
“Going	Deeper”	(Fall	Devotional,	2018)	
	
Day	#1	–	Aug.	20th		
	

What is the setting of John's Gospel, the historical mixture out of which the message of 
the Fourth Gospel was born? The question that arises is that of authorship. Two kinds of 
evidence can aid us in determining the answer to this crucial question: external evidence 
(information provided outside the Gospel, such as comments by the ancient Fathers, which we 
are not going to use today) and internal evidence (data supplied by the text of John's Gospel 
itself).  
 
Authorship 
 

"The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the 
glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth" (1:14): this is the 
opening testimony of John's Gospel. Who are the "we" who have seen Jesus' glory? We are given 
the answer on the heels of John's narration of Jesus' first sign: "This, the first of his miraculous 
signs, Jesus performed at Cana in Galilee. He thus revealed his glory and his disciples put their 
faith in him"(2:11). At the very outset, John's Gospel thus claims to represent apostolic 
eyewitness testimony regarding Jesus' earthly ministry. 
 

But which apostle was responsible for writing this account? Here we are helped by 
information provided at the very end of the Gospel. There Jesus, after dealing with Peter, is 
shown to converse with the so-called disciple whom Jesus loved (cf. 21:20).  And then we are 
told the following: “This is the disciple who testifies to these things and who wrote them down.  
We know that his testimony is true” (21:24).  Thus we know that the man who wrote the Gospel 
was none other than the "disciple whom Jesus loved" but who is he? He is first mentioned as 
such in 13:23 at the Last Supper in the Upper Room, reclining next to Jesus. Thus he must be 
one of the Twelve. At the same time, he cannot be any of the disciples named in chapters 13-16, 
that is, Peter, Philip, Thomas, Judas Iscariot, or Judas the son of James. 
 

The "disciple whom Jesus loved" meets us again at the foot of the cross, where he is 
given charge of Jesus' mother (19:26-27) and becomes a firsthand witness of the crucifixion, 
asserting in language closely resembling that of 21:24, "The man who saw it has given 
testimony, and his testimony is true. He knows that he tells the truth, and he testifies so that you 
also may believe" (19:35). Finally, the "disciple whom Jesus loved" is shown at the empty tomb 
in chapter 20. All that is said about his reaction when he goes inside the tomb is that he "saw and 
believed" (20:8). As in the Upper Room, the "disciple whom Jesus loved" is here associated 
closely with the Apostle Peter. This is also the case in the final chapter of John's Gospel, where 
the "disciple whom Jesus loved" alerts Peter that the figure on the other side of the shore is "the 
Lord" (21:7). 
 

Since Peter and the "disciple whom Jesus loved" are here mentioned as part of a group of 
only seven disciples who go fishing by the Sea of Galilee, the "disciple whom Jesus loved" must 
be one of the following mentioned in 21:2: "Simon Peter, Thomas (called Didymus), Nathanael 
from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, and two other disciples." Since it is part of this 



Gospel's characterization of the "disciple whom Jesus loved" that he is not named, he cannot be 
Simon Peter, Thomas (see already above), or Nathanael (= Bartholomew?); but he must be either 
one of the two sons of Zebedee or one of the two "other disciples." If he is one of the two sons of 
Zebedee, he can hardly be James, since according to 21:23 there was a rumor in the early church 
that the “disciple whom Jesus loved” would not die but James was martyred in A.D.42 according 
to Acts 12:2 (“He [Herod Agrippa I] had James, the brother of John, put to death with the 
sword”). 
 
We may recapitulate: the author is 
 
• an apostle 
• the "disciple whom Jesus loved" 
• one of the Twelve but cannot be Peter, Philip, Thomas, Judas Iscariot, or Judas the son of 
James 
• one of the seven in John 21:2, but not Simon Peter, Thomas, or Nathanael 
• either John the son of Zebedee (but not James his brother) or one of the two "other disciples" 
mentioned in 21:2.  
 
This means that, from the apostolic lists found in the Synoptics and Acts, only the 
following apostles remain (Andrew, Peter's brother, is an unlikely candidate owing to John 1:40; 
see below): 
 
• Matthew (Levi) 
• Simon the Zealot 
• James the son of Alphaeus 
• John the son of Zebedee 
 

Of these, Matthew is highly unlikely, because he is credited with writing another Gospel. 
Equally implausible are the obscure figures of Simon the Zealot and James the son of Alphaeus, 
whom, to my knowledge, no one has ever suggested as possible authors of Jolm's Gospel. This 
leaves John the son of Zebedee. 
 

This conclusion from the internal evidence of the Fourth Gospel is corroborated also by 
data supplied by the Synoptic Gospels as well as Paul. It has already been pointed out that Peter 
and the "disciple whom Jesus loved" are regularly featured side by side in John's Gospel. The 
question is obvious: which is the disciple whom the other New Testament writings show to be 
closely associated with Peter in ministry in the early years of the church? The answer could not 
be more straight forward: it is John the son of Zebedee (Lk 22:8; Acts 3-4; 8: 14--25; Gal2:9).  
 

Thus we are able to conclude that the internal evidence of John’s Gospel, corroborated by 
evidence from the rest of the New Testament, points exactly at John the son of Zebedee the 
author of John’s Gospel.  Apparently, this also was the conclusion of the early Fathers of the 
church, who unanimously support John’s authorship. 

 
 

*an excerpt from the NIV Application Commentary of John, by Gary M. Burge (Zondervan, 2000)  
 


