
Issues in the Translation of the Passion Gospel of John 
 
The presenting issue for a contemporary proclamation of the Passion Gospel of John on 
Good Friday is the repeated use of the term Ioudaioi, which commonly has been 
rendered simply as “the Jews.” But the translation of this word is not so straightforward 
since it could be used to refer to all the people of the historical area of Israel and also 
specifically to those from Judea, the urban area around Jerusalem. This word could also 
refer generally to the cultic practices of the people of Judea, the people we could 
distinguish as “the Jews.”  
 
Several issues make the term especially difficult to translate: 

● In first century Galilee/Judea, Ioudaioi could be understood as shorthand for 
Judean leadership in particular, as distinguished from the people of Galilee and 
other regions. Jerusalem, in Judea, was the center of Jewish political life and 
power, so the Ioudaioi could be seen by people from other regions as benefitting 
from their proximity to the political center. 

● In the first century, there was no strict distinction between what we would call 
religion and politics, so Ioudaioi could be used to refer both to the people of the 
area and also to their religious and cultural practices. 

● Ioudaismos (Judaism, the practices of people in Judah) referred to a whole cultural 
nexus of religion, political life in light of the values of that religion, customs, 
holidays, etc. 

● Jesus was critical of ways in which he saw the Judean leadership as overly 
implicated in Roman rule and frequently focused on cultic issues that would not 
benefit the people as a whole. 

● Much of the heat between Jesus and the Judean leadership witnesses to the 
divide between rural poverty under Roman occupation and the relative well-
being of the urban elite. 

● As a deeply faithful Jew, Jesus was not critical of Jews or Judaism in general. 
Rather, he proclaimed a renewal of Jewish life that he hoped could be powerful 
in bringing about justice for the Jewish people. 

 
Translating Ioudaioi as “the Jews” misses out on a central theme of the Passion Gospel, 
namely Jesus’s betrayal by the Judean leadership who feared that they would lose their 
own positions if Pontius Pilate and other Roman officials did not see them as fully 
committed to smooth Roman rule. 
 
More seriously, translating Ioudaioi as “the Jews” has caused untold suffering among 
the Jewish people over centuries of anti-Jewish Christian teaching and practice. 
 
As an example of these issue, in his translation of this gospel, David Bentley Hart 
retains the ambiguity of the original term Ioudaioi, by translating it consistently as 
“Judeans.”  
 
We have offered a translation that makes some distinctions between “the Jews” as a 
people with certain practices and customs and “the Judeans” and often more 
specifically “the Judean leaders” as shorthand for the Jerusalem leadership who 
opposed Jesus. The choice of this translation also heightens the tension between Jesus 



and his Galilean context versus the Judean leadership. Both Jesus and Jesus are certainly 
Jews, but the conflict between them is complex and geographical location is a factor in 
this. 
 
We also acknowledge there is not consensus on this choice and that all acts of 
translation have implications. Jewish New Testament scholars Amy-Jill Levine and 
Adele Reinhartz have expressed concern that removing “the Jews” as a translation 
option in the Gospel of John might de-Judaize the text for Christians. While this is an 
important counter-point, in the context of Good Friday and the history of violence 
against Jews during Holy Week, an alternate rendering that captures an aspect of the 
dynamics of that context is desirable. This proposed alternative translation for the 
Passion of the Gospel of John is not intended to be a statement on how to render Ioudaioi 
for the entirety of this gospel, nor is it intended for such non-liturgical purposes as a 
congregational Bible study where the issues could be discussed in a nuanced way. 
 
As an aide to situating the translation provided, we have also provided a table that 
compares how Ioudaioi has been translated in some of the most commonly used 
translations of the New Testament in English. All of these are currently authorized for 
use by General Convention except for the Hart translation. 
 
 

Summary of Translations of John 18-19 where Ioudaios/Ioudaioi appears in the Greek 
 
 
Verse 

King 
James 
Version 

Revised 
Standard 
Version 

New 
Revised 
Standard 
Version 

New Interna- 
tional Version 

Contemporary 
English 
Version 

Common 
English 
Bible 

David Bentley  
Hart 
 

 

18:12 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jewish 
officials 

temple police Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

18:14 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jewish leaders Jewish leaders Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

18:20 
(ambigu
ous) 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews our people Jews Judaeans  

18:31 
 

Jews Jews Jews They the crowd Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

18:33 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Judaeans  

18:35 
 

Jew Jew Jew Jew Jew Jew Judaean  

18:36 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jewish leaders Jewish leaders Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

18:38 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews “went back 
out” 

Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

18:39 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Judaeans  



19:3 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Judaeans  

19:7 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jewish leaders the crowd Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

19:12 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jewish leaders the crowd Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

19:14 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews the crowd Jewish 
leaders 

Judaeans  

19:19 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Jews Judaeans  

19:20 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jews Jewish people Jews Judaeans  

19:21 
(3X) 
 

Jews 
(x3) 

Jews (x3) Jews (x3) Jews (x3) chief priests, 
Jews (x2) 

Jewish 
chief 
priests 

Judaeans (X3)  

19:31 
 

Jews Jews Jews 
(ambiguous
) 

Jewish leaders Jewish 
people/they 
(ambiguous) 

Jewish 
leaders 

“the Judaeans  
asked Pilate…” 

 

19:38 
 

Jews Jews Jews Jewish leaders Jewish leaders Jewish 
authoritie
s 

Judaeans  

19:40 
(approp
riate 
here) 
 

[manner 
of the] 
Jews 

[custom 
of the] 
Jews 

[custom 
of the] 
Jews 

Jewish [burial 
customs] 

[how the] 
Jewish people 
[bury their 
dead] 

Jewish 
[burial 
customs] 

custom among the 
Judaeans 

 

19:42 
(Jewish 
is 
appropri
ate 
here) 
 

Jews’ Jewish Jewish Jewish Sabbath Jewish 
[Preparat
ion Day] 

Judaeans’  

 
 


