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In the nineteenth century, German
scholar F.C. Baur (1792-1860) dated the
fourth gospel from AD 160-170 (partly
due to the influence of Hegelian philosophy1). Similarly ‘late’ datings of the
fourth gospel continued to be offered by
some scholars in the early twentieth
century. As theologian Daniel B. Wallace
reports: ‘In 1925 Delafosse saw 170-175
as the ceiling and in 1936 Loisy felt that
“the first publication can hardly have
been effected before 135-40.”’2 However,
scholarship moved on, and by the middle
of the twentieth century came to a consensus that the fourth gospel was issued
no later than (though probably towards)
the end of the first century.
Several things account for this shift in
thinking, besides the waning of Hegelianism. One line of argument focuses upon
the fourth gospel’s depiction of Jerusalem
before its fall in the Jewish War of 66-74
AD.3 Here one often sees discussion of
John 5:2’s accurate description of the
Pool of Bethesda near the Sheep Gate.
Another line of argument involves a key
piece of external evidence known as
‘P52’, a scrap of ancient papyrus which
bears several verses of the fourth gospel,
translated and published in 1934 and
dated by its translator, classical scholar
Colin H. Roberts (1909-1990), to AD
125 ± 25 years. We will investigate both

of these lines of evidence here in Part I of
this inquiry. Other arguments look at
allusions to and quotations from the
fourth gospel in other literature, or
investigate the internal and external
evidence about the origins of the fourth
gospel. These arguments will be examined in the forthcoming Part II of this
inquiry.

The Perils of Interdisciplinary Studies
Now, as James K. Beilby and Paul Rhodes
Eddy observe:
It is no longer merely New Testament scholars and historians who
are wading into the rushing waters
of the quest [for the historical
Jesus], but an entire cadre of interdisciplinary explorers, each bringing their own distinctive disciplinary
methods, tools and insights to the
historical study of Jesus and the
Gospels.4

In particular, they note that ‘in recent
times one can find a variety of philosophers and philosophical theologians
weighing in on relevant matters.’5 I am
one such a philosopher, who has been
privileged to write or contribute to several books and papers dealing with the
historical Jesus.6
One of the challenges of interdisciplinary study is that the need to integrate
knowledge from different disciplines may
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require one to stray outside the bounds of
one’s professional expertise. In so doing,
one must rely upon other scholars, doing
one’s best to digest and critically assess as
many relevant, reputable resources as one
can, and then referencing (at least some
of) those sources as and when one draws
upon them in publication. Given the possibility of making mistakes within one’s
own field of expertise, it’s obviously even
more likely that one may get things
wrong when venturing outside that field.
The only remedy (in either case) is to keep
learning, and a particularly useful spur to
continued learning can be interaction
with those who disagree with you.
For example, in a June 2020 exchange
of ‘Tweets’ debating the historical reliability of the fourth gospel, atheist Edward
T. Babinski convinced me that I needed to
re-consider some arguments regarding the
dating of the fourth gospel that are made
from John 5:2 and P52. These were arguments that, in good faith, I had re-presented in several venues, including my book
Getting at Jesus: A Comprehensive Critique of Neo-Atheist Nonsense about the
Jesus of History (Wipf and Stock, 2019).
I wrote this paper to re-visit my thinking
on the dating of the fourth gospel.

John 5:2 and The Pool of Bethesda
John 5:2 contains a reference to the socalled ‘Pool of Bethesda’:
By the Sheep Gate in Jerusalem
there is a pool, called Bethesda in
Hebrew, which has five colonnades

Now, as Callum Millar notes:
In 1903 ... scholar Alfred Loisy claimed that ‘The pool was a symbol of
Judaism, and the five porticoes an
allusion to the five books of the
law.’ The name Bethesda, meaning
‘House of Mercy’, was taken to be
symbolic too.7

However:
In 1956 archaeologists found the
pool of Bethesda where 1st century
Jewish-Roman historian Josephus
described it, just north of the
Temple Mount and near the Sheep
Gate. And although most similar
pools at the time would have had 4
porticoes (one for each wall), this
pool actually turned out to be two
pools with a dividing wall in the
middle – and hence would include
a fifth portico – just as John says!
And the Dead Sea Scrolls have
shown that the pool was more fully
known as ‘Bet ‘Eshdatayin’, meaning ‘place of twin outpourings’, in
reference to the pool having two
basins.
Archaeologists
have
suggested that water was only let
into the southern pool at certain
times, explaining the intermittent
churning mentioned in John. And
even more interestingly, pools
dating to the next few centuries just
next to the Pool of Bethesda appear
to have been dedicated to Asclepius, the Greek god of medicine –
which would fit Bethesda being
known as a pool specifically for
healing. So what archaeology shows
matches up exactly with what John
says, even on unusual details that
he never could have guessed by
chance.8

Archaeologist John McRay reports that:
Evidence of the existence of a place
with a pool called Bethesda has
been found in the Copper Scroll
from Qumran, which was written
between A.D. 25 and 68. In a list of
places in Jerusalem we find the
description: ‘At Beth Eshdathayin,
in the pool where you enter in the
small[er] reservoir . . . near there at
the west entryway of the porch of
the triclinium [i.e. dining room].’
The Hebrew name Beth Eshdathayin may mean ‘House of the
Twin Pools.9

Theofilos vol. 13 nr. 1-2 2021

Peter S. Williams

217

and detailed knowledge of Jerusalem, knowledge that is sufficiently
detailed to now be an aid to
archaeologists in understanding the
site.10

So far, so good. However, many scholars
press this data into an argument for assigning a first century date to the fourth
gospel. A typical example of this argument is philosopher and apologist Norman L. Geisler’s statement that:

Above: The Pool of Bethesda ruins (the walkway on the right hand side of the photo marks
the division between the two pools)
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:
Ruins_of_Pool_of_Bethesda,_Jerusalem.jpg

John (5:2) mentions five colonnades at the pool of Bethesda.
Excavations between 1914 and 1938
uncovered this pool and found it to
be just as John described it. Since
that pool did not exist in the second
century, it is unlikely any secondcentury fraud would have had
access to such detail.11

Urban C. von Wahlde observes that, contra
Loisy:

Taking a slightly different line of approach, ancient historian Paul Barnett
argues that ‘It is natural to infer from the
present tense of the verb “is” that both
buildings [of the pool complex] were still
standing at the time of writing.’12
Likewise, theologian Bruce Milne writes:

The discovery of the pools proves
beyond a doubt that the description
of this pool was not the creation of
the Evangelist but reflected accurate

In 5:2 John refers to the Pool of
Bethesda by ‘there is’, not ‘there
was’. While too much ought not to
be placed on this, it equally should

€ Antonia Fortress (top right, i.e.
north-west, of the Temple Mount)

€ Pool of Bethesda Complex (on
the far right)

€ The Israel Pool (bottom right,
i.e. north-east, of Temple Mount)

Above: A model of Herod’s Temple at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. The Eastern wall is closest
to the camera, so the northern wall and then the Pool of Bethesda with its five porticoes are
to the right. Photo by Berthold Werner,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Jerusalem_Modell_BW_2.JPG.
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not be dismissed. If the Pool was
still identifiable when John wrote
we are looking at a date in the late
60’s, certainly prior to AD 70.13

On the one hand, Milne’s note of caution
is well taken, for there is a scholarly
dispute about whether to understand the
Greek tense in John 5:2 as a ‘historical
present’.14 On the other hand, while
Geisler uses the data merely to argue for
a first century dating of the fourth gospel,
Milne uses it to argue for a date in ‘the
late 60’s’. Milne’s ‘prior to AD 70’ is
inferred from the fact that the Romans
laid waste to Jerusalem in AD 70. This is
why Geisler states that the ‘pool did not
exist in the second century . . .’15 Making
the same argument as Milne, apologist J.
Warner Wallace states that: ‘the pool was
destroyed in 70 AD when Jerusalem was
sacked by the Romans.’16 Likewise,
Catholic apologist Jimmy Atkin argues
that ‘John 5:2 . . . gives us reason to hold
that the Gospel was written before the
destruction in 70’17, and in support of this
contention cites the Jewish historian
Josephus’ account of the fall of Jerusalem.
And, indeed, Josephus wrote that, after
the conquest of Jerusalem, the Roman
soldiers received orders that:
they should now demolish the entire
city, and temple: but should leave
as many of the towers standing as
were of the greatest eminency ...
there was left nothing to make
those that came thither believe
Jerusalem had ever been inhabited.18

However, as Babinski rightly pointed out
to me, Josephus’ statement must be interpreted as an example of hyperbole19 in
light of other sources which testify that
the Pool of Bethesda continued to be
visible in Jerusalem until the fourth century.
As reported by archaeologist Shimon

Gibson (a Senior Associate Fellow at the
W.F. Albright Institute of Archaeological
Research and a Visiting Professor of
Archaeology at UNC Charlotte):
The Bethesda Pool is referred to in
third and fourth century sources
but there is no mention of a church
at this location until the fifth century.
Judging by the testimony of Origen
[Commentary on John, Catena fragment 61], the original four porticoes
running around the edges of the
twin pools with another across the
middle, were still visible to visitors
in his day ([c.] 231 [AD]). This information was repeated by Cyril of
Jerusalem before 348 [Homily on
the Cripple at the Pool 2], but the
language of Eusebius suggests that
in his day, before 331, the actual
porticoes were already in ruins: ‘a
bathing-pool in Jerusalem which is
called the Probatike, and formerly
had five porticoes’. It is unclear
from the description of the Bordeaux Pilgrim (333) whether the
porticoes were still visible, but
Jerome in the 380s repeats Eusebius’ comment that the porticoes
had ‘formerly’ been around
the pool. What is certain is that
both pools were still in use and gathered water: according to Eucherius
(441), the Northern Pool was filled with rainwater, and the Southern Pool with drained water stained
with a reddish colour. A number of
traditions continued to be associated with this site, notably that it was
a place of healing ...20

Clearly, Loisy missed these historical
sources when arguing against the historicity of John 5:2; but this omission was
not corrected by later scholars who argued against Loisy from the archaeological
discovery of the Pool of Bethesda.
Consequently, the inference from the
fourth gospel’s description of the Pool of
Bethesda to the conclusion that it must,
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on that account, have been written by
someone with either direct or indirect
local knowledge of Jerusalem in the first
century (or ‘prior to AD 70’), is mistaken.
Unfortunately, following the widespread
use of this argument, I stated in Getting at
Jesus that John 5:2 ‘displays a detailed
local knowledge of Jerusalem before AD
70.’21 Thanks to Babinski, I now recognize
my statement as (unintentionally) misleading, and I conclude that this argument for
a first century dating of the fourth gospel
is unsound.

John 5:2 and The Sheep Gate
Astronomer Guillermo Gonzalez (writing
outside of his professional expertise)
argues for a pre-70 AD date for the
fourth gospel by noting that:
John 5:2 describes the sheep gate in
the present tense, even though the
sheep gate was wiped out when the
Temple was destroyed in 70 AD ...22

Of course, the word ‘gate’ isn’t actually in
the Greek of John 5:2. Nor is the King
James version’s ‘market’. As Jonathan
Lipnick (dean of the faculty of Holy Land
Studies at Israel Institute of Biblical Studies) explains:
The original text of John literally says ‘next to the sheepish’
(ἐπὶ τῇ προβατικῇ) – not ‘sheepish’ is
the metaphorical sense of ‘bashful’
but in the literal sense of ‘something pertaining to the sheep.’23

Although ‘sheep pool’ or ‘sheep market’
are both possible referents here,24 ‘Sheep
Gate’ is perhaps the most plausible
reading in context.25 As Charles Ellicott
(1819-1905) comments in his classic
Commentary for English Readers:
For ‘sheep-market,’ we should read
with the margin, sheep-gate (Nehemiah 3:1; Nehemiah 3:32; Nehemiah
12:39). This gate was known well

enough to fix the locality of the
pool, but is itself now unknown. St.
Stephen’s Gate, which has been the
traditional identification, did not
exist until the time of Agrippa.
There is something tempting in the
interpretation of the Vulgate adopted by some modern travellers and
commentators, which supplies the
substantive from the immediate
context, and reads ‘sheep-pool.’
But the fact that the Greek adjective for ‘sheep,’ is used here only in
the New Testament, and in the Old
Testament [i.e. in the Septuagint –
or LXX – Greek translation thereof]
only in the passages of Nehemiah
referred to above, seems to fix the
meaning beyond doubt.26

Josephus mentions a gate on the north
side of the first century Temple Mount
(Jewish War 1.537; 6.222),27 and the tractate Middot28 (i.e. ‘measurement’) of the
Mishnah refers to the north gate of the
Temple Mount as ‘the Tadi Gate.’29
Jack Finegan (Emeritus Professor of
New Testament History and Archaeology
at Berkeley) argues that ‘Perhaps . . . there
was some correspondence between the
Tadi Gate on the north side of the temple
enclosure and [the] Sheep Gate’30
mentioned by Nehemiah’s account of rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem in the fifth
century BC:
That there was in fact a Sheep Gate
which is mentioned by Nehemiah
(3:1; 12:39) and that, according to
his references, this was probably in
the north city wall on the north side
of the Temple area, between the
‘corner’ on the northeast and the
Tower of the Hundred and Tower
of Hananel, the latter probably predecessors of the Antonia [fortress]
on the northwest. The fact that this
gate was built by Eliashib the high
priest and his brethren the priests
(Neh 3:1) confirms its close
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association with the Temple area,
and it may have been the same as
the Tadi Gate mentioned by Middoth . . . as the portal on the north
side of the Temple area ...31

Archaeological architect and Temple Mount
specialist Leen Ritmeyer comments that:
It is tempting to speculate that the
mishnaic Tadi Gate stood in the
same place as the pre-exilic Sheep
Gate. The meaning of Tadi remains
unknown. It has been suggested
that Tadi is a misreading of Tali or
Taleh, which means lamb in
Hebrew. In that case, it would not
be difficult to see the connection
between the Sheep and the “Lamb”
Gate.32

The original Tadi Gate was apparently
located in the northern retaining wall of
the pre-Herodian Temple Mount,33 with
a tunnel leading up into the temple complex. As archaeologist Dan Bahat notes:
‘There is a theory that cistern No. 1 [one
of the many cistern’s and tunnels within
the Temple Mount mapped in 1864-5 by
Major-General Sir Charles Wilson] was
the tunnel which led from the Temple
compound, directly out of the Temple
Mount.’34 According to Charles Warren’s
Recovery of Jerusalem (1871), ‘Cistern 1’
(the floor of which is 30 feet below the
surface of the platform):
is a tunnel about 130 feet long and
24 feet wide, cut in rock for 18 feet
from bottom to springing of arch,
which is segmental. Signor Pierotti
describes a passage connecting this
tank with a chamber under the
Sakhra; and I have to suggest that
this Sakhra cave is the gate Nitsots,
from whence there was a passage
through the tunnel to the gate
Tadi.35

Ritmeyer explains that ‘this structure,
originally built as an underground

passageway, as its shape suggests, was
plastered over and turned into a cistern
much later, probably during the Early
Muslim or Crusader period.’36 Moreover,
discussing ‘Cistern 3’, Warren notes that:
A channel cut in the rock, leading
into this tank ... runs north and
south, and conducts into the tank
surface water from small ducts
which run east and west. There are
three chambers in this tank, which
are separated by piers, through
which there are low-arched doorways. I have to suggest that this
may have been the House of
Baptism, communicating with the
room of Beth Mokad and the gate
Tadi. It is to be noticed that the
tanks Nos. 1 and 3 would, if produced north, meet together at the
northern edge of the platform,
where there is a hollow-sounding
piece of ground. Under this may
still be the gate Tadi, opening out
through the scarped rock, one portion of which was found somewhat
to the east at Souterrain 29.37

This pre-Herodian Tadi Gate was subsumed by Herod’s renovations to the
north of the Temple Mount and replaced
by the fourth gospel’s ‘Sheep Gate’.38 The
question is, what architectural form did
the Herodian Sheep Gate take? While it
was presumably in-between the Antonia
Fortress and the Israel Pool (which were
positioned at the western and eastern
ends of the north wall respectively), Dan
Bahat laments that its ‘exact location is
not known.’39 Today: ‘Very little can be
seen of the Northern Wall of the Temple
Mount’,40 although ‘the remains of the
Herodian northern retaining wall are still
preserved below ground.’41 Archaeological access to the Temple Mount is highly
restricted: ‘The evidence is there. But the
site has not even been surveyed – looked
at – for more than a century and a [half],
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and excavations, even small ones, are forbidden.’42 Even ‘the cisterns under the
Temple Mount are inaccessible today
because of Muslim religious and political
sensitivities.’43 This ignorance hampers
our arrival at any firm conclusion about
the Sheep Gate’s fate in the first century,
leaving us to weigh the plausibility of
different historical conjectures.
Leen Ritmeyer explains the ‘strange
notice in Middot 1:3 that “the Tadi gate
[on the north] has no purpose at all”’ as
being ‘probably because the Tadi Gate
was the northern gate of the original
square Temple Mount’,44 theorizing that:
‘When Herod buried this area [north of
the original Temple Mount] with fill to
create his northern court, the Tadi Gate
was completely buried and thus rendered
useless.’45 Leen and Kathleen Ritmeyer
jointly postulate that the Herodian Sheep
Gate was located in the wall of the portico on the northern summit of the Herodian Temple Mount. Note that there
would, in this case, have been some sort
of ramp (or possibly a staircase) leading
up to the Sheep Gate.46 Given this hypothesis, the Sheep Gate probably was
obliterated by the Romans in AD 70.
However, when Herod extended the
Temple Mount north, might not the
builders have extended the passage from
the (now defunct) Tadi Gate to the new
retaining wall, where it ended at the
Sheep Gate? As Michael Lusting observes:
Herod extended existing Temple
path and passageways, like those of
the Huldah Gates, to pass through
his extensions to the exterior. This
was likely also required for those of
the Tadi Gate.47

Wouldn’t this arrangement equally
account for Middot’s statement about the
Tadi Gate having ‘no purpose’? Creating

such a tunnel extension would preserve
the existing social function of the Tadi
Gate as being for the use of the priests.48
It would also save the space taken up by
the tunnel from having to be filled-in with
rocky hard core.49
Moreover, the Temple Mount was
most vulnerable to attack from the higher
ground to the north – hence the Antonia
fortress – and a gate leading straight onto
the temple platform seems like more of a
vulnerability than a gate in the retaining
wall. Storming a small gate under fire,
and then fighting up a long, narrow,
underground tunnel against determined
opposition is a poor military prospect, so
a gate in the northern retaining wall
could have been ignored by the Romans
as an easily defendable chokepoint. The
Jews might even have filled-in part of the
tunnel in order to block access (after all,
they built an additional defensive wall
within the Antonia fortress, where the
Romans did attack50). Indeed, Warren
reported that the northern end of Cistern
1 was ‘closed with a rough stone wall
...’,51 and Leen Ritmeyer notes of both
Cisterns 1 and 3 that ‘The northern parts
of both these passages are blocked by
similar-looking walls that made it impossible for Warren to investigate their
relation to the northern wall of the raised
platform.’52
What we do know, as summarized by
Charles W. Wilson in his Ordinance Survey of Jerusalem (1886), is that Josephus
says:
that the design of Titus was ‘to take
the Temple at the tower of Antonia;’ and that for this purpose he
raised great banks; one of which
was at the tower of Antonia, and
the other at about 20 cubits from it;
and that for the purpose of
obtaining materials for filling up
the immense fosse and ravine to the
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north of the Temple, he had to
bring them from a great distance;
and that the country all round for a
distance of 19 or 12 miles was made
perfectly bare in consequence.53

If there was a gate onto the temple
platform near the Antonia, Titus would
presumably have been tempted to raise a
bank so that battering rams could be
bought to bear against that gate, as he did
against the massive stonework of the
Fortress.54 Inferring a negative from the
absence of such an attack is an argument
from silence, but isn’t necessarily unsound.
In sum, there is a cumulative case for
thinking that the Sheep Gate was situated
in the northern retaining wall of the
Herodian Temple Mount.
Apologist Don Stewart asserts (without documentation) that: ‘The sheep gate
was destroyed in the year A.D. 70, along
with the rest of the city of Jerusalem.’55
But this assumes that the Sheep Gate lead
onto the Temple Platform. Leen and Kathleen Ritmeyer offer a slightly more nuanced report of events after the Roman’s
conquest of Jerusalem in AD 70:
the Romans ploughed the Temple
Mount and built a temple to Jupiter
on the site. Not a trace of Herod’s
Temple was left. The mighty retaining walls of the Temple Mount,
however, were deliberately left lying in ruins throughout the Roman
(70–324 A.D.) and Byzantine (324–
640 A.D.) periods – testimony to
the destruction of the Jewish state.56

Now, Gonzalez is aware of the discussion
over the Greek tense in John 5:2, and
appeals to Daniel Wallace’s case against
taking the present tense as a historical
present.57 However, even if John 5:2 is
not using a historical present, the fact that
the retaining walls of the Temple Mount
were ‘deliberately left lying in ruins’58

means that if the Sheep Gate was in the
retaining wall, then a present tense reference to the Sheep Gate might have been
accurate well after AD 70. Indeed, even if
the door or doors of the gate had been
destroyed, an ordinary language reference
to ‘the Sheep Gate’ as a persisting architectural feature wouldn’t have been misleading.59
Mishna Middos 1:3 indicates that at
least three Temple gateways survived its
destruction:
The Western wall of the Holy
Temple [likely starting at the Broad
step, toward which runs the
probable Kiphonus gate passageway under Herod’s addition from
Warren’s Gate on Herod’s new wall]
will never be destroyed ... and the
Gate of the Kohen [i.e., ‘the Gate of
the Priest’ – which probably refers
to the Tadi/Sheep Gate], and the
Gate of Huldah [today’s Triple
Gate entrance and Double Gate
exist], were not destroyed ...60

Since there’s no evidence that the Shushan
Gate in the eastern wall survived, identifying ‘the Gate of the Kohen’ with the
Tadi/Sheep Gate gives us three gates
situated respectively in the southern,
western and northern retaining walls of
the Temple Mount, roughly centered
upon the rock in the Dome of the Rock.61
However, it’s hard to say whether ‘the
Gate of the Kohen’ refers to the preHerodian Tadi Gate or its Herodian
replacement.
In any case, according to the multiplestage composition theory discussed later
in this paper, John 5:2 may have been
written before AD 70 but published within the fourth gospel decades later. Hence I
do not think that John 5:2 currently
offers a sound basis for dating the fourth
gospel.
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John 5:2 and Testimonial Reliability
The fourth gospel claims to have been
written by an eyewitness and/or by those
who knew and drew upon the written
testimony of that eyewitness (see, in particular, John 21:20-24), thereby placing
its composition somewhere between 33
AD (i.e. the date of Jesus’ crucifixion62)
and the middle of the second century
(that is, within two generations of the
crucifixion). If one takes this claim to eyewitness testimony seriously,63 then what
the extra-biblical archaeological and
written evidence does show is that the
author/s of the fourth gospel accurately
described the Pool of Bethesda and it’s
relation to the Sheep Gate. And this is evidence that weighs (albeit slightly) in favor
of the testimonial reliability of the fourth
gospel, regardless of it’s precise dating.64

P52 and Dating the Fourth Gospel
The designation ‘P52’ refers to a scrap of
ancient papyrus, also known as P. Rylands 3.457, which ‘measures 21/2 by
31/2 inches and contains only a few verses of the fourth gospel, John 18:31-33
(recto, the front), 37, and 38 (verso, the
back).’65 Edward D. Andrews explains
that: ‘Through painstaking comparison
of hundreds of small features within an
ancient manuscript, a paleographer can
provide us with a date that is usually
correct to plus or minus 25 to 50 years.’66
P52 was dated by its original editor, Colin
Roberts, to c. AD 125 ± 25 years.

Above: P52, https://commons.wikimedia.org
/wiki/File:Jrl020153tr.jpg.

Textual critics Philip Wesley Comfort and
David P. Barrett report:
Many scholars (Frederic G. Kenyon,
H. I. Bell, Adolf Deissmann, and
W.H.P. Hatch) have confirmed the
dating of P52. Deissmann was convinced that it was written at least
during the reign of Hadrian (A.D.
117–138) and perhaps even during
the reign of Trajan (A.D. 98–117).67

Papyrologist Eric Turner concluded that
the Rylands papyrus could ‘be accepted
as of the first half of the second century’.68 Skeptical textual critic Bart Ehrman
affirms that P52 is: ‘the earliest surviving
manuscript of the New Testament, dating
from around 125-150 CE.’69
Arthur G. Patzia calls P52 ‘the oldest
(c. A.D. 125-150) and one of the smallest
... extant fragments of the New Testament known today.’70 Comfort says that
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the handwriting of P52 ‘clearly belongs to
the early part of the second century, and
could very well be as early as the late first
century.’71 According to Andrews: ‘Many
New Testament scholars would say that
P52 was copied about 110 or about 125
C.E.’72 In a journal paper on the fourth
gospel in the light of archaeology, Wilson
Paroschi says of P52 that ‘most scholars
argue for a date no later than A.D. 125.’73
Now, as Andrews observes:
for a long time before the discovery
of P52, the Gospel of John was
argued by liberal and moderate
Bible scholars to have been written
in about 170 C.E., and that came to
a screeching halt the moment P52
was dated to 100–150 C.E.74

As Neil Godfrey comments:
The main point of interest of this
fragment is that it is generally dated
to around 125 CE, and that since it
was found in Egypt, this date
accordingly is evidence that the
Gospel of John, generally thought
to have been composed in Asia Minor, must have been some time
earlier than 125 CE.75

In light of this ‘standard’ dating of P52,
and the fact that it was discovered in
Egypt, Patzia suggests ‘that the Gospel of
John may have made its way from Ephesus to Egypt during the second century’,76
thereby indicating a first century date for
the fourth gospel. Likewise, Craig S.

Keener (author of a monumental commentary on the fourth gospel) observes that:
Although some skeptical scholars
once dated John ... in the late second century, the discovery of a
fragment of this Gospel from the
first half of the second century laid
that skepticism to rest. Allowing
time for the work’s circulation
pushes the probable date of composition back into the first century.77

As Andreas Köstenberger, another specialist on the fourth gospel, writes:
The latest date of writing is prior to
c. AD 135, the date of ... the John
Rylands papyrus ... On the back
end, some time should be allowed
for the manuscript to be written
and copied and make its way to
Egypt ... so that a date of writing in
the 80s or early 90s seems most
likely.78

Even if we push the date of P52 to the less
likely outer edge of the standard dating
(that is, c. 150 AD), leaving a similar window ‘for the manuscript to be written and
copied make its way to Egypt’ would put
the fourth gospel at the end of the first
century. Hence, in the judgement of Philip
Wesley Comfort and David P. Barrett, P52
‘testifies to the fact that the autograph of
John’s Gospel must have been written
before the close of the first century.’79
This may be an overstatement, but the
standard dating of P52 certainly suggests
that the fourth gospel was probably written before the turn of the first century.

Pushing the Envelope
In Chapter Three of Getting at Jesus I
offered a discussion of the fourth gospel
informed by the standard dating of P52,
to the effect that since the fragment dated
from c. 125-140 AD and was found in
Egypt, ‘few scholars today would ... want
to date John much later than about AD
100.’80 However, Babinski brought to my
attention several scholars who have recently sought to push the dating envelope
of P52 somewhat, in both directions. Neil
Godfry lists paleographers who date P52
anywhere from around 80 to 175 AD.81
Andrews notes that ‘Pasquale Orsini (Italian paleographer, librarian, and Professor) and Willy Clarysse’82 believe that
‘P52 dates to 125-175 [AD].’83 Note that
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these dating envelopes still tell against the
second century dates for the fourth gospel
promulgated by nineteenth and earlytwentieth century scholars like Baur and
Delafosse.
Wilson Paroschi reports that:
A. Schmidt argues for a date
around 170 AD, plus or minus
twenty-five years (‘Zwei Anmerkungen zu P. Ryl. III 457,’ APF 35
[1989]: 11-12), and Brent Nongbri
criticizes all attempts to establish a
paleographic date for papyri like
P52 and contends that the date
range for this papyrus fragment
must be extended to late second
and even early third century (‘The
Use and Abuse of P52: Papyrological Pitfalls in the Dating of the
Fourth Gospel,’ HTR 98 [2005]:
23-48). Most New Testament
scholars, however, continue to
favor the earlier dating.84

Likewise, Comfort notes that:
A. Schmidt has challenged the earlier dating of P52. He has placed it
near the end of the second century
... This redating has appealed to
some scholars, but most hold with
the earlier dating and still affirm
that P52 is probably the earliest
New Testament manuscript.85

So, while the date for P52 used in Getting
at Jesus accurately reflects the scholarly
consensus, that consensus isn’t mono-

lithic, with several paleographers favoring a broader range of dates. And while
some of these dates are earlier than the
standard dating, many are later. Consequently, Stephen C. Carlson (Senior
Research Fellow in Biblical and Early
Christian Studies at Australian Catholic
University) suggests that ‘P52 should be
dated to the mid-second century, give or
take a half-century . . .’86

Responding to Dissent Over P52
If we follow Carlson in simply averaging
proposed dates for P52, then the most we
can say about the fourth gospel on the
basis of P52 would be that it was written
by the middle of the second century. This
would still be within the two generation
window between the crucifixion and the
editorial voice that endorses the eye-witness status of the fourth gospel’s primary
witness to Jesus.
Indeed, it is worth noting that a date in
the middle of the second century would
still be sufficient to mark the fourth gospel a relatively early historical source by
the standards of ancient history. The
following table shows a representative
sample of ancient historical and biographical works, with dates for the reported
events, the publication of the source
reporting about those events and calculations pertaining to the lapse between
the events and the reports:
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If the fourth gospel were to date to the
middle of the second century, then on this
metric it would still be comparable to, or
better than, ancient sources such as Suetonius, Josephus and Plutarch, with a
publication gap of c. 100 years. In other
words, it would still be the case that one
could not doubt the testimony of the
fourth gospel purely on grounds of its
temporal distance the life of Jesus without
thereby severely curtailing the practice of
ancient history.
That said, I do not think that simply
averaging scholarly opinions about the
date of P52 is the way to go here. As New
Testament scholar Peter M. Head writes:
As a general rule (the virtues of
democracy notwithstanding) some
opinions are worth a lot more than
others. Of course the opinions of
general NT scholars commenting
on John (Moody Smith, Raymond
Brown etc.) are pretty irrelevant to
the dating of a particular manuscript. But the opinions of some
scholars, who handled and examined
hundreds of manuscripts, remains
important. In this connection Eric
Turner’s acquiescence to Roberts’
dating (the only codex he admitted
into the first half of the second
century) and Roberts’ own attention to P. Fayyum 110 as the closest
datable text to P52 retain some
force, especially since Nongbri has,
in his own admission, not found a
more recently published text from a
later period that is closer to P52.87

Of course, on the one hand, it befits the
non-specialist to err on the side of
caution. This suggests the thought that it
may be best simply to say that while the
majority of scholarly opinion dates P52 to
the early second century AD, there are
some scholars with relevant expertise
who offer a wider array of dates for the
fragment that span between 80 AD at one
extreme and the beginning of the third

century at the opposite extreme. And
while the fact that P52 comes from a codex copy of the fourth gospel88 found in
Egypt means that the autograph should
probably be dated some time earlier than
P52, we cannot conclude from this that
John must have been written in the first
century. Nevertheless, we can accurately
observe that the majority of scholars give
a date for P52 that suggests a first century
date for the fourth gospel (making the
gospel more comparable on this metric to
Tacitus than Suetonius).
On the other hand, even the non-specialist is able to follow something of the
scholarly debate over the dating of P52,
and it seems to me that Peter M. Head’s
comments are on target. Daniel D. Wallace (New Testament scholar and Executive
Director of The Centre for the Study
of New Testament Manuscripts89) comments that:
Although Brent Nongbri recently
argued that P52 is irrelevant for the
dating of the Gospel of John, he is
basing his views on what is possible, but not on what is probable.
The likelihood that this fragment
really belongs to the first half of the
second century – and most likely to
the first quarter of the second
century – gives parameters as to
when John’s Gospel could have
been written.90

Edward D. Andrews criticizes Nongbri
for ‘attempting to find a couple of letterforms at later dates (maybe the fading,
diminishing part of the timeline) that
have similar features to letters in P52 so
as to date P52 to a later date range, i.e.,
75-225 C.E.’91 He notes that Nongbri is
actually willing to accept the verdict of
Roberts that: ‘On the whole, we may
accept with some confidence the first half
of the second century as the period in
which (P52) was most probably written.’92
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Papyrus Egerton 2 and P52
Andrews notes that: ‘Since P. Egerton Papyrus 2 fragments have so many parallel
expressions found in John’s Gospel, it
strongly indicates that whoever wrote P.
Egerton Papyrus 2 fragments, he was
using John’s writing as a source.’93 As J.
Warner Wallace explains:
Papyrus Egerton 2 is a collection of
three papyrus fragments, dated ...
to approximately 150 AD. These
fragments describe events found in
all four gospels, including a narrative resembling John 5:39-47. This
would not be possible unless John’s
Gospel was written early enough to
be available to the author(s) of this
document.94

Now, Comfort observes that ‘Schmidt
redates P52 to ca. 200 based on the fact
that its hand parallels that of the Egerton
Gospel, which is now thought by some to
date closer to ca. 200 based on [the presence in that manuscript of the specific
paleographic feature of a hooked
apostrophe between two consonants]
appearing in a newly published portion of
the Egerton Gospel.’95 However, as
Andrews points out, this re-dating is
based on a misunderstanding:
the biggest piece of evidence for
changing the dating of P52 to 200
C.E. or later was changing the dating of P. Egerton 2 from 150 C.E.
to 200 C.E. The problem with
changing P. Egerton 2 was a hooked
apostrophe between two consonants. The scholars seeking a date
change misunderstood [English
papyrologist Eric] Turner’s words
[relating] to the hooked apostrophe.
Turner said it became a practice in
the third century, so the scholars
redated P. Egerton 2, P52, and P66
based on a hooked apostrophe. The
problem being that Turner did not
say there were no cases in the

second century. In fact, he cited two
examples, and there are other
examples. So, it was developing in
the second century and became a
common practice in the third century.96

Moreover, as Comfort argues:
the previously assigned date of such
manuscripts was given by many
scholars according to their observations of several paleographic
features. Thus, the presence of this
particular feature (the hook or
apostrophe between double consonants) determines an earlier date
for its emergence [i.e. the emergence of this handwriting feature], not
the other way around. Thus, the
Egerton Gospel, dated by many to
ca. 150, should still stand, and so
should the date for P52 (as early
second century).97

Stanley Porter argues that both P52 and
P. Egerton 2:
fit comfortably within the second
century. There are of course some
letters that are similar to those in
the third century (as there are some
in the first century) but the letters
that tend to be given the most individualization, such as alpha, mu
and even sigma, appear to be second century.98

Other Manuscripts and P52
Comfort reports that he personally
‘examined the manuscript P. Oxyrhynchus 2533 at the Ashmolean Museum, and
was immediately impressed by its likeness
to P52 ... The strong similarity between
this manuscript (with a firm date) and
P52 helps to establish a date of P52 as
being at the latest early second century
(or, A.D. 100-125.)’99 Comfort dates P52
via comparison with papyri such as P.
Murabba’at 113 (c. 132-135 AD), P.
Oxyrhynchus 2367, 4416 (second century),
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5202 (second half of the first century),
and 5178 (AD 132/133), stating that: ‘It
is fortunate that this dated manuscript
has handwriting that is remarkably like
that of P52 ... Thus, we have a manuscript (P. Oxyrhynchus 5178) that greatly
helps us date P52 to the early second
century, at least.’100 He also notes that:
Another two hundred Greek documentary papyri, dated AD 113–120,
have come from the archive of
Apollonios, a strategos of Hermopolis. A thorough study of these
manuscripts prompted the papyrologist Ulrich Wilcken to date P52 to
the same era, on the basis of comparable paleography.101

As he explains elsewhere:
The eminent papyrologist, Ulrich
Wilken, indicated that ... P52 could
be contemporary with manuscripts
in the Apollonios Archives, dated
A.D. 117–120 (the Bremer Papyri).
This is quite a significant observation inasmuch as Wilken had just

completed a publication of the
Bremer papyri (which includes the
Apollonios Archives) when he
made this observation about P52.
Therefore, he was drawing upon
his keen observation of several
manuscripts dated between A.D.
117-120.102

Comfort and Barrett jointly conclude that
‘P52 can safely be dated to A.D. 100–125.
However, its comparability to manuscripts of an even earlier period (especially P. Fayum 110 and P. London 2078),
pushes the date closer to A.D. 100, plus
or minus a few years.’103 Hence Comfort
affirms that: ‘In the final analysis, P52
belongs to the beginning of the second
century . . .’104 In light of P52, Paul Foster
remarks: ‘Was John’s Gospel written
before the end of the first century? Yes,
probably.’105
In the forthcoming Part II of this inquiry, we’ll see how other lines of evidence
can bring greater specificity to our thinking about the date of the fourth gospel.
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