
THE STORY BEHIND THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 
 
 

Which John wrote the Gospel? 
The author is the apostle John, "the disciple whom Jesus loved" (13:23). He was prominent in the early 
church but is not mentioned by name in this Gospel. He knew Jewish life well, as seen from references to 
popular Messianic speculations, to the hostility between Jews and Samaritans, and to Jewish customs such 
as the duty of circumcision on the eighth day taking precedence over the prohibition of working on the 
Sabbath (7:22). The Gospel of John has many touches that appear to reflect the recollections of an 
eyewitness -- such as the house at Bethany being filled with the fragrance of the broken perfume jar (12:3). 
Early writers such as Irenaeus and Tertullian say that John wrote this Gospel.  There was a John The Elder, 
and other supporters of the aged Apostle that led to the publication of the Gospel in Ephesus, and led to 
the positive portrayal of aged apostle we find in the text 
 

Living in Tough Times 
The traditional view places the date of compilation toward the end of the first century, c. AD85 or later.  
Certainly well after the other three Gospels.  Nero had gone, but life for Christians under Emperor Domitian 
(AD81-96) was not easy. 
 
In this period, what we now call England was firmly in the Roman Empire, and southern Scotland given back 
to the Picts.  The eastern frontier was stable but tense with ongoing conflict with the Parthian Empire. 
(covering modern Iran and more). 
 

Preparing people for the Post-Apostolic Era 
John's Gospel is very different from the other three. Whether or not he knew any one of them is debated. 
John highlights matters that in the other Gospels remain implicit and underdeveloped. The literary style of 
this witness of Jesus is also unique among the Gospels. 
 
We are at the end of the Apostolic era, John being the last survivor.  Gentile Christians outnumber Jewish 
ones by thousands.  The language and thought idioms of the Greco-Roman world were the default mindset 
of new believers, not issues of Passover and Messiahship.  That is why John stresses the Greek idea of 
Logos (The Word of the Divine), Semeia (The Signs of the real world beyond).  There was the beginnings of 
Gnostic heresies.  Greek thinking about the wretchedness of the material or illusory world was seeping into 
Christianity.  That Jesus was an emanation of God, and not a true representation, who eats, sleeps, 
defecates.  John counters by stressing both Jesus’ pre-existence and his physical reality. 
 

John’s view of Jesus 
John begins with the profound announcement that Jesus is the "in the beginning" creative Word of God 
who had become embodied (incarnated) as a human being to be the light of life for the world. After this 
comes the proclamation that this Jesus is the Son of God sent from the Father to finish the Father's work in 
the world (4:34). God's own glory is made visible in him (14:9), and what he does glorifies the Father. In him 
the full grace and truth of God has shown itself. Strikingly, a series of "I am" claims on Jesus' lips echoes 
God's naming of himself in Ex 3:14, further strengthening the link between the Father and the Son (6:35; 
8:12; 9:5; 10:7,9,14; 11:25; 14:6; 15:1,5). Jesus' words to Nicodemus nicely summarize this Gospel's central 
theme (3:16).  
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