THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

OVERVIEW
INTRODUCTION

Although this gospel deals with the same broad sequence of events as Matthew, Mark and Luke, it is different in structure and style.  Jesus’ discourses are concerned more with who 

He is than with the theological teaching of the kingdom.  Personal interviews are multiplied, and Jesus’ relationship to individuals is stressed more than His general contact with the public.  The Gospel is strongly theological, and deals particularly with the nature of who He is and with the meaning of faith in Him.

A MORE COMPLETE PICTURE

· The first three Gospels are a presentation of Jesus; John’s is an interpretation.

· The first three show us Jesus outwardly; John’s interprets Him inwardly.

· The first three show us the human aspects; John’s unveils the divine.

· The first three concern themselves mainly with Jesus’ public discourses;

John’s gives a larger place to His private conversations, His verbal conflicts with the Jews, and His closer teachings in seclusion to His inner disciples.

· The first three are mainly occupied with His Galilean ministry; John’s is almost wholly devoted to His Judean ministry.

· The first three are overtly factual; John’s is both factual and doctrinal.

· The first three begin with a human genealogy and/or a fulfilment of Jewish prophecy;   

John’s begins with a Divine revelation of the One who is pre-existent and eternal.

It is possible that John’s Gospel was written as a conscious attempt to supplement the synoptics.  We don’t know if John knew and read Matthew, Mark or Luke.  But the general omission of Jesus’ Galilean ministry, the almost total absence of the parables, the selective recounting of certain miracles (20:30), and the dovetailing of some of the historical data with that in the synoptics, leaves us thinking the author was trying to give the public fresh information not previously available in writing.

John supplements the synoptics by making clear that Jesus’ public ministry lasted considerably longer than a reading of the synoptics alone would indicate.  The synoptics mention only the last Passover, when Jesus died.  But John mentions three Passovers and probably a fourth during Jesus’ public ministry, telling us it lasted probably from three to three and a half years.


With the partial exception of Matthew, the fourth Gospel contains more extended discourses by Jesus than the synoptics do.  The discourses tend to curtail narrative.  Questions and objections from the audience often punctuate these discourses.  In the synoptics, translations of Jesus’ words from Aramaic or Hebrew into Greek appear more literal and paraphrasing is less extensive.  In contract, John paraphrases far more.

John’s Gospel doesn’t tell us anything like the factual detail we have in the other three.  There is no account of Jesus’ birth, no description of His baptism, no mention of His temptation, or transfiguration, or ascension.  Over against twenty miracles in Matthew, eighteen in Mark, and twenty in Luke, there are only eight in John.  Over against sixteen parables in Matthew, five in Mark, and twenty in Luke, there are none in John (10:1-6 not strictly being classed as a parable).  There is nothing of the running succession of major and minor incidents or the interweaving of miracle and parable that we have in the synoptics.  These are purposely bypassed for the sake of concentrating on what has been significantly selected (20:31).

While the other three Gospels omit most of what John has recorded, his material throws a flood of light on their content.  For instance, when the synoptics tell us of Jesus’ “Follow Me” to Peter and Andrew, James and John, it seems as though these are Jesus’ first words to them.  But from John, we read they had not only met Jesus earlier at John the Baptist’s gatherings, but had accompanied Jesus both in Judea and Galilee (1:40,42,43,47). Before Jesus started preaching in Galilee, there was a group called “His disciples” (2:2,11) which almost certainly included Andrew, Peter, James and John.

Again, in reading the other three Gospels, we may have wondered how such wide fame and vast crowds could have happened from the moment Jesus  “began to preach” in Galilee (Matthew 4:17). But John tells us that before the Galilee preaching, miracles had attended His ministry in Jerusalem (2:23), which were big news before Jesus even went north to Galilee (4:45).  Turning the water into wine at Cana (2:1-11) which is actually in Galilee occurred before Jesus commenced the preaching circuit in Galilee noted in the synoptics (comparing John 3:24 with Matthew 4:12).

It should be noted too, that the synoptics might leave us thinking that Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem climaxed without interruption the journey from Galilee to Jerusalem.  But John’s Gospel fills in a time break between the end of the Galilean ministry and the entry into Jerusalem.

AUTHORSHIP

External Evidence

Early church tradition favours the apostle John as the Gospel’s author, writing toward the close of the first century in Ephesus, a city of Asia Minor.  Especially important is the testimony of Irenaeus, a disciple of Polycarp, who was in turn a disciple of the apostle John – a direct line of tradition with only one person, Polycarp, between Irenaeus and John himself.   The testimony of the church fathers from Irenaeus on is overwhelmingly in favour of Johanine authorship. Clement of Alexandria (AD 190), Origen (c. AD 220), Hippolytus (c. AD 225), Tertullian 

(c. AD 200), and the Muratorian Fragment (c. AD 170) agree that the apostle John was the author.

Internal Evidence

The writer claims to have been an eyewitness of Jesus’ ministry (1:14, 19:35; 21:24,25);

shows a Semitic style of writing (seen especially in parallel statements); an accurate knowledge of Jewish customs (eg. 7:37-39; 8:12 the custom of water pouring and candelabra illumination during the Feast of Tabernacles), and of Palestinian topography as it was before the outbreak of the Jewish war in AD 66, and the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in AD 70 (eg. 5:2 the pool with the five porches near the Sheep Gate). 

In addition, details such as one would expect from an eyewitness, yet incidental, appear everywhere – numbers (eg. 2:6 six water jars; 6:19 three or four mules; 21:11 153 fish); -                                                                                                                 names (eg. 1:45 Nathanael; 3:1 Nicodemus; 11:1 Lazarus; 18:10 Malchus). 

The author was clearly familiar with Jewish tradition (eg. 1:19-28 the Jewish expectation of a coming Messiah; 4:9 Jewish antipathy toward Samaritans).

Who was the author?  He was with Jesus from the start of His ministry.  We know this because he tells us much that predates the Synoptic accounts of the opening of Jesus’ ministry.  This means he must have belonged to the group of disciples mentioned in the narrative.  In 21:20 he is identified as “the disciple whom Jesus loved,” as a close associate of Peter, and as the one who had been very near to Jesus at the Last Supper.  He was at Jesus’ trial (18:15,16) and at the cross (19:26,27).

Only one of Jesus’ most intimate associates would fit all these circumstances. James was killed early in the young church’s history (Acts 12:2).  Peter, Thomas and Philip are mentioned so frequently in the third person that none of them could have been the author.  Although not naming himself, the writer took for granted that his readers knew who he was and that they would accept his authority in the matters of which he wrote.   John is the best remaining possibility.

John was probably the younger son of Zebedee and Salome (Mark 1:19,20), and the brother of James (the first apostle to be martyred).  It is guessed that he was about ten years younger than Jesus, and appears to have lived until the reign of Trajan (beginning in AD 98).  So he lived to over ninety years.  His mother, Salome, was probably the sister of Mary, Jesus’ mother, (Matthew 27:56, Mark 15:40, John 19:25) making him Jesus’ cousin.  He grew to manhood in Galilee and was a fisherman, along with his brother James, and Andrew and Peter.  He may have belonged first to the disciples of John the Baptist and was probably Andrew’s companion mentioned in 1:40.  If so, he accompanied Jesus on His first tour in Galilee (John 2:2) and later, with the others, left the fishing trade to follow Jesus (Matthew 4:21,22).

He was with Jesus in Jerusalem during the early Judean ministry, and was a participant later in the mission of the twelve (Matthew 10:1,2).  Jesus called James and John “sons of thunder” (Mark 3:17).  Their fiery temperament shows through in their desire to call down fire from heaven upon the Samaritan villages that wouldn’t receive Jesus (9:52-54), and their readiness to rebuke the man casting out demons because he didn’t follow with them (Luke 9:49).  Matthew 20:20 infers James and John asked their mother to ask Jesus to grant them both primary places in the kingdom.

At the Last Supper, John occupied a place of privilege and intimacy next to Jesus (13:23). At the trial he could access the court of the high priest because he was known to the family (18:15,16).  He apparently witnessed the trial and death of Jesus and assumed responsibility for Jesus’ mother, when Jesus committed her to his care (19:26,27). He stayed with Peter through the period following Christ’s death, and with him, was one of the first visitors at the empty tomb.  There, he “saw and believed” (20:8).

Date, Place and Purpose for Writing

John’s Gospel was most probably written toward the close of the first century.  John’s emphasis on Jesus’ replacement of the temple and Jewish feasts probably represents an effort to exploit the temple destruction evangelistically in an effort to reach diaspora Jews and Gentiles attracted to Judaism (proselytes). If so, a date after 70 AD, but not much after, is most likely.  This doesn’t mean that John’s Gospel was an evangelistic document written directly to unbelievers.  John more likely wrote to equip believers to proclaim the message of Jesus the Messiah among their unbelieving audiences.

This discovery of the Rylands fragment, which preserves a scrap from John 18:31-33,37,38 and which is dated around AD 135, shows that the Gospel was in wide use in the first half of the second century.  Writing, copying and circulation of John’s Gospel as far as the Egyptian hinterland, where the fragment was found, would have taken several decades, again suggesting a date toward the end of the first century.

The church father Irenaeus wrote “John … published the Gospel while he was resident at Ephesus in Asia Minor.”  No other location has the support of the early church fathers, and so Ephesus is the most likely place of writing.

Key

The key to understanding John’s intent in penning this gospel is his own statement in John 20:30,31


“Many other signs therefore Jesus also performed in the presence


of the disciples, which are not written in this book;  but these have


been written that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the


Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name.”

Three words are prominent - signs, believe, life
‘Signs’ is the English translation of the Greek semeia, and is one of four words used in the New Testament with a similar meaning.

1. Teras (eg. Acts 2:19)  emphasises the character of the miracle as something outside the usual course of events

2. Dunamis (eg Matthew 11:20,21) stresses the power revealed in the miracle and implies the spiritual energy which produces it.

3. Paradoxin emphasises the contradictory nature of the miracle, it’s incongruity with the order of the natural world.

4. Semion (plural = semeia) implies that the deed is an indication of some power or meaning behind it.  So the deed is secondary. The meaning or power is primary.

John presents a series of seven signs that illustrate different areas of Jesus’ power, but which collectively bear witness to His deity.

1. The turning of water into wine 2:1-11

2. The healing of the nobleman’s son  4:46-54
3. The healing of the Bethesda paralytic  5:1-9
4. The feeding of the five thousand  6:1-14
5. The walking on water  6:16-21
6. Giving sight to the blind man  9:1-12
7. The raising of Lazarus  11:1-46
These seven miracles operated in the areas where man was unable to effect any change of laws or conditions, which affect his life.  In each area Jesus proved Himself powerful and potent where man lacked power and was impotent.

The second word is ‘believe’ and is the key word in the Gospel, occurring 98 times (11 in Mark, 14 in Matthew and 9 in Luke).

It is usually translated ‘believe’, but sometimes appears as ‘trust’ or ‘commit.’  It usually means acknowledgment of a personal claim, and in the New Testament, stands for the complete commitment of a person to Christ.  John defines belief in Christ as receiving Him (1:12), making Him an intrinsic part of one’s life.  Convinced by the signs, which were proofs of the power of Jesus’ person, the reader would logically move on to believe.  John’s primary purpose is to engender in his readers the act of believing, of placing their trust in Christ.

The third key word is ‘life’ which is used by John to mean the sum total of all that is imparted to the believer in his salvation.  “This,” said Jesus “is eternal life, that they may know Thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom Thou hast sent” (17:3).

These three words ‘signs’, ‘believe’ and ‘life’ provide logical organisation for the Gospel.  The revelation of God is in the sign; believing is the action they are designed to produce; life is the result.

Summary Scripture

In many ways John 1:11,12 is a summary of what we find in John’s Gospel.

1. “He came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him”

All the way through, we read of repeated rejections of Jesus by the Jews

2. “But as many as received Him”

In contrast, we hear of a number of individuals who did receive Jesus through personal encounter with Him

3. “To them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name”

John details a number of signs performed by Jesus.  In a sense the entire narrative hangs on these signs.  They symbolise the transformation that takes place in those who receive Jesus.
