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Authorship of the Fourth Gospel.
it

In dealing with a problem of this nature, a variety of methods 
present themselves* but in any o^ them it is difficult to elim-j 
inate the personal equation. It^is'tny intention to treat of it ' 
from the standpoint from which I view it, to examine the eviderce 
not so much as to the amount, but.as to its character.
Historical evidence: The apostle John’s relation to Jewish Christ 
ianity was not suoh that it is impossible to suppose that- he

i-

iis

wrote the fourth Gospel, even at a late date. But the basal pof 
tion of the Tubingen school is that John wrote the Apocalypse, ! 
the most Jewish book of the New Testament, so could not have 
written the fourth Gospel, so anti-Judaic in its teaching. Thi 
however is a very extreme view, as appears on its face, and fin' 
its basis not so much in the Gospel itself, but rather in the f 
interpretation . Again it is asserted that the Acts and Gala- ■ 
tions stand in opposition to the theological tenets of John, but 
so far as we ksow, there is nothing which would have prevented > ■ 
John from writing such a book twenty years after the destruction 
of Jerusalem. Neither is there any weight to be attached to the; 
argument against the Johannine authorship on the basis of its 
supposed entangled history. We must admit that in its general ; 
outline, it coincides with the history of the Synoptic Gospels.',

As to the date assigned the Gospel by Baur and Schwegler, A.D. 
160-170, there is no ground upon which the supposition can rest' 
as will be later pointed out. Zeller reverts back to A.D.150, as 
the most probable date, while Hilgenfeld pr^efers the. .dates A.D > 
150-140, and willingly admits the use of the Fourth Gospel by 
Justin Martyr. Renan assumes the Gospel to have been written bs- 
tween 125 and 130. Even so conservative a critic as Keim states' 
in one work that there is every reason to believe that the Gosp.sl 
may have been written between 100 and 117. But later discovering 
the inevitable and f^tal result of such a position, when one at‘- 
tempts to maintain the Gospel as written by another, soon revert­
ed to 130. In direct proof against this position*, tradition hasi! 
it that John lived to a very old age, spending the latte'r portion 
of his life in Asia Minor, dying about the year 100. The ques- !
t i on, t h e n ,J.jmm ej iAte l y f o l J p w,s j^^ ojv , c op JI d„ a js.Piir-i.o u s _G.o sj3-e I sx).J
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SO different from the other Gospels, secur 
general recognition? Or how can we suppose that it origin- 
twentyfive or even fifty years after John’s death, when so 
were still living, who must have known John personally, an 
familiar with what he wrote?

Among the strongest attestations of the

unique in character^ 
such 
ated 
many 
been
External evidence:

genuineness of the fourth Gospel, is the general reception accord­
ed it by the Christians in the latter portion of the second ceni,- 
ury. The four Gospels with no other additions, were accepted by ! 
the great majority of Christians as genuine. In support of this, 
we find the writings of Irenaeus giving testimony on this very I 
point. Inasmuch as he was born between the years 125-150, and' i 
spent his youth in Asia Minor, later becoming Bishop of Lyons, j 
his tes-timony is not without effect. Clement of the school of i 
Alexandria, also bears similar witness, and recognizes the four 
Gospels as having existed in the first quarter of the second 
century. His testimony at least overthrov/s the contention that I 
the fourth Gospel did not appear until the latter portion of th^, 
second century, for he lived about the year 190, travelling con-! 
stantly in the search of religious information. Again jve have '! 
the evidence of Tertullian, of northern Africa, who had attainec^ 
the summit of his power during the latter portion of the same J 
century. In addition to this, the four Gospels were found in |
the ancient Syriac version of the New Testament, which made its 
appearance in the second century, which omits the second and !! 
third epistles of John, as well as the Apocalypse, for the autht-! 
ship of the latter was disputed in the early church. Agreeing I 
with this, 'they were found in the old Latin version, which appec 
in northern Africa, during the second century. It is attested tc| 
by the Muratonian canon, written cl70 A.D. and is the oldest li£| 
of canonical books which has been handed down to us. . j
The worth of the argument based on the general acceptation, j

appears in that they must have existed long before this, in ordd 
to gain such universal recognition. The whole body of Christiana 
seemed united upon this, and especially the authorship of the 
fourth Gospel, holding tenaciously to their position enduring | 
:the scorn of their fallows, their hatred, and even suffering ! 
imartyrdom. The argument on the basis p'f the great difference bet!ween



If

r

t

on

on

that thus there is room f 
but one of these. In the 
right to expect ^reat accihr- 
by the Christian Fathers.:!in the quotations from' the Gospel

it is a fact beyond all dispute that the Fathers quoted wit|iout 
hesitation in inserting or extracting whatever they desired 
this is to be explained on the basis that they quot'ed from ;

As to the first assertion of

the fourth Gospel and the other three, is rather in support of 
the Johannine authorship, than opposed to it, for the differences 
would be but the greater and make .its general acceptance the moJe 
difficult, unless we,.accept #he position that from the first,iti 
was handed down as genuine..

The"Supernatural Religion’'takes the basis that in the first h, 
of the second century,, a, IqfSe number of spurios gospels and re-F
ligious writings appeared, /ith the names of certain of the apojS- 
tles and various others attached, and 
the belief that the fourth Gospel was 
second place it claims that we have a 
acy 
But 
any 
and 
memory. As to the first assertion of "Supernatural Religion", ; 
is of great significance that all the spurious writings were e-p 
liminated while the four Gospels were retained. The only except! 
i.s the gospel to the Hebrews, which appeared in the time of Jus-f 
tin Martyr. There is also some objection because of the loose way 
in which the term"gospel’' was used and that the term may have ii.- 
cluded others than the four Gospels. But these other writings .! 
made no pretension or any claim upon its readers, as did the foiir 
gospels, it is mainly, then, on the failure of exact quotations' 
that the author of "Supernatural Religion" asserts that the booK 
must have been written 150 years after Ch-ist's death. He state 
further that it makes no difference if there be some accurate 
quotations of 'Christ's wo'rds, these came from the other Gospels 
The question then arises if the four Gospels were universally 
received toward the close of the second century, can we not dis 
cover some trace of their previous existence? S.R. asserts theri 
is no need of inquiring into this, whatever, this because it isl 
contrary to the position of the author. Certainly there is som^ 
weight to be attached to the argument that the Christians over 
the whole world, of many different tongues tnd nationalities, 
should accept the four as genuine, use them at appointed times 'In 
their churches, and accept them as the pivine Word. To be sure 
there was some denial of the Gospel of John, in the latter port



jof the second century by some, separate and obscure individuals, j 
|who afterv;ards^^jTfassifled as A-logi. Their difficulty was a doctiJinal 
■onex, They also denied the Johannine authorship of the Apocal- 
'ypse, and they assigned both to Cerinthus, which is evidence en-^ 
ough that they were prejudiced, and by no means critical, for he 
was a heretic. But even then, they admitted it as a work of the |

d
It e,

first century, Cerinthus being cotemporary with John. Thus we aije 
led to admit the general acceptation of the G.o.s0el as genuine ir 
the latter part of the second century, almost without^exception.*

Ezra Abbot makes the inclusion of tKe fourth Gospel^ the AposH 
tolical’hemoirs of Christ'^ appealed to by Justin Martyr, an argi. 
ment of no small moment. The writings of Justin Martyr, consist( 
of two apologies, the first written cl46 though some give the ds
138, while the other, a dialogue with Thypho, the Jew, was written

st-

,es

's

thbetween 
that of 
all our 
use, it

pels were not his main authority, 
respondence 
Gospel, and 
Justin used 
ence in his
meaning is essentially the same.
not substantially found in the four Gospels. Dr.Norton, claims 1 
that the manner of Justin evidences the indisputable character f 
and authority of the books to which he appeals. The fou/ Gospel Jj 
were relied upon as primary and decisive evidence, and held as 
red books. The testimony of Irenaeus accords with this:’’The four

and 
is too similar and t|Oo

'any

somewhat later.In these, he quotes as the authority for his Chri 
ian teaching, the "Memorabilia" of Christ, and commonly speaks 
of them as memoirs by the apostles. In the first Apology, he gi^ 
evidence of the general use in Sabbath worship* of the writings | 
of the prophets and these memoirs, showing the equal recognitior: 
of the latter with the former, and that both were used as a bas^; 
for religious instruction and teaching, Origen, Clement, Ir- 
enaeous, et al, he has Trypho speak o^ the Gospel, meaning the 
particular four. S.R. takes exception to this, and asserts that 
it was^work by all the apostles, but this is superb nonsense, 
absurd.^^ History of Christ, given by Justin, 
closely corresponds to the four Gospels, to admit of his use of 
other work. The few discrepencies furnish no proof that the Gos-I

Again there is substantial coij- 
the teaching of Christ, as given in the foui’ 
Justin. Even Hilgenfeld and Keim admit that 
Gospels. As to the want of verbal oorresponc- 
is to be noted that in all such cases, the

Justin nowhere quotes the memoirs
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fourth Gospel, which is strong and decisive evi- 
of it. However, in order to make use of it, they 
to pervert its meaning, as it is thoroughly Oj^po 
Suppose it were spurious, and to have appeared

e
on,

Gospels, are four pillars of the churoh, the foundation of the | 
Christian faith'.' -Other booke or writings of spurious origin, rec 
in the churches, never received the same recognition or attains 
the standar/d as jdid* dust in' s memoirs. The books named in S.R.

I have no basis for ever supposing that they were given rank in tl 
'Christian church. They were simply read as letters for edificat- 
I or for admonition.

As to the' use of John by Justin, there is no doubt that the a 
ent,(^is real. The memoirs used by him were sometimes called gosp< 
by him, and the four he on occasion termed the Gospel, speaking! 
of it as"comfJosed by apostles of Christ, and their companions’,’ 
and they were truly our four Gospels, writtenby two apostles, ai 
two of their companions. J
The brief mention of certain doctrinal teachings by Justin, ' 

which accord with those of John, furnishes reason for the belies 
that the former received his inspiration from the fourth Gospel] 
while the more extended doctrine of the logos, though Alexandria 
in type, can only be accounted for on the basis of the recapitu- 
ilation of John’s position, for Justin accepted the doctrine of 
the incarnation of the logos. One single expression stands in 
proof of this same point, "the only begotten son of God" is

I undorobtedly a quotation from John, as it is used by him alone. 
|This is sufficient confirmation for us to believe that the four 
iGospels were the memoirs, used and mentioned by Justin.
I One of the striking proofs of the genuineness of the Gospel ii 
[question, and John as its author is the fact that those diametr: 
jcally opposed to the Christians and their teaching, accepted th< m 
las did the orthodox Christians. They were used by the Gnostics 
especially the 
dence in favor 
were compelled

1 to Gnosticism.
about the middle of the second century, a book which the Gnostitjs 
[flourishing ten to thirty years before never heard of, makes it 
impossible to believe,(since the Christians considered it their 
•best weapon) that the Gnostic followers wbuld have accepted it, 
land this without question or discussion. Suppose on the other 
jhand that the Gnostics could pervert it so as to use^it^n suppi

L
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if their position, how can we^explain the ready acceptation of the 
fourth Gospel? with the later Christians who stood in bitter an-- 
'tagonism against Gnosticism? Both received it then, by 120-130A 
't follows that the Gnostics were forced to receive it as genuini,
itherwise they would have attempted to overthrow its authority, and 
would gladly destroy the work, if possible. Then too, Ephesus was 
a large and important city. Many hundreds were living who had kno 
•;he apostle, and the fact of the acceptance of the Gospel at so iarly 
a date stands in proof of its genuineness, when we consider that 
both parties were" b-o-t-h at variance with each other.

Irenaeus, Bishop of Lyons, 140-202, in a letter to Florrinus, 
preserved by Eusebius, showed the four Gospels with the Old Tes ;a- 

jient, to have been r©ga-rded as the 'scriptures’. Further he refe
to the four Gospels by name, specifying the author of each; mak^s 
frequent reference to John, by name, and at least gives 100 cita- 

I tions from the Gospel of Joh<i. The relation between Irenaeus and 
Polyoarp, a disciple of the apostle John, should be taken account 

, of. In this same letter to Florrinus, he accurately describes Puly- 
' carp, his bearing and personal appearance, and it is passing st^'ange 
if the beloved teacher of Polycarp did not write the Gospel from 

which Irenaeus so often quoted. Otherwise Irenaeus would have 
; learned the exact status from Polycarp. As an argument for 
■ the early existence of the fourth Gospel, we find the testi- 
'nony of Polyoarp, Bishop of Smyrna, who carries the evidence bacj: 
I to the life of John. In the same letter referred to above by i 
' Irenaeus, this point is evident: ’’The miracles and doctrine of 
! the Lord were told by Polyoarp in consistency with the Holy 
! Scriptures, as he received them from the eye-witnesses of sal- ‘ 
ovation.” Polycarp was martyred in Rome, according to Waddington'i 
‘ and Lightfoot the year 155A.D. at which time he exclaimed," •' 
"eighty and six years have I served Christ’.’ This would make him.' 

‘ thirty years of age before the death o-f John. Inexpl icable is it* 
then if Irenaeus, at the time of his sturdy manhood, failed to

: ascertain from Polycarp whether it was John himself, who had writ­
ten the fourth Gospel, or some one else. i
We find that the enemies of- Christianity were familiar v/ith th,3 
fourth Gospel: Celsus, who lived cl78, Montanus,148-180, Valen­
tinus, 138-160,Basi1 ides 117- .158,al 1 showed their familiarity w'
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John the apostle, who died forty-five to fifty

It is difficult to see why, when the earl/

ie
'rly
'3 no
3eb-

.vidence for 
K^r^f the

In the 
then, we have a real or forged testimony concern ' 

and genuineness of the Gospel. If we suppose it f 
anonymous forger, he could have hoped to gain not i- 
verification as this. A forger would have given the

Thus it is clear that the author 
Gospel. 

claims that it may not have appeared until after John’s r 
being written at Ephesus , as supposed, where John was in 
of the church, it was read to the church only. After his. 
the church sent it to the other churches, with the above!

the Gospel. Thus Keim was forced to admit .that 
the Johannine authorship was as strong as for^ 
Gospels.

The attestation at the close of the Gospel was of early date, 
being found in all the copies, which we have received, 
closing words, 
!ing the truth 
^written by an 
ing by such a
name of his pretended authority, and would have represented his 
;attestation as formally given 
of it was known to those who first received a copy of the 
Norton 
death, 
charge 
death,
addition or that of its elders.

The difficulty with Tayler^jw^hg^reproduces the argument of Ba^ 
assigning the work to c IbOi**^ raaSes John the Presbyter the author| 
But this according to Papias, who had conversed with John the Pjres- 
byter, and knew him to be a personal disciple of our Lord, make 
lit impossible that he should outlive John the apostle, and coul 
not have lived toward the middle of the second century. Harnack 
meets with the same difficulty as he brings Presbyter John to t 
■front, as the author. There are no proofs for this whatever. Ea 
tradition is distinctly opposed to such ‘a position, and there i^ 
evidence that John the P. ejer wrote a word. Papias cited in Eu 
ius the fact of his mere existence, but on this point there is 
some dispute. However he spoke of him as living at that time,wh 
HarnacK concludes that Papias wrote between the years 145-160. 1 
Thus John the P. lived at Ephesus at the time of Irenaeus and P, 
crates,- and we must suppose, that-they were dull enough to con* 
fuse John the P. with 
years before.

Internal Evidence:
church so universally accepted John as the author of the fourthj 
Gospel, tha-t there should be in the last century more di/cussio,i 
than at any previous time. In fact, there was little controversy
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until the last century. If iJohn wrote the book, Peabody declarep 
it passed immediately into circulation after his death. It is oj no 
small importance that John's name does not appear in the Gospel^.' 
No one, save John would have omitted it. If the Gospel were vzrijtten 
by another in all sincerity, he who cites more names than the 
Synoptists, would certainly have given the name of the disciple;: 
whom Jesus loved, while if it were fraudulent, the name and firjst 
person would have had frequent use, to do away with any suspicilfc)n 
that might arise.

We seeK then, to make sure that the fourth Gospel was written; by 
a native of Judea, a Hebrew, then out of Palestine, by a reside^it 
at Ephesus, about the close of the first Christian century, by -lone 
familiar with the events and their location of which he wrote, 
and when he was advanced in years, Ca) The minuteness of local, 
details: The intricate description is only possible to one wit'h
personal knowledge of the places,customs, and religious observajices
of the Jews. Explanations surrounding the event at the pool of 
Bethesda, the p'a'ssover and the "'fea^t 'o'f the Jew4„ and the Jews 
feast of Tabernacles. The mention of distances, as Bethany, fif 
furlongs from Jerusalem, Special interpretation of words, with

teen 
which

the Jewish mind only would be familiar, employed in other porti||oris 
of the New Testament without being interpreted, as Messiah, Cep’|has, 
Pabboni, Siloam. It was thus written among the Gentiles because';
this translation and use of the terra Jews, the name which the G-|en- 
tiles apjlied to the Hebrews. The language is not that of a Grelek, 
but one a long time accustomed to think and speak in anot ler tongue 
though proficient in the Greek. There is the Hebrew simplicity? of *1

Tstyle, all of which point to a Jewish author.
i It seems to have been written at Ephesus, because of the freqjjent 
preferences to Gnosticism of the type which Cerinthus produced.
Irenaeus states that in the Gospel there were special reference's 
to the heresies of Cerinthus, a Jew of Alexandria, who was oppo;ised 
to Philo's teaching of the logos, and angelology. Early in the [jsecond 
century, the ideas of Gnosticisnt were far more advanced and mori|e 
radical than in John’s day,or those of Cerinthus,-the author wouild 
thus not have omitted treating greater fallacies had they been 
in existence when h,e wrote. The quotations from the Old/^estam|ent 
also stand in proof of the Jewish authorship, as the translatiohs

I.

L



accord with the original Hebrew, rather than with any of the ot|i 
er versions.

The capacity authorship in the early Christian church
was undoubtedly very limited, and we would have to go to the 
fourth century , to the time of Crysostom, and Augustine, to 
find one capable o# writing a Gospel like John's. All of the 
writings of the Fathers were pi.etistio but were not of the deep:: 
philosophic type of John. Had one been able of doing sn, at the:: 
end of the first or second century, his name would never have 
been lost, and such an one would never have cared to conceal 
his name. The objection that it is ju-st as impossible to suppos^ 
that John wrote the Gospel, seeing that his father was a fisher'' 
man, is of no importance. There is no telling what development 
there may have been in John, from the year 50-90. Then, too, 
his father owned his fishing vessel and hired his crew. How 
much this in Gililee, we cannot say, but in Hew England,

I it meant a cnvEr^S^of rank,. The mother evidently reserved to 
herself a certain position when she made demands upon ^hrist 

,1 for her son$. The same fact is borne out by John's being able toj 
fl "" take Peter into the palace, showing his acquaintance with the 

high priest, which is evidence that he had higher social 
.position than the other disciples. Thus it is not improbable H

I-that he had better opportunities for education than we generally allow. There is no explanation for genius and if we overthrew 
the authorship of John because of his antecedents, we must throjv 
out as spurious many of our most classical writings. On the 
same theory, Bunyon never wrote Pilgrim's Progress nor Shakes­
peare his plays.

As to lis old age, there are many evidences. There is some­
thing marvellous in an old man's memory,- sights and scenes are 
brought to light, supposedly vanished forever, and these recur­
ring with minute detail. We find numerous traces of such an 
old man's memory in the fourth Gospel. In the first chapter,he 
gives a series of interviews. The account of the marriage at 
Cana shows the same minuteness as is evidenced in the interview^., 
in treating of the customs, the number and use of the jars, 
their probable capaci ty, etc. The story of the man born blind, 
the raising, of Lazarus, has the mark of one who was an e/e and *'
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3ar witness.
•The minor oircumstances recorded in the fourth Gospel point to 
the author as one conversant wi+h the scenes and events given. 
Though there is much discourse there is very much more detail, 
far more than in the Synoptics. Ke gives many minor attendant I
jcircumstances not necessary to the story of Ohrist’s life, but 
adding very much interest. The oral Gospel from which the Synop-b 
tists drew, was very limited, as .one drew from +he other, all
imore or less comparing. There is no such limitation in the fourth 
I Gospel.His scope was entirely outside of theirs, and to the ob- 
ijection that the description and detail is in excess of the
I other Sospels, that thus John could not have written it, writing 
! at so much later date, it is nearer the truth that John with 
'greater capacity, his philosophic insight, his peculiar nearnes^ 
I to Christ, had more ample means of doing this and was better
fitted to accurately record the deeper sayings of his Master. 
Another reason for the difference in the discourse, contents an$ 
style, elaborate composition, is that oohn was addressing a differ 
ent type, from those found at Jerusalem. Christ had used keen 
intellect and skilled subtlety by the aid of lo’gic in answering 
the more learned of his questioners, answers which some of his 
disciples may not have understood and thus not have remembered,^' 
wnile John having the greater intellect and spiritual receptivity,

11

could the more accurately give in detail what was said, and useli 
the same arguments in dealing with the people of his day. As I 
a sole companion and closest friend of Christ, he was undoubted­
ly given opportunities that the other disciples never had, and ■ 
these private conversations secured enduring lodgement in John'p 
memory. We must be willing to admit that John may have acted the 
part of an editor, and that his discourses took the f orm in which 
he had been accustomed to give them to his cttUroh. He toox the] 
sayings of Christ and made them over into discourses of his own{

Then how shall we explain the silence of the fourth Gospel on
the Episcopate if a product of the latter part of the second 
century, while it stre-nuously attacked current heresy? It certain­
ly would not have left untouched a problem which was so^agitati pg
the minds of that day. In this relation the controversy’ as to
the ti_me of celebrati ng East_^r^ so thoroug ’nl y discussed in the



Jniddle of the second century,finally settled in the fourth cent­
ury,would have been dec ded by a forger of an entire Gospel, whoi 
Would not have hesitated to set the matter at rest by a few 
ptroKes of his pen. Thus might we treat all the controversies 
fof the second century, and observe hoW the author totally ignore^ 
them.

fhjs we conclude that the fourth Gospel is the #ork of a re- 
narkably .gifted man, a Palestinian Jew, living at .phesus, and
at the close of the first Chris ian century, an eyewit less to 
that of which he wrote. It stands free from the other Gospels 
and possesses throughout a very unique character. 'T’he only cues- 
tion which really confronts us is whether the Gospel is an outline 
|bf the life of Christ, or the eloquent setting of the ideals 
(Which he presented. Have we an accurate report of the thoughts 
(the impressions, of an intimate friend, of one whom he termed th 
.Internal rford of God, or must we believe that it is the specula­
tion of one who created his material, feigned the authorship, an 
(.nvenced the basis of his theology? The latter position we have
feen to oe untenable. Those who strenuously deny its historicity 
'^nd repudiate it® apostolic character, are ready to adm-’t with 
feaur, Schenkel, Ihoma, that the highest the truest revelation of 
jhe Son of Man and interpretation of the will of God are to be 
||found in this r^ecord. Much which it contains has found substan- 
Iial proof, ano sufficient evidence in the later Christian mind,( 
nd has definitely enriched man's religious thought. A philosoph;

|»f the stamp of the fourth Gospel, dealing with the relation be- ween man and his creator, that the Divine and human have not j 
iAed between them an impassible <,Jif, goes to demonstrate the 
ate origin of the fourth Gosoel. The genuine correspondence of | 
he teachings of the fourth Gospel and those of the synoptics, | 
■nd with the writings of ^aii, affords a complete harmony, and!
from its eany acceptance as the work of iohn,in Antioch, Lyonsj 
^lexandr a, Pphesus, and Rome, we are led to conclude that,while 
the lohannine authorship of the fourth Gospel is not indisput­
able, yet undoubted arthority so stands in its favor, that we 
would commit a great affront to reason by so doing.


