
Sermon preached at St. Mary’s Woodbridge on Sunday 27th December 2020 

John, Apostle and Evangelist 

Readings: 1 John 1, John 21:19b-25 

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be always 
acceptable in your sight, O Lord our strength and our redeemer. 

Patmos is a small island, only about 13 square miles in area, in the Eastern 
Aegean and part of the Dodecanese group of islands. The population of about 
3,000 souls is greatly extended during the visiting season - or at least, it used 
to be prior to the pandemic - by thousands of tourists. Many are Christian 
pilgrims who have come for centuries to see the Monastery of St. John and 
the cave where he is reputed to have received the visions resulting in the last 
book of the New Testament, the Revelation or Apocalypse of Saint John the 
Divine. 

Today, as we celebrate the festival of Saint John, apostle and evangelist, it 
seems appropriate to try and reacquaint ourselves with this man. 

John’s Gospel is different in tone and purpose from the three that precede it. 
They are known as the Synoptic Gospels, meaning that in looking at Jesus’ life 
and ministry on earth, they tend to take a similar or common view. John’s 
approach is different. It has been called 'the spiritual gospel’ but not because 
the others are in any way lacking in spirituality. Rather it points to John’s use 
of transcendent language to present a sublime vision of salvation, taking us 
on a journey into the mystery of who Jesus is, and his identification as the 
pre-existent Word, or logos, present throughout all time. 

His account is often referred to simply as the ‘Fourth Gospel’. This suggests 
that it came after the other three, which is probably the case, with a likely date 
of about the year 90 of the Common Era. It could be as early as 70 CE or as 
late as 130, depending on which scholarly ideas you take. It was written in 
Ephesus in Asia Minor. Or perhaps in Syrian Antioch. Or maybe Alexandria in 
Egypt. It seems that pinning this John down might not be so straightforward. 



Let’s look at what the bible tells us. John is a fisherman on Lake Galilee, like 
his brother James and their father Zebedee. Whilst mending fishing nets, the 
brothers answer Jesus’ call to follow him. He gives them the nickname ‘sons 
of thunder’ presumably indicating a fiery temper and an impetuous nature. 
Together with Peter, they become a sort of inner circle around the Lord. They 
are present during the pivotal moments of the transfiguration and the agony 
in the garden. From the cross, John is the disciple who is entrusted by Jesus 
with the care of his mother Mary.  

He lives to be an old man. Exiled to Patmos, as he tells us in Revelation, 
probably until the death of the Emperor Domitian in 96, he dies and is buried 
in Ephesus. John’s disciples included the early church fathers Papias and 
Polycarp, whose own followers Irenaeus and Tertullian began the 
identification of this John as the author of the Gospel. 

Yet it is not all plain sailing to Patmos and beyond. Even the earliest 
postulated date for his Gospel, around 65 CE, still makes him old to be in that 
cave on the island. His attribution as author is traditional but there exists 
another old tradition that John was in fact martyred with his brother James 
under Herod Agrippa. Then we might ask how a simple Galilean fisherman 
would have learnt to write such elegant and elevated Greek. And how he could 
have been sufficiently well-known to the High Priest in Jerusalem as to be 
able to give orders to his doorkeeper, as related in John 18:15. 

So biography, it seems, can be a blind alley. The counter-evidence might 
suggest that the evangelist was, in fact, not the apostle but an educated, rich 
person in the late 1st century, with access to a range of source materials about 
Jesus and knowledge of one or more of the synoptics, who transformed these 
sources into a new, persuasive and eloquent form of the Jesus story with an 
overriding aim that believers should “have life in his name”. 

 Or perhaps we have to rest with the view of one commentator that “the 
identity of the author of the Fourth Gospel must remain forever wrapped in 
anonymity”. 

Which still us with leaves our original question, who was this John? Let’s try 
to answer that on the writer’s own terms and here two points stand out. In 
respect of the truth of Christ, John presents himself in today’s Epistle as a 



witness - the Greek word for which is martyr. We are assured that this ‘word 
of life’ is the direct, personal experience of the apostle: ‘what we have heard, 
what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with 
our own hands’. ‘Seen’ is repeated three times in the first two verses here: 
John is an eye-witness to Christ’s life. Eye-witnesses were especially valued in 
Biblical times for both historical and judicial testimony. 

In the Gospel reading, he continues this idea of giving evidence as a witness, 
of bearing his testimony as if in a legal context. He makes his identity known 
to the court of our judgement: ‘this is the disciple who is testifying to these 
things’, so that we can have confidence that his testimony is true. 

The second way that John represents himself to us is as ‘the disciple whom 
Jesus loved’. It’s a confusing title, certainly, possibly egotistic and even 
betraying a degree of insecurity. In other words, it’s very human - as is Peter’s 
response: ‘what about him?’. The response Jesus gives Peter is, of course, for 
us too. Discipleship is not a matter of enquiry into the destiny of others. In 
answering the call ‘Follow me’, we are invited to a humble acceptance of our 
own destiny in the Lord.  

Patmos is unlikely to be our pilgrimage destination in the present climate nor 
for some time to come but the great news we have on this festival day is that it 
does not need to be. Our journey with John can be undertaken at any time. 
We too can become like him; we can become the Blessed Disciple, the one 
whom Jesus loves. 


