
Early Testimony to the Authorship of John 
 

Ireneus (180 A.D.) 

"For when I was a boy, I saw thee in lower Asia with Polycarp, moving in splendor in the 

royal court, and endeavoring to gain his approbation.  I remember the events of that time 

more clearly than those of recent years. For what boys learn, growing with their mind, 

becomes joined with it; so that I am able to describe the very place in which the blessed 

Polycarp sat as he discoursed, and his goings out and his comings in, and the manner ner 

of his life, and his physical appearance, and his discourses to the people, and the accounts 

which he gave of his intercourse with John and with the others who had seen the Lord. 

And as he remembered their words, and what he heard from them concerning the Lord, 

and concerning his miracles and his teaching, having received them from eyewitnesses of 

the „Word of life,‟ Polycarp related all things in harmony with the Scriptures.”  

(Eusebius, Church History, 5.20.5-6) 

“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.”  (Against Heresies. 

3.1.1) 

 

 “Such, then, are the first principles of the Gospel: that there is one God, the Maker of 

this universe; He who was also announced by the prophets, and who by Moses set forth 

the dispensation of the law,-[principles] which proclaim the Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, and ignore any other God or Father except Him. So firm is the ground upon 

which these Gospels rest, that the very heretics themselves bear witness to them, and, 

starting from these [documents], each one of them endeavours to establish his own 

peculiar doctrine. For the Ebionites, who use Matthew's Gospel only, are confuted out of 

this very same, making false suppositions with regard to the Lord. But Marcion, 

mutilating that according to Luke, is proved to be a blasphemer of the only existing God, 

from those [passages] which he still retains. Those, again, who separate Jesus from 

Christ, alleging that Christ remained impassible, but that it was Jesus who suffered, 

preferring the Gospel by Mark, if they read it with a love of truth, may have their errors 

rectified. Those, moreover, who follow Valentinus, making copious use of that according 

to John, to illustrate their conjunctions, shall be proved to be totally in error by means of 

this very Gospel, as I have shown in the first book. Since, then, our opponents do bear 

testimony to us, and make use of these [documents], our proof derived from them is firm 

and true.” (Against Heresies, 3.11.7) 

 

Clement of Alexandria (200 A.D.) 

“But, last of all, John, perceiving that the external facts had been made plain in the 

Gospel, being urged by his friends, and inspired by the Spirit, composed a spiritual 

Gospel.” (Eusebius, Church History. 6.14.7) 

 



Tertullian (200 A.D.) 

“Of the apostles, therefore, John and Matthew first instill faith into us; whilst of apostolic 

men, Luke and Mark renew it afterwards.”– Against Marcion  4.2 

 

 

Origen (220 A.D.) 

“What are we to say of him who leaned on Jesus' breast, namely, John, who left one 

Gospel, though confessing that he could make so many that the world would not contain 

them? But he wrote also the Apocalypse, being commanded to be silent and not to write 

the voices of the seven thunders. But he also left an epistle of very few lines. Suppose 

also a second and a third, since not all pronounce these to be genuine; but the two 

together do not amount to a hundred lines.  (Commentary on John, Bk 5, sec. 3) 

 

Athanasius’ 39 Festal Letter (367 A.D.) 

“Again it is not tedious to speak of the [books] of the New Testament. These are, the four 

Gospels, according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Afterwards, the Acts of the 

Apostles and Epistles (called Catholic), seven, viz. of James, one; of Peter, two; of John, 

three; after these, one of Jude. In addition, there are fourteen Epistles of Paul, written in 

this order. The first, to the Romans; then two to the Corinthians; after these, to the 

Galatians; next, to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians; then to the Colossians; after 

these, two to the Thessalonians, and that to the Hebrews; and again, two to Timothy; one 

to Titus; and lastly, that to Philemon. And besides, the Revelation of John.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Regarding the Date of John’s Gospel 
 

Eusebius (350 A.D.) 

“Nevertheless, of all the disciples of the Lord, only Matthew and John have left us 

written memorials, and they, tradition says, were led to write only under the pressure of 

necessity.   

For Matthew, who had at first preached to the Hebrews, when he was about to go to other 

peoples, 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. And when Mark and Luke had 

already published their Gospels, they say that John, who had employed all his time in 

proclaiming the Gospel orally, finally proceeded to write for the following reason. The three 

Gospels already mentioned having come into the hands of all and into his own too, they say that 

he accepted them and bore witness to their truthfulness; but that there was lacking in them an 

account of the deeds done by Christ at the beginning of his ministry.   

And this indeed is true. For it is evident that the three evangelists recorded only the deeds 

done by the Saviour for one year after the imprisonment of John the Baptist, and indicated this in 

the beginning of their account. 

For Matthew, after the forty days' fast and the temptation which followed it, indicates the 

chronology of his work when he says: "Now when he heard that John was delivered up he 

withdrew from Judea into Galilee.” 

Mark likewise says: "Now after that John was delivered up Jesus came into Galilee.”  

And Luke, before commencing his account of the deeds of Jesus, similarly marks the time, when 

he says that Herod, "adding to all the evil deeds which he had done, shut up John in prison.” 

They say, therefore, that the apostle John, being asked to do it for this reason, gave in his 

Gospel an account of the period which had been omitted by the earlier evangelists, and of the 

deeds done by the Saviour during that period; that is, of those which were done before the 

imprisonment of the Baptist. And this is indicated by him, they say, in the following words: 

"This beginning of miracles did Jesus" and again when he refers to the Baptist, in the midst of 

the deeds of Jesus, as still baptizing in Aenon near Salim;  where he states the matter clearly in 

the words: "For John was not yet cast into prison.” 

John accordingly, in his Gospel, records the deeds of Christ which were performed before 

the Baptist was cast into prison, but the other three evangelists mention the events which 

happened after that time. 

One who understands this can no longer think that the Gospels are at variance with one 

another, inasmuch as the Gospel according to John contains the first acts of Christ, while the 

others give an account of the latter part of his life. And the genealogy of our Saviour according 

to the flesh John quite naturally omitted, because it had been already given by Matthew and 

Luke, and began with the doctrine of his divinity, which had, as it were, been reserved for him, 

as their superior, by the divine Spirit.  

These things may suffice, which we have said concerning the Gospel of John.” 

 

 

--Church History  3.24.5-14 

 


