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The Gospel Writers

This is the last of four articles that look at the writers behind the four gospels in the New Testament.


 Part 4 – The Gospel According to St John

Scholars are divided about whether or not the writer of the Fourth Gospel knew of the Synoptic Gospels and, perhaps, especially that written by Mark.  However, whether or not the writer was aware of any other gospels, his gospel is markedly different from all of the other three - both in structure and in some content.

Tradition suggests the Fourth Gospel was written in Ephesus, the capital of the Roman province of Asia, towards the end of the first century by the disciple John, the son of Zebedee.  There is a clear link in the gospel with the disciple, John, who is identified in it as ‘the beloved disciple’ just as there appears to be a link in Mark’s Gospel with the disciple, Peter.  However, it is doubtful whether John the fisherman would have had the ability to write in such a learned manner.  This is reinforced by the story in Acts 4 of the account of Peter and John before the Council where the disciples are described in verse 13 as, ‘uneducated, ordinary men.’  John, the disciple, may well have had the same influence over the gospel as we think Peter had over the gospel of Mark but is unlikely to have written it.  Certainly, the gospel betrays an intimate knowledge of Palestinian geography and culture which the writer clearly gained from someone familiar with that region.

While Mark started his gospel with the story of Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist and Matthew and Luke with stories of Jesus’ birth, John hearkens back to the beginning of time with his introduction.  His prologue begins with the same opening words as the book of Genesis, ’In the beginning…’ as he proceeds to identify Jesus Christ with the ‘Word’, the ‘Logos’ in the original Greek.  Because John never returns to this idea again in his gospel, some scholars feel the prologue may have been written earlier than the gospel itself and may even have been an early Christian hymn.  Its form is certainly beautifully poetic.
John’s Gospel is full of contrasts as between light and darkness, life or death, truth or falsehood, heaven above and the earth below.  In John’s Gospel miracles are called, ‘signs’ but, while in the other gospels they herald the Kingdom of God, in John they validate Jesus as the Son of God.  John does not include any exorcisms (the driving out of demons) or the healing of leprosy in his miracles but he alone tells of the story of the changing of the water into wine at the wedding in Cana.  Like Matthew’s Gospel, John’s Gospel was written at a time when there was fierce conflict between the Christian Church and the ‘Synagogue’.  However, while the other gospels always talk specifically of the ‘Scribes and Pharisees’ opposing Jesus, John often uses the general term, ‘Jews’ instead. (John 9:22)

It is generally agreed that the Fourth Gospel is one of the most important books ever written.  Its influence in the Christian Church is probably incalculable.  Its strength, perhaps, lies in the way it can speak to us on so many levels whether we are scholars or ordinary men, women and children seeking the truth of, ‘the Word made flesh’.
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