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Chapter 1 

The Focus of the Study 

1. Introduction 

‘The Word became flesh and dwelt among us; and we have seen his glory, the 
glory as of the only Son of the Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14). 
Thus John’s Gospel expresses the reality of Jesus’ physical presence, a 
fleshly presence which is sense-perceptible and a glory which is in some 
sense accessible to ‘sight.’ Much scholarship has been devoted to the analysis 
of sight and faith in John, with a marked tendency to emphasise the ‘spiritual’ 
and symbolic meaning of sight and to marginalise or downplay the signifi-
cance of the literal senses. Rather less attention has been paid, until recently, 
to the senses other than sight (and hearing). In this study, we are acutely con-
scious of the complexity and ambiguity of Johannine language,1 and the 
heavy use of imagery and symbolism,2 but our aim is to put emphasis again 
on the significance of the senses as literal and physical phenomena, and to 
conjoin in new ways the twin themes of sense perception and testimony. In 
particular, our goal is to: 
 

a) show the interconnection between sense perception and testimony, not 
as a means of supporting the historicity of the text through the authority of 
eyewitness testimony, but to call attention to a theological conjunction of 
motifs that relates the revelation of God to the realities of embodied sense 
perception; 

b) show that the senses are theologically relevant to John’s conception of 
knowledge of God and of Jesus, drawing on Scriptural themes which function 
as significant influences on his theology; 

                                                             
1 For a history of scholarship on John’s use of language, see S. Hamid-Khani, Re-

velation and Concealment of Christ: A Theological Inquiry into the Elusive Language of 
the Fourth Gospel (WUNT 120; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000). 

2 For a history of scholarship on John’s use of symbolism and imagery, see R. Zim-
mermann, Christologie der Bilder im Johannesevangelium: Die Christopoetik des vierten 
Evangeliums unter besonderer Berücksichtigung von Joh 10 (WUNT 171; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2004), 77–87. 
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c) indicate the rhetorical effectiveness of John’s appeal to the senses, 
which serves to enhance the vividness of the narrative and to draw the readers 
in faith into the experience of the disciples, just as ἐνάργεια is used in Greek 
and Roman rhetoric to draw readers/hearers into a narrative. 

In this introductory chapter, we chart some of the main trends in scholar-
ship on John in relation to sense perception (2.1) and testimony (2.2), and 
note both strengths which may be developed and gaps or weakness which 
require closer attention. At the end (3) we spell out in fuller terms the aims of 
this study and explain its structure and flow. 

2. History of Scholarship 
2. History of Scholarship 
2.1 Sense Perception 

Sense perception has drawn Johannine scholars’ attention for three main 
reasons. Firstly, it is associated with another significant theme in the Gospel: 
faith. The association of sense perception and faith raises scholarly debate as 
to whether sense perception is presented as a valid means to faith. On the 
subject of faith, one cannot neglect the relationship between signs and faith, 
where sense perception also plays a significant role. This then raises the re-
lated question of whether faith can be achieved by signs. Secondly, it is asso-
ciated with Johannine Christology. The Gospel of John is the only Gospel 
that emphasises the incarnation of the Word. Not only that, John emphasises 
that the Johannine community has seen the glory of the Word. Jesus’ rela-
tionship with the Father is also expressed in the language of sense perception. 
The Johannine Jesus often talks about his vision of God and that he hears 
from God. Thus sense perception is important in discussing Johannine Chris-
tology, yet how to understand John’s use of sense perception in this context is 
another debated issue. Most scholars look for a symbolic meaning of sense 
perception; others see significance in the physical dimension of sense percep-
tion. Lastly, John makes reference to all five senses, yet most scholars focus 
only on sight and hearing. Some scholars have tried to fill the gap and have 
drawn our attention to John’s use of the five senses. We here outline these 
interrelated elements of the scholarly discussion of sense perception in John. 

2.1.1 Sense Perception and Faith 

The relationship between the senses and faith has been a critical issue in 
Johannine scholarship at least since the Reformation. The placing of ‘the 
word of God’ at the centre of Christianity in reformed theology led to the 
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prioritisation of hearing over seeing.3 This teaching can be found consistently 
throughout Calvin’s commentary on John. With reference to John 20:29, he 
says, ‘Here Christ commends faith on the grounds that it acquiesces in the 
simple Word and does not depend at all on the sense and reason of the flesh.’4 
When he discusses passages such as John 2:11, 23; 4:53; 7:31 and 11:45, 
where people believed when they saw, he stresses that this kind of faith is 
imprecise because they ‘depended more on miracles than on teaching.’5 He 
emphasises that faith does not rely on carnal sense perception; rather, it is 
from hearing the Word and the inner illumination and sealing of the Spirit. 
Calvin shows interest in the language of sense perception only when dealing 
with faith and he denies that a faith based on sight is faith because faith 
comes through hearing. 

R. Bultmann has been one of the most influential Johannine scholars of the 
twentieth century. His commentary on the Gospel of John and his New Tes-
tament Theology are important for Johannine scholarship because of his de-
tailed exegetical and historical analysis. In his second volume of New Testa-
ment Theology, he expresses his view on signs and faith. He recognises that 
in John, ‘signs’ reveal Jesus’ glory, and that John reproves those who refuse 
to be convinced by many miracles (John 12:37).6 But referring to John 4:48 
and John 20:29, he argues that ‘the meaning of the sign does not lie in the 
miraculous occurrence.’ Thus Bultmann regards signs as ‘pictures, symbols.’7 
They all have specific symbolic meaning. Since resurrection is considered as 
one of the signs, it does not have any special significance.8 Jesus’ words to 
Thomas are seen by Bultmann as ‘a criticism of the small faith which asks for 
tangible demonstrations of the Revealer’ and also ‘contains a warning against 
taking the Easter-stories for more than they are able to be: signs and pictures 
of the Easter faith.’9 This strong Lutheran downplaying of the physical senses 
as a means of historical ‘proof’ opens an important issue for debate. We will 
have to consider whether Bultmann’s view on signs and faith is sustainable 
and whether Jesus’ words to Thomas are indeed a criticism. 

                                                             
3 This is partly due to the influence of Paul (Rom 10:17). Cf. B. Pitkin, What Pure Eyes 

Could See: Calvin’s Doctrine of Faith in Its Exegetical Context (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1999), 92. 

4 J. Calvin, The Gospel According to St John 11–21 and the First Epistle of John (trans. 
T. H. L. Parker; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1961), 2:211. 

5 J. Calvin, The Gospel According to St John 1–10 (trans. T. H. L. Parker; Edinburgh: 
Oliver & Boyd, 1959), 1:193. 

6 R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (trans. K. Grobel; 2 vols.; London: SCM, 
1952), 2:44. 

7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 2:56. 
9 Ibid., 2:57. 



4 Chapter 1: The Focus of the Study  

How faith is achieved is an important topic in Bultmann’s theological in-
terpretation of John. His preference for hearing over seeing in relation to faith 
is made clear by his subtitle, ‘Faith as the Hearing of the Word.’10 He differ-
entiates two kinds of hearing, ‘genuine hearing,’ and ‘mere perception.’ He 
argues that only ‘a hearkening-and-learning’ (John 6:45) or ‘a hearing-and-
keeping’ (John 12:47) can evoke faith.11 Thus the Jews’ failure to ‘hear’ Jesus’ 
words is the same as saying they fail to believe him. He treats not only ‘hear-
ing’ and ‘believing’ but also ‘seeing’ and ‘believing’ as synonyms. He refers 
to John 6:40 and 12:45 to support his idea that these two verbs are parallel to 
each other.12 Because of Bultmann’s emphasis on the importance of faith in 
John, he identifies Jesus’ person with Jesus’ word and Jesus’ work with his 
word. Thus seeing and hearing are united in John 5:37 and 8:38.13  

We can see that, in Bultmann’s interpretation, seeing, hearing and believ-
ing are not distinguished in effect. Even though John does use various words 
for believing, and though ‘seeing’ is often used together with ‘believing,’ that 
does not mean that John uses those two verbs as synonyms.14 Bultmann’s 
symbolic interpretation of signs and sense perception leads to the view that 
the faith based on seeing signs or hearing Jesus’ discourse is only a ‘seeming’ 
but not a ‘genuine’ faith.15 His argument is based on his interpretation of John 
2:23, 4:48 and 20:29. He does not, however, examine those verses in detail. 
We shall have to examine whether these verses really denigrate sense percep-
tion or suggest that faith based on sight is inferior. 

The relationship between faith and vision has received attention in English, 
French16 and German scholarship.17 In contrast to Bultmann, G. L. Phillips 
(1957) in his article, ‘Faith and Vision in the Fourth Gospel,’ explores the 
relationship between faith and sight, and argues that faith and vision are not 

                                                             
10 Ibid., 2:70. 
11 Ibid., 2:70–74. 
12 Bultmann is not the only scholar who thinks this way. Some scholars also render the 

verb of sight in John 12:45 as ‘believing.’ G. R. Beasley-Murray, John (Waco, Tex.: Word 
Books, 1987), 217. Cf. Bultmann, Theology, 2:70–74. 

13 Bultmann, Theology, 2:72. 
14 F. Mussner, The Historical Jesus in the Gospel of St. John (trans. W. J. O’Hara; 

London: Burns & Oates, 1967), 23. 
15 Bultmann, Theology, 2:73. 
16 O. Cullmann, “Εἶδεν καὶ ἐπίστευσεν. La vie de Jésus, object de la ‘vue’ et de la  ‘foi’, 

d’après le quatrième Evangile,” Pages 52–61 in Aux sources de La Tradition chrétienne: 
Mélanges offerts à M. Maurice Goguel à l’occasion de son soixante-dixième anniversaire 
(eds. O. Cullmann and P. Menoud; Neuchâtel: Delachaux & Niestlé, 1950). 

17 H. Wenz, “Sehen und Glauben bei Johannes,” Theologische Zeitschrift 17 (1961): 
17–25. Wenz focuses on the story of Thomas, in particular, John 20:29. His conclusion is 
that sight and faith are not radically opposite. 
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mutually exclusive.18 Although Phillips views the function of sight positively, 
his differentiation of levels of sight remains questionable.  

O. Cullmann’s work published in 1948, “Εἶδεν Καὶ Ἐπίστευσεν. La vie de 
Jésus, object de la ‘vue’ et de la  ‘foi’, d’après le quatrième Evangile” de-
serves our attention because he explores not only different levels of sense 
perception but also the relationship of sense perception with faith and eye-
witness testimony. This is an extended study based on his previous work on 
the ambiguity of John’s language.19 He refers to several key events where 
physical sense perception is emphasised, such as the Lazarus story, the voice 
from heaven, the scene at the tomb, and the Thomas episode to show that ‘it 
is important that the witnesses really see with their eyes, and that they hear 
with their ears.’20 However, he also argues that sight is not sufficient for faith 
because many people saw the work of Jesus first hand and heard his words 
and yet did not come to faith.21 Therefore, he argues, faith based solely on 
sight is not truth faith. True faith is ‘an act that takes place in the hearts of 
those who believe.’22 It is necessary for the first disciples to see and believe 
but ‘the act of faith must be added to sight.’23 

Thus he argues that John’s readers are in a privileged position because 
they have ‘sight,’ that is the ‘written witness of the disciples’ and ‘inner 
sight,’ that is inspired by the Holy Spirit.24 Cullmann understands John’s use 
of physical sense perception in the context of eyewitness testimony and, re-
ferring to John 9:39, he also recognises that John’s sense perception operates 
on a spiritual level (contemplation spirituelle).25 His study is significant for 
he points out that the simultaneity of ‘seeing with the eyes (voir avec les 
yeux)’ and ‘contemplating by faith (contempler par la foi)’ is one of the char-
acteristics of John’s Gospel.26 This present thesis develops Cullmann’s argu-
ment that physical sight and spiritual insight are both important in John but, 
rather than arguing for the historicity of events, it argues that the substance 
and form of what is written in John is designed to draw the readers in, so that 
they are able to perceive what the characters physically experienced – and 
more.  

                                                             
18 G. L. Phillips, “Faith and Vision in the Fourth Gospel,” Pages 83–96 in Studies in the 

Fourth Gospel (ed. F. L. Cross; London: Mowbray, 1957), 83–96. 
19 O. Cullmann, “Der johanneische Gebrauch doppeldeutiger Ausdrücke als Schlüssel 

zum Verständnis des vierten Evangeliums,” Theologische Zeitschrift 4 (1948): 360–372. 
20 Cullmann, “Εἶδεν,” 56. 
21 Ibid., 56–57. 
22 Ibid., 57. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 58. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
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Johannine ‘seeing’ is studied thematically in C. Hergenröder’s book 
(1996), Wir schauten seine Herrlichkeit. Because of the extensive occurrence 
of verbs of seeing, Hergenröder regards John as a ‘Mann des Auges’ (man of 
the eye) and ‘der Zeuge der Offenbarung als Epiphanie’ (the witness of reve-
lation as epiphany).27 He starts with a close examination of the different verbs 
of seeing used in John and concludes that they are not used simply as syno-
nyms. Rather, each verb has a particular profile, although that does not ex-
clude significant overlaps.28 He argues for ‘seeing as a way to faith,’ and uses 
Thomas and the Easter event as examples. He emphasises that the Gospel of 
John should be read in the light of those disclosure events.29 

C. R. Koester (1989) in his article, ‘Hearing, Seeing, and Believing in the 
Gospel of John,’ centres his study on the senses of sight and hearing. His aim 
is not to discover the symbolic meaning behind sense perception, but to com-
pare sight and hearing in relation to faith. He argues that true faith ‘is engen-
dered through, but never comes from seeing signs.’ Seeing signs only con-
firms faith.30 Koester, rightly we think, argues that the sense of hearing is 
significant in giving testimony to Jesus and that many in John believe through 
hearing. However, he fails to do justice to those statements that suggest that 
seeing signs should lead to faith (John 12:37–38; 20:30–31).31 This dichoto-
my between hearing Jesus’ words and seeing Jesus’ signs does not fit the 
overall Johannine treatment of sense perception in relation to faith. Hearing 
Jesus’ words and seeing Jesus’ signs both lead to one of two responses: belief 
or rejection. John never suggests that, between hearing and seeing, one is 
more significant than the other. 

Thus scholars’ views are diverse regarding the means to faith. Calvin, 
Bultmann and Koester, though arguing from different perspectives, reach the 
same conclusion that faith is reached through hearing words not seeing signs. 
While they prefer hearing over sight in relation to faith, Philips, Hergenröder 
and Cullmann argue that sight is important to faith, although there are occa-
sions when sight does not lead to faith. We argue that in John, faith can be 
the outcome of either hearing words or seeing signs. There is no need to 
prefer one over another. In most of the works of scholars mentioned above, 
John 2:23, 4:48 and 20:29 are all seen as evidence to support the case that 

                                                             
27 C. Hergenröder, Wir schauten seine Herrlichkeit: Das johanneische Sprechen vom 

Sehen im Horizont von Selbsterschliessung Jesu und Antwort des Menschen (FZB 80; 
Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 1996), 3. 

28 Ibid., 204. 
29 Ibid., 567. 
30 C. R. Koester, “Hearing, Seeing, and Believing in the Gospel of John,” Biblica 70 

(1989): 327–348. 
31 Thompson makes a similar criticism. M. M. Thompson, “Signs and Faith in the 

Fourth Gospel,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 1 (1991): 89–108, at 99, n. 24. 
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John denigrates sense perception. We shall have to investigate whether this is 
indeed so, through a detailed and thorough exegesis of these verses.  

2.1.2 Symbolic Interpretation of Sense Perception 

Because of the rise of literary criticism, scholars are more interested in the 
final product of the Gospel and the investigation of its theology than meaning 
that would derive from a literary dissection of the Gospel.32 R. A. Culpepper 
(1983) was one of the first scholars who applied literary criticism to the Gos-
pel of John. In his Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, he drew scholarly attention 
to the pictorial aspect of Johannine language.33 Since then, the study of Jo-
hannine symbolism and imagery has flourished. Several Johannine scholars, 
such as D. Lee (1994) and C. R. Koester (1995), have shown interest in ex-
ploring this aspect of the Gospel. 

Lee observes the complexity of John’s use of sense perception at both 
symbolic and physical levels. She recognises that John’s signs-narratives are 
‘symbolic narrative,’ but points out, at the same time, the significance of 
physical sense perception in John. In her book, The Symbolic Narratives of 
the Fourth Gospel, she identifies several symbolic narratives which are 
mostly narratives of signs. She excludes the wine miracle, the passion and 
resurrection narrative and the footwashing from her discussion because she 
thinks that either they do not have ‘a symbolic focus’ or they are not 
concerned with the development of the faith of the characters.34 The ex-
clusion of these passages is questionable, however, since the words πιστεύω 
and σηµεῖον are used in John 2:11 and several times in John 18–21 (John 
19:35; 20:8, 25, 29, 31). Lee recognises that Johannine signs operate on a 
material and physical level, but she argues that it is the ‘symbolic function 
within the narrative which is the main point.’35 This shows that she is more 
interested in discovering the symbolic meaning of sensory events, and this 
approach makes her pay scant attention to the literal meaning of the text.36 

A symbolic reading of John’s sense perception is explored further in Sym-
bolism in the Fourth Gospel, where Koester examines the function of sym-
bolism. According to Koester, ‘Images are things that can be perceived by the 
senses, such as light and darkness, water, bread, a door, a shepherd, and a 

                                                             
32 G. B. Caird, The Language and Imagery of the Bible (London: Duckworth, 1980). 
33 R. A. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Phila-

delphia: Fortress, 1983). 
34 D. Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel: The Interplay of Form and 

Meaning (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 12, n. 1. 
35 Ibid., 99. 
36 U. C. Von Wahlde, review of D. Lee, The Symbolic Narratives of the Fourth Gospel: 

The Interplay of Form and Meaning, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 57 (1995): 818. 
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vine.’37 Symbolic actions, such as footwashing, temple cleansing and miracu-
lous signs have the characteristics of being perceptible to the senses. In 
Koester’s and other scholars’ definitions, only ‘images that can be perceived 
by the senses’ are considered to be symbols.38 Although he recognises that a 
feature of these signs and actions is that they are sense-perceptible, his focus 
is not on the physical sense perception that John uses in these narratives but 
on the symbolic meaning of each sign and action. Similarly, in other studies 
on the imagery in John, scholars observe John’s use of sense perception but 
place emphasis on the metaphorical level which is beyond the physicality of 
sense perception.39 Study of John’s symbolism and imagery shows the com-
plexity of his use of sense perception. Since the focus is always on the deeper 
meaning of these symbolic actions or signs, the physical aspect of sense per-
ception is often disregarded. 

While Lee and Koester have investigated the use and function of symbol-
ism in John’s Gospel, J. J. Kanagaraj (1998) explores the mysticism of the 
Gospel, with regard to which sense perception is an important aspect. Like 
other scholars mentioned above, Kanagaraj observes that there are two levels 
of Johannine sight: the physical and the spiritual level. According to his view, 
the first level is ‘to see at a superficial level, either by seeing signs or by 
hearing a testimony.’ The second level is ‘to perceive spiritually and intelli-
gibly, which leads one to a commitment of faith in Christ and to testify about 
him.’ He argues that the idea of two levels of seeing God is influenced by the 
mystical tradition of Judaism, the Merkabah vision.40 This distinction implies 
that spiritual vision is superior to physical vision, for it leads to a commit-
ment of faith. However, one might reasonably question whether John is really 
speaking about two types of seeing in a systematic way as Kanagaraj suggests. 
One could argue rather that, for John, physical sight is considered important 
in relation to spiritual insight. We shall explore whether John in fact values 
physical sense perception and even considers it to be an important step to-
wards faith and communion with God. 

                                                             
37  C. R. Koester, Symbolism in the Fourth Gospel: Meaning, Mystery, Community 

(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 4. 
38 Ibid. 
39 For various articles on this theme, see J. Frey et al., eds., Imagery in the Gospel of 

John: Terms, Forms, Themes, and Theology of Johannine Figurative Language (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2006). Zimmermann’s introduction on imagery in John is particularly 
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John: Opening up Paths into the Tangled Thicket of John’s Figurative World,” Pages 1–46 
in Imagery in the Gospel of John: Terms, Forms, Themes, and Theology of Johannine 
Figurative Language (eds. J. Frey et al.; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006). 

40 J. J. Kanagaraj, ‘Mysticism’ in the Gospel of John: An Inquiry into Its Background 
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D. Lee also published, in 2010, an article entitled, ‘The Gospel of John and 
the Five Senses,’41 focusing on John’s use of the five senses. She argues that 
the five senses in John operate on two levels, ‘material and symbolic,’ and 
that John uses them to enable the reader ‘to grasp the incarnational shape of 
salvation through imagination.’42 She sees each of the five senses as ‘a core 
image’ to represent the ‘life of faith’ in John’s narrative.43 For example, she 
argues that in John 20 and 21, ‘seeing’ refers to ‘signs surrounding the resur-
rection, which function as images of new life.’ What the disciples see, such 
as linen clothes, angels, the wounds of Jesus, fish and fire, ‘all point symboli-
cally to Jesus’ risen presence and power in the community beyond Easter.’44 
Since her focus is on the implication of the five senses which serve as the 
‘imaginative entry’ of the readers into the ‘symbolic universe’ of the Gospel, 
she pays scant attention to the physical use of sense perception, and thus 
overlooks the significance of what we see as John’s emphasis on physical 
sense perception. Another question about Lee’s approach is whether it is 
legitimate to call senses ‘symbols’ or ‘images.’ It is difficult to determine 
which acts of seeing or hearing ought to be seen as images and which as 
mundane. As she says herself, ‘hearing has a mundane as well as a metaphor-
ical meaning (3:32).’45 Nevertheless, her argument that the Johannine be-
lievers are to access the symbolic imagination through the five senses in or-
der to have faith is a helpful observation on John’s use of sense perception in 
association with imagination. 

The symbolic interpretation of sense perception is one of the major trends 
in Johannine scholarship. This has tended to catergorise sense perception into 
two levels, the physical and the spiritual, and the focus has always been only 
on the significance and greater importance of spiritual or mystical ways of 
seeing. This present thesis explores whether, in John’s Gospel, sense percep-
tion operates on more than two levels. Different characters have different 
levels and degrees of insight and their insight can be developed and deepened. 
An overemphasis on the symbolic interpretation of sense perception may 
downplay the significance of the sensory faculties in John’s narrative. This 
thesis recognises the importance of the spiritual insight that has been much 
discussed by scholars but argues that, for John, physical sense perception is 
also important if one is to gain spiritual insight. 
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(2010): 115–127. 
42 Ibid., 127. 
43 Ibid., 116. 
44 Ibid., 120. 
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2.1.3 The Range of Senses 

Sight and hearing are often discussed but few scholars have explored the full 
range of senses. There is a small but significant tradition of the scholarly 
study of the other senses in John. E. von Dobschütz (1929) was one of the 
first scholars of the New Testament to take an interest in the theory of the 
five senses.46 He argued that the five senses are ‘an indispensable means’ for 
the expression of thoughts and ideas. But because he is interested only in the 
philosophical and religious thoughts that can be derived from the senses, he 
pays no attention to John’s physical use of sense perception. This dismissal of 
physical sense perception is picked up by M. Barth (1946) in his book, Der 
Augenzeuge: Eine Untersuchung über die Wahrnehmung des Menschen-
sohnes durch die Apostel, which he begins by stating that sense perception is 
the main focus of his study. Barth recognises the symbolic usage of sense 
perception but focuses on the physical reading of John’s verbs of sense per-
ception in the context of historical eyewitness testimony.47 He argues that the 
apostles’ hearing, seeing and touching are means of perceiving the Son of 
Man, Jesus Christ.48 His study shows that a literal understanding of sense 
perception can also be of theological and religious significance. He also 
draws our attention to the interrelation of sense perception and testimony. 

R. Hirsch-Luipold (2008) explores the theme of Johannine sense percep-
tion from a religious-philosophical approach in his article, ‘Die religiös-
philosophische Literatur der frühen Kaiserzeit und das Neue Testament.’49 He 
argues that the idea of the incarnation of the Logos makes the perception of 
God possible, so that ‘we can perceive it with all our senses.’50 In his discus-
sion, Hirsch-Luipold also includes the senses of taste, smell and touch.51 He 
argues that the nature and perception of God can be perceived, seen, heard 
and felt in Jesus Christ and that this becomes the basis of testimony.52 He also 
recognises that even though in John everything can be perceived physically, 
there is an ambiguity in John’s use of sense perception.53 Conversely, his 
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article shows that, even though his Gospel is full of ambiguity and imagery, 
John emphasises physical sense perception. 

D. Lee in the article aforementioned, ‘The Gospel of John and the Five 
Senses,’54 focuses on John’s use of the five senses but makes no reference to 
Hirsch-Luipold’s study. She observes that there are scant attention paid to 
some senses and that ‘the cooperation of all five senses together’ has not been 
sufficiently discussed.55 She argues that the theological significance of the 
five senses is to be used as images that pertain to faith; they operate on two 
levels, material and symbolic, and it is through the imagination that readers 
can access the deeper meaning that the imagery of the five senses repre-
sents.56 

The theme of sense perception is explored by R. Hirsch-Luipold in his Ha-
bilitationschrift which was completed two years after the article just men-
tioned, under the title, Gott wahrnehmen: Die Sinne im Johannesevangeli-
um.57 He acknowledges that the study of the five senses in connection with 
faith in John’s Gospel is very limited and that very often the emphasis is on 
the higher senses, sight and hearing. Thus he focuses his study on the lower 
senses: taste (the wine miracle in John 2:1–11), smell (the stench of the dead 
and the fragrance of the ointment in John 11:39; 12:3) and touch (touching 
the risen Christ in John 20), but also includes, in his first chapter, the senses 
of sight and hearing, with special reference to John 1:14, 18 and 14:1–14. He 
argues that the perception of God is made possible in the incarnate Logos.58 
Physical sense perception, which is emphasised in these passages, is signifi-
cant in understanding John’s Christology, theology and soteriology. He ar-
gues that ‘sensory-physical perception (die sinnlich-körperlichen Wahrneh-
mung)’ plays a significant role in John and is used ‘as a way to faith (als Weg 
zum Glauben).’59 John’s use of sense perception emphasises the fact that 
‘God can be seen, heard and touched. Even his life-giving power can be 
smelled and tasted – in the incarnate Word, the only Son, who is himself 
God.’60 Hirsch-Luipold gives detailed discussion of the significance of physi-
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