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​​JOHN
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John occupies a preeminent place in Christian tradition, revered as an apostle, evangelist, and "the disciple whom Jesus loved." His legacy, captured primarily in the Gospel and Epistles that bear his name, as well as in the book of Revelation, has had an immeasurable and enduring influence on the development of Christian theology and spirituality. 

The many facets attributed to John—eyewitness to the life of Jesus, profound theologian, visionary prophet, pastor of communities—and the conceptual richness of the texts linked to his name make him a figure of prime importance for Christianity. 

An important and theologically dense part of the New Testament canon is associated with him, which is indicative of the profound mark that his ministry, theology, and personality left on the early church, decisively shaping the subsequent understanding of the faith.

The primary sources for reconstructing John's life and work are varied and heterogeneous in nature:

Canonical Writings of the New Testament:

-The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) provide crucial information about John's origins, his call by Jesus, and his membership in the inner circle of disciples. 

-The Acts of the Apostles shed light on his role in the early church in Jerusalem, his collaboration with Peter, and his participation in the mission to Samaria. 

-The Johannine Corpus, which includes the Gospel according to John, the three Epistles of John, and the book of Revelation, is the primary source for accessing his theology, specific traditions, and his own testimony.

Patristic Writings: 

The testimonies of the Church Fathers, such as Irenaeus of Lyons, Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius of Caesarea, Polycarp of Smyrna (through Irenaeus and Eusebius), Papias of Hierapolis, Tertullian, and Jerome, are indispensable for tracing the early traditions about John's ministry, especially in Ephesus, his exile on Patmos, the authorship of his writings, and his eventual death. 

Archaeological Evidence: 

Although less direct for John's personal life, archaeology at sites such as Ephesus can provide context for the early Christian communities in which, according to tradition, he ministered.

Oral and Liturgical Traditions: 

Although difficult to trace and verify, certain oral traditions and liturgical elements may contain vestiges of historical memory about John, especially in the Eastern churches.

​​John's Origins and Formation: The Fisherman of Galilee

THE NAME "JOHN," BY which this apostle is universally known, has deep roots in Hebrew tradition. It derives from the Hebrew name "Yochanan" (יוֹחָנָן), which means "Yahweh is merciful" or "God has shown favor." In the Greek New Testament, this name is transcribed as Ιωάννης (Iōannēs). Although the Fourth Gospel, traditionally attributed to his authorship, refers to its central figure as "the disciple whom Jesus loved" without naming him directly as John son of Zebedee, the Synoptic Gospels do identify him explicitly by name, John, brother of James and son of Zebedee. 

The etymology of his name, "God is merciful," although common at the time, takes on a particular resonance when considered considering the theology that emanates from the Johannine writings. These texts, especially the Gospel and the First Epistle, place a remarkable emphasis on the love and mercy of God, manifested supremely in the person and work of Jesus Christ. One cannot ignore the profound congruence that, in retrospect, can be perceived between the etymology of "Yochanan" and the core of the message that tradition attributes to him ( ). This harmony may have been the subject of theological reflection in the early Christian communities, who would see in the "Apostle of Love" a living embodiment of the meaning of his own name.

John the Apostle came from a family of Galilean fishermen. His father was Zebedee and his brother was James, known as James the Greater, to distinguish him from other New Testament characters with the same name. The mother of John and James is commonly identified by exegetes as Salome, one of the women who followed Jesus from Galilee and served him with their possessions, and who was present at the crucifixion and went to the tomb on the morning of the resurrection (cf. Matthew 27:56; Mark 15:40, 16:1). 

An ancient interpretive tradition suggests that Salome, the mother of John and James, may have been the sister of Mary, the mother of Jesus. This hypothesis is based primarily on a comparative reading of the Gospel passages that list the women present at the crucifixion. Matthew 27:56 mentions "Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of Zebedee." Mark 15:40 names "Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James the younger and of Joseph, and Salome." John 19:25 says, "Standing near the cross of Jesus were his mother, his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Cleophas, and Mary Magdalene."

If these passages are harmonized, and it is assumed that "his mother's sister" mentioned by John is a different person from "Mary the wife of Cleophas" (who would in turn be the "other Mary" of the Synoptics, mother of James the younger and Joseph), and if this anonymous sister is identified with Salome (the mother of the sons of Zebedee), then John and James would be first cousins of Jesus. Some Church Fathers, such as Epiphanius of Salamis, seem to have held this genealogy. 

The implications of such a kinship would be remarkable. It could offer additional context for John's (and James') special closeness to Jesus, their inclusion in the inner circle of disciples, and the moving scene at the foot of the cross where Jesus entrusts his mother to the care of the "beloved disciple" (John 19:26-27). If this disciple is John, and he is also Jesus' cousin, the entrusting takes on an even deeper family dimension.

However, it is crucial to recognize the circumstantial nature of this evidence. The syntax of John 19:25 is ambiguous and allows for other interpretations (for example, that "his mother's sister" and "Mary the wife of Cleophas" are the same person, or that four women are listed). Furthermore, the patristic tradition supporting this connection is neither unanimous nor particularly early in all its testimonies. If such a close family connection had been a historically incontrovertible and early recognized fact, one would expect a more explicit mention by the evangelists, especially if the author of the Fourth Gospel were John himself. The absence of a direct statement in the canonical sources invites caution. Although the possibility of kinship is intriguing and has been defended by some, it cannot be established with absolute certainty and remains in the realm of scholarly conjecture.

The Gospel sources place John's origins in the region of Galilee, on the shores of Lake Gennesaret, also known as the Sea of Galilee or the Sea of Tiberias. Specifically, the city of Bethsaida is mentioned as "the city of Andrew and Peter" (John 1:44) and, by extension and family and professional association, is also considered the place of origin of John and James. Bethsaida, whose name could mean "house of fishing," was a fishing village located on the north or northeast shore of the lake. 

Later, it is likely that John, like Peter, resided and carried out his fishing activities in Capernaum. Capernaum was a more important fishing and commercial center than Bethsaida, with a customs house and a Roman garrison, and it became the center of Jesus' Galilean ministry (Matthew 9:1, "his own city"). The proximity of these towns to the lake and their interconnection facilitated mobility and professional associations among fishermen. 

The fact that John grew up and worked in this specific geographical setting is of utmost importance. Galilee in the first century was a region with a distinctive cultural and religious identity, sometimes viewed with suspicion by the religious elites of Judea. However, it was precisely in this melting pot of rural life, hard work, and popular religious fervor that Jesus began his public ministry and called his first disciples. John's location in Bethsaida or Capernaum placed him directly in Jesus' sphere of influence from the initial stages of his preaching and thaumaturgical activity, which naturally facilitated his encounter and eventual call to the apostolate. This vital environment not only shaped his youth but also prepared him to be one of the first witnesses of the coming of the Kingdom of God, of the Good News, of the Gospel.

John's profession, like that of his brother James, his father Zebedee, and his partners Peter and Andrew, was that of a fisherman on the Sea of Galilee. This activity was not merely a means of individual subsistence but was part of a particular socio-economic and cultural context. 

Fishing on the Sea of Galilee in the first century was a significant and well-organized industry that supported several communities along its shores and contributed to the regional economy. The Gospels offer indications that the family of Zebedee, to which John and James belonged, enjoyed a stable economic position within this sector. Mark 1:20 recounts that, when they were called by Jesus, they left their father Zebedee in the boat "with the hired men." The mention of "day laborers" (μισθωτοί, misthōtoi) suggests that Zebedee not only owned his own boat (or boats) and nets, but also employed wage labor, indicating a fishing enterprise that transcended mere family subsistence and more closely resembled a small business. This could imply a higher socioeconomic status than that of a simple individual fisherman and would explain the brothers' ability to "leave everything" and follow Jesus, with less concern for destitution than others. 

Fishing was carried out using various techniques, including the use of distinct types of nets such as the cast net (ἀμφίβληστρον, amphiblēstron) and the dragnet or seine (σαγήνη, sagēnē), which required skill and coordinated work. Luke 5:10 mentions that James and John were "companions" (κοινωνοί, koinōnoi) of Simon Peter, suggesting the existence of fishing cooperatives or commercial partnerships between distinct groups of fishermen to share resources, risks, and profits. These associations were common to cover the costs of boats, net maintenance, and product marketing. 

The fish caught was not only consumed locally but also processed (salted, dried, pickled) for preservation and sale in more distant markets, including Jerusalem and even abroad. Towns such as Magdala (known in Greek as Tarichea, meaning "place of fish salting") were important centers for this industry. This activity generated a value chain that involved other artisans and merchants (boat builders, net makers, salt suppliers, transporters). 

The fishing industry was also subject to taxation by the Herodian and Roman authorities. Tax collectors, such as Levi (Matthew) in Capernaum (an important fishing center), supervised this activity and were often unpopular figures. 

This socioeconomic context, while not implying considerable wealth, does suggest that John came from an organized working environment, with certain management and cooperation skills, and not from absolute marginality. These life experiences, although not formal, may have contributed to his personal development and the abilities he would later display in his apostolic ministry.

2. Education and religious practices in the Galilean environment.

As for the formal education of Galilean fishermen such as John, it was limited, especially in comparison with the priestly elites or scribes of Jerusalem. The passage in Acts 4:13, where the members of the Sanhedrin perceive Peter and John as "uneducated and untrained men" (ἄνθρωποι ἀγράμματοί εἰσιν καὶ ἰδιῶται, anthropoi agrammatoi eisin kai idiōtai), is crucial in this regard. The term ἀγράμματος (agrammatos) does not necessarily imply total illiteracy, but rather a lack of formal rabbinical or rhetorical training according to the standards of the educated elite in Jerusalem. Ιδιώτης (idiōtēs) refers to a layman, an ordinary person, not specialized in a particular field of knowledge, in this case, theology and Jewish law as interpreted by the Sanhedrin. Therefore, it is plausible that John, like other Galileans in his environment, knew how to read and write at a functional level, especially in Aramaic, his mother tongue, and had some practical   knowledge of Koine Greek due the commercial interactions in cosmopolitan Galilee. However, he would have lacked the theological scholarship and rhetorical sophistication that characterized the religious leaders of Judea. 

The religious practices of John and his family would have been rooted in first-century Galilean Judaism. This would have included regular attendance at the local synagogue (in Bethsaida or Capernaum) for the reading of the Torah and the Prophets, prayer, and teaching. They would observe the Sabbath, dietary laws (kashrut) to the extent possible for a fisherman, and major Jewish holidays such as Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles, which often involved pilgrimages to Jerusalem. The Sea of Galilee itself had religious connotations, and fishing, like other activities, would have been permeated by a Jewish worldview that saw the hand of God in nature and in everyday life. Popular piety in Galilee, though sometimes less rigorous than in Judea, was a living force. 

The apparent contradiction between John's description as "agrammatos" and the profound theological and literary complexity of the Johannine writings (if attributed to him in whole or in part) has been the subject of intense academic debate. This tension suggests several interpretive possibilities that are not mutually exclusive. First, the term "agrammatos" could be a socio-religious disparagement by the Jerusalem elite rather than an objective assessment of his literary abilities. Second, John may have undergone extraordinary intellectual and theological development throughout his long life, enriched by his experiences with Jesus, his apostolic ministry, and his ongoing reflection on the mystery of Christ. Third, the production of the Johannine writings may have involved collaboration with more educated amanuenses. The Holy Spirit completed the instruction of the Apostles, as can be seen in Peter's speeches after Pentecost. The depth of the Fourth Gospel, with its elaborate Greek and complex theology of the Logos, certainly seems the work of a mind of considerable intellectual capacity and training, whether acquired formally or through a long life of reflection and spiritual experience.

​​The Beloved Disciple: John in the Inner Circle of Jesus

JOHN'S CALL TO FOLLOW Jesus is recounted in all four Gospels, albeit with different nuances and emphases that reflect the theological and narrative perspectives of each evangelist.

The Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) present a similar overall picture. Matthew (4:21-22) and Mark (1:19-20) recount that Jesus, while walking by the Sea of Galilee, saw James, the son of Zebedee, and his brother John in a boat with their father, mending their nets. He immediately called them, and they left the boat and their father and followed him. These accounts emphasize the immediacy and radical nature of the brothers' response to Jesus' call, abandoning their livelihood and family ties. 

Luke (5:1-11) offers a more detailed and dramatic account, placing the call after the episode of the miraculous catch. After preaching from Simon Peter's boat, Jesus tells him to put out into deep water and let down his nets. Despite the fruitless night's work, Peter obeys, resulting in such an abundant catch that the nets begin to break and they need the help of their companions, James and John. Faced with this miracle, Peter acknowledges his own unworthiness, but Jesus reassures him and says to him, James, and John, "From now on you will be fishers of men." They immediately "brought the boats to shore, left everything, and followed him." In Luke, the miracle serves as a "sign" that reveals Jesus' power and elicits a response of amazement, confession, and total following. 

The Gospel according to John (1:35-42) presents a distinct perspective on John's first encounter with Jesus. In this account, two disciples of John the Baptist, upon hearing their teacher point to Jesus as "the Lamb of God," begin to follow Jesus. One of these disciples is Andrew, Simon Peter's brother. The other disciple remains anonymous, but a solid exegetical tradition has identified him as John the Apostle himself, who would be the author or main source of this Gospel and who characteristically omits himself by name in a show of humility, so as not to quote himself. Obviously, such specific details, which are not found in the Synoptic Gospels or anywhere else, could only have been known to the protagonist of these accounts. These two disciples spend the day with Jesus, and later Andrew finds his brother Simon and brings him to Jesus. 

The differences between these accounts should not be interpreted as contradictions but rather reflect two different moments. John explains how he and Andrew met Jesus. Later, the episode of the miraculous catch of fish takes place. The brothers Peter and Andrew, John, and James already knew Jesus, but they did not yet follow him regularly "full time." It is from that point on that they leave everything and follow him, which is relevant to be mentioned by the Synoptic Gospels, without contradicting the fact that they already knew Jesus, as John explains. It is plausible that a first encounter and recognition of Jesus, as described in the Fourth Gospel through the testimony of the Baptist, preceded a more formal and definitive call to abandon their profession as fishermen to join the group of itinerant disciples of Jesus, as narrated by the Synoptics. Luke's account, with the miraculous catch, could represent a culminating moment in this process, where the manifestation of Jesus' divine power irrevocably seals the commitment of Peter, James, and John. In selecting and shaping their narratives, the evangelists sought to highlight aspects of Jesus' teaching and the nature of discipleship. While the Synoptics emphasize the authority of Jesus' words and the radical response of the disciples, the Fourth Gospel underscores the role of testimony (that of the Baptist and of the disciple himself) and the progressive recognition of Jesus' identity. This " " set of accounts suggests that John's vocation was a dynamic process, marked by transformative encounters and a growing understanding of who Jesus was and what his mission was. This is often the dynamic of all followers of Christ, given that human beings exist in time and, therefore, their affairs are temporal and require a temporal process.

The "Beloved Disciple" appears in the Johannine narrative in crucial scenes:

-The Last Supper (John 13:23-26): He is reclining on Jesus' chest and, at Peter's urging, asks the Lord who the traitor is. His physical position denotes a special closeness and intimacy with Jesus. 

-At the foot of the Cross (John 19:26-27): He is the only male disciple (according to this Gospel) who remains at the cross with Mary, the mother of Jesus, and other women. Jesus, from the cross, entrusts his mother to him, and entrusts him to his mother, establishing a new filial relationship. 

The Empty Tomb (John 20:2-10): After Mary Magdalene's announcement, he runs with Peter to the tomb. Although he arrives first, he allows Peter to enter first. Upon entering, he "saw and believed," suggesting a particular spiritual perception of the resurrection. 

-The Appearance at the Sea of Tiberias (John 21:7, 20-23): He is the first to recognize the risen Jesus on the shore and say to Peter, "It is the Lord!" Later, Peter, seeing that this disciple is following them, asks Jesus about his fate, which leads to Jesus' enigmatic response and the rumor that this disciple would not die. 

-Witness and Author (John 21:24): The Gospel concludes by stating: "This is the disciple who testifies to these things, and who wrote these things; and we know that his testimony is true." This statement links the Beloved Disciple to the origin and truthfulness of the testimony contained in the Gospel.

The persistent anonymity of the "Beloved Disciple" in a Gospel that is otherwise rich in specific details (names of people, places, times) is striking and intentional. It is precisely because John the Apostle, out of humility, avoids quoting himself, but does not renounce presenting the facts. The very concrete details he presents prove that the author is a direct witness to the events, especially since the events he narrates were not part of the common catechesis collected in the synoptic gospels, so that if it were not for his direct participation in them, he would have had no way of presenting facts that no one else presents in any of the churches or in any other writing.

The pseudo-historical-critical clique (how could it be otherwise) has also rejected John and his work. It could not be otherwise. It is a constant pattern of "harassment and demolition" against the foundations of Christianity, without any academic spirit, without any serious academic basis, and with deeply anti-Christian biases from the outset. To the point that this clique, which always ignores the testimony of the Church Fathers and any other testimony from historical sources or , here they do pay attention to a comment by Papias to uphold dualities between John the Apostle and another John the Elder who, of course, would be the author of everything attributed to John the Apostle. This makes no sense and leaves unanswered the question of how this "John" knew all the details set out in the Johannine corpus and why this "John," so highly regarded, was a liar who claimed in these writings to be the Apostle John, a direct witness to the events, for example at the Last Supper, where only the Twelve accompanied Jesus.

At the heart of studies on early Christianity lies an ancient academic debate surrounding the identity of "John," a central figure in the Christian tradition of Asia Minor. The controversy centers on whether Papias of Hierapolis, an Apostolic Father from the early second century, attests to the existence of one or two prominent figures with this name. The main catalyst for this debate is a fragment of Papias' lost work, Explanation of the Sayings of the Lord (Λογίων Κυριακῶν Ἐξήγησις), which has survived only thanks to its preservation in the Ecclesiastical History of Eusebius of Caesarea, written in the early fourth century. This passage has become the locus classicus of the question.

The entire debate stems from a few lines by Papias, quoted and interpreted by Eusebius almost two centuries after they were written. It is therefore imperative to analyze both the original text and the interpretative framework imposed on it by the historian of Caesarea.

The Text of Papias (HE III.39.3-4): 

In the preface to his work, Papias describes his method for compiling traditions about Jesus. Preferring the "living and abiding word" to books, he sought out those who had known the "elders" (πρεσβύτεροι, presbyteroi), who in turn had been disciples of the Lord. The key passage reads:

"...and when he came and stood before the elders, he asked them, 'What did you say to the young men? What did Andrew say, or what did Peter say, or what did Philip say, or what did Thomas say, or what did James say, or what did John say, or what did Matthew say, or what did any of the Lord's disciples say, or what did Aristarchus say, or what did the elder John say, the Lord's disciple?" kyriou μαθητῶν, ἅ τε Ἀριστίων καὶ ὁ πρεσβύτερος Ἰωάννης, τοῦ κυρίου μαθηταί, λέγουσιν."   

A precise translation into English reveals the elements that have fueled the controversy:

"...and if by chance someone came who had been a follower of the elders, I would ask him about the words of the elders: what did Andrew say, or Peter, or Philip, or Thomas, or James, or John, or Matthew, or any of the other disciples of the Lord; and the things that Aristion and the elder John, disciples of the Lord, say."

Analysis of this text reveals three points of tension:

-The Two Lists: Papias presents two groups of authorities. The first is a list of seven apostles, including John, who are part of the original "elders." The second group is composed of two individuals: Aristion and "the elder John."   

-The Titles: The term "elders" (presbyters) is implicitly applied to the first apostolic group (Papias asks for "the words of the elders"). However, in the second group, the title "the Elder" (ὁ πρεσβύτερος) is explicitly and distinctively applied only to John, not to Aristion. It is significant that Papias describes both groups as "disciples of the Lord" (τοῦ κυρίου μαθητῶν / μαθηταί), suggesting that they were all direct followers of Jesus. 

-Verb Tenses: There is a crucial grammatical change. For the first group of apostles, Papias uses the aorist tense, εἶπεν ("said"), which denotes a past and completed action. For the second group, he uses the present tense, λέγουσιν ("they say"), which indicates a contemporary and ongoing action at the time of his investigation. This distinction is the cornerstone of the argument in favor of two Johns. 

It was Eusebius of Caesarea who, in quoting this passage, first articulated the theory that Papias was referring to two different individuals. In his immediate commentary (HE III.39.5-7), Eusebius is unequivocal: he states that Papias "lists the name of John twice," placing the first with the apostles and the second "outside the number of the apostles," preceded by Aristion and explicitly calling him "presbyter." To reinforce his argument, Eusebius adds external evidence: the tradition that there were two famous tombs in Ephesus, both dedicated to John, which for him confirmed the existence of two historical figures. 

However, Eusebius' interpretation cannot be considered neutral. His analysis is deeply influenced by a pre-existing theological agenda. Eusebius was a staunch opponent of chiliasm (or millenarianism), the belief in a thousand-year earthly kingdom of Christ, a doctrine that Papias openly defended. Eusebius goes as far as to dismiss Papias as a man of "mediocre intelligence" (Hist. Ecl. III.39.13), largely because of his millenarian views. 

Furthermore, Eusebius was strongly influenced by the textual criticism of Dionysius of Alexandria, who in the third century had already questioned whether the Apocalypse, the biblical text on which chiliasm is based, could have been written by the same author as the Fourth Gospel, due to their notable differences in style, vocabulary, and theology. Dionysius sought an alternative author for the Apocalypse. Papias' passage, with its ambiguous mention of a second John, provided Eusebius with the perfect candidate: a non-apostolic "John the Elder," to whom the problematic book of the Apocalypse could be attributed, thus distancing the apostolic college from a doctrine he considered erroneous. 

Therefore, the "two Johns" theory does not arise from a disinterested reading of Papias, but from Eusebius' use of an ambiguous text to resolve a canonical and theological problem that was foreign to him. The distinction is not necessarily Papias's, but Eusebius'. This fundamentally reframes the " " debate: it is not simply a matter of "Papias's opinion," but of "Eusebius's reading of Papias," a motivated and potentially biased reading.

Opposing the theory of the two Johns is a counterargument that defends the unity of the figure of John, interpreting the title "the Elder" as honorific for the apostle in his old age.

The Pre-Eusebian Tradition: The Testimony of Irenaeus

The testimony of Irenaeus of Lyon (c. 180 AD) is of paramount importance, as it predates Eusebius by more than a century and comes from someone with a more direct connection to the Asian tradition. Irenaeus, in his work Against Heresies (5.33.4), explicitly calls Papias "a hearer of John and a companion of Polycarp." It is certain that Irenaeus refers to the apostle John. He knows of no other prominent Johannine figure in Asia and consistently asserts that the John who lived in Ephesus until the time of Emperor Trajan was the apostle, the Beloved Disciple, and the author of the Gospel. As a Quiliast companion, Irenaeus held Papias in high esteem and saw him as a vital link to the apostolic age, not as a follower of a secondary figure. 

Admittedly, there is a contradiction: Irenaeus claims that Papias was a direct "hearer," while Papias' own words, as quoted by Eusebius, suggest that his knowledge was secondhand, through the followers of the elderly “. This discrepancy may indicate that Irenaeus was imprecise or embellishing the connection to reinforce his argument. However, his fundamental assumption remains intact: the "John" associated with Papias and Polycarp in the tradition of Asia Minor was, without a doubt, the apostle.

Reinterpreting the Papias Fragment

The single John theory offers an alternative reading of Papias' text that resolves its apparent contradictions without positing a second historical figure.

-The Meaning of "Presbyteros": The term "presbyter" or "elder" was not mutually exclusive with "apostle." It could be a title of honor and authority. The apostle Peter calls himself "co-elder" (συμπρεσβύτερος, sympresbyteros) in 1 Peter 5:1. For John, in his extreme old age and as the last surviving apostle, "the Elder" (ὁ πρεσβύτερος) would have been a natural, reverential, and distinctive title. 

-The Rhetorical Structure: The double mention of John and the change in verb tense can be explained rhetorically. The first list, in the past tense (εἶπεν), would refer to the historical and already concluded teachings of the apostolic college, whose members had already died. The second list, in the present tense (λέγουσιν), would refer to the oral, living, and continuous testimony that Papias could still gather from the last surviving witnesses of that generation: Aristion and the greatest of all, the "Elder" himself, the apostle John. From this perspective, John is mentioned twice not because there are two people, but because he fits into both categories: he was a member of the original apostolic group (whose past teachings are being investigated) and was a source of living and current tradition at the time of Papias' investigation. 

This interpretation is supported by a powerful argument from silence. Before Eusebius' interpretation in the fourth century, there is no explicit and unequivocal evidence of a non-apostolic "John the Elder" who was a direct disciple of Jesus. Writers such as Irenaeus, Polycarp of Ephesus, and Clement of Alexandria, all deeply connected to the Asian tradition, speak of a single celebrated figure in Ephesus: the apostle John. It is historically unlikely that a figure as important as the Beloved Disciple and author of the Gospel (the supposed Presbyter) would be completely unknown or confused with the apostle by someone as well positioned as Irenaeus, who was only a generation removed from Polycarp, a disciple of John. The most economical explanation, consistent with pre-Eusebian evidence, is that the tradition knew only one John, the apostle, who in his old age was known as "the Elder." Eusebius' theory, therefore, seems like an   ad hoc innovation   to solve a different theological problem. Consequently, the burden of proof falls overwhelmingly on the "two Johns" theory.

The apostle John is the ultimate authority behind the Gospel and the probable author of the three epistles. The Apocalypse would also be his, and the stylistic differences with the other gospels could be attributed to the apocalyptic literary genre, the circumstances of his exile on Patmos, or the use of a different amanuensis. The "Johannine school" would be a circle of disciples charged with preserving, editing, and disseminating the testimony of the elderly apostle.

Therefore, the debate over the existence of one or two Johns in the Papian tradition arises from the profound ambiguity of a fragmentary text, an ambiguity that was first exploited by Eusebius of Caesarea to advance his own theological agenda. Research has shown that the "two Johns" theory does not originate with Papias himself, but with Eusebius' interpretation of him.

On balance, while the "two Johns" hypothesis offers elegant solutions to certain textual and stylistic problems, it rests on a chain of hypotheses originating with an ancient interpreter with clear motivations and lacks unequivocal corroboration in the tradition prior to him. The "one John" theory, on the other hand, although it requires a more nuanced reading of Papias' grammar, aligns more consistently with the earliest and most direct external testimony (Irenaeus), and represents the historically more conservative and economical position.

The loss of Papias' complete work leaves us hopelessly dependent on an isolated quotation, filtered through a chronicler who was not neutral. 

​​Member of the Inner Circle with Peter and James

THE SYNOPTIC GOSPELS consistently highlight Peter, James (the Greater, brother of John), and John as a select trio within the group of the Twelve Apostles. Jesus chose them to accompany him at moments of particular importance and revelation, underscoring their closeness to the Master and their preparation for future leadership. 

The Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-8; Mark 9:2-8; Luke 9:28-36):

John, along with Peter and James, was taken by Jesus to a high mountain where they witnessed his transfiguration. In this theophanic event, Jesus' face shone like the sun, and his clothes became white as light. Moses and Elijah appeared conversing with him, representing the Law and the Prophets who bore witness to Jesus. A bright cloud covered them, and a voice from the cloud proclaimed, "This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased; listen to him." This experience was a heavenly confirmation of Jesus' divine sonship and messianic authority, and John was one of the few privileged witnesses of this manifestation of divine glory. 

The resurrection of Jairus' daughter (Mark 5:37-43; Luke 8:51-56):

When Jairus, a leader of the synagogue, begged Jesus to heal his dying daughter, Jesus allowed only Peter, James, and John to accompany him into the inner f the house, along with the girl's parents. Finding the girl dead, Jesus took her by the hand and said to her, "Talitha cumi" (which means "Little girl, I say to you, get up"), and she got up at once. John was thus a direct witness to Jesus' power over death, an experience that would undoubtedly strengthen his faith and understanding of his Master's life-giving authority. 

The Prayer in Gethsemane (Matthew 26:36-46; Mark 14:32-42):

On the night of his arrest, Jesus took Peter, James, and John with him to a secluded place in the Garden of Gethsemane to accompany him while he prayed. There, Jesus experienced deep anguish and sadness, praying to the Father that, if possible, the cup of suffering might pass from him, but ultimately submitting to the divine will. Although the three disciples, overcome by sleep, failed to keep watch with him as Jesus had asked them, John witnessed Jesus' suffering humanity and his total submission to the Father's plan in the prelude to his passion. 

The selective inclusion of John in these crucial moments was not accidental. These events represented epiphanies of Jesus' divine power (the resurrection of Jairus' daughter, the Transfiguration) and profound revelations of his identity and mission (the Transfiguration, Gethsemane). By witnessing them, John, together with Peter and James, received a privileged formation and a more intimate understanding of the person of Christ. This direct exposure to the deepest manifestations of Jesus' divinity and humanity was preparing them for their future roles as apostles, qualified witnesses to the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, and key leaders of the nascent Church. The experience of glory at the Transfiguration, power over death, and the agony of submission at Gethsemane would indelibly shape their testimony and theology.

​​Crucial Moments in the Life of Jesus Witnessed by John

BEYOND HIS MEMBERSHIP in the inner circle in the Synoptic events, the Gospel according to John attributes to the "Beloved Disciple" (traditionally identified with John the Apostle) a prominent presence at other defining moments in the life and ministry of Jesus, especially in the context of the Passion and Resurrection.

1. The Last Supper: His place next to Jesus and the dialogue about the traitor (John 13:23-26).

During the Last Supper, the Gospel of John describes "the disciple whom Jesus loved" reclining on Jesus' lap or next to his chest (ἐν τῷ κόλπῳ τοῦ Ἰησοῦ, en tō kolpō tou Iēsou). This posture denotes exceptional intimacy and affection. It is through this disciple that Simon Peter, more reservedly, inquiries about the identity of the traitor whom Jesus had just announced. The Beloved Disciple, in his physical and relational closeness to Jesus, acts as an intermediary in this tense moment, receiving Jesus' confidence about Judas Iscariot. This scene underscores not only Jesus' special affection for this disciple, but also the trust placed in him. 

2. The Passion and Crucifixion: John at the foot of the cross and Mary's entrustment (John 19:26-27).

While the other male disciples (apart from some Galilean followers at a distance) seem to have dispersed after Jesus' arrest, John's Gospel places the Beloved Disciple at the foot of the cross, together with Mary, Jesus' mother, and other women. In one of the most moving moments of the Passion, Jesus, seeing his mother and the disciple whom he loved, establishes a new relationship between them: "Woman, behold your son," and then to the disciple, "Behold your mother." From that time, the disciple took her into his home. This testamentary act of Jesus not only ensures Mary's care, but also has profound ecclesiological implications, where Mary and the Beloved Disciple can symbolize the new community of faith born from Christ's sacrifice. The fidelity and courage of the Beloved Disciple in remaining with Jesus in his darkest hour contrast with the dispersion of others. 
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