Box 9.3

The Beloved Disciple in John’s Gospel
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leans on Jesus’s chest at the Last Supper (13:23)
intermediary between Peter and Jesus (13:24–25)
gains admittance for Peter to Pilate’s court (18:15–16)
entrusted with care of Jesus’s mother (19:26–27)
witness to blood and water flowing from Jesus’s side (19:34–35)
outruns Peter to the tomb on Easter morning (20:4)
first to believe in the resurrection (20:8)
identifies the risen Jesus for Peter (21:7)
his fate should not be a matter of concern for Peter (21:21–23)
wrote down these things; his testimony is true (21:24; cf. 19:35)

the group of Jesus’s followers when Jesus came there to spend his last few days.
Martin Luther actually proposed that the beloved disciple might be Lazarus,
who is said to be with the group about a week before Jesus’s crucifixion (12:1–2)
and who is twice described as someone whom Jesus loved (11:5, 36). Other
theories abound, and the identity of this beloved disciple has become one of
the great unsolved mysteries of New Testament studies. Still, the traditional
and most popular view, despite its difficulties, is that this person probably is
to be identified as the disciple John, the fisherman who left his nets to follow
Jesus (Mark 1:19–20) and who later became a pillar of the church (Gal. 2:9).
Most scholars, then, recognize that one of Jesus’s disciples (possibly John)
wrote a testimony to Jesus that is contained in this Gospel. But what, exactly, did
he write? A few interpreters think that he wrote the book almost as we have it,
though someone else appears to have brushed it up later and added some minor
updates, including the epilogue (chap. 21), which assures readers that the beloved
disciple’s death should not be cause for concern (21:23). At the opposite end of
the spectrum, some interpreters think that the original disciple (John or whoever)
did little more than get the ball rolling. He probably was an uneducated man
(cf. Acts 4:13), and although he might have written down a few things about
Jesus, the Gospel of John that we now possess has been so thoroughly reworked
that it is no longer possible to discern which nuggets of material stem from his
original eyewitness testimony (the only exception being an explicit comment in
19:34–35 regarding a particular detail of Jesus’s death). Most scholars, however,
adopt a mediating position between these two extremes: they assume that the
beloved disciple made a significant contribution to this Gospel, but they also
recognize that what he wrote has been edited rather extensively. As evidence of
such editing, scholars often note places where the “seams” still show:
• In chapter 8 Jesus is supposedly talking to “the Jews who had believed in
him” (8:31), but then he suddenly begins addressing them as people who
are seeking to kill him (8:37).
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