
to “these things” and wrote them down (21:24; cf. 21:20). Church tradition has 
tended to associate this “beloved disciple” with John, in part because John is 
not otherwise mentioned in the book (except by way of one reference to “the 
sons of Zebedee” in the epilogue [21:2]), and it seems odd that so prominent 
a follower of Jesus would be left out of the story.

But is John the “beloved disciple”? In the Gospel of John the beloved disciple 
is not mentioned until 13:23, at the meal that Jesus shares with his disciples the 
night before he is crucified. After that he is mentioned several times, often in 
contexts where his role is compared to that of Peter (see box 9.3). If this beloved 
disciple is someone who was with Jesus throughout his public ministry, why 
doesn’t the narrative mention him earlier (e.g., in stories set in Galilee, where 
John the son of Zebedee lived)? More to the point, why doesn’t this Gospel 
describe events at which the disciple John would have been present (accord-
ing to the other Gospels)? Accordingly, many scholars question whether the 
“beloved disciple” needs to be equated with John or, indeed, with any of the 
twelve disciples. Perhaps he was someone who lived near Jerusalem who joined 

Box 9.2

The Apostle John in the New Testament
Christian tradition identifies the “beloved disciple,” whose testimony is incorporated into the 

fourth New Testament Gospel, as John the son of Zebedee, one of Jesus’s original twelve 

disciples. What do we know about this person from other New Testament writings?

•	John and his brother James were among the first disciples called by Jesus. They were 

fishermen who left their nets and their father, Zebedee, when Jesus called them to fol-

low him (Mark 1:19–20).

•	Along with his brother James and the disciple Peter, John seems to have belonged to 

an inner circle among Jesus’s followers. The trio of Peter, James, and John are invited to 

accompany Jesus when he raises Jairus’s daughter from the dead (Mark 5:37), when he 

is transfigured on a mountaintop (Mark 9:2), and when he prays in Gethsemane (Mark 

14:33). There is also an episode in which the three of them are said to question Jesus 

privately (Mark 13:3).

•	James and John bore the nickname “Boanerges,” meaning “sons of thunder” (Mark 

3:17), and their headstrong ways sometimes got them in trouble with Jesus or the other 

disciples. In one instance they ask Jesus to guarantee them the two best seats in glory 

(Mark 10:35–41), and in another they offer to call down fire from heaven to destroy a 

Samaritan village that has refused hospitality to Jesus (Luke 9:51–55).

•	John’s brother (James) was the first of the twelve apostles to die as a martyr (Acts 12:2), 

and John went on to become a prominent missionary in the early church. He is specifi-

cally mentioned as testifying boldly before Jewish leaders in Jerusalem (see Acts 3:1–11; 

4:1, 13, 19–20) and as a key missionary worker among the Samaritans (Acts 8:14–25). He 

became known as “a pillar of the church,” one of three people whom the apostle Paul 

regarded as the key leaders of the Christian movement (Gal. 2:9).
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