
his death as a return to the Father, who sent him into this world. Then Jesus 
offers an extended prayer to the Father for his followers, pleading that they 
might be one, just as he and the Father are one (17:1–26).

John’s Gospel next recounts Jesus’s passion and resurrection (18:1–20:29): 
he is betrayed by Judas, denied by Peter, and interrogated by both Annas and 
Pilate; he is crucified and placed in a tomb; he rises from the dead and appears 
to Mary Magdalene and the other disciples, including Thomas, who has refused 
to believe without seeing him. The book appears to close (20:30–31), but an 
epilogue relates another incident in which, following a miraculous catch of fish, 
Jesus has private words for Peter and for the disciple whom he loves (21:1–25).

Historical Background

Historical circumstances attending the composition of John’s Gospel are more 
complicated than those related to the other Gospels, as most scholars think that 
the book that we possess is a second, third, fourth, or fifth edition of a work 
that went through stages of development. The ancient tradition of the church 
(dating from the late second century) is that the Gospel of John was produced 
by one of Jesus’s twelve disciples (the one named “John”), but those who accept 
this tradition usually think that the attribution applies only to the first edition 
of this Gospel. There is much discussion concerning which parts of the version 
currently in use might actually have been written by this disciple, and there is 
much debate over how heavily his work was edited by later contributors.

The first question is whether John had anything to do with this Gospel at all. 
The book itself is anonymous, but its final verses note that someone known as 
the “beloved disciple” (or the “disciple whom Jesus loved”) offered testimony 

Box 9.1

Two Books in One
John’s Gospel divides neatly into two parts:

• The Book of Signs (1:19–12:50)

• The Book of Glory (13:1–20:31)

The first part is called the “Book of Signs” because it relates stories of remarkable things Jesus 

did, which are repeatedly called “signs.” The word “sign” (sēmeion) is used sixteen times in this 

part of John’s Gospel, and then it is not used again until the end (20:30) in a passage that schol-

ars think might have originally come at the end of chapter 12, as a conclusion to John’s Book of 

Signs.

The second part of John’s Gospel is called the “Book of Glory” because it deals with the last 

week of Jesus’s life, when, in the words of this Gospel, the time for Jesus to be “glorified” had 

come (17:1; cf. 13:1; see also 7:39; 12:16, 23–24).

John’s Gospel also opens with a prologue (1:1–18) and closes with an epilogue (21:1–25).

beloved disciple: an 
unnamed follower of 
Jesus whose written 
testimony is said to 
be incorporated into 
the Gospel of John 
(21:20, 24).
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