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The Gospel of John 
An Introduction 

Among the Scriptural testimony we have to the life of Jesus is the fourth Gospel, attributed to the 
Apostle John, which says that “he who saw it has borne witness--his testimony is true” (Jn 
19:35); and “this is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things; and we know that his 
testimony is true” (Jn 21:24). Yet in its witness The Gospel of John is quite different in character 
from the three synoptic gospels. It is highly literary and symbolic. It does not follow the same 
order or reproduce the same stories as the synoptic gospels. To a much greater degree, it is the 
product of a developed theological reflection and grows out of a different circle and tradition. 

This brief introduction to this most complex of Gospels offers the following: 

 Note About “Johannine Literature” 
 The Gospel in the Tradition 
 The Author of the Gospel 
 The Apostle John as Author 
 The When and Where of Composition 
 The Intended Audiences 
 The Nature of the Gospel – The Spiritual and Theological Gospel  

A Note About “Johannine Literature”

Popularly “Johannine Literature” includes the Gospel of John, the three Letters of John and the 
Book of Revelation.  Modern scholars would regard the author of Revelation (named ‘John’ in 
the text itself) as an elder writing from Patmos and in the tradition of the community of the 
Apostle John, but not the Apostle John himself. Whatever might be said about Revelation, the 
Gospel and the Letters belong to the same background.  There are competing theories of 
authorship – the discussion of which is complex and technically detailed. Nonetheless, the 
majority of the competing theories recognize the dependence on the Apostle John and his life-
long reflection on his experience of Jesus. While there are interesting aspects to the work of 
those scholars who would claim an author other than John, the son of Zebedee, this introduction 
will stay with the Tradition of the Church. 

The Gospel in the Tradition 

The Gospel of St. John enjoyed great prestige from as early as the beginning of the second 
century, as evidenced by the fact that phrases taken from it or based on it are to be found in very 
early documents. Thus St. Ignatius of Antioch (ca. 107 AD) speaks of the Spirit which knows 
where it comes from and where it is going to (cf. John 16 in Ignatius’ Letter to the 
Philadelphians, 7, 1)  and says that the Word, the Son of God, always does what is pleasing to 
him who sent him (cf. Jn 1:1; 7:28; 8:29); St. Polycarp in his letter to the Philippians (c.110) also 
echoes some phrases of the Fourth Gospel, as does St. Justin (c. 150) when he says it is 
necessary to be born again to enter the Kingdom of heaven (cf. Jn 3:5). 

In addition to these references, there are explicit testimonies which clearly state that the Apostle 
St. John wrote the Fourth Gospel. The famous Muratori Canon written in Rome around the year 
180 contains a prologue against Marcion and his followers, in which it is said that “the Gospel of 
John was communicated and proclaimed to the churches by John himself, while he was still 
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alive, according to Papias of Hierapolis.” Papias lived around the year 135, and it is known that 
he was a disciple of John, so what he has to say is particularly valuable. 

St. Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons, also refers to the authenticity of this Gospel. Irenaeus was born 
around 130 in Smyrna (Asia Minor), where he knew St. Polycarp, who according to Tertullian 
was made bishop of Smyrna by St. John himself. St. Irenaeus says that “John, the disciple of the 
Lord, who had even rested on his breast, himself published the Gospel, while he was living in 
Ephesus.” (Against heresies, II,1,1) This testimony carries special weight, given Irenaeus' 
connection with Polycarp. 

Eusebius, in his Ecclesiastical History (VI, 14, 5 7), refers to the testimony of Clement of 
Alexandria, who passes on a tradition which says that John wrote his Gospel after the other 
evangelists had written theirs. From the fourth century on there is a unanimous tradition that St. 
John wrote the Gospel which bears his name. 

Internal analysis of the text perhaps confirms what tradition tells us. The developed form of 
doctrine we find in the Gospel indicates that, to produce it, God availed himself of a man who 
had for years meditated on and made his own everything which he reports to us concerning Jesus 
and his disciples. Besides, there are many little points in the Gospel which can be explained only 
if John is the author. For example, he refers to John as the Precursor of Christ, where the 
Synoptic Gospels call him John the Baptist: they have to call him that to avoid any possible 
confusion with John the Apostle. But in the Fourth Gospel there is no danger of any such 
confusion since the name of John the evangelist is nowhere mentioned. Besides, many literary 
features of the Gospel confirm its authenticity. The writer is obviously Jewish, very familiar with 
Jewish customs and interested in Jewish feasts. He has an intimate knowledge of the geography 
of Palestine and gives many topographical references (cf. Jn 1:28; 3:23; 4:5 6; 10:22; 11:18). The 
style of writing is markedly Semitic. 

However, we need not be too concerned with the question of authorship, as the authority of this 
Gospel flows from the way in which it tells the story of God and God’s Son, Jesus Christ, and its 
challenge to all who would wish to be his followers – and the faithful’s sense of that inherent 
authority has withstood the test of time for 2000 years of Christian history. 

The Author of the Gospel  

Starting in the 19th century, scholarship has further questioned some aspect of identifying the 
author as the Apostle John. Leaving aside minority opinions, many modern scholars have settled  
for anonymous authorship. The Catholic scripture scholar, Fr. Raymond Brown, notes that there 
are differences in the composition of the Greek within the Gospel, such as style and language, 
breaks and inconsistencies in sequence, repetitions in the discourse, as well as passages that give 
one pause – all suggesting some element of redaction.  Brown identifies three layers of text in the 
Fourth Gospel (a situation that is paralleled by the synoptic gospels): 

 An initial version Brown considers based on the author’s personal experience of Jesus; 
 A structured literary creation by the evangelist which draws upon additional sources; 
 The edited version that readers know today which contains the futher reflection and some 

additional contributions from John’s community. 

In summation, Brown regards that the Apostle John as the primary author provides the best, 
although not perfect, answer to the question of authorship. 
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The Apostle John as Author 

Of all the Gospels, the fourth most clearly reflects the personality of its human author. The other 
Gospels also tell us something about St. John the Apostle, to which we can add further 
information – though not as much as we would like – from primitive Christian tradition. He was 
a native of Bethsaida, a town of Galilee on the northern shore of the Sea of Tiberias. His parents 
were Zebedee and Salome, and his brother James the Greater. They were fishing folk, fairly well 
off, a family which did not hesitate to put itself completely at Jesus' disposal. James and John, in 
response to Jesus' call, “left their father Zebedee in the boat with the hired servants, and followed 
him” (Mk 1:20). Salome, their mother, also followed Jesus, providing for him from her means, in 
Galilee and Jerusalem; she was with him right up to Calvary (Mk 15:40 41) 

Along with Andrew, Peter's brother, John had been with John the Baptist on the banks of the 
Jordan and had even become one of his disciples, until one day, on seeing Jesus, the Baptist 
exclaimed, “Behold, the Lamb of God”; as soon as they heard him say this they followed Jesus 
and spent the whole day with him (Jn 1:35 39). They returned home to Bethsaida and went back 
to fishing; and a little later on, Jesus, who had been preparing them since that first meeting, 
called them, in a definitive way, to be among the Twelve. St. John would not have been twenty at 
the time.  From then on St. John follows Christ and never leaves him. The Gospels all list him 
among the Twelve alongside his brother James, after St. Peter and, sometimes, after St. Andrew 
(Mk 3: 17 and par.). So much, in fact, did Jesus trust his beloved disciple that, from the Cross, he 
gave into his charge the person he loved most in the world--his blessed Mother. 

St. John was very close to St. Peter, whom he likely knew before either of them met Christ (both 
were fishermen from Bethsaida). They were the two to whom our Lord gave the job of preparing 
the paschal meal (Lk 22:8), and, on the night of the Passion, it was probably John who managed 
to get Peter into the chief priest's house (Jn 18:16). They ran together to the tomb on the morning 
of Easter Sunday. In his Gospel he recalls how he ran faster than Peter and reached the tomb first 
but stayed outside – we must presume in deference to Peter, to whom our Lord had promised the 
primacy of the Church (Jn 20: 3  9) . John was the first to recognize the risen Jesus when he 
appeared to a group of disciples on the lakeshore. He joyfully tells Peter, “It is the Lord!” (Jn 
21:7).  The Fourth Gospel closes with this scene where the two most prominent Apostles 
converse with Jesus. 

After the Lord's ascension, St. John stays close to St. Peter. The Acts of the Apostles shows them 
going together to the temple to pray, and there, at the Beautiful Gate, through Jesus' power, they 
cure a man lame from birth (Acts 3:19; cf. 2:46). They prayed and preached together, and they 
also shared the joy of being counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name of Jesus (Acts 5:41). 
When they were set free by the Jewish authorities, they went back to their friends and all prayed 
the second Psalm (Acts 4:25). In prayer they obtained the strength to preach boldly in the midst 
of adversity and persecution. 

Peter and John are also seen together when they are sent by the “Apostolic College” to 
administer confirmation to people in Samaria already baptized by Philip (Acts 8: 14). Years later, 
around the year 50, at the first Council of the Church, held in Jerusalem, James and Peter and 
John appear as “pillars of the Church” (Gal 2:9). 

From this point forward, our information about St. John's life comes from Church tradition. 
Reliable reports tell us that he left Palestine and went to Ephesus, where he looked after the 
churches of Asia Minor (so says St. Polycarp of Smyrna, who died in 155 at the age of eighty six 
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and who, we are told, was a disciple of St. John himself)  This piece of information agrees with 
the testimony of Polycrates, bishop of Ephesus (died c.190) which Eusebius of Caesarea quotes 
in Esslesiastical History (III, 31,3;v,24,3) – he says that John belonged to a Jewish priestly 
family and died in Ephesus, a tradition consistent with the fact that the Fourth Gospel mentions 
Jewish feasts so often and with the fact that John was known to the high priest (Jn 18:16). 

What is not so clear is when exactly he moved to Ephesus. We have already said that he was still 
in Jerusalem around the year 50. And it seems likely that he had not yet gone to Ephesus when 
the Second Letter to Timothy was present giving instructions on how to govern that church (2 
Tim 4:12); all of which points to St. John arriving in Ephesus after the death of St. Paul: for one 
thing, all the churches of the region would have been in need of his attention, and, also, the 
Jewish War, the war between Judea and Rome (which would end in the destruction of Jerusalem 
in the year 70), caused most Christians to flee both the Holy City and Palestine.  

Tradition does not give us a clear picture of what happened to John in Ephesus. It does not 
confirm the reports of St. Irenaeus, Eusebius and other ecclesiastical writers that he was sent into 
exile on the island of Patmos, where he wrote the Apocalypse (Rev 1:9).  

Tradition tells us that with fatherly solicitude the Apostle tried to heal the divisions and, under 
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, he wrote three letters to faithful Christians warning them of 
dangers. What little more tradition tells us about the last years of his life confirms his concern for 
purity of doctrine and faithfulness to the commandment of love. St. Jerome tells how the 
disciples used carry him to Christian meetings, his age preventing him from walking, and how he 
used repeat all the time: “My little children, love one another.” And when the disciples asked 
him why he was always saying the same thing, he replied, “It is the Lord's commandment, and if 
you keep it, that alone suffices.''  (Commentary on Galatians, III, chap.6) 

The When and Where of Composition 

Traditionally, Ephesus has been favored as the place of composition, though some support a 
location in Syria, perhaps the city of Antioch, while some have suggested other places, including 
Alexandria. Most scholars are satisfied with a location of Ephesus. 

Most scholars agree on a range of c. 90–100 CE for when the gospel reached its final written 
form. The traditional view is supported by reference to the statement of Clement of Alexandria 
that John wrote to supplement the accounts found in the other gospels. This would place the final 
form of John's gospel sufficiently after the writing of Mark, Matthew or Luke.

Scholars consider internal evidences, such as the lack of the mention of the destruction of the 
Temple and a number of passages that they consider characteristic of an eyewitness (John 
13:23ff, 18:10, 18:15, 19:26–27, 19:34, 20:8, 20:24–29), sufficient evidence that the gospel was 
composed before 100 and perhaps as early as 50–70 CE.  Others note that the theme of a 
synagogue expulsion of Christians, being so dominate in John, as pointing to a date nearer 90. 

Many scholars are of the opinion that John was composed in stages (see earlier note on 
authorship by Brown), beginning at an unknown time (50–70?) and culminating in a final text 
around 95–100 CE.  This date is suggested, in part, because John 21 is largely concerned with 
explaining the death of the "beloved disciple", supposedly the leader of the Johannine 
community that would have produced the text. If this leader had been a follower of Jesus, or a 
disciple of one of Jesus' followers, then a death around 90–100 CE is reasonable. 
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The Intended Audiences

Raymond Brown holds that John contains more than one motive for writing the Gospel. The 
simplist of which is to preserve the historical tradition and theological insights of its author as the 
“apostolic age” was drawing to a close with the passing of those who had known Jesus during his 
earthly ministry. Past this most basic of motives, various groups encountered in the course of a 
life of post-Resurrection ministry may have influenced the choice of the material and the 
orientation the author gave to it. The basic audiences are likely: 

· Encouragement to believers 
· Apologetics for Jews that they would believe (perhaps most prominently, Jews in 

disaspora) 
· Apologetic against sectarian follower of John the Baptist 
· Argument against Christian heretics (e.g., gnostics 

The Nature of the Gospel – The Spiritual and Theological Gospel 

Clement of Alexandria writes that “Seeing that other gospels set forth only the material story, 
John, the last of all, entreated by his familiar friends, and divinely upheld by the Spirit, wrote the 
spiritual gospel.”  It is the product of a developed theological reflection and was the last of the 
gospels to be written.  If we enter St. John's Gospel after reading the Synoptics we sense that we 
are entering a different atmosphere. Even in the prologue the evangelist soars towards the heights 
of divinity. It is not surprising that St. John is symbolized by an eagle. The evangelist “soars very 
high, mounts beyond the darkness of the earth and fixes his gaze on the light of truth . . “. (St. 
Augustine in In Ioannine Evangelium, 15,1) 

Why is John’s Gospel different from the other Gospels?  

Scholars have proposed various hypotheses to explain why St. John wrote like this. Some say 
that he was not acquainted with the other Gospels and that he just wrote what he thought best 
fitted his purpose. This is very unlikely, given that the first three Gospels were written so much 
earlier: John must have known them.  One coherent explanation is that John was mainly trying to 
fill out the Synoptics, focusing more light on certain episodes. His Gospel does not contradict the 
Synoptics; what it does is give more detail. For example, he reports Jesus' triple commandment 
to St. Peter to feed the sheep – which explains how Peter should approach the mission he has 
received to be the rock on which Christ will build his Church (cf. Mt 16: 18). 

St. John himself gives us one reason why his Gospel is different. He says that it is a testimony to 
what he has seen and heard. Rather than speak of evangelizing or preaching, the Fourth Gospel 
prefers to use “testify” or “bear witness” or “teach.” Thus, he presents the preaching of the 
Baptist as an instance of testimony to Christ (Jn 1:7, 19, 32, 34; 3:26; 5:33). Our Lord is always 
the object of this testimony, which comes from different directions in the Fourth Gospel: first 
and foremost, it comes from the Father who has sent Jesus to bear witness to him (Jn 5:37); then, 
Jesus bears witness to himself, because he knows where he has come from and where he is going 
to (Jn 8:14) and he is attesting to what he has seen (Jn 3: 11); the Scriptures also bear witness to 
Jesus Christ (Jn 5:39), as will the Holy Spirit whom he will send (Jn 15:26); and, finally, our 
Lord says to the Apostles: “You also are witnesses to me, because you have been with me from 
the beginning” (Jn 15:27). 
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What are the unique features of John’s Gospel? 

Another unusual feature of St. John's Gospel is that it is a “spiritual gospel”, in the words of 
Clement of Alexandria (on account of which St. John has been called “the theologian”). This 
refers to John's desire to explore and explain the deeper meaning of Jesus' words and actions. In 
St. John's account our Lord usually begins his teachings with an intriguing remark or question, to 
awaken the curiosity of his listeners, and then moves on to explain some point of doctrine. For 
example, in the case of Nicodemus, when he speaks about being born again; or his conversation 
with the Samaritan woman about living water: what Jesus is saying obviously means much more 
than one would get from a first glance at the text. In fact, it is only when the Holy Spirit comes 
that the disciples grasp the full meaning of the Master's words (cf. Jn 14:26). And so, on a 
number of occasions, the evangelist actually says that they did not understand what Jesus was 
trying to tell them but that after his resurrection they did understand its profound meaning (cf. Jn 
2: 17,22; 12: 16; 13:7; 16: 14). The Master, when he sees they cannot grasp his meaning, 
consoles them by promising the Spirit of Truth, who will guide them into all the truth (Jn 16: 13). 

Also, events treated in the narrative have a deeper meaning than is at first obvious. This has led 
some to think that St. John's narrative is not history, and that the miracles Jesus works, and even 
the people involved, are mere symbols, literary devices invented by the evangelist – like 
examples a catechist might devise to illustrate his teaching. This view means denying the 
inerrancy of an inspired text and therefore it is rejected by the Church, which maintains the 
essential historicity of the text of the Fourth Gospel.  Besides, to say that St. John invents facts is 
to fail to understand the whole character of the Fourth Gospel and the Semitic mind, which is so 
fond of the concrete and particular: quite often events themselves provide the starting point for 
explaining some matter of doctrine (cf. Hos. 1:2 11; Jer 16:1 3; 18:1 5). 

St. John selects particular miracles of Jesus because he wants to use them to emphasize a 
teaching: at the wedding at Cana our Lord manifests his glory and at the same time reveals that 
the messianic age has begun, and light is thrown on the role of his mother, Mary, in the 
redemption of mankind (Jn 2:1 11); the multiplication of the loaves and the fish, attested to also 
by the Synoptics, provides the historical prologue to Christ's words about the Bread of Life (Jn 
6); the curing of the man blind from birth provides the evangelist with an opportunity to show 
how blind the Pharisees are to the light of the world, Christ (Jn 9); by raising Lazarus, the Master 
shows that only he is the Resurrection and the Life (Jn 11). 

St. John insists that he “has seen” all this; that he has “touched” it with his hands (Jn 1:14; 19:35; 
1 Jn 1:2) After a lifetime of preaching and prayer, it is only logical that he should see it all from a 
deeper, clearer perspective. St. Augustine is right when he says that St. John “soared beyond the 
flesh, soared beyond the earth which he trod, beyond the seas which he saw, beyond the air 
where birds fly; soared beyond the sun, beyond the moon and the stars, beyond all spirits which 
are unseen, beyond his own intelligence and the very reason of his thinking soul. Soaring beyond 
all these, beyond his very self, where did he reach, what did he see? 'In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God'.”  (In Ioannine Evangelium, 20,13)  
Therefore, what he narrates, far from contradicting what we read in the Synoptics, takes it as 
read, and fills it out. 

What are some key theological elements that John highlights by his Gospel?

Christology. Basic questions about Jesus, which we in this age take for granted, had not been 
answered even after the apostolic age had given way to the second century AD.  Questions such 
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as “who was Jesus of Nazareth and how did he relate to God?” had not yet been addressed 
because the questions were not yet being raised.  But soon enough as the missionary church 
shared the good news with new peoples, cultures and religions such questions arose. If Jesus was 
the Son of God – was that of a lower order than God or was he “of the same being” as God the 
Father.  If Jesus was divine, how was he human too?  It took almost 400 years for the Church to 
formulate the Christian response (Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon in the 5th century) – and it 
was the fourth gospel that provided the language for the response.  

John portrays Jesus Christ as the eternal Word, whose immortal spirit remains ever-present with 
the believing Christian. The gospel gives far more focus to the mystical relation of the Son to the 
Father. Some have used his gospel for the development of the concept of the Trinity while the 
Synoptic Gospels focused less directly on Jesus as the Son of God. John includes far more direct 
claims of Jesus being the only Son of God than the Synoptic Gospels. The gospel also focuses on 
the relation of the Redeemer to believers, the announcement of the Holy Spirit as the Comforter 
(Greek Paraclete), and the prominence of love as an element in the Christian character. 

Revelation. John’s central theological teaching concerns revelation: God’s revelation of himself 
in his completely unique Son, Jesus of Nazareth, one with the Father, the living and incarnate 
Word, who in himself bespeaks, proclaims, identifies, immediates the Father. To know Jesus is 
to know God. And so, too, John gives us the Book of Glory (the second half of the gospel), 
which climaxes in the ultimate revelation of the Son as self-sacrificing love. It is on the cross that 
Jesus glorifies/manifests the Father. God the Father, therefore, is love. This will be the final, 
simple, concise definition of 1 John 4:16, “God is love, and whoever remains in love remains in 
God, and God in him.” 

The Holy Spirit. Although the Hebrew Scriptures spoke of “the spirit of God” and as well St 
Paul and St. Luke made regular references to the Spirit, it is in John’s Gospel that the Holy Spirit 
becomes a “character” whom the Father will send after the departure of Jesus. The Spirit 
Paraclete will be the presence of Jesus in his absence, leading, instructing, comforting Christians, 
and judging the world. John is the author who shows the Father, Son and Spirit, in relationship. 

Sacramentalism.  John’s gospel is one rich in sacramental imagery: baptism, eucharist, 
reconciliation, and a host of others. Raymond Brown suggests that John presents sacraments by 
symbolism as an extension of the principle that OT prophecy has a fulfillment in the NT – in the 
same way Jesus’ words and actions are prophetic types of the church’s sacraments. What is clear 
from the record of writings in the patriarchal period (2nd thru 5th centuries) is that the Early 
Church understood John’s sacramental imagery. 

It is from the Gospel of John that we owe the debt of our deep understanding of the purpose of 
Baptism and Eucharist. It is John who tells us that through baptismal waters God begets children 
unto Himself and pours forth pon them His Spirit (John 3:5; 4:37-39). It is John who tells us that 
Eucharist too is an indespensible means of transmitting God’s life to us through Jesus (John 
6:57).  Johannine sacramentalism shows the connection between the sacramental way of 
receiving life within the Church at the end of the first century and the way in which life was 
offered to those who heard Jesus in Palestine. 

Mission. To reveal the Father is Jesus’ mission; it is for this that he has been sent. This mission 
is, in turn, passed to us who believe in him. Our Christian mission is to reveal both the Father 
and the Son within us. God who is love, the Son who lays down his life, will be known only 
through us, through our lives of self-sacrificing love. The baton of the Word-made-flesh has been 
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passed to us, who are now called to reveal the Word through our flesh. Only in this way will the 
world come to know and to believe. Since all Christians are called equally to share in this 
mission, John ceaselessly speaks of “disciples — mathētai.” As Jesus was sent, so Jesus sends 
us. Will we, or will we not, reveal the God who is love? 

Other Key Ideas.  At least two other key theological concepts are developed in John’s Gospel in 
ways not seen in the other gospels: Jesus as Wisdom and the nature of Salvation. Both are 
complex topics but have been discussed since the 2nd century. These are both rich topics but are 
well beyond the scope of an introduction. 
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