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Introduction 
New Testament critical scholarship has advocated hypotheses with regard to the origins 

of each of the gospels of the New Testament that deviate substantially from the traditional views 
that have been passed down through the centuries from early Christianity. The Catholic church 
has long held to Augustine’s (A.D. 354-430) position that Matthew was written first, followed by 
Mark, Luke, and then John. Others have advocated variations on the Griesbach (1745-1812) 
position that Luke was written prior to Mark. Higher critical scholarship, in its most dominate 
view called the “Two-Source Theory” of  “Markan priority,” has claimed that Mark and a lost 
collection of sayings of Jesus, called “Q,” were used as sources by the authors of Matthew and 
Luke. The position also holds that the two authors wrote their gospels independent of each other. 
An alternative Markan priority theory proposed by Austin Farrer (1904-1968) removes “Q” as a 
source and offers the position that the author of Luke had knowledge of both Mark and Matthew 
when writing his gospel.1 

The purpose of this paper is not to address the reasons for, or to critique, the critical view, 
but is to provide support for the traditional view in terms of authorship, date of authorship, and 
intended readership of each gospel that is consistent with the testimony of the earlier church 
fathers. The Markan priority scholars cite difficulties with the testimony of the fathers for a 
number of reasons. But, while there are questions that can not be answered with certainty due to 
lack of substantial historical verification, the testimony of the fathers is historically significant 
and has much strength behind it. David Alan Black has defended the Fourfold-Gospel 
Hypothesis of Dr. Bernard Orchard that strongly supports the tradition of the fathers, removes 
the need for the hypothetical “Q” document, and makes a good case towards resolving the 
difficulties that have prompted the various efforts at resolving the “synoptic problem.”2 

Gospel Titles and Authorship 

It is the assertion of most scholars that the titles that give the names of the authors of the

                                                           
1 Thorough surveys of the synoptic problem can be found in, D. Edmond Hiebert,  An Introduction to the New 

Testament: Three Volume Collection (Waynesboro, GA: Gabriel Publishing, 2003), 160-190; D.A. Carson, Douglas 
J. Moo, and Leon Morris, An Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 
1992), 20-45; Craig L. Blomberg, The Historical Reliability of the Gospels 2nd ed.  (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2007), 37-47; and Mark Goodacre, The Synoptic Problem: A Way Through the Maze (London: 
T&T Clark, 2005). 

2 David Alan Black, Why Four Gospels? The Historical Origins of the Gospels (Grand Rapids: Kregel 
Publications, 2001). 
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gospels were added by a scribe prior to A.D. 125.3 There are no complete gospels in existence 
today from before A.D. 125 to prove the assertion. Much of it is based on a logical argument that 
the titles were added as the gospels were copied and distributed to the churches. The fact that the 
titles are in the same format, i.e., “according to ...,” would indicate that the titles were written in 
that format when at least two of the gospels were in circulation. However, there are examples 
cited by Hengel in ancient literature from around the same time period where “according to ...” is 
used to denote either authorship or conformity to a community or source of thought.4 Regardless 
of whether the titles are original or were added later, they would have been in the current form 
well before A.D. 125 while witnesses such as the Apostle John and others were still alive to 
testify to their authenticity. Without a reliable eyewitness testimony, it is difficult to know much 
of anything about the origins of the gospels. Fortunately, there are eyewitness accounts that have 
been handed down over the centuries. There are areas of confusion in understanding some of 
those accounts, but the fact that they exist is a significant contribution that should not be 
discounted. 

Gospel of Matthew 

Authorship 

Internal Evidence 
The gospel “According to Matthew” has from earliest traditions been attributed to the 

Apostle Matthew. Matthew is the tax collector mentioned by name and occupation in Matthew 
9:9-10 and 10:3. He is only mentioned in the other synoptic gospels in Luke 6:15 and Mark 3:18 
in the lists of apostles with no reference to his occupation. In Matthew’s list of the apostles in 
chapter 10, he is the only one whose occupation is mentioned. If there were more than one 
Matthew, it would make sense to give an identifier to distinguish the two, but there is no other 
Matthew. This special identification brings attention to Matthew in particular who likely realized 
his readers would identify with him. He seems to be letting them know that the Matthew 
mentioned is the very same Matthew, specifically the tax collector, who wrote what they were 
reading or hearing. 

In Luke 5:27-30 and Mark 2:14-15, the call of Levi the tax collector is the same story told 
in Matthew 9:9-10. Since the tax collector’s name is Matthew, rather than his formal name of 
Levi, in Matthew’s gospel and he is cited specifically as being a tax collector in the apostle list, 
additional emphasis is made pointing to Matthew’s authorship. There is no other significance 
within the gospel that explains why Matthew is emphasized. 

Mark 12:13-17 and Luke 20:20-26 use the term for the money due to Caesar as 
“denarius,” whereas Matthew specifically uses the term “tribute money” in Matthew 22:15-22. 
The more precise term indicates the author has a more technical understanding of tax issues in 

                                                           
3 As an example, see “Superscription,” in Hiebert, 47-48. 
4 Carson, 66-67. Some have argued against Hengel’s position that the phrase was meant specifically in the case 

of the gospels to ascribe authorship. But it must be noted that two of the Gospels, Mark and Luke, use other sources, 
namely Peter and Paul, in addition to other eyewitnesses, yet the gospels are according to Mark and Luke, the 
traditional authors. 
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the Roman Empire.5 Also, that only Matthew records the questioning of Peter about whether 
Jesus paid taxes, as well as the parable about the unforgiving debtor, gives further indication that 
someone of Matthew’s background would be the most likely author.6 

External Evidence 
The earliest testimony of Matthew’s authorship comes from Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, 

dated most likely between A.D. 95 and 110.7 Papias learned from Polycarp who was a disciple of 
the apostle John.8 Eusebius (A.D. 323) quotes Papias saying, “But the following is the statement 
concerning Matthew: So then, Matthew compiled the oracles in the Hebrew language; but 
everyone interpreted them as he was able.”9 Irenaeus, who also knew Polycarp, wrote around 
A.D. 180 that “Matthew also issued a written Gospel among the Hebrews in their own dialect, 
while Peter and Paul were preaching at Rome, and laying the foundations of the Church.”10 
Critics claim that the writings of these and other early church fathers either directly or indirectly 
refer to Papias. They do not trust his testimony and there is much uncertainty about what he 
meant by “oracles” and by the phrase “in the Hebrew language; but everyone interpreted them as 
he was able.” Most scholars agree that the gospel was written in the Greek language and is not a 
direct translation of a previous Aramaic version.11 They believe he may have collected Aramaic 
sayings of Jesus from which he then later wrote the Greek gospel. However, the section in 
Eusebius where he quotes Papias consists of Papias’ statements about the writing of the gospel of 
Mark as well. It stands to reason then, that Papias’ “oracles” was referring to Matthew’s gospel. 
If that is true, the comment about the Hebrew language or dialect is confusing. 

While the gospel we have today has a linguistic style that points strongly to the Greek 
being the original language of the gospel, there are many Aramaic features in Jesus’ sayings.12 It 
is possible that Matthew kept a diary of Jesus’ teachings (oracles) and details about his life in 
Aramaic, from which he or another later wrote the gospel in Greek.13 With this view, many 
scholars assert that there never was an Aramaic version of Matthew. But it must be noted that 
Jerome (A.D. 392) wrote,  
                                                           

5 Hiebert, 60. 
6 Payment of taxes in Mt 17:24-27; Unforgiving debtor in Mt 18:21-35. 
7 Hiebert, 48-9; and for discussion on dating see, Robert W. Yarbrough, “The Date Of Papias: A 

Reassessment,” The Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 26 no. 2 (June 1983), 181, 186-90. 
8 Norman L. Geisler, “Dating of New Testament,” in Baker Encyclopedia of Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

1999), 530. 
9 James Stevenson, A New Eusebius: Documents Illustrating the History of the Church to AD 337 (London: 

SPCK, 1987), 49. 
10 Irenaeus, “Against Heresies,” in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol 1, ed. Rev. Alexander Roberts and James 

Donaldson, revised A. Cleveland Cox  (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1903), iii.i.1.  
11 Carson, 68. 
12 Jaroslav Pelikan, Whose Bible is it? A History of the Scriptures Through the Ages (New York: Viking, 2003), 

10. 
13 If someone else wrote the Greek gospel, it would still be consistent with the phrase “according to ...” to mean 

“from the teaching of.” But as stated in note 4, it is unlikely the author of the gospel as a whole is anyone other than 
Matthew himself and the Greek version would need to be an accurate representation the original. 
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“Matthew, also called Levi, apostle and aforetimes publican, composed a gospel 
of Christ at first published in Judea in Hebrew for the sake of those of the 
circumcision who believed, but this was afterwards translated into Greek though 
by what author is uncertain. The Hebrew itself has been preserved until the 
present day in the library at Cæsarea which Pamphilus so diligently gathered. I 
have also had the opportunity of having the volume described to me by the 
Nazarenes of Berœa, a city of Syria, who use it. In this it is to be noted that 
wherever the Evangelist, whether on his own account or in the person of our Lord 
the Saviour quotes the testimony of the Old Testament he does not follow the 
authority of the translators of the Septuagint but the Hebrew.”14   

Jerome mentions this gospel used by the Nazarenes to be “written in the Chaldee and Syrian 
language, but in Hebrew characters.”15 The Syrian language is Aramaic. If Jerome had direct 
evidence of an Aramaic version of Matthew’s gospel and tradition says Matthew wrote it in the 
Hebrew dialect, we have to admit there is strong evidence that an Aramaic Matthew was written 
first. Due to the nature of the Greek style, the gospel can not be considered a literal translation, 
but rather a paraphrased rewrite. Matthew being a tax collector in Roman Palestine would have 
had experience writing in Aramaic and Greek.16 

One other factor that points to Matthew being the author of the gospel is that he was not 
one of the leading apostles whose name would have been used if they wanted the gospel to have 
the highest authority. The early church was quite comfortable with the gospel and there was 
never any attempt known today to ascribe the gospel to any other author. 

Audience 
According to the patristic tradition, Matthew wrote his gospel for Jewish believers in 

Palestine. Eusebius writes that “Matthew, who had at first preached to the Hebrews, when he was 
about to go to other people, committed his gospel to writing in his native tongue, and thus 
compensated those whom he was obliged to leave for the loss of his presence.“17 Writing the 
gospel in Greek, whether by Matthew or another author, was likely done at later time to allow 
the Jews of the Diaspora scattered throughout the Roman empire as well as some Gentile 
believers to have access to the gospel in the Jewish context. 

Matthew has more quotes from the Old Testament than any of the other gospels to show 
how the Jewish Law and Prophets point to Jesus as the Messiah.18 It also primarily uses the term 
“Kingdom of Heaven” rather than “Kingdom of God,” which is the only kingdom term found in 
the other gospels. It was Jewish practice to not speak the name of God. His dwelling place, 
                                                           

14 Jerome, “Lives of Illustrious Men,” trans. by Ernest Cushing Richardson, in Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, 
eds., A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series. Vol 3 (New York: 
The Christian Literature Company, 1892), V.iii. 

15 Jerome, “Against Pelagians,” in Schaff, Vol 6, III.ii  
16 Heibert, 53-55. 
17 Eusebius,  “The Church History of Eusebius,” trans by Rev. Arthur Cushman McGiffert in Schaff, Vol I, 

III.xxiv.6.  
18 Craig L. Blomberg, “Matthew,” in Commentary on he New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G.K. 

Beale and D.A. Carson, (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing, 2007). 
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heaven, was a common substitute. In Jesus’ claim before the Sanhedrin, in Matthew 26:64, 
Matthew writes, “In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty 
One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” Whereas in Luke 22:69, Jesus is quoted as saying, 
“But from now on, the Son of Man will be seated at the right hand of the mighty God.” While the 
verbage is slightly different between the two accounts and they represent two different times of 
interrogation (Luke’s account aligns with Matt 27:1), Matthew’s has a definite Jewish style 
whereas Luke’s statement is likely a clarification of who the Mighty One is. 

Jesus’ confrontations with the Jewish leaders is most pronounced in Matthew. Not only 
does this gospel tie Jesus to the Old Testament for the benefit of Jewish readers, but helps to 
show the need for a new way - a way of the heart through an act of God, rather than a way of 
ceremonial ritual and legalistic attitudes through the acts of men. Many of the Jewish followers 
might have wondered, as many do today, why the traditional Jewish way had to change.19 

Date 
Possible writing of an Aramaic and Greek Matthew creates difficulty in determining a 

date. Following Eusebius’ claim that Matthew wrote the Aramaic gospel before going to foreign 
lands, and a tradition also stated by him that the apostles separated after twelve years, the 
Aramaic version would have been produced after A.D. 45.20 Irenaeus claimed Matthew wrote the 
Aramaic version while Peter and Paul were founding the church in Rome. It is unknown exactly 
when Matthew set out on his missionary work, but Paul didn’t make it to Rome until at least the 
later 50s.21 

The phrases “to this day”(Mt 27:8) and “until this day”(Mt 28:15) indicate a substantial 
period had passed since the events described in the book. The Olivet Discourse (Mt 24-25) 
anticipates the destruction of the temple. However, Jesus is speaking to His disciples about what 
He had expected as a future event. It would be taking His statements out of context to give His 
words in a different time perspective. Nevertheless, there is no indication in any accompanying 
commentary within the gospel that the event had yet occurred in accordance with Jesus’ words. 
Other references to Jerusalem in the gospel suggest the city was still standing and the interjected 
warning to the reader in 24:15 further indicates the time is yet to come at the time of the writing. 

Those who lean toward the Markean priority date the Greek Matthew after A.D. 65. But 
if Matthew was used as a source for Mark and Luke, as Black contends, then the dating would be 
earlier and the late 50s holds firmly. 

 

 

 

                                                           
19 The Book of Hebrews describes why in the Jewish context Christ has supremacy. But the basic gospel was 

still needed to tell who Jesus was on a personal and human level as well to provide the background for the theology. 
20 Eusebius, “The Church History of Eusebius,” V.xviii.13.  
21 The chart in John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds. The Bible Knowledge Commentary (Colorado Springs: 

Victor, 2000), 434, shows a dating of the writing of Romans, which would have preceded Paul’s arrival there, as 
A.D. 57. Also see, Carson, 231. 
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The Gospel of Mark 

Authorship 

Internal Evidence 
There are no references in the gospel that indicate Mark is the author. However, some 

believe that the young man who fled naked leaving his garment behind in Mark 14:51-52 is 
Mark. The others in the garden with Jesus had fled while the young man (Mark would have been 
a very young man at the time) was seized by his garment and escaped such that only the he 
would likely know of the incident. While it could have been Mark, the case is weak and the 
account is one of those humorous ones that if the author had heard about it, maybe from rumors 
from the arresting guards, he would mention it. 

Nevertheless, the gospel is consistent with being an eyewitness account of Peter, thereby 
adding credibility to Papias’ statements that Mark was the author. There are Aramaic expressions 
by Jesus not found in the other gospels which point to a personal witness. The “and Peter” in Mk 
16:7 has emotional overtones not found in other gospels. Mark also omits certain incidents by 
Peter which might honor him, such as walking on water, receiving the keys to the kingdom, and 
payment of the temple tribute. Yet, the gospel also elaborates more on events that discredit Peter. 
The outline of Mark also agrees with the gospel presented by Peter in Acts 10:34-43. 

External Evidence 
Eusebius quotes Papias who states through the witness of a presbyter named John, 
“Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately, though not 
in order, whatsoever he remembered of the things said or done by Christ. For he 
neither heard the Lord nor followed him, but afterward, as I said, he followed 
Peter, who adapted his teaching to the needs of his hearers, but with no intention 
of giving a connected account of the Lord’s discourses, so that Mark committed 
no error while he thus wrote some things as he remembered them. For he was 
careful of one thing, not to omit any of the things which he had heard, and not to 
state any of them falsely.”22 

The Mark Papias mentioned is the John Mark of Acts who had close association with 
Peter, was a cousin of Barnabas, and was later in Rome when Paul was imprisoned there. He 
accompanied Peter during a visit to Rome to counter the false teachings of Simon Magus. 
Irenaeus notes that after Paul and Peter’s departure from Rome (possibly between different 
occasions there, as Paul was imprisoned at least twice in Rome, or after their martyrdoms), 
“Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also transmitted to us in writing those things which 
Peter had preached.” Based on Eusebius, Peter preached in Rome with the people having heard 
once and wanting a written record of his teaching. They then convinced Mark to provide them 
the written gospel according to Peter’s preaching.23 

Eusebius later notes that Mark went to Egypt to proclaim the gospel which he had 
written. This is significant as a possible explanation of the addition of Jesus’ resurrection account 

                                                           
22 Eusebius, “The Church History of Eusebius,” V.xiv.13.  
23 Eusebius, “The Church History of Eusebius,” V.xiv.6-.xv.1.  



 7

in chapter 16 that is not found in the oldest existing Greek manuscripts.24 It makes sense, except 
for the abrupt change in style and continuity between verses 8 and 9, that Mark would have 
included Peter’s account of the resurrection at the end of the gospel. It is difficult to see how 
Peter could have preached the gospel in Rome and not told of the appearance of the risen Jesus 
which so profoundly affected him. One can speculate that the ending was lost prior to being 
widely copied, or that for whatever reason, Mark was not able complete the account. Knowing 
the ending was missing, someone familiar with Peter’s preaching may have added the ending in 
their own words and some in the church, knowing it was not Mark’s words, might have been 
unwilling to accept it as authoritative for official copies of the gospel. The copies in Alexandria 
may have still been missing the ending from which the oldest manuscripts in existence would 
have come. Interestingly enough, one of the two oldest copies has space left by the scribe for the 
missing text indicating he knew of a longer ending but did not have an authoritative source. 

The authenticity of Mark as the author is increased by the fact that Mark was not an 
apostle. Being the teaching of Peter, the gospel could have been “according to Peter” and it 
would have had even more authority. Yet, with Mark named as the author, Peter’s authority still 
would have been associated, and there would have been little reason to doubt Mark was the true 
author. 

Audience 
Tradition indicates that Mark wrote Peter’s teaching for the believers in Rome. While he 

writes with an understanding of Jerusalem and the Jewish religion, he omits much of the 
prophecy and details that Matthew had provided that would have been important for a Jewish 
audience. Many critics claim that Matthew filled in the details from Mark’s brief cursory gospel 
indicating the more primitive and earlier nature of Mark. But as advocated by Black, Matthew’s 
gospel may have already been known, especially by the Jewish Christians in Rome. It may be 
that Mark was only writing Peter’s message knowing that many of the Jewish details that Peter 
probably did not preach could be found in Matthew. Mark also added interpretation of Aramaic 
words and used a number of Latin terms in place of the Greek equivalents that would be suitable 
for the large population of Gentile Roman believers. 

Black presents a position that Mark was a bridge between Matthew and Luke, developed 
by Peter, to aid in the acceptance of Luke among the community that might have been concerned 
about the authenticity of Luke. This position helps explain why some texts are included and 
some are not in Mark compared to Matthew and Luke, especially if it is meant to be the memoirs 
of Peter.25 

Date 

Eusebius notes that Peter came to Rome during Claudius’ rule which would have to 
precede Claudius’ death on A.D. 54.26 The question is whether Mark wrote the gospel after this 

                                                           
24 John Christopher Thomas, “A Reconsideration Of The Ending Of Mark,” The Journal of the Evangelical 

Theological Society, 26 no. 4 (December 1983), 407-419. 
25 Black, 76-85. 
26 Jerome, “Lives of Illustrious Men,” I; M. Cary and H.H. Scullard, A History of Rome Down to the Reign of 

Constantine, 3rd ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1975), 571. 
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visit or after his Martyrdom in the early 60s. Paul was not in Rome until later in the 50s. It is 
most likely that Mark was written in the early to mid 60s. This would post date Matthew’s gospel 
and provide support for Black’s view that Mark used Matthew as a source in conjunction with 
Peter’s witness. 

The Gospel of Luke 

Authorship 

Internal Evidence 
Within the prologue of the gospel we know that the author himself was not an 

eyewitness, was well acquainted with earlier accounts (gospels), was an acquaintance of 
eyewitnesses and ministers of the word, was a man of careful research, and was well educated in 
Greek. While these points do not exclusively identify Luke, the author must be well established 
within the Christian community. The Gentile nature of the gospel further indicates that the 
established author is within the missionary groups reaching out to the Gentiles. This, along with 
the use of terms consistent with a medical doctor, such as the more specific Greek name of the 
needle as a sewing needle, as compared to a generic needle in the other gospels, in the statement 
by Jesus about a camel going through the eye of a needle (Lk 18:25), Luke is the most likely 
candidate that we know of to fit the description. 

Although the author never names himself, several passages using the pronoun "we" 
suggest that the author was a companion of Paul on some of his travels. As with Mark, Luke was 
not an apostle yet acceptance of his gospel would have been based on apostolic authority, which 
came primarily through Paul. Being a close companion of Paul gives Luke status and one might 
use his name in an attempt to provide authenticity to the gospel. 

External Evidence 
Irenaeus writes around A.D. 180, "Luke, the companion of Paul, putdown in a book the 

gospel preached by him (Paul),"27 and, "That Luke was inseparable from Paul, his fellow-worker 
in the gospel, is shown by himself. … Thus the apostles, simply and without envying any one, 
handed down to all these things which they themselves had learned from the Lord; thus, 
therefore, Luke also … has handed down to us the things which he had learned from them, as he 
witnesses when he says, 'Even as they delivered them to us which from the beginning were eye-
witnesses and ministers of the Word'."28 As with the other two gospels discussed, no other name 
has ever been offered through the traditions which would bring doubt on Luke’s authorship. 

Audience 
Luke tells us in the preface that his purpose is to provide an accurate, well-ordered 

account of the gospel, to enable his reader to "know the certainty" of the things he has learned 
(1:4). Both the Gospel and Acts are dedicated to the "most excellent Theophilus." Such a 
dedication is common in books intended for a wider audience. 

                                                           
27 Irenaeus, “Against Heresies,” III.i.1. 
28 Irenaeus, “Against Heresies,” III.xiv.1-2. 
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Luke’s wider audience was no doubt the Gentiles in the churches which Paul was 
establishing throughout Achaia and the surrounding areas. John Mauck has an interesting thesis 
that the book of Acts was a legal defense for Paul as he was awaiting trial in Rome, and that 
Luke’s gospel was the background needed for Acts to make sense. Considering Luke as a 
historical narrative, Acts follows the historical context and describes the ministry of Paul in 
sufficient detail for a legal brief.29 It could be that Luke was already writing the gospel for 
evangelistic reasons as well as to provide a historical background that would be easier for 
Gentile readers to follow than Matthew. But if Mauck is correct, given that both books are 
addressed to Theophilus, one would have to say that the goal of briefing Theophilus was his first 
priority. 

Date 
Acts ends with Paul still under house arrest in Rome, and it is reasonable to think that if 

Luke knew of Paul's release or death he would have mentioned it. Luke also would have 
mentioned the destruction of Jerusalem given its importance as a prophecy by Jesus. This 
evidences indicate the gospel was written prior to A.D. 70. Colin Hemer presents a rather 
comprehensive argument that Acts was written in A.D. 62.30 The gospel was written prior to 
Acts so that a reasonable time for its composition is between A.D. 61-62. Such a date is after 
Matthew, but nearly coincident with Mark, which supports the synoptic solution advocated by 
Black. 

The Gospel of John 

Authorship 

Internal Evidence 
B.F. Westcott noted that 1) the author was a Jew; 2) the author was a Jew of Palestine; 3) 

the author was an eyewitness of what he describes; 4) the author was an apostle; 5) the author 
was the apostle John.31  The use of “we” in 1:14 shows that the author was an eyewitness and 
part of the inner circle. That the author is an eyewitness and a disciple is evident in 21:24. In 
20:2, Simon Peter and “the other disciple, the one Jesus loved,” come running to the empty tomb. 
John never mentions his own name, but not giving a name when it is appropriate and when other 
names are being given typically is an indication the author is referring to himself. This also is the 
case in 19:26-27, where Jesus tells the “disciple” to take care of His mother Mary; in 13:23-24, 
where the “disciple” is the one reclining next to Jesus during the last supper; and with 21:7,22 
with the account of Peter seeing Jesus on the shore after His resurrection. Verse 19:35 follows 
the same missing name pattern, but it is also clearly a statement of witnessing Jesus’ death on the 
cross. These eyewitness accounts are key to the integrity of the gospel as John says in 20:31 that 

                                                           
29 John W. Mauch, Paul on Trial: The Book of Acts as a Defense of Christianity (Nashville: Thomas Nelson 

Publishers, 2001). 
30 Colin J. Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 

408-410. 
31 Brook Foss Westcott, “St John,” in The Speaker’s Commentary, New Testament, quoted in, Hiebert, 203. 
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“these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by 
believing you may have life in his name.” 

External Evidence 
Irenaeus names the apostle John as the author of the last gospel, “Afterwards, John, the 

disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a gospel during 
his residence at Ephesus in Asia.”32 Irenaeus is relying upon the personal testimony told to him 
by Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, who was himself a disciple of the apostle John. 

Eusebius notes that there are two Johns in Ephesus per Papias. One was the apostle and 
the other was a Presbyter. Eusebius was trying to cast doubt on the authorship of the Book of 
Revelation, but he held to the apostle being the author of the gospel. 

The gospel had a significant gnostic following in the early second century. A number of 
gnostic writers believed John’s gospel to be an authentic product of John.33 The orthodox church 
would have been hesitant to use a gospel promoted by the Gnostics unless they had no doubt 
about John’s authorship and its authenticity. 

Unlike the other three gospels, John is one of the pillars of the foundation of Christianity 
and his name could be falsely attributed to the gospel. But the internal evidence and patristic 
tradition overwhelmingly supports John as the author. 

On a final note about John’s gospel, there are critics who claim the content of the gospel 
is Hellenistic in its character and theology. However, writings discovered at Qumran have 
similar theological concepts and there is no question that the community there was strongly 
Jewish and unlikely to have adopted foreign/pagan concepts.34  

Audience 
John was encouraged to write his gospel, to give his account.35 John 20:30-31 indicates 

that the gospel was meant to be evangelistic in nature. Given John resided in Ephesus at the time 
the gospel was written, it may have been written to the church and as a defense to its antagonists 
for the purpose of going beyond the existing gospels and teaching the deeper riches and 
teachings of Jesus that John was likely preaching at the time. It ultimately answers the question, 
“who is this Jesus?” It does so by providing eyewitness testimony from one of the closest of 
Jesus’ disciples that Jesus was not only an earthly Messiah, but the very Son of God! The style of 
the gospel would have been suitable for Greek speaking Jews as much as for Gentiles. 

Date 
A fragment from the gospel of John is the oldest known fragment of a New Testament 

manuscript. It was found in Egypt and has been dated between A.D. 125 and A.D. 150.36 If the 

                                                           
32 Irenaeus, “Against Heresies,” III.i.1. 
33 Hiebert, 195-6. 
34 James C. VanderKam, The Dead Sea Scrolls Today (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1994), Chap 6. 
35 Eusebius, “The Church History of Eusebius,” VI.xiv.7 quoted in Carson, 140. 
36 Hiebert, 196. 
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gospel was written in Ephesus, where tradition cites it was written, it would have taken some 
time for a copy of the gospel to appear in Egypt. The writing would have been in the late 1st 
century or very early 2nd century. 

Irenaeus claims John continued to live in Ephesus until the time of Trajan (A.D. 98-117) 
establishing the latest date it could have been written was A.D. 117.37 There is no reason that the 
gospel had to be written at the very end of John’s life, but could have been written several years 
prior to his death. The gnostic attraction to his gospel might have prompted him to write his 
epistles to counter misunderstanding. Such misunderstanding would have taken some time to 
develop. Tradition says that the gospel was written during the reign of Domitian, which would 
allow for it being written anywhere between A.D. 81 and A.D. 96.38 

                                                           
37 Cary, 571. 
38 Carson, 166, 8. The authors believe the gospel was written in the 80s. That is based on the time they believe 

is needed to combat the gnostic misunderstanding of the gospel. In accordance with the position of this paper to 
accept the traditions as primary, the 90s would be more appropriate. 
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