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Background of the Fourth Gospel 

We have no clear indication of who wrote the Gospel of John. 

Features are present in the gospel that call into question a unified authorship. 

 

Greek style of writing differs in parts of the Gospel.  Chapter 1 is written in a carefully 

constructed poetic pattern not found elsewhere.  Chapter 21 differs from the rest of the 

Gospel in small stylistic details. 

 

There are breaks and inconsistencies in the sequence of events.  Without any indication of a 

transition one chapter may be situated in a different locale from the previous chapter.  Such 

jumps would be critical only if the Gospel were an attempt to give us a complete account of 

the ministry of Jesus.  John 20:30 and 21:25 state specifically that the account of the Gospel 

is incomplete. 

 

At times the writer tells stories that are short and sweet.  At other times what has been said 

seems to be repeated once more in only slightly different terms.  Repetition appears to be the 

result of two different traditions.     

 

Composition of the Gospel involves the existence of a body of traditional material pertaining to 

the works and words of Jesus.  The very fact that John is classified as a Gospel presupposes that 

John is based on a tradition similar in character to the traditions behind the Synoptic Gospels.   

 

Evidence does not favor Johannine dependence on the Synoptics for its material.  Author 

drew on an independent source of tradition about Jesus (similar to the sources that underlie 

the Synoptics) (such as the Q Source). 

 

We must be careful about the use of John in reconstructing in detail the ministry of Jesus of 

Nazareth.  It is also true for the other three gospels.  The author of John gives us correct 

information about Jesus that no other gospel has preserved.  But we must remember that 

some modifications were made in the various stages of Johannine composition. 

 

Gospel of John gives us a unique perspective of Jesus from the Synoptic Gospels.  Not only is 

there a different manner of speaking but also his divinity stands out more clearly.  Outlook and 

insights of the Evangelist are echoed in the Gospel.  There were other influences on the 

evangelist that shaped his writings. 

 

Gnosticism 

Greek Philosophy 

Philo of Alexandria (contemporary of Jesus)  

Philo of Alexandria attempted to combine Judaism and Greek thought. 

 



Gospel of John has fewer direct Old Testament citations than any of the other Gospels.  How-

ever, the author reflects even more clearly than the Synoptic Gospels the great flow of Old 

Testament thought.  Jesus is presented as the Messiah, the Servant of Yahweh, the King of Israel, 

and the Prophet.  Some scholars suggest that the whole organization of the Fourth Gospel was 

patterned on the Exodus.  One example would be the comparison of Jesus’ signs to those of 

Moses in bringing the plagues on Egypt.  Speeches of Moses in Deuteronomy have a parallel to 

the discourses of Jesus.   

 

Span of time during which the final form of the Fourth Gospel may have been written is between 

75 and 110 AD.  Composition of the Gospel covers over forty years of preaching and writing.   

 

General Outline of the Gospel 

The Prologue   John 1:1-18 

Book of Signs   John 1:19-12:50 

Book of Glory   John 13:1-20:31 

The Epilogue   John 21:1-25 

 

The Prologue 

An early Christian hymn, probably stemming from Johannine circles, has been adapted to serve 

as an overture to the Gospel narrative of the career of the incarnate Word. 

 

1:1 – In the Hebrew Bible the first book (Genesis) is named by its opening words – In the 

beginning.  The parallel between the Prologue and Genesis is self-evident.  The parallel 

continues in the next verses where the themes of creation and light and darkness are recalled 

from Genesis.  The beginning is not (as in Genesis) the beginning of creation (that comes in 

verse 3).  Rather the beginning refers to the period before creation.  We should also note how the 

Gospel of Mark opens – The beginning of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

      

     Comments about the Prologue: 

     The choice of the eagle as the symbol of John the Evangelist  

     was largely determined by the celestial flights of the  

     opening lines of the Gospel.  The sacred character of the  

     Prologue has been read as a benediction over the sick and  

     for the newly baptized.  At one time it was the final prayer  

     of the Roman Mass and acted as a blessing.   

 

 

 

 

These opening verses shaped Christian ideas of Jesus’s divinity, the incarnation, and the Trinity.  

The author set out to emphasize Jesus’ unmatched authority (as one who comes from the Father).  

He presents Jesus as of one being with God.  As the rest of the Gospel unfolds, the author will 

continue to stress that to see Jesus is to see the Father.   

 



For some critics Jesus seems too aloof to them, too regal, and too removed from human life.  

Jesus is more in control and less earthy in John than he is in the Synoptics.  At the same time the 

Prologue introduces us to several motifs that will dominate his unfolding story.  In addition to his 

exaltation of Jesus as the Divine Logos there are other interrelated motifs.  They all speak to 

Jesus’ purpose as the Word of God. 

 

Jesus was integral to the formation of the earth and all its creatures. 

John presents Jesus as the source of revelation and grace for humankind. 

He also introduced the tragic rejection of Jesus by the world. 

Divine Word became incarnate among and within humanity. 

In the Word the mercy of God and his truth flowed in measures never before realized. 

In order to serve as this conduit of grace and truth he must be God in the fullest sense. 

At the same time he must also become flesh within a human being. 

Scandal was that Jesus became enmeshed in our twisted affairs. 

He was willing to endure the humiliation and hatred embodied in the cross. 

 

Question  

What does it mean to say that the Word has become flesh? 

 

John 1:19-28 

The public ministry of Jesus was in sign and word how he showed himself to his own people as 

the revelation of his Father, only to be rejected.  To his own he came yet his own people did not 

accept him. 

 

1:19 – Before the Prologue was added this verse may have opened the Gospel.  A more likely 

possibility is that vs. 6 and 7 preceded vs. 19 and comprised the original opening.  In vs. 6-7 we 

heard that John the Baptist was sent to testify to the light and now here is his testimony.  We 

might expect a testimony to Jesus but that comes in vs. 29-34 on the next day.  The original 

sequence was probably edited.  In the Gospel the Jews refer to the religious authorities who are 

hostile to Jesus.   

 

1:23 – Fact that John the Baptist was in a desert region when he raised his prophetic voice is one 

of the more subtle Old Testament references.  The symbolism of preparing a road for Yahweh 

draws from the preparations for processions in honor of the statues of gods or in honor of visiting 

dignitaries.   

 

Comments: 

The Gospel proper begins with the testimony of John the Baptist given over three days (days 

which have symbolic rather than strictly chronological import).  On the first day the testimony of 

the role about John the Baptist is largely negative.  On the second day he testifies positively to 

what Jesus is and on the third day he sends his own disciples to follow Jesus.  This threefold 

progression spells out the pattern in vs. 6-8. 

 

 John the Baptist is not the light. 

 He was to testify to the light. 

 Through him all people might believe. 



In the Synoptics we have one great trial of Jesus before the Sanhedrin on the night preceding his 

death.  One of the techniques found in the Gospel of John is to show that themes occurring in one 

place in the Synoptics had a reality throughout the whole of Jesus’ ministry.  In this case the 

Word of God has now been spoken to people, and throughout Jesus’ ministry people will seek to 

put the truth of this Word on trial.  Legal vocabulary like confession, interrogation, and 

testimony is found throughout John.  We will see in John 5:31-40 that Jesus will bring forward a 

whole series of witnesses to the truth of the Word of God (God, the Scriptures, Moses, and John 

the Baptist). 

 

We know from the Synoptics and from Josephus (a first-century Roman-Jewish historian who 

was born in Jerusalem) that John the Baptist attracted great crowds by his ministry in the Jordan 

valley.  With what is referred to as apocalyptic zeal he proclaimed the day of judgment.  He 

administered a baptism of water to those who accepted his message and acknowledged their own 

sinfulness.  Little of this appears in John because the Evangelist is not interested in John the 

Baptist as a baptizer or as a prophet.  He was the herald of Jesus and the first witness in the great 

trial of the Word. 

 

John 1:29-34 

1:33 – Matthew and Luke mention baptism with a Holy Spirit and fire.  These were meant to be 

alternatives for baptism.  Baptism with a holy Spirit was a beneficial cleansing.  Baptism with 

fire was a destructive purge.   

 

Comments: 

It is here that the writer puts all the stress on John the Baptist as a witness to Jesus.  In a series of 

testimonials he identifies Jesus as the Lamb of God, as the pre-existent one, and as the vehicle of 

the Spirit.  Here we have the fullness of our Christology.  Statements attributed to John the 

Baptist were harmonious with the Old Testament eschatological outlook.  In this case the work 

of the Evangelist was to take traditional material about John the Baptist and make it the vehicle 

of a deeper Christian insight into the mystery of Jesus.   

 

 Different understandings of the Lamb of God: 

 Apocalyptic Lamb (centered on the end of times) 

 Lamb as the Suffering Servant (describes the death of the Servant) 

 Paschal Lamb (Passover symbolism is popular in the Fourth Gospel) 

 

John 1:35-51 

1:35 – All the Gospels agree that John the Baptist had disciples.  They were a group set apart by 

his baptism with their own rules of fasting and even their own prayers.  At some point there 

developed a certain rivalry between disciples of John the Baptist and those of Jesus.   

 

1:38 – Only John makes frequent use of the term rabbi.  Luke does not use it.  In Matthew, Judas 

alone addresses Jesus in this way.  In the Gospel of John the frequency of the terms rabbi and 

teacher (used by the disciples in addressing Jesus) seems to follow a deliberate plan: these terms 

appear almost exclusively in the Book of Signs while in the Book of Glory the disciples address 

Jesus as kyrios or lord.  These forms of address in John may be his way of attempting to capture 

the growth of understanding on the part of the disciples. 



1:43 – Philip is the third disciple to be named in the Gospel after Andrew and Simon Peter.  The 

same order is found in Papias’ list (Greek Apostolic Father) of the elders whom he consulted.  

Although Philip is named in all the lists of the Twelve, only the Evangelist gives him any role in 

the Gospel narrative.  His memory was honored at Hierapolis, the see of Papias, and the presence 

of his daughters is mentioned.   

 

1:44 – Territory of Philip was heavily Gentile, a fact that may explain that Jews like Andrew and 

Peter had Greek names.   

 

1:45 – Nathanael is a disciple only known to the Evangelist.  Since he is from Cana the Greek 

tradition identifies him with Simon from Cana (Mark 3:18 and Matthew 10:4).  Some identify 

him as Bartholomew.  Name Nathanael means God has given and this has led some to identify 

him with Matthew whose name means gift of Yahweh.  Most accept the earlier suggestions that 

he was not one of the Twelve.  Evangelist sees Nathanael as a symbol of Israel coming to God.   
 

 

 
 

Comments: 

John 1:35-50 is joined to the testimony of John the Baptist in John 1:19-34 by repeating the 

testimony that Jesus is the Lamb of God.  New purpose in repeating the statement is to initiate a 

chain reaction which will bring the disciples of John the Baptist to Jesus and make them his own 

disciples.  As promised in John 1:7 the disciples of John the Baptist have already begun to 

believe.   



The Johannine account of the call of the first disciples is quite different from the Synoptic 

account even though at least two of the same people (Peter and Andrew) are involved.  

According to the Evangelist the call seems to have taken place at Bethany in the Transjordan, 

and the first disciples were former disciples of John the Baptist.  According to the Synoptics that 

call took place on the shore of the Sea of Galilee where Peter, Andrew, James, and John were 

fishing.   

 

There is an echo in Acts 2:21-22 that the first disciples actually had joined Jesus at the time of 

his baptism.  Peter insists that the one to take the place of Judas must be one of the men who had 

accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning 

from the baptism of John.   

 

Once more the writer reorganizes his account for theological reasons.  On each day there is a 

gradual deepening of insight and a profounder realization of who it is that the disciples are 

following.  This reaches a climax in John 2:11 where Jesus has revealed his glory and the 

disciples believe in him.  In the Synoptics and Acts we find that before and after the resurrection 

the disciples applied to Jesus titles drawn from the Old Testament through which they gave 

expression to their insight into his mission.  Some of the more modern approaches to New 

Testament Christology consists of a study of such titles.  What the Evangelist has done is to 

gather these titles together into the scene of the calling of the first disciples.   

 

 In vs. 35-42 Jesus is referred to as rabbi and Messiah 

 In vs. 43-50 as the one described in the Mosaic Law and the prophets  

 He is the Son of God and King of Israel 

 In vs. 51 Jesus refers to himself as Son of Man 

 

Only halfway through the account by Mark does Peter proclaim Jesus as the Messiah. 

Such a scene would be absolutely not acceptable to the author of John. 

Peter knew that Jesus was the Messiah before he ever met him. 

 

Next Session – June 9 
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