Hebrews. Keith does not claim that this interpolator was the
author of the tale.

By way of preamble, Keith spends a chapter on the history of
research on John 8:6, 8 and another on the two vital verbs found
in those verses, gra’x and variant katagra’x. This book was
after all a dissertation! The main thrust of the thesis is to
show that Jesus needed to be portrayed not only as capable of
reading (as is shown in Luke 4:16) but as a learned person able
to write. (For that Keith adopts a jargon term found in the
pretentious title to chapter 8: ‘The Pericope Adulterae at John
7:53–8:11: The (Divine) Grapho-Literacy of Jesus’ (italics mine).
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There is also a chapter on the gradations of learning in antiquity
(under the ugly heading ‘The Literacy Landscape’) and we are
also told (in chapter 4) about the role of scribes as ‘text-brokers’
(another ugly term). According to Keith, the pericope proves
that Jesus is equivalent to a scribe in his learning and in the
context is shown to be superior to Moses. Keith correctly
reminds us that the scribes do not occur in the Fourth Gospel
proper, but they are present in this story alongside Pharisees
because later Christians, especially in the West (influenced by
the strictures and criticisms of the like of Celsus), had to counter
the accusation that Jesus was not lettered as the scribes were
(even though the criticism of Jesus’ education is already present
earlier than Celsus’ day in the Fourth Gospel itself (John 7:15)).
Those points do not, however, prove Jesus to be greater than
Moses (having a status as ‘supra-literate’ [sic] according to
p. 203), although Keith is possibly correct to show that txi
dakttlxi (kata)gragx (in 8:6 and 8:8 (v.l.)) may recall for readers
of the LXX with good memories the language of Exod. 31:18

(and by extension Exod. 24:12; 32:15–16; 34:1, 28 as well as
24:4). But God’s inscribing on stone hardly seems equivalent
to Jesus’ writing on the impermanent medium of soil, especially
as the content of this writing is not revealed. In the context it is
surely Jesus’ interpretation of the accusers’ wish to punish adul-
tery that is the dominant message of the pericope, plus his com-
mand to the woman not to sin again (teaching in keeping with
Moses’ mediating this command in the Decalogue). The crowds’
wish to stone the woman makes Jesus refer to Deut. 13:10; 17:7,
which concern idolatry rather than adultery; again it does not
seem that we are intended to see Jesus as superior to Moses in
the story, merely as the strict enforcer of a Mosaic instruction.

The cover to the book proclaims that the pericope is ‘the only
place in canonical or non-canonical tradition that portrays Jesus
as writing’ (italics mine). That opinion is repeated in Helen
Bond’s Foreword (p. xi) and in the book (p. 3). Yet Keith himself
(p. 241) tells us that Jesus wrote the letters to the seven churches
in Revelation, although he cannot provide us with chapter and
verse for this, and (correctly) tells us that inter alia the non-
canonical Doctrina Addai has Jesus write a letter to King
Abgar of Edessa and, according to Keith, an act of Jesus’ writing
also occurs in the apocryphal History of Joseph the Carpenter.
Jesus’ superiority with letters shown in three stories in the
Infancy Gospel of Thomas is also referred to (p. 7). From the
fourth century, iconic representations of Jesus holding a scroll
are to be found (two such are illustrated here). The apocryphal
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stories mention Jesus’ ability to compose a letter without any
special emphasis or comment on the fact that he had this cap-
ability (as is the case with Eusebius in his reporting of Jesus’
letter to Abgar in HE 1.13), and I would have thought that this
ability is also taken as a matter of course by the composer of the
pericope adulterae. Too much is made of John 7:6, 8, especially
added to a Gospel where writing itself is readily accepted with-
out further comment, such as in the extensive section on the
superscription to the cross (John 19:19–22) or in John 20:30;
21:25.

The absence of the pericope from manuscripts such as P66,
P75, a, A, B, C or its inclusion elsewhere with obeli or asterisks
or its appearance in some manuscripts in a truncated form (only
8:3–11) are not fully discussed. Some commentators claim that
the story was deliberately expunged, allegedly because of Jesus’
unwillingness to allow the woman to be punished except by the
sinless, but this is unlikely, especially given Jesus’ unwillingness
to condemn sinners or the unclean elsewhere in firmly estab-
lished Gospel stories. The absence of the story in many early
witnesses may merely represent a manuscript tradition that ulti-
mately goes back to those original copies which lacked the
pericope.

Keith lists places other than following John 7:52 where the
pericope is found in various manuscripts in John or Luke.
Most of those are later (after the ninth century). But he does
not discuss reasons why this floating story was repositioned,
except to repeat the usual explanation that lectionary needs
caused some of the relocations. (It is unfortunate that he has
to warn us on p. 130 that: ‘The question of [sic] why PA was
displaced from John 7:53–8:11 is partly unanswerable in the cur-
rent study’(!) What he fails to say is that those who moved the
story from John 7:53–8:1 must have lacked the understanding of
the appropriateness of the episode after John 7:52, which Keith
claims throughout was self-evident. Conspicuously absent from
this thesis also is any engagement with C.-B. Amphoux, who has
proposed radically diVerent reasons for the positioning of the
pericope in John 7 and elsewhere (e.g. his chapter in Lectio
Divina 143 (1990), pp. 205–23, or in his La Parole qui devint
évangile (Paris, 1993) passim).

For a text-critical thesis it is unfortunate that Keith calls cur-
sive manuscripts miniscules [sic] on pp. 134, 301. Rahlfs is mis-
spelled on p. 261; Stanley (p. 65) and Elliott (p. 241) are also
wrongly spelled; außerkanonischer is wrong on p. 222; Keith
coins the word ‘forbearers’ for ‘forebears’ on p. 224. Delete
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‘Reconsidering’ from p. 121 n. 10. English such as ‘would had to
have used’ (p. 243) or the hanging verb ‘preferred’ p. 63 are
distracting; ‘interpretive’ is used for ‘interpretative’ (p. 173).
Papyrus Egerton 2 is called a New Testament manuscript on
p. 301. The book’s cover has a picture of codex 022 (N) at
John 15. This is a peculiar choice of illustration used by this
series especially here, as this manuscript is one that lacks the
pericope adulterae!

A few weeks before the publication of the book Keith allowed
himself the luxury of repeating the contents of most of chapter 5

concerning the textual evidence for the pericope in an article in
Novum Testamentum 51 (2009), pp. 209–31: ‘The Initial Location
of the Pericope Adulterae in Fourfold Tradition’ [sic]. Given the
enormous cost of this reproduced thesis as a book, its essential
argument as given in the journal article may be a suYcient sum-
mary of the whole for most busy and money-conscious readers.
The embarrassing and overblown personal tributes in the Preface
(currently a needlessly maudlin convention in too many a pub-
lished thesis) end (p. xiv) with the realistic statement that only ‘a
handful will really read’ this book of little consequence.

doi:10.1093/jts/flq011 J. K. ELLIOTT
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