
Many modern scholars maintain that this construal of the evidence still 
holds up, but most amend it slightly. For a start, the dominant view today is 
that John’s Gospel was produced in stages: the apostle John may have been 
responsible for the “first draft” of that Gospel, but others expanded and edited 
it. Accordingly, the stylistic similarities between the Johannine Letters and the 
Gospel of John are taken as an indication that the author of the letters may 
have been one of the later editors of the Gospel rather than the apostle John 
himself. A popular theory holds that the letters may have been written by a 
person known to us from church history as “John the Elder.”

According to Eusebius, John the Elder was a disciple of the apostle John 
and a member of his congregation—apparently, the two were often confused 
in later traditions. Since the author of 2 John and 3 John calls himself “the 
elder,” most scholars think that it makes more sense to identify that author 
with John the Elder than with the man more commonly known as John the 
apostle. And, if John the Elder wrote those two letters, then he probably wrote 
1 John as well, and also may have served as one of the final authors/editors 
of John’s Gospel.

What seems certain is that the voice behind 1 John, 2 John, and 3 John 
is steeped in the language and theology of John’s Gospel. Furthermore, it is a 
voice that speaks both pastorally and authoritatively, expecting to be recognized 
by the readers as providing them with a reliable declaration of the message that 
has been proclaimed “from the beginning” (1 John 1:1).

Most interpreters think that the three letters were written at about the same 
time and probably after the Gospel (or at least after a time when the Gospel 

Box 28.2

Similarities between the Johannine Letters and the Gospel of John
• light and darkness (1 John 1:5–7; 2:9–11; cf. John 8:12; 12:46)

• unity of Father and Son (1 John 1:3; 2:22–24; 2 John 9; cf. John 5:20; 10:30, 38; 14:10)

• references to “the truth” (1 John 2:21; 3:19; 2 John 1; 3 John 3, 8; cf. John 8:32; 18:37)

• use of paraklētos, “Paraclete” (1 John 2:1; cf. John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7)

• being hated by the world (1 John 3:13; cf. John 15:18–19; 17:13–16)

• God sending Christ into the world out of love (1 John 4:9; cf. John 3:16)

• Jesus coming in the flesh (1 John 4:2; 2 John 7; cf. John 1:14)

• Christ laying down his life for others (1 John 3:16; cf. John 10:11, 15, 17–18; 15:12–13)

• being born of God (1 John 2:29; 3:9; cf. John 1:13; 3:3–8)

• knowing God (1 John 2:3–5, 13–14; 3:1, 6; 4:6–8; cf. John 1:10; 8:55; 14:7; 16:3)

• abiding in God/Christ (1 John 2:6, 27–28; 3:6, 24; 4:13–16; cf. John 6:56; 15:4–10)

• new and old commandments (1 John 2:7; 2 John 5; cf. John 13:34)

• loving one another (1 John 2:27–28; 3:11, 23; 2 John 5; cf. John 13:34; 15:12)

• water and blood (1 John 5:6–8; cf. John 19:34–35)

• that joy may be complete (1 John 1:4; 2 John 12; cf. John 15:11; 16:24; 17:13)

EXPLORE 28.12  
Three Persons 
Named John?

EXPLORE 28.13  
Only One John: The 
Apostle Who Wrote 
Five Books
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