Introduction to the Gospel of John

1.  Authorship.

a.  The author was a personal eyewitness with others to the person of the incarnate Christ.  “The author intended his readers to understand that the facts of the gospel could be authenticated by visual witnesses and that some at least had been seen by himself.”



(1)  Jn 1:14, “We have seen His glory.”


(2)  Jn 19:35, “The man who saw it has given testimony, and his testimony is true.”



(3)  Jn 21:24, “This is the disciple who ﻿﻿is testifying to these things and wrote these things, and we know that his testimony is true.”


(4)  The author was part of the group mentioned in Jn 21:2, “Simon Peter, and ﻿﻿Thomas called ﻿Didymus, and ﻿﻿Nathanael of ﻿Cana in Galilee, and ﻿the sons of Zebedee, and two others of His disciples were together.”



(5)  The author is the disciple that leaned on the Lord’s chest at the last supper, Jn 21:20.



(6)  The author had a close personal relationship with Peter and was with Peter at the last supper, Jn 13:23-24, “There was reclining on ﻿Jesus’ bosom one of His disciples, ﻿﻿whom Jesus loved.  So Simon Peter ﻿gestured to him, and ﻿﻿said to him, ‘Tell us who it is of whom He is speaking.’” 



(7)  The author mentions that the ‘beloved disciple’, when he saw the empty tomb believed (Jn 20:8), which is highly intelligible, if the author were that disciple.



(8)  In Jn 19:26, Jesus commends his mother to the care of the disciple whom Jesus loved, who at once took her to his own home.  Jesus would not have done this unless this disciple were a close personal friend, who could be trusted.  This further proves that the ‘disciple whom Jesus loved’ was a personal eyewitness to the events of the life of Jesus during His public ministry.



(9)  The obvious disciple who fits all the above criteria is John, the son of Zebedee, and brother of James, both of whom were close personal friends of Peter and his brother Andrew.  “He and Peter belonged to the inner circle of disciples and were present, together with James, on three occasions when the others were absent (Mk 5:37; 92; 14:33).  Moreover, Peter and John were selected by Jesus to prepare the Passover for himself and his disciples (Lk 22:8).  They were still closely associated together after the resurrection, as Acts 3:1, 11; 4:13; and 8:14 show.”



(10)  However, nowhere in the gospel is the apostle John mentioned by name.



(11)  Why does John refer to himself as ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’?  “If the phrase means any preferential love on Jesus’ part towards this disciple it would certainly be difficult to conceive.  Yet, John had grasped something of the significance of God’s love in Christ and the phrase may have sprung out of his wonder that Jesus should fasten his love upon him.  It must not be overlooked that it would be almost as difficult for someone else to single out one of the disciples as the special object of Jesus’ love as for the beloved disciple himself.  It might be that this was the familiar description of the aged apostle in Asia, in which case the original readers would at once identify him and would not misunderstand the motives for its use.  Far from being an evidence of arrogance, as is so often suggested, it may perhaps be regarded as a sign of modesty.  John will not mention his name but will rather draw attention to what he owes to the love of Jesus.”



(12)  “There are no irrefutable historical grounds for rejecting the identification of the beloved disciple as John the son of Zebedee.”



(13)  “More significant still is the number of times that John gives names to people mentioned anonymously in the parallel synoptic records.  Thus Philip and Andrew are named in the narrative of the feeding of the multitude (Jn 6:7f), the Mary who anoints Jesus is shown to be the sister of Lazarus (Jn 12:3), the name of the high priest’s servant whose ear Peter struck with his sword is given (Jn 18:10).  In addition, some are introduced into the narrative without parallels in the synoptics, the most notable being Nathanael, Nicodemus and Lazarus.  The least that can be deduced from these details is that the writer has based his narratives on good tradition; the most, that the writer recalled the names of these people because he was personally acquainted with them.”


b.  Internal evidence that John was the author from the author’s background knowledge of people, geography, and customs in the land of Palestine.



(1)  The author has personal knowledge of Jewish customs.  The writer show accurate and detailed knowledge of Jewish life in the period before the fall of Jerusalem.



(2)  He knows about Jewish ritual scruples, such as purification rites, Jn 2:6; 7:37; 8:12; 18:28; 19:31-42.



(3)  He mentions several Jewish feasts: Passover, Tabernacles, Dedication.



(4)  He is acquainted with specific Jewish doctrines, such as: the inferiority of women (Jn 4:27); the laws concerning the sabbath (Jn 5:10; 7:21-23; 9:14 and other passages); and the ideas of hereditary sin (Jn 9:2).



(5)  The author has a knowledge of Jewish history, such as: the time it took to build the temple up to the time of Jesus’ cleansing of it; the political attitudes of the Jewish people against the Samaritans (Jn 4:9); the Palestinian contempt for the Jews of the Dispersion (Jn 7:35); and the history of the political hierarchy of the high priests Annas and Caiaphas (Jn 11:49; 18:13).


(6)  The author has knowledge of Palestinian geography.  He has first-hand acquaintance with Jerusalem, since he knows the name of a pool near the Sheep Gate and knows it had five porches (which has now been confirmed by archeology).  He knows the Hebrew name (Gabbatha) of the paved area outside the Praetorium.  He also knows about the pool of Siloam (Jn 9:7) and the brook Kidron (Jn 18:1).  “There appears to be no reason for the inclusion of topographical details if personal reminiscence is not responsible.”


c.  There is a significant logical implication by comparing the unique features and additions in John’s gospel.


(1)  “It may be maintained with considerable credibility that John's innovations are more an evidence for than against apostolic authorship.  If the three synoptics were already in circulation and were accepted as authentic accounts, it would need an author of no mean authority to introduce a gospel differing from them so greatly in form and substance as does the fourth gospel.  The only intelligible hypothesis is that an apostle was directly responsible for it, either as author or as main witness.  If it has already been decided on other grounds that no apostle had anything to do with it, the production and reception of the gospel remains an enigma.”



(2)  Let’s suppose that the Gospel of John was not written by John.  What can be logically deduced that would have happened?  “For thirty or forty years after John’s death there must have been a large number of other persons who would have associated themselves with Polycarp in rejecting a Gospel which falsely claimed John’s authority.  While these persons lived, such a Gospel would have had no chance of reception; and for thirty years after their death, their personal friends, who had heard them speak of their intercourse with John would have raised a great controversy if they had been asked to receive as John’s a Gospel of which the men who had listened to John himself had never heard, and which con​tained a different account of our Lord from that which John had given.  But within thirty years [185 A.D.] after the martyr​dom of Polycarp [he was martyred in 155] our fourth Gospel was universally regarded by the Church as having a place among the Christian Scrip​tures, and as the work of the Apostle John. The conclusion seems irresistible; John must have written it.”


d.  External evidence for John being the author of the gospel.



(1)  External evidence is found in Irenaeus (writing about 190-200 A.D.).  No Church father names the author of the gospel until Irenaeus.  Irenaeus makes clear that the author was John the Lord’s disciple but also that he published the gospel at Ephesus and remained in that city until [the Roman Emperor] Trajan’s time [early second century A.D.].  “Eusebius reports that Irenaeus’ authority was Polycarp [c. 69-155, the eyewitness and student of John in Ephesus], who was claimed to have learned the truth from the apostles.  Another reference to Polycarp is found in Irenaeus’ letter to Florinus, in which he reminds his boy​hood friend of their early acquaintance with Polycarp and of the latter's reminiscences of his conversations with John and others who had seen the Lord.  There can be no doubt, therefore, that Irenaeus accepted John the apostle as author of the gospel and believed it to have been published at Ephesus on the basis of Polycarp’s testimony.  …Our confidence in Irenaeus’ testimony is supported by the recog​nition that all [Christian writers] subsequent to him assume the apostolic authorship of the gospel without question (Tertullian, Clement of Alexandria, Origen).  If they were merely repeating Irenaeus’ opinion, they must have considered that opinion of sufficient value to repeat without suspicion.  In addition there is the important evidence of the Murator​ian Canon, contemporary with the time of Irenaeus, which describes the origin of the gospel as proceeding from John.”
  Irenaeus quotes John’s Gospel more than 60 times.


(2)  External evidence is found in Justin Martyr’s knowledge and use of the gospel.  “Much more telling evidence for Justin’s knowledge of the fourth gospel is the fact that his pupil Tatian used it in his Diatessaron on an equal footing with the synoptics.  It should also be noted that the first writer to produce a commentary on this gospel was the Gnostic Heracleon.  Indeed, this gospel seems to have enjoyed wide usage among the Gnostics.  It is possible that this led to Irenaeus’ use of the gospel to demonstrate its essentially non-Gnostic character.  In addition to the patristic evidence there are two fragments of papyrus which contain either the text of the gospel itself (as the Rylands Papyrus 457) or reminiscences of it (as the Egerton Papyrus 2), both dated at least in the first half of the second century, possibly as early as about A.D. 130.  Although these are no evidence for author​ship, they do show that the gospel circulated at an early date.”
  “The earliest extant portion of any New Testament book is a tiny fragment (p52) containing a few verses from John 18 and dating from about a.d. 130 (or earlier).  (Another early fragment, known as the Egerton Papyrus 2, also quotes portions of John’s gospel.  Scholars date it no later than the middle of the second century.)  The fragment (p52) was found in a remote region of Egypt.  Allowing time for John’s gospel to have circulated that far pushes its date of writing back into the first century.
 



(3)  Theophilus, bishop of Antioch, quotes John’s Gospel in the year 180 and calls John the author of the Fourth Gospel.
  Theophilus of Antioch, who lived at about the same time as Irenaeus, wrote, ‘The holy writings teach us, and all the spirit-bearing [inspired] men, one of whom, John, says, ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God’.” 



(4)  Apollinaria in Hieropolis, about 170, quotes John’s Gospel.



(5)  Athenagoras, about 176, addresses the emperor in Rome in an apology and quotes John’s Gospel.



(6)  The heretical Valentinians ‘used in full the Gospel of John’ according to Irenaeus, and one of them, Heracleon, about 160-170, wrote an entire commentary on this Gospel.



(7)  The pagan Celsus, about 178, uses passages from John in order ‘to slay the Christians with their own sword’.



(8)  The canon of Muratori (160-170) expressly lists John’s Gospel.



(9)  The gnostic Marcion, who came to Rome in 138 knew John’s Gospel and rejected it because it was apostolic.



(10)  Ignatius, about 110, says of the Spirit that ‘he knows where he comes and where he is going’, a clear allusion to Jn 3:8.

2.  Purpose.  John’s purpose for writing the gospel is clearly stated in Jn 20:31, “but these have been written ﻿so that you may believe that Jesus is ﻿the Christ, ﻿the Son of God; and that ﻿﻿believing you may have life in His name.”


a.  “The work was designed as an evangelistic instrument.  It was, in fact, essentially a ‘gospel’.  But John does not leave the readers in any doubt as to what the content of their faith was to be.  It was not merely a general faith but a particular view of Jesus which John sought to inculcate, a view of him under two distinct, yet closely connected ascriptions - the Christ and the Son of God.  …The author’s preceding statement that Jesus did many signs not included in the book, but which were attested by eyewitnesses, gives further insight into his purpose.  He was clearly selective, for he was acquainted with a mass of traditions which it was beyond the scope of his book to include (cf. 21:25, ‘And there are also ﻿many other things which Jesus did, which if they ﻿were written in detail, I suppose that even the world itself ﻿would not contain the books that ﻿would be written.’).”

b.  “It is significant that only in this gospel is the tile ‘Messiah’ preserved in its transliterated form.  The earliest encounter of Jesus with the disciples leads them to use this title to describe him (Jn 1:41), and it is evident that John intends his readers to understand this in a thoroughly Jewish sense (cf. 1:45, 49).  The portrait of Jesus in John is therefore Messianic at its commencement.”


c.  “One of the earliest attempts to analyze the author’s purpose was made by Clement of Alexandria [a contemporary of Irenaeus] and since his comments have had an influence on modern assessments of the gospel, it is as well to give his statement in full.  ‘Last of all John perceiving that the bodily (or external) facts had been set forth in the (other) Gospels, at the instance of his dis​ciples and with the inspiration of the Spirit composed a spiritual Gospel.’  This at once raises the problem of the relationship of John to the synoptic writers, as far as it affects John’s purpose.  Two facts seem to be involved in Clement’s evidence, first that John followed the synoptic writers and was fully acquainted with the contents of their gospels and, second, that John's gospel was of a more spiritual character than the others.”


d.  The view that John’ purpose was to combat Gnosticism.


(1)  “The particular form of Gnosticism which John is claimed to be combating is Docetism, which maintained that Christ could never have been contaminated by the world which was essentially evil.  This meant that Christ did not really become flesh.  It may have seemed as if he did, but any contact with matter would have defiled him.  Hence, he could not suffer.  It was not he who was nailed to the cross.  His purpose was revelatory not redemp​tive.  It is not difficult to see that the fourth gospel would have been a very useful instrument in combating this kind of error, for much stress is laid on the truly human character of the incarnation and passion. Our Lord is depicted as being weary and thirsty (Jn 4:6-7), as weeping at Lazarus’ grave (Jn 11:35), as admitting a real thirst on the cross (Jn 19:28), as possessing a real body out of which could flow blood and water (Jn 19:34).  The anti-Docetism of John is even more evident in the first epistle, and especially in the second.  Yet even if the evange​list’s representation effectively refutes the Docetic error, this need not mean that this was integral to the author’s purpose.  It is going too far to claim that a polemic against this error was one of the main purposes of the gospel, but this is not to say that the author did not bear in mind the rising influence of pre-Gnostic thought.”



(2)  “It is at least probable that John’s gospel was produced at a time when Gnos​tic ideas were becoming more dominant in pagan and Christian circles in Asia.  At the same time there is no evidence in the gospels that the author is consciously selecting or adapting his material to meet this particular threat, unless it was the beginnings of Docetism.  It is of interest that the later Gnostics seem to have been particularly attracted to this gospel, but they did not derive their characteristic emphases from this source.”

3.  Date and Place of Writing.


a.  The majority of scholars are inclined to accept a date somewhere between A.D. 90 and A.D. 110.  However, if it is maintained that John wrote Revelation (and he did) and that the writing of this epistle closed the canon of Scripture, then the gospel was written before 96 A.D.  Thus many scholars favor the early date of the gospel as about 90 A.D.

b.  The epistle was written from the city of Ephesus, where John lived and ministered during that period of his life.  This is based on the statements of Clement of Alexandria (mentioned above) and the fact that John was exiled to the island of Patmos, which is off the coast of the Roman province of Asia opposite the city of Ephesus.


c.  Most importantly is the fact that we have two Papyrus fragments of the gospel of John, dating to approximately 130 A.D., which means that the gospel was clearly written prior to this time.


d.  The fact that John used material from the Synoptic gospels (especially Mark, very little from Matthew; however, John did not use Mark as a framework for his gospel) indicates that his gospel was written after the completion of those three gospels.  This was the testimony of Clement of Alexandria.


e.  “The attempts to prove an Aramaic original for any of the gospels cannot be said to have succeeded.”

4.  Relationship of John’s gospel to the Synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke).  “John includes a large amount of material (more than 90 percent of the gospel) not found in the Synoptics.  John also contains more teaching on the Holy Spirit than is found in the Synoptics.  Two things must be borne in mind concerning the differences between John and the Synoptic Gospels.  First, those differences are not contradictions; nothing in John contradicts the Synoptics, and vice versa.  Second, the differences between John and the Synoptics must not be exaggerated.  Both John and the Synoptics present Jesus Christ as the Son of Man, Israel’s Messiah (Mk 2:10; Jn 1:51), and the Son of God, God in human flesh (Mk 1:1; Jn 1:34).  All four gospels picture Him as the Savior, who came to ‘save His people from their sins’ (Mt 1:21; cf. Jn 3:16), died a sacrificial death on the cross, and rose from the dead.  John and the Synoptics were designed by the divine Spirit to supplement each other.”

5.  John the Apostle.  “A closer look at John reveals that he was the younger of the two sons of Zebedee (James is almost always listed first when the two are mentioned together, suggesting he was the elder brother), who was a prosperous fisherman on the Sea of Galilee and who owned his own boat and hired servants (Mk 1:20).  John’s mother was Salome (cf. Mk 15:40 with Mt 27:56), who contributed financially to Jesus’ ministry (Mt 27:55–56), and who may have been the sister of Mary, the mother of Jesus (Jn 19:25).  If so, John and Jesus would have been cousins. 

John first appears in Scripture as a disciple of John the Baptist (Jn 1:35–40; though characteristically, John did not name himself).  When the Baptist pointed out Jesus as the Messiah, the apostle John immediately left him and followed Jesus (Jn 1:37).  After remaining with Him for a while, John went back to his father’s fishing business.  Later, he became a permanent disciple of Jesus (Mt 4:18–22). 

Along with his brother, James, and fellow fisherman, Peter, John was one of the three most intimate associates of Jesus (cf. Mt 17:1; Mk 5:37; Mk 13:3; 14:33).  After the ascension, John became one of the leaders of the Jerusalem church.  According to tradition, John spent the last decades of his life at Ephesus, overseeing the churches in the surrounding region and writing his three epistles (c. A.D. 90–95).  Toward the end of his life (according to Irenaeus, John lived until the time of the emperor Trajan [A.D. 98–117]), John was banished to the island of Patmos.  It was there that he received and wrote down the visions described in the book of Revelation (c. A.D. 94–96).

Despite his reputation as ‘the apostle of love,’ John had a fiery temperament.  Jesus named John and James ‘Sons of Thunder’ (Mk 3:17), and the two brothers lived up to that name. Indignant when a Samaritan village refused to receive Jesus and the disciples, and overestimating their apostolic power, they eagerly asked the Lord, ‘Do You want us to command fire to come down from heaven and consume them?’ (Lk 9:54).  In the only place recorded in the Synoptic Gospels where John acted and spoke alone, he reveals the same attitude, saying to Jesus, ‘Master, we saw someone casting out demons in Your name; and we tried to prevent him because he does not follow along with us’ (Lk 9:49). 

Though he mellowed toward people over time, John never lost his passion for the truth.”
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