INTRODUCTION TO JOHN’S GOSPEL

“The mystery of Jesus Christ is the theme of this gospel; always beyond us, yet always summoning us to explore it more fully. The exploration and service of the Godhead will be our endless, though blissful, task in the world to come; but we can begin it now, and there can be no better place to launch out into the depths of it than to study, and expound, this great gospel by John.”   
Bruce Milne (‘The Message of John’ from The Bible Speaks Today series 1993)

John’s gospel is different from the other three ‘synoptic’ gospels. We can tell that just by reading the quote from Bruce Milne given above!  It is more theological, contains more imagery, includes longer (and more involved) speeches by Jesus, it operates at a cosmic level rather than a practical everyday sort of level (in contrast to Mark, for example). Other differences are that it is set, early on, in Jerusalem/Judea as well as Galilee; that there is prolonged debate with religious leaders; that Jesus makes strong and direct claims about himself e.g. 6 v 35, 10 v 30, 14 v 6. Although John has unique episodes to himself (e.g. the wedding at Cana, the meeting with the Samaritan woman at the well, the washing of disciples’ feet), there are important incidents from the synoptics that are missing in this gospel. There are no infancy stories, no baptism, no temptations, no list of twelve disciples, no sending out on mission, no exorcisms, no transfiguration, no institution of Holy Communion at the Last Supper. John Proctor in his Grove booklet ‘John’s Jesus’ (Grove B44 easily and cheaply available) has a good discussion (chapter 5) as to why the gospel of John might be so completely different from those of Matthew, Mark and Luke.

John states his purpose clearly although we must wait until nearly the end of the book.  At the end of chapter 20 he states:

“Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.” NRSVA

Some scholars believe that this aim of persuading outsiders to believe (or of encouraging existing believers) and for it to make a transformative difference to their lives make this a gospel for a Hellenistic (Greek) audience whilst others are convinced that this is another gospel for Jews:

“This gospel draws extensively on OT material, and deals so fully with Jewish worship, that it would scarcely have been well understood by someone from right outside that culture.”
John Proctor (‘John’s Jesus’ from Grove 2007)

Whether or not the gospel was written by the disciple John has been a matter for debate for at least a couple of centuries.  Most contemporary scholars (although not all) do not believe the author to be John the apostle. They place the gospel at the end of the 1st century (75 – 100 AD) with some believing the author to be a disciple of John. For those interested, there are fascinating articles online arguing one position or the other, Wikipedia gives a good summary.  There is a consensus that the ‘beloved disciple’ – mentioned 6 times in the gospel – was the author, whether or not this is the apostle John.  Suggestions for the identity of the beloved disciple include Mary Magdalene, Lazarus (brother of Mary and Martha in Bethany) and James, Jesus’ brother. 

John’s Gospel can be studied thematically in several different ways. It is often pointed out that there are seven miracles (which are expanded for their spiritual meaning and become ‘signs’) as well as seven significant encounters with individuals – all recorded as being before the last week of Jesus’ life.  There are also seven ‘I am’ sayings, most of which occur in the first part of the gospel but two of which occur in the discourses given just before Jesus was arrested. The following two pages give a basic structure for guidance as to where a particular passage belongs in the story followed by a listing of the above-mentioned signs, encounters and ‘I am’ sayings.
JOHN’S GOSPEL: A suggested structure (1)

PROLOGUE

Chapter 1 v 1 – 18 				In the beginning…	

BOOK OF SIGNS

Chapter 1 v 19 – Chapter 12 v 11		Signs, wonders and encounters

BOOK OF GLORY

Chapter 12 v 12 – Chapter 20 v 31	Glory through triumphal entry, arrest, 
trial, crucifixion and resurrection

EPILOGUE

Chapter 21						Back to the beginning, 
 							renewed command to follow 



JOHN’S GOSPEL: A suggested structure (2)

PROLOGUE

Chapter 1 v 1 – 18 				In the beginning…	

BOOK OF SIGNS

Chapter 1 v 19 – Chapter 12 v 11		Signs, wonders and encounters

Seven Signs: 2 v 11;  4 v 43 – 54;  5 v 1 – 18;  6 v 1 – 15;  6 v 16 – 21;  9 v 1 – 41;  11 v 1 – 43 

Seven Encounters: 1 v 35 – 51;  3 v 1 – 21;  4 v 1 – 42;  4 v 43 – 54;  5 v 1 – 18;  9 v 1 – 41;  11 v 1 – 43 

(with a possible eighth in chapter 8 v 1 – 11: not present in early manuscripts)

Those underlined are in present in both categories.

Five ‘I am’ Sayings: 6 v 35;  8 v 12/9 v 5;  10 v 7;  10 v 11;  11 v 25

Those underlined and emboldened are in present in all three categories.

BOOK OF GLORY

Chapter 12 v 12 – Chapter 20 v 31	Glory through triumphal entry, arrest, 
trial, crucifixion and resurrection
Final two ‘I am’ Sayings: 14 v 6;  15 v 1

EPILOGUE

Chapter 21						Back to the beginning, 
 							renewed command to follow 

