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Chapter 6 

The remaining letters and the Johannine writings 

 
 

We will now turn our attention to a New Testament text with a 

strong theological orientation: the Epistle to the Hebrews. The 

letter is significant because of its statements about the divinity and 

humanity of Jesus Christ: it is a significant contributor to the 

Doctrine of the Dual Nature of Christ.  Beyond that, the letter is 

important because of its singular understanding of the activity of 

Jesus Christ as a High Priesthood, from which the Doctrine of the 

Threefold Ministry of Christ is in large measure derived.   

 

The Old Testament figure of Melchizedek, who is to be introduced 

here, is important in this context.  

 

 

6.1  The Epistle to the Hebrews  
 

1. Author  

 

The question of the author of the letter to the Hebrews is one of the great enigmas of New Testament 

exegesis. The author of Hebrews is not known. Although he writes in the first person singular at the 

close of the letter (Hebrews 13: 19, 22-23), he does not mention a name.   

  

The theologians of the early church already attempted to ascribe this letter to a familiar person of the 

New Testament or early church period. As a result of these attempts, Origen (AD 185-254) concluded:   

  

• “But who wrote the epistle, in truth, God knows.”   

 

The church historian Franz Overbeck (1837-1905) formulated this as follows. When it comes to 

Hebrews, we are dealing with a letter that   

  

• “stands before the reader inquiring into its historical origin like a Melchizedekian being 

without family tree. Who wrote it? Where and when was it written? And to whom was it 

originally addressed? – We simply do not know.”  (Franz Overbeck: Zur Geschichte des Kanons 

[On the history of the canon], Chemnitz 1880, p. 1.)  

The letter to the Hebrews was definitely not written by Paul, nor does it make any such claim.  

  

The letter is attested in manuscript form after AD 200:  
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• Papyrus 46  

• Codex Vaticanus  

• Codex Sinaiticus  

 1.1 Opinions of the early church theologians concerning authorship   

 

The early church theologians Clement of Alexandria and Origen were also familiar with the letter (cf. 

Eusebius, Church History VI, 14:1-4; VI, 25: 11-14). In his Church History, Eusebius of Caesarea writes 
as follows:  

  

• “He [Clement of Alexandria] says that the Epistle to the Hebrews is the work of Paul, and that 

it was written to the Hebrews in the Hebrew language; but that Luke translated it carefully 

and published it for the Greeks, and hence the same style of expression is found in this epistle 

and in the Acts. But he says that the words, ‘Paul the Apostle’, were probably not prefixed, 

because, in sending it to the Hebrews, who were prejudiced and suspicious of him, he wisely 

did not wish to repel them at the very beginning by giving his name.”   

Then Clement goes on to add:   

  

• “Farther on he says: ‘But now, as the blessed presbyter said, since the Lord being the Apostle 

of the Almighty, was sent to the Hebrews, Paul, as sent to the Gentiles, on account of his 

modesty did not subscribe himself an Apostle of the Hebrews, through respect for the Lord, 

and because being a herald and Apostle of the Gentiles he wrote to the Hebrews out of his 

superabundance.’”   

In his homilies on the letter to the Hebrews, Origen likewise comments on the matter:   

  

• “That the verbal style of the epistle entitled 'To the Hebrews,' is not rude like the language of 

the apostle, who acknowledged himself 'rude in speech,' that is, in expression; but that its 

diction is purer Greek, anyone who has the power to discern differences of phraseology will 

acknowledge. Moreover, that the thoughts of the epistle are admirable, and not inferior to 

the acknowledged apostolic writings, anyone who carefully examines the apostolic text will 

admit.”   

Later, Origen goes on to note:   

  

• “"If I gave my opinion, I should say that the thoughts are those of the apostle, but the diction 

and phraseology are those of someone who remembered the apostolic teachings, and wrote 

down at his leisure what had been said by his teacher. Therefore if any church holds that this 

epistle is by Paul, let it be commended for this. For not without reason have the ancients 

handed it down as Paul's. But who wrote the epistle, in truth, God knows. The statement of 

some who have gone before us is that Clement, bishop of the Romans, wrote the epistle, and 

of others that Luke, the author of the Gospel and the Acts, wrote it.”   
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The oldest handwritten manuscript evidence (Papyrus 46, ca. AD 200) regards the Epistle to the 

Hebrews as a letter of Paul and places it between the Epistle to the Romans and the First Epistle to 

the Corinthians.   

  

Yet, as already Origen remarked:   

  

• “The linguistic character of the epistle written ‘To the Hebrews’ does not exhibit the unskilled 

rhetoric of the Apostle, who himself confesses that he is inexperienced in speech, that is, in 

verbal expression. The language structure of the letter is rather Greek in nature, as anyone 

familiar with discerning differences in language and expression would concede.”   

The following authors have all been presumed to have written the Epistle to the Hebrews:   

  

• Clement of Rome: according to an epistle from Hieronymus (ep. 129: 3),  

• Apollos, according to Alfred Strobel (Göttinger Bibelwerk [Göttingen Bible Work], NTD 9),   

• Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Jude, the brother of Jesus, Aquila or  even Priscilla (according to 

Adolf von Harnack!) or even Mary, the mother of Jesus.   

We thus join with the verdict of Origen:   

  

“But who wrote the epistle, in truth, God knows” (Eusebius, Church History VI, 25: 14).   

  

• The letter was already recognised as canonical in the eastern part of the Roman Empire early 

on (ca. AD 200), owing to its early attestation as a manuscript and its statements on the 

divinity and humanity of Jesus Christ.   

• In the West, it is first found in AD 382 in the canonical index known as the Decretum Damasi, 

however it is not present in the Canon Muratori.   

1.2 Opinions of the Reformers concerning authorship   

 

At the start of his teaching activity, Martin Luther still considered the letter to the Hebrews to have 

been written by Paul. He greatly valued the letter to the Hebrews, owing to its description of Jesus as 

“vere homo, vere Deus” (true Man and true God) and the High Priest Christology of the letter.   

  

Later he acknowledged the non-Pauline origin of the letter and justified his conclusion with Hebrews 

2: 3:   

  

• “[…] salvation, which at the first began to be spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed to us by 

those who heard Him”: “This makes it clear that he [the author] is speaking of the Apostles as 

a disciple to whom such doctrine had come from the Apostles perhaps a long time afterward” 

(WA DB 7: 344 et seq.).   

John Calvin, a thorough connoisseur of early church literature, writes in his comments on the letter to 

the Hebrews that the letter was not written by Paul.   

 

Like Luther, he refers to Hebrews 2: 3, but also goes on to reference Hebrews 6: 1 et seq. Like Origen, 

Calvin sees great differences in language and style between Hebrews and the Pauline letters.    
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• Hebrews 2: 3  

“[…] how shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation, which at the first began to be 

spoken by the Lord, and was confirmed to us by those who heard Him […]?”  

• Hebrews 6: 1-2  

“Therefore, leaving the discussion of the elementary principles of Christ, let us go on to 

perfection, not laying again the foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith 

toward God, of the doctrine of baptisms, of laying on of hands, of resurrection of the dead, 

and of eternal judgement.”   

These verses refer back to the time of Jesus and the early Apostles. This is why the letter cannot have 
been written by Paul.   

  

1.3 Author of the letter closing  

 

Literary criticism is suspicious of the letter closing in Hebrews 13: 20-25, asserting that it was inserted 
later on to support the fiction of Pauline authorship. This closing, at least, imitates the Pauline letter 

closings.   

  

An editor must have reconstructed the conclusion to Hebrews to match the Pauline closings, in order 

to help the letter to the Hebrews gain recognition from the church. Perhaps this occurred with the 

publication of a collection of Pauline letters. However, no name is mentioned here either.   

  

Salutations to persons known to him—as Paul does as a rule—are lacking here. What is being said to 

Timothy and who is meant by “those from Italy” is unclear.   

 

2. Linguistic background of the author   

 

The author of the letter to the Hebrews writes the best Greek in the New Testament. Greek is thus 

certainly his mother tongue.  Beyond that, the quotes are taken from a Greek translation of the Old 
Testament.   

   

The author is thoroughly familiar with the Old Testament, and even makes reference to obscure Jewish 

traditions, such as the legend of Isaiah being “sawn in two” (Hebrews 11: 37), which are not found in 

the Old Testament.   

  

The author is well acquainted with the Judaic interpretation of the Scripture. Like Philo of Alexandria, 

he also seems to have had knowledge of Platonic philosophy (from the Middle Platonic period).   

 

The unnamed author of the letter to the Hebrews would therefore likely be of a Jewish-Hellenistic 

background, which is suggested particularly by his typological and allegorical Scriptural interpretation 
(Hebrews 11: 13-16). He also possesses a high degree of rhetorical creative power.   

 

These statements concerning the author’s Jewish-Hellenistic education and his proximity to Paul have 
led to the often assumed, but unproven, theory of authorship by Apollos.   
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3. Addressees  

 

The addressee information “To the Hebrews” is not original, and was only added during the 
compilation of the New Testament texts (around AD 150).   

 

Owing to this information (Hebrews = Jewish Christians) and the intensive Scriptural use of the Old 

Testament, it was concluded that the addressees must have been Jewish Christians, but perhaps had 

Gentiles as well.    

  

It is assumed that the addressees were Christians in house congregations in an urban environment.   

 

4. Place and time of composition  

 

From the salutation “Those from Italy” (Hebrews 13: 24), scholars are happy to conclude that the place 

of composition was Italy. Nevertheless, it is unclear whether “those from Italy” were staying within or 
outside of Italy.   

 

Since hardly anything is known about the churches outside the city of Rome, other than Puteoli (Acts 

28: 13 et seq.), only Rome itself could be considered as the place of composition.   

  

Some scholars date Hebrews to around 65 AD. The author appears to write as if the temple rituals of 

sacrifice are still being enacted (9:6-9; 10:1-2). The old covenant is being replaced by the new (8:13). 

  

Other scholars date it to the time of Emperor Domitian (AD 81-96), owing to the general persecution 

of Christians referenced in the letter (10: 32-34; 12: 4; 13: 3), but no official persecution of Christians 

existed at the time of Domitian.   

 

Whoever he was, the author was a second or third generation Christian and the dating of this epistle 

is much debated. It was known to Clement of Rome who composed his epistle around 96 AD (1 
Clement 36:1-5). 

  
Things to know: author, addressees, place, and time 

 
The author of the letter to the Hebrews is not known. All attempts to ascribe it to a 

person from the early Christian period have failed. The addressees are mainly 
Jewish. The letter came into being somewhere in the 60’s to 90’s AD.  

 

The place of its composition is also uncertain, perhaps Rome.   

 

 
 

5. A question of genre: what is the Epistle to the Hebrews?  

 

The letter to the Hebrews incorporates elements of an ancient letter, especially at its close, but 
regarded as a whole, it is not a letter.   
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Owing to the missing opening salutation, and a repeated address in the second person, it is assumed 

that the letter to the Hebrews is either  

  

• a sermon that was later recorded in writing, or  

• a theological treatise,   

which was conceived in writing ahead of time.   

  

According to Hebrews 13: 22, the letter might also be considered a message of exhortation:  

  

• Hebrews 13: 22  

“And I appeal to you, brethren, bear with the word of exhortation, for I have written to you 

in few words.”  

The text was perhaps passed along by messengers like a letter.  The letter to the Hebrews is intended 

to strengthen the Christian church, which has fallen into a crisis of faith.   

 

6. Structure and content of the letter to the Hebrews   

 

The letter to the Hebrews can be divided into three main parts and a letter closing. The alternation 

between doctrinal (dogmatic) and paraenetic (ethical, admonitory) sections is characteristic of the 

letter to the Hebrews.   

 

Main body I: the Son as the fulfilment of divine promises (1: 1 - 4: 13)  

 

1: 1-5   Prologue  

1: 6 - 2: 18  Theological: the superiority of the Son over the angels   

3: 1 - 4: 16  Paraenetic: admonition to hold fast to the promise   

 

Main body II: Christ, the true and ultimate High Priest (4: 14 - 10: 18)  

 

5: 1-10   Theological: Christ, the true High Priest  

5: 11 - 6: 20  Paraenetic: admonition to persist in faith and not cease   

7: 1-28   Theological: Jesus, the Mediator of a better covenant  

8: 1 - 10: 18  Theological: Jesus, the High Priest of eternal redemption  

 

Main body III: the way of faith (10: 19 - 13: 19)  

 

10: 19-39  Paraenetic: admonition to hold fast to confession   

11: 1-40  Theological: the cloud of witnesses   

12: 1-17  Paraenetic: admonition to endure, peace and sanctification   

12: 8 - 13: 19  Paraenetic: renewed admonition to sanctification  

 

13: 20-25 Letter closing  
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7. Thematic points of emphasis in the letter to the Hebrews   

 

Jesus Christ is higher than the angels and even greater than Moses (Hebrews 1: 1-3).  God’s word has 
come to us definitively and in unsurpassed form in Jesus Christ:   

  

• Hebrews 1: 1-3  

“God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the 

prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all 

things, through whom also He made the worlds; who being the brightness of His glory and the 

express image of His person, and upholding all things by the word of His power, when He had 

by Himself purged our sins, sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high…”   

The Son of God is even greater than the angels:   

  

• Hebrews 1: 4  

“[…] having become so much better than the angels, as He has by inheritance obtained a more 

excellent name than they.”   

It is quite possible that the author is seeking to make a clear distinction between the salvific 

importance of Jesus and that of a sort of belief in angels or angel-worship, as is familiar from 

contemporary Judaic angel veneration and angel speculations (Qumran writings).   

  

Disobedience to the word of God brings death. For example:   

It was because the Israelites were disobedient during their desert migration that they were excluded 
from the heavenly resting place of God. For the people of the new covenant, on the other hand, there 

is “rest”:   

  

• Hebrews 4: 9  

“There remains therefore a rest for the people of God.”  

Jesus Christ is the true High Priest after the order of Melchizedek (chapters 4-10). Christ, as the eternal, 

only, and true High Priest, gives Himself as a sacrifice once and for all, and thereby concludes the 

sacrificial service of the Old Testament. Now the way into the heavenly Most Holy Place is open, and 

all sins have been eliminated. This occurred on one occasion only, on Good Friday, and thereby 

replaced the Old Testament sacrificial service, which took place every year on the Day of Atonement. 
Christ has effected eternally valid forgiveness of sins.   

 

Steadfastness in faith is required, renewed repentance is not possible.   

 

The path of faith of the Old Testament fathers and that of the new covenant (Hebrews 11-12).  

Examples in faith comprise the “cloud of witnesses” (Hebrews 12: 1).   

 

8. Melchizedek in the letter to the Hebrews  

 

The letter to the Hebrews often mentions Melchizedek.  Who is that?  

Melchizedek is certainly one of the most mysterious figures of the Bible. Besides being referenced in 

Hebrews, he is also mentioned in Genesis 14: 18-20 and in Psalm 110: 4:   
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• Genesis 14: 18-20  

“Then Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was the priest of God Most 

High. And he blessed him and said: ‘Blessed be Abram of God Most High, Possessor of heaven 

and earth; and blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your enemies into your hand.’ 

And he gave him a tithe of all.”   

In early Judaism—that is, the period between the second century BC and the first century AD— 

Melchizedek was interpreted in various ways.   

 

In the Qumran texts, he was equated with the archangel Michael who conquers the devil and thereby 

ushers in the “acceptable year of the Lord”.  

 

Philo of Alexandria, who taught during the time of Jesus, even went so far as to equate Melchizedek 

with the “Logos”, the divine Word.   

 

Even in early Christendom there were likely many groups that had a special interest in Melchizedek. 

Some theologians of the first century AD even regarded Melchizedek as a manifestation of the Holy 

Spirit. These ideas never took on the character of a church doctrine, however, and eventually 

disappeared in the further course of church history.   

  

In the New Testament, Melchizedek is only mentioned in the letter to the Hebrews, where Genesis 

14: 18-20 and Psalm 110: 4 are linked to the High Priesthood of Jesus Christ. In the process, some 

aspects of the Melchizedek figure that were only suggested in the Old Testament become apparent. 

It can be assumed that the letter to the Hebrews is also addressed to a group of Christians who held 

Melchizedek in high esteem.   

 

8.1  Melchizedek in Genesis 14: 18–20  

 

The passage in which Melchizedek is first mentioned is found in the context of Lot’s deliverance by 
Abraham. It is after the latter’s victory that he has his important encounter with Melchizedek:   

  

• “Then Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine; he was the priest of God Most 

High. And he blessed him and said: ‘Blessed be Abram of God Most High, Possessor of heaven 

and earth; and blessed be God Most High, who has delivered your enemies into your hand.’ 

And he gave him a tithe of all.”   

This event within the story of Abraham opens up a salvation-historical perspective. First of all, in 

“Melchizedek” and “Salem” we have two names in which salvation history comes to expression.    

  

• The name ‘Melchizedek’ is interpreted to mean “king of righteousness” or perhaps even “My 

King [God] is righteousness [or ‘salvation’]”.   

• “God is righteousness / salvation” is a reference to the gracious, salvation-creating God, who 

met with Abraham in the form of the priestly king. ‘Salem’ is the name for Jerusalem, and 

means “peace”.   
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The gifts of “bread and wine” that Melchizedek brings to Abraham transcend the old covenant and 

are reminiscent of the elements of Holy Communion, which Jesus Christ instituted.  

  

Melchizedek is called a “priest of God Most High”. He thus represents a priesthood that was active 

before God made His covenant with the people of Israel on Mount Sinai and before the laws of the 

priesthood were given. The king of Salem is thus a figure that exercised priestly activity outside of the 
rules and ordinances of the later Mosaic Law—as though directly linked to God.   

 

One of the priestly duties that Melchizedek performs—and which is also entrusted to Aaron later on 

(cf. Numbers 6: 23–26)—is the act of blessing. The priest-king lays a blessing upon Abraham in the 
name of the Creator.   

  

8.2  Melchizedek in Psalm 110: 4  

 

The second Old Testament passage that speaks of Melchizedek is found in Psalm 110: 4. This psalm—

like Psalms 2 and 101—was likely spoken aloud at the coronation of kings. It is thus one of the royal 

psalms.  

 

God ushers the ruler to a place of honour at His side:   

 

• Psalm 110: 1  

“The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at My right hand, till I make Your enemies Your footstool.’”   

In early Judaism, this psalm is applied to the Messiah. Psalm 110: 4 establishes a direct link between 
the priest-king Melchizedek and the enthronement of the Israelite king:   

 

• Psalm 110: 4  

“The Lord has sworn and will not relent, ‘You are a priest forever according to the order of 

Melchizedek.’”   

The king thus receives the promise (oath) of God that he will forever—literally, “eternally”— possess 

priestly authority. Of course, within Israelite royalty, this only occurred on occasion.  What is 

astonishing in this verse is the formulation “according to the order of Melchizedek”, because the 

priests who performed their duties in the Holy Place would only have done so in the manner—and 

according to the order—of Aaron.   

 

This passage thus alludes to a greater—probably still hidden—kind of priesthood that will far surpass 

that of Aaron.   

 

Anyone awarded such extraordinary priestly dignity would actually have to transcend the merely 

human sphere. Thus it is only understandable that this verse in the letter to the Hebrews would not 

have been applied to a sinful human being, but to Jesus Christ.   

  

8.3  Link between Psalm 110: 4 and the letter to the Hebrews   

 

Psalm 110: 4 is cited several times in the letter to the Hebrews. First of all, it is mentioned in the 
context of the “High Priestly honour” (Hebrews 5: 4) that was awarded to Jesus Christ by God.   In 

Hebrews 5: 5-6 this High Priestly honour and the divine Sonship of Christ are closely related to one 
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another. In order to express this, the passage cites Psalm 2: 7—which is also one of the royal psalms. 

This is followed immediately by Psalm 110: 4.   

 

The two quotations from Psalms serve to express the election and authority of Jesus Christ:   

  

• Hebrews 5: 5-6  

“So also Christ did not glorify Himself to become High Priest, but it was He who said to Him: 

‘You are My Son, today I have begotten You.’ As He also says in another place: ‘You are a priest 

forever according to the order of Melchizedek.’”   

This verse is referenced again a little later on. This time, the promises to Abraham are related to the 

hope founded upon Jesus Christ.   

 

Abraham waited patiently for a Son—those who are connected to Christ hope for their reunion with 

the Father and the Son. In this respect, Jesus Christ is a “forerunner”, because He is already in the 

heavenly Holy Place—that is, with the Father—while the church is still awaiting this fellowship with 

God:   

  

• Hebrews 6: 20  

“[…] where the forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus, having become High Priest forever 

according to the order of Melchizedek...”  

  8.4  Melchizedek in Hebrews 7: 1–3  

 

Hebrews 7: 1-3 picks up on the account in Genesis 14: 17-20 and expands it with some further 

statements about the person of the priest-king.   

  

• Hebrews 7: 1-3  

“For this Melchizedek, king of Salem, priest of the Most High God, who met Abraham returning 

from the slaughter of the kings and blessed him, to whom also Abraham gave a tenth part of 

all, first being translated ‘king of righteousness,’ and then also king of Salem, meaning ‘king of 

peace,’ without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days 

nor end of life, but made like the Son of God, remains a priest continually.”  

Melchizedek, we are told here, is the king of Salem. What is emphasised is his relationship to 

Abraham: Melchizedek went out to meet him when Abraham returned “from the slaughter of the 

kings”. Abraham acknowledged the authority of Melchizedek by giving him the “tenth part of all”.  

Abraham’s actions—so the letter to the Hebrews interprets this—clearly reveal the high position of 

the priest-king:   

  

• Hebrews 7: 4  

“Now consider how great this man was, to whom even the patriarch Abraham gave a tenth of 

the spoils.”  

Beyond that, the blessing issued by the priest-king is mentioned. This reference also serves to 

emphasise Melchizedek’s superiority to Abraham:  
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• Hebrews 7: 7  

“Now beyond all contradiction the lesser is blessed by the better.”   

It is particularly when we consider the high esteem accorded to Abraham by both the Jews and the 

early Christians in general that we gain some insight into the great importance assigned to 
Melchizedek.    

  

The two names “king of righteousness” and “king of peace” make it clear that Melchizedek advocates 
righteousness and establishes peace. Thus we recognise features in him that are also attributed to the 

Messiah, Jesus Christ.   

 

The prophetical reference in Isaiah 9: 5-6 also lists peace and righteousness as essential Messianic 
hallmarks:   

  

• Isaiah 9: 6-7  

“For unto us a Child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the government will be upon His 

shoulder. And His name will be called Wonderful, Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, 

Prince of Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be no end, upon the 

throne of David and over His kingdom, to order it and establish it with judgement and justice 

from that time forward, even forever.”  

The most important statements about the person of Melchizedek, which surpass everything else the 

Old Testament says about him, are found in the following passage:   

  

• “[He is] without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days 

nor end of life, but made like the Son of God, remains a priest continually” (Hebrews 7: 3).  

The exceptional status of Melchizedek is shown, above all, in his lineage, which transcends the human 

sphere because he is “without father, without mother, without genealogy”.   

 

Not only is all of this unknown, it also references the fact that the priest-king is a messenger of the 

transcendent and the divine. At the same time, the lacking genealogy of a priest would actually be a 

stain, as the priests in Israel had to be descendants of Aaron (cf. Exodus 28: 1).   

 

Although the Levitical priesthood had not yet been established at the time of Israel, Melchizedek is 

associated with it (cf. Hebrews 5: 5-6). He thus stands above the Levitical ancestral lineage, however, 

this is not a deficiency, but rather a reference to the fact that a higher priesthood has emerged here.   

The mysterious and unfathomable is brought to full expression by the statement that he has “neither 
beginning of days nor end of life”.  

 

All the usual conditions that constitute and define human life, for example birth (“beginning of days”) 

or death (“end of life”) thus remain unmentioned. Melchizedek exists without the historical 
associations of life upon which the Old Testament usually places such great worth—for example, the 

genealogical tables.   

 

However, the statement “neither beginning of days nor end of life” transcends the earthly—as the 

passage speaks of the heavenly origin of the priest-king, in which the divine shines through, so to 

speak, and becomes present for Abraham. Thus the mortality of the descendents of Levi can now be 
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contrasted with the immortality of Melchizedek, in order to once more stress the superiority of the 

priest-king. Indeed, the letter to the Hebrews goes so far as to say that Levi, as a descendent of 

Abraham, also paid the tithe to Melchizedek through the tithe that Abraham paid him:   

  

• Hebrews 7: 8-9  

“Here mortal men [namely the Levites] receive tithes, but there he receives them, of whom it 

is witnessed that he lives [namely Melchizedek]. Even Levi, who receives tithes, paid tithes 

through Abraham, so to speak.”  

8.5  Melchizedek and Jesus Christ  

 

At the end of his description of Melchizedek, the author of the letter to the Hebrews states that he is 
“made like the Son of God, [and] remains a priest continually” (Hebrews 7: 3).  

 

These remarks on Melchizedek are thus not intended to expand knowledge about a figure of the Old 

Testament, but rather serve to make clear who Jesus Christ is. It is not Jesus Christ who is the image 

of Melchizedek. Rather, the Old Testament priest-king is an image of the eternal Son of God.   

 

The motif of the lack of genealogy that establishes the pre-eminence of Melchizedek’s priesthood is 

also related to Jesus Christ, who did not descend from Levi, but rather from the tribe of Judah: “For it 

is evident that our Lord arose from Judah, of which tribe Moses spoke nothing concerning priesthood” 

(Hebrews 7: 14).   

 

Jesus Christ is thus likewise independent of the law’s provisions with regard to priest, and this was 

necessary in order to draw attention to the frailty and temporary nature of the Mosaic Law:   

  

• Hebrews 7: 18-19  

“For on the one hand there is an annulling of the former commandment because of its 

weakness and unprofitableness, for the law made nothing perfect; on the other hand, there 

is the bringing in of a better hope, through which we draw near to God.”  

The statement that Melchizedek has “neither beginning of days nor end of life” applies to the Son of 

God in incomparable measure, as He is begotten of the Father from eternity and reigns with the Father 

and the Holy Spirit from eternity to eternity. The beginninglessness of the Son of God is expressed by 

the reference to Melchizedek, who functions here as an image or typos:   

  
Things to know: Melchizedek 

 
All these reflections on Melchizedek serve solely to bring the person and High 

Priesthood of Jesus Christ to expression.   

 

Here the author is evidently making use of early Judaic and proto-Christian concepts 

and modes of expression in order to proclaim Jesus Christ as the true and only High 

Priest.   

As this High Priest, Jesus has brought the sacrifice once and for all. The sacrificial 
service of the old covenant is thereby suspended. 
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9.  Historical impact of the letter to the Hebrews  

 

The Doctrine of the Threefold Ministry of Christ (prophetical, priestly, kingly), as we find it in the 
Heidelberg Catechism (Question 31) or the Catechism of the New Apostolic Church (CNAC 3.4.7), builds 

upon statement from the letter to the Hebrews concerning the High Priesthood of Christ.   

  

The Doctrine of the Threefold Ministry of Christ states that Jesus Christ is Prophet, Priest, and King:   

  

• the prophetic ministry (munus propheticum):  

Through His proclamation of the law and the gospel, Jesus Christ reveals God’s will to save.   

• the priestly ministry (munus sacerdotale): 

Jesus Christ functions as the Mediator between God’s will to save and the sin of mankind. As 

High Priest, Jesus Christ has given Himself as a sacrifice and thereby rendered all other 

sacrifices (of the Old Testament) superfluous. The priestly activity of mediation continues in 

that the exalted Christ advocates on behalf of mankind with the Father.   

• the kingly ministry (munus regium):  

Jesus Christ is the King of all kings into all eternity. 

 

Things to know: the letter to the Hebrews 

 
The author of the letter to the Hebrews is unknown. He possesses a high degree of 

Hellenistic-Jewish education and demonstrates a sophisticated level of literary 

Greek.  The letter may have come into being in Rome somewhere around the 60’s 
to 90’s AD.  It provides orientation for its readers in a difficult crisis of faith.   

 

The depiction of High Priest Christology is unique and of great theological 

importance: as the only true High Priest, Christ offers Himself as a sacrifice once and 

for all, and thereby brings the sacrificial service of the Old Testament to a close. 
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6.2  The Catholic (Universal) Epistles 
 

 

From the Pauline epistles we now turn our attention to the 

so-called Catholic Epistles. These consist of seven very 

different letters, namely the   

  

• First Epistle of Peter  

• Second Epistle of Peter  

• First Epistle of John  

• Second Epistle of John  

• Third Epistle of John  

• The Epistle of James  

• The Epistle of Jude  

 

None of these are addressed to specific recipients, neither 

to churches nor individuals. Rather, all of them are 

addressed to the church as a whole (katholikos = 

universal). Important themes include the conduct of 

Christians in the Roman Empire, and love for one another 

as a consequence of the love of God.   

  

The Catholic Epistles (that is, the Corpus Catholicum) 

comprise the second part of the New Testament letter 

corpus, the first part of which is called the Corpus 

Paulinum. 

   

In old Bible manuscripts, the sequence was different, 

however: the book of Acts was followed by the Catholic 

Epistles. In them, the main characters of early Christianity 

who appear in Acts— namely Peter, John, and James—

were represented. Only thereafter did the Corpus 

Paulinum follow.  

 

 

 
1. The First Epistle of Peter  

 

1.1  Author  

 

The author of the letter introduces himself as “Peter, an Apostle of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1: 1). He thus 
claims to have been a companion of Jesus, witness of the Risen One, and an Apostle.   
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According to the statements in the letter, it was not directly written by Peter, but likely initiated by 

him. The writer (or carrier) of the letter is stated as Silvanus (Silas), who came from Jerusalem and 

accompanied Paul on his second missionary journey (1 Peter 5: 12).   

  

The First Epistle of Peter was accorded great authority in the early church, although it is not mentioned 

in the important directory of New Testament writings known as the Muratorian Canon (ca. AD 200).   

 

The claim of Petrine authorship was also largely acknowledged in the early church.  

 

Some scholars today do accept that Peter wrote the epistle, while others consider it as 

pseudepigraphical. The latter argue that the first reason for doubt is the fact that the letter is 
composed in an eloquent Greek, which suggests authorship by a native speaker. The letter style is 

reminiscent of the Lukan writings.   

 

In addition, the author describes himself as an Apostle in 1 Peter 1: 1, in 1 Peter 5: 1 as a “fellow elder”, 

that is, as a Presbyter—a designation that only became common later in the early church, namely 

toward the end of the first century.    

 

If pseudepigraphical, the letter was written under the name of Apostle Peter in order to fill the vacuum 

of authority that would have come about after the Apostle’s death, that is, in the second half of the 
first century AD.  

 

In the early post-apostolic period it was quite customary to write letters under the name of Apostles, 

as long as the contents of these letters did not stand in contradiction to the apostolic tradition.   

 

In the New Testament there is also a strong tradition deriving from Apostle Peter (irrespective of 

historical plausibility) that is reflected particularly in the Gospel of Mark and the two Epistles of Peter. 

A similar truth applies to the Pauline tradition, and this is reflected in both Lukan literature and the 
Pauline letters and—as we will see—the Johannine tradition with the Gospel according to John, the 

Epistles of John, and Revelation. Beside this there is a more or less Jewish-Christian tradition reflected 
in the Gospel of Matthew, and the Epistles of James and Jude.   

  

1.2  Addressees  

 

This letter is not addressed to a congregation, as are the letters of Paul, nor is it addressed to a person, 
as are the Pastoral Epistles. This letter is addressed to the “pilgrims of the Dispersion“:  

   

• 1 Peter 1: 1  

“Peter, an Apostle of Jesus Christ, to the pilgrims of the Dispersion in Pontus, Galatia, 

Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia …”  

In other words, this was likely addressed to the Gentile Christians living in the region of modern 

Turkey. The roman provinces mentioned encompassed nearly all of Asia Minor. Christendom had thus 

already spread to the degree that the governor of Bithynia, Pliny the Younger (ca. AD 111/112) 

assumed in his letter to Emperor Trajan.   
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1.3 What is the First Epistle of Peter?   

 

In terms of form history, the letter is to be understood as a written circular or encyclical that exhibits 
extensive knowledge about the circumstances of its addressees. The situation is characterised by the 

estrangement of these Christians from their pagan neighbours and the power structures of the Roman 

Empire—it is the first time that the relationship to the Roman Empire is mentioned in the New 
Testament.   

  

1.4 Place and time of composition  

 

The place of composition is stated as “Babylon” (1 Peter 5: 13), which is a code name for Rome.   

 

Since the First Epistle of Peter is familiar with the circumstances in Asia Minor, it may also have come 

into being there. The letter offers very few clues that could shed light on the time of its composition.   

These Christians were the targets of mistreatment and verbal abuse (1 Peter 4: 14, 16) and there was 

a general fear of persecution (1 Peter 1: 6; Revelation 2: 10), especially during the reign of Emperor 
Domitian (AD 81-96).   

  

If composed by Peter, it was written in the 60’s, near the end of his life. Alternatively, the letter was 

perhaps composed in the 80’s of the first century AD, when the beginnings of a hierarchy began to 

emerge in the congregations (1 Peter 5: 1-5).   

  

• 1 Peter 5: 1-5  

“The elders who are among you I exhort, I who am a fellow elder and a witness of the 

sufferings of Christ, and also a partaker of the glory that will be revealed: shepherd the flock 

of God which is among you, serving as overseers, not by compulsion but willingly, not for 

dishonest gain but eagerly; nor as being lords over those entrusted to you, but being examples 

to the flock; and when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that 

does not fade away. Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves to your elders. Yes, all 

of you be submissive to one another, and be clothed with humility, for ‘God resists the proud, 

but gives grace to the humble.’”  

In two central points, the situation assumed in 1 Peter exhibits parallels to the issues treated in the 

correspondence between Pliny the Younger (imperial legate in Bithynia and Pontus, ca. AD 111-113) 
and Emperor Trajan:   

  

Christians are persecuted for the sole reason that they are Christian (1 Peter 4: 16; cf. Pliny, Epistulae 

X.96: 2); the state is not seeking out Christians (Pliny, Epistulae X.97: 2); they are apparently being 
(anonymously) accused (Pliny, Epistulae X.96: 2, 5, 6), which may be reflected in 1 Peter as well (1 

Peter 2: 12; 3: 14; 14: 4c, 12f., 16, etc.).   

 

Yet Christians, as a very small minority in the Roman Empire, would have been subject to bad 

treatment as soon as Christian communities were established.  

 

1.5  Aspects of content  

 

The question of authorship is not relevant for understanding the First Epistle of Peter.   
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The First Epistle of Peter seems to adopt the Gospel of Matthew. References in 1 Peter 2: 12 (good 

works; cf. Matthew 5: 16) and 1 Peter 3: 4 (beatitude of those who suffer for the sake of righteousness; 

Matthew 5: 10) can be considered adaptations from Matthew.  The letter is likely intended to bring 
together the different streams of early Christianity represented by Peter and Paul.   

 

1.5.1 Structure  

 

1: 1-2   Opening salutation  

1: 3-12   Prayer, blessing, or thanksgiving  

1: 13 - 2: 10  The life of the baptised  

2: 11 - 3: 12  Being a Christian in the context of the world   

3: 13 - 4: 19  Willingness to suffer  

5: 1-14   Postscript  

 

1.5.2 Theological themes  

  

1.5.2.1  Ecclesiology in the First Epistle of Peter  

 

Ecclesiology is of great significance for 1 Peter, even though the term ‘ekklesia’ (“church”) does not 
appear.   The addressees are described as “pilgrims” (1 Peter 1: 1; 2: 11). They do not belong to society, 

and are rejected by it.   

 

Theologically, the term ‘pilgrim’ is a reference to the special status of the believer in the world. 

Believers are strangers in society because they belong to God’s family (the familia Dei). As a child of 

God, as a member of the family of God, the believer is a stranger in this world.  

 

Because Christians are elected, they are “strangers” in the world.   

 

The believer’s rootedness in God, and his role as a stranger in the world, has direct implications for 
the understanding of church.   

  

The believers are “the elect” (1 Peter 1: 2; 2: 9):  

  

• the “saints”, who are called to live in accordance with the will of God (1 Peter 1: 15 et seq.) as 

those who have been born again (1 Peter 1: 3, 23; 2: 2).   

The community of the believers—in other words, the church—is labelled using titles commonly 

reserved for Israel:   

  

• “a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation” (1 Peter 2: 9).   

The First Epistle of Peter adopts the predicate “people of God” from Jewish tradition and applies it to 
the church. The church is thus the new people of God.  

  

Christians are distinguished from other people through the use of traditionally Jewish conceptions 
such as the “Diaspora” (“the scattering”, 1 Peter 1: 1), and “sojourners”, “pilgrims” (1 Peter 1:17; 2: 

11).   
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The concept of the “people of God” not only emphasises continuity with Israel, but at the same time 

already conceives of the church as an entity of its own (external to Judaism).  

 

The letter calls for a conduct of life that corresponds to the holiness of God. This is backed up by a 

quotation from the “law of holiness” (1 Peter 1: 15 et seq.; Leviticus 11: 44 et seq.).   

 

The category of foreignness not only leads to self-isolation, but even encourages a lifestyle within 

pagan society that is fundamentally different from that of the pagans.   

 

The letter calls for “brotherly love” within the church (1 Peter 1: 22: 2: 17; 3: 8) and mutual service (1 

Peter 4: 10 et seq.).   

 

On the other hand, it also calls upon readers to love their outside enemies, and to abstain from 

vengeance (1 Peter 3: 9).   

 

The exhortation to the elders (1 Peter 5: 1-5) presupposes a presbyterial church leadership. Pastoral 

imagery is used here as a metaphor for church leadership (cf. John 10; 21: 15-17).  The priestly 

character of the believers is referenced in 1 Peter 2: 5, 9 without opposing the developing hierarchical 

structures.   

 

The categories of priestly holiness are applied to the ethical behaviour of the Christians.   

 

The strict standards of ritual priestly holiness are to define the ethical behaviour of Christians in daily 

life.   

 

The idea that the strict standards of ritual priestly holiness should also define the ethical behaviour of 
believers in daily life is a Pharisaic concept!   

  

Now the problematic relationship between Christians and their pagan environment also becomes an 
important subject.   

  

In 1 Peter 2: 13, a political ethic is developed that is likely intended to correct Romans 13. The political 

authorities are not “appointed by God” (Romans 13: 1), but are viewed here as “human ordinances” 
(ktisis = “institution”).   

 

Through obedience to the authorities, Christians demonstrate that the gospel is not a threat to those 

in positions of responsibility.   

 

At the same time, any theological claims of the state are clearly rejected: “Fear God. Honour the king” 

(1 Peter 2: 17).   

 

Through such conduct, Christians hope to gain the trust of their pagan fellow citizens.   

 

1.5.2.2  Conception of the departed in 1 Peter  

 

The First Epistle of Peter is the only text of the New Testament to mention the descent of Christ into 

the underworld, the realm of the dead. In the view of many exegetes, this occurred so that He could 
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proclaim His victory even before the spirits of the underworld (corresponding to 1 Timothy 3: 16 “seen 

by angels”).   

  

Both 1 Peter 3: 18-22 and 4: 6 provide a significant biblical foundation for the conception of the 

departed.  

 

The descent of Christ into the underworld also features in the pseudepigraphical Gospel of Nicodemus, 

where it is recounted in extensive detail.   

 

In contrast to most other New Testament writings, 1 Peter does not conceive of the “soul” (psyche) 

as a vital principle, but rather as the “higher” or “immortal” component of a person.  So it is that the 
terms “soul” and “fleshly lusts” (1 Peter 2: 11) can be understood as being in opposition, as it was 

understood in Hellenistic philosophy.   

 

In 1 Peter 1: 9 we find the formulation: “salvation of your souls”, which prefigures the later doctrine 

of the soul as the centre of the personality.   

 

The view of the soul as a higher component of the human being is typical for secular Hellenistic 

philosophy.   

  

2. The Second Epistle of Peter  

 

2.1 The question of authorship  

 

The Second Epistle of Peter claims to have been written by Apostle Peter (2 Peter 1: 1, 13-15). From 

the passage in 1: 13-15 it is clear that the letter is intended to be understood as a kind of testament 
from the Apostle.   

 

The reference to the transfiguration of Jesus (2 Peter 1: 18), the reference back to 1 Peter (2 Peter 3: 
1), and the image of Paul portrayed in 2 Peter 3: 15-16 are intended to support this claim.   

  

Three arguments in particular speak against the historicity of this claim:   

  

• 2 Peter almost completely absorbs the content of the Epistle of Jude, and for the Apostle to 

take such an approach must be ruled out for both factual and chronological reasons.   

• 2 Peter 3: 4 shatters the fiction of the letter’s stated authorship: it states that the fathers have 

fallen asleep and that the hope of Christ’s return is diminishing. Apostle Peter himself is among 

these “fathers”, and in the early period of the church, this problem had not yet arisen.   

• The Second Epistle of Peter diverges greatly from 1 Peter, which means that the two letters 

could not have been written by the same author.   

Even if 1 Peter were authentic, 2 Peter would have to be regarded as pseudepigraphical. The language 
of 2 Peter provides evidence that its author was a Jewish Christian with a Hellenistic education, who 

wrote this letter in the name of Peter to the Christian church as a whole (2 Peter 1: 1).   
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2.2 Addressees  

 

The pseudonym and the reference back to 1 Peter are grounds for assuming that 2 Peter is likely 
addressed to the same churches as those mentioned in 1 Peter 1: 1.   

 

The Hellenistic language in 2 Peter 1: 3-7 (“divine power”, “divine nature”, “knowledge”, “virtue”, 

“self-control”) suggest the letter is directed at Gentile Christian churches.   

  

2.3 Place and time of composition  

 

The place and time of the letter’s composition are not known.   

 

It fits into the extensive Petrine literature of the second century AD. In the second century, a rich and 

diverse Petrine literature came into being, the best known text of which is the Apocalypse (or 

Revelation) of Peter, which came into being in around AD 135 and was already familiar with 2 Peter. 
A similar school or tradition is also attested for the Pauline and Johannine writings.  The Second Epistle 

of Peter may have come into being in Egypt, where it was strongly adopted into other literature. Rome 

is also possible as a place of composition because of the Petrine tradition to which the letter refers.   

  

The letter’s extensive borrowing from the Epistle of Jude, the reference to the Pauline letter corpus (2 

Peter 3: 15 et seq.), and the comparable problems surrounding the Parousia in 1 Clement 23-37, all 

point to a time of composition of around AD 110/120. The Second Epistle of Peter is therefore very 

likely the latest writing of the New Testament.   

 

The adoption of 2 Peter into the New Testament canon was long in dispute. The letter was not 
mentioned in the Muratorian Canon, and Origen counted it among the “contested writings”.   

 

2.4  What is the Second Epistle of Peter?  

 

The Second Epistle of Peter can be described as a testament in letter form.  

  

2.5  Theological points of emphasis  

 

As an eyewitness, Peter recalls the voice of God at the transfiguration of Jesus. The Second Epistle of 

Peter aims to reinforce faith by taking the Scripture—which it calls a prophetic testimony inspired by 

God (2 Peter 1: 12-21)—seriously.    

  

It warns against heretics or “false teachers”. This part of the letter is almost totally identical to the 

Epistle of Jude (2 Peter 2: 1-22).   

 

Both the Epistle of Jude and 2 Peter aim to combat false teachers who despise heavenly authority, 
blaspheme spiritual powers (angels), and exercise their freedom without any restraint. These were 

very likely Libertines, adherents of a way of thinking that advocates:   

  

• “I can do anything I please”  

… and expresses itself in an unrestrained, extravagant way of life (from Latin ‘liber’, meaning “free”).   
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The anticipation of the Parousia is defended here. God has a different standard of time than human 

beings. He is not delaying the return of Christ, but rather exercising patience in order to give more 

people the chance to repent (2 Peter 3: 1-13):   

  

• “Beloved, I now write to you this second epistle (in both of which I stir up your pure minds by 

way of reminder), that you may be mindful of the words which were spoken before by the 

holy prophets, and of the commandment of us, the Apostles of the Lord and Saviour, knowing 

this first: that scoffers will come in the last days, walking according to their own lusts, and 

saying, ‘Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things 

continue as they were from the beginning of creation.’ For this they wilfully forget: that by the 

word of God the heavens were of old, and the earth standing out of water and in the water, 

by which the world that then existed perished, being flooded with water. But the heavens and 

the earth which are now preserved by the same word, are reserved for fire until the Day of 

Judgement and perdition of ungodly men. But, beloved, do not forget this one thing, that with 

the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slack 

concerning His promise, as some count slackness, but is longsuffering toward us, not willing 

that any should perish but that all should come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will 

come as a thief in the night, in which the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the 

elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be burned 

up. Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to 

be in holy conduct and godliness, looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, 

because of which the heavens will be dissolved, being on fire, and the elements will melt with 

fervent heat? Nevertheless we, according to His promise, look for new heavens and a new 

earth in which righteousness dwells.”   

The return of Christ will come as a surprise, like a “thief in the night” (cf. 1 Thessalonians 5: 2; Matthew 

24: 43).   

 

The promise of a new heaven and a new earth (cf. Revelation 21: 1) in 2 Peter 3: 13 references Isaiah 

65: 17; 66: 22.   

 

3. The Epistle of Jude  

 

3.1 Author  

 

The author identifies himself as Jude, the brother of Jesus, who is mentioned in the Synoptic tradition 
(Matthew 13: 55; Mark 6: 3).   

 

The style and content of the letter indicate a later time. For example, the author looks back on the 

time of the Apostles in verse 17. The letter aims to combat heretics, likely Gnostics.   

  

The Epistle of Jude also cites non-biblical tradition, which is why its canonicity was long debated.  The 

author was likely a Jewish Christian, because he makes use of the apocrypha and pseudepigrapha of 

the Jewish tradition.   

 

• Verse 6: a reference to the fall of the angels 
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• Verse 9: the battle between the archangel Michael and Satan over the body of Moses.   

The Epistle of Jude’s concept of tradition (Jude 3, 20) places it clearly in the post-Apostolic period. The 

author himself also points to his chronological distance from the Apostles (Jude 17). The fact that he 

does not identify himself directly as a brother of Jesus, but rather takes the detour of making his 
kinship to Jesus known by way of James, also suggests this is a pseudepigraphical letter.  The letter of 

Jude might also have used the name of the Lord’s brother in order to indirectly claim the authority of 

James. The direct reason for the composition of the Epistle of Jude was the emergence of heretics. 

These opponents are very likely even part of the congregation (Jude 12) who have unsettled the 

congregation with their teachings (Jude 22).   

  

3.2 Addressees, place and time of composition  

 

The prescript does not mention any specific addressees, which makes a more precise description of 
the addressees impossible. Since the Epistle of Jude has also been largely incorporated into 2 Peter, it 

may also have come into being in Asia Minor.   

 

The letter of Jude’s understanding of tradition, the author’s own stated chronological distance from 
the early Apostles, and a certain proximity to the Epistle of James all suggest that the letter dates to a 

time of around AD 100.   

  

3.3 Content  

 

The Epistle of Jude is completely dominated by polemics against heretics. The latter lead unrestrained 

lives and deny Christ, but they are already doomed in the Last Judgement. In his polemic against false 
teachers, the author draws on a whole series of traditional elements. He is clearly familiar with Jewish 

tradition.   

 

He quotes from the “Ethiopian Book of Enoch” (1 Enoch), a pseudepigraphical book about the Old 

Testament (Jude 14, 15), and likely also draws from the “Assumption of Moses”, an early Jewish text 

from the first century AD, which has only survived in fragments (Jude 9).   

 

In terms of form, the Epistle of Jude belongs in the tradition of the apostolic letter.   

 

4. The Epistle of James  

 

4.1 Author, place and time of composition  

 

The author identifies himself as “James, a bondservant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). Some 

scholars say this is an unknown Christian, but according to early church tradition this refers to the 
brother of Jesus. James is mentioned in the Gospels (Matthew 13:55; Mark 6:3) but only became a 

follower of Jesus after the resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:7; John 7:5). James became the leader of 

early church in Jerusalem (Acts 12:17), where we find him discussing with Paul the sphere of gospel 

ministry (Acts 15:13; 21:18; Galatians 1:19; 2:9, 12). 

 

If written by James, scholars date this epistle to 62 AD, or perhaps the mid 40’s, before the Apostolic 

Council (Acts 15). Or it was written after James’ letter to the Gentiles (Acts 15), around 52 AD, after 
the impact of Paul and his gospel became well known. 
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Other scholars question that it was James, the Lord’s brother, who was the author. They argue the 
author writes in good Greek and has an education in rhetoric, neither of which would likely have been 

true for James, as the latter would have had a strictly Jewish-Christian orientation (hence the epithet 

“the Just”). Even so, the author is part of a Jewish Christian environment characterised by wisdom, in 

which James, the brother of the Lord, was held in high esteem.   

 

For these scholars the Epistle of James probably came into being around the end of the first century 
AD in the area of Alexandria, which was also home to the wisdom tradition.  At times the marine 

imagery (ship motif) of the letter suggests a port city as the place of its composition (cf. James 1: 6; 3: 

4).   

  

4.2  What is the Epistle of James?  

 

It is of note that, although there is an opening salutation, there is no letter closing. Beyond that, the 

opening does not make use of the two-part Jewish-Oriental formula, but rather the Hellenistic-Greek.  

The author of the Epistle of James uses a rich array of traditional material that, to a large degree, 

originates in Jewish wisdom theology. On several occasions there are overlaps with the Synoptic 

tradition. The clearest is the parallel between James 5: 12 and Matthew 5: 33-37.   

  

Although it contains an opening, the Epistle to James is missing nearly all other elements of a letter. It 

can be described as a wisdom-oriented letter of exhortation and doctrine, which appears in the form 

of an encyclical.   

  

4.3  Theological themes  

 

The Epistle of James intends for its readers to decide on their practical way of life on the basis of the 

gospel. The five proverb groups (James 1; 4; 5) are close in terms of both form and content to Jewish 

wisdom literature (Proverbs, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiasticus).   

 

The author makes use of a literary Greek style. The endeavour to form argument chains (For example, 

James 3: 13-18) is rhetorically skilful, as is the rich use of metaphors (cf. James 1: 6, 10 et seq., etc.). 

The reader is drawn right into the author’s train of thought.   

  

Believers are to be doers of the word, not only hearers. The letter addresses some of the positions of 

the Pauline school (James 1; 2), speaks of the power of the word and of wisdom (James 3), warns 

against quarrels, and recommends observance of God’s commandments (James 4). The rich can 

expect the judgement of God.   

 

The letter talks about patient waiting for the coming of Jesus and announces an important topic for 

the Catholic tradition. The Elders are to lay their hands upon the sick:   

  

• James 5: 13-15  

“Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing psalms. Is 

anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, 

anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the sick, and 

the Lord will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven.”  
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It is from this passage that the Catholic sacrament of “extreme unction” or the anointing of the sick 

derives.   

 

5. The Epistles of John  

  

5.1  The Johannine question  

 

The Johannine writings consist of the Gospel of John, the three Epistles of John, and the Revelation of 
John. New Testament scholarship poses the question of who wrote these texts. This inquiry is known 

as the Johannine Question.  

  

The Gospel of John does not name its author. It merely mentions the “beloved disciple” as the 
guarantor of the tradition in this Gospel. And his name is not mentioned either.   

 

Two of the Epistles of John (2 John and 3 John) mention an Elder, or “Elder John” as their author.  
Revelation mentions a seer by the name of John, without describing the latter as an Apostle.   

  

So who wrote these letters? 

  

A hasty response claiming that Apostle John the son of Zebedee is the intended author cannot be 

biblically substantiated. Equating the son of Zebedee with the beloved disciple of the Lord may be 

suggested by John 21: 22-24, but the letter reads as though the beloved disciple were already dead 
when the gospel was distributed.   

 

The earliest testimony equating the beloved disciple to John the son of Zebedee to the Evangelist John 

dates back to Irenaeus. Irenaeus of Lyon, ca. AD 180, writes the following concerning the fourth 
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” (Against Heresies 3.1.1). Irenaeus 

emphasises that this same John had lived until the time of Trajan (AD 98-117) on two further 

occasions (Against Heresies 2.22.5; 3.3.4). For him there is no doubt whatsoever that the 

beloved disciple was none other than John the son of Zebedee, the “disciple of the Lord”, as 

Irenaeus repeats several times.   

Irenaeus also mentions that Polycarp of Smyrna had known the “beloved disciple John”, and that he 

had not only been in contact with him, but also “conversed with many who had seen Christ” (Against 

Heresies 3.3.4).   

  

We gain another perspective on the writings of Johannine literature by way of a comment by Papias 

of Hierapolis (ca. AD 80-140). He relates of his encounter with different bearers of the Christian 

message:   

  

• “And also […] I would inquire for the sayings of the Presbyters, what Andrew said, or what 

Peter said, or what Philip or what Thomas or James or what John or Matthew or any other of 

the Lord's disciples, […] and for the things which Aristion and the Presbyter John, the disciples 

of the Lord, were saying.”  
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Papias makes a clear distinction between two different persons by the name of John, and goes on to 

relate—as Eusebius supplements in his Church History—that he himself had heard this Presbyter 

(Elder) John speak. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The “Presbyter [Elder] John”, who as a “disciple of the Lord” was able to play a 
significant role at the end of the first century AD as a bearer of tradition, is not 

identical with John, the son of Zebedee, one of the “Twelve”.    

 
 

5.1.1  Martin Hengel’s hypothesis: Gospel and letters are the work of the “Elder John”   

 

Martin Hengel (1926-2009), the Tübingen New Testament scholar and a leading figure in German New 

Testament exegesis of the latter part of the twentieth century, begins here with his reconstruction of 

the conditions necessary for the Johannine writings to come into being.  His hypothesis on the 

Johannine Question is currently the best historical hypothesis on this subject.   

 

Hengel makes the following assumptions:   

  

• The “astonishingly broad direct and indirect testimony of the Christian authors” of the second 

century AD (that is, Irenaeus and Papias) should “certainly be considered more carefully than 

is usually the case today.”   

Hengel further emphasises that…  

  

• “this testimony also remains fundamentally important for our knowledge of the historical 

location of the Corpus Johanneum.”   

According to Hengel, the Gospel of John and the three Epistles of John are not the product of a 
“creative collective”, but rather owe their high theological content to the abilities of a single 

outstanding author.   

 

Beyond that, the Johannine writings did not come into being in an environment of some “half Gnostic 

sect settled on the margins of the church”, as the Bultmann school was fond of postulating.   

 

The central figure within Hengel’s historical reconstruction is the “Elder John” from the note by Papias. 

Hengel first identifies him very closely with the “presbyteros” who appears as the author of the Second 

and Third Epistles of John.   

  

In a subsequent step, Hengel equates the author of these letters with the alleged Gospel author and 
disciple who died at a high age, according to John 21: 20-24. This identification, however, is debated 

in scholarship.   

  

Hengel also attributes the anonymous First Epistle of John to the “Elder John”:   

  

• “[…] despite all the little differences, its kinship with this text [the Gospel] is great.”   
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According to this hypothesis: behind the Corpus Johanneum is an outstanding teacher personality who 

worked in Asia Minor between AD 60 and 110, who claimed to be an eye-witness of the Jesus event.  

 

It was only after the death of the “Elder John”, “a man of verbal tradition and not a man of letters” 

(Martin Hengel)—that the Gospel was ultimately compiled as we have it today.   

 

The final editors went to work cautiously. “Breaks” and “contradictions” were simply not eliminated 

by the diligent leading publisher (cf. John 21 as an “appendix”).   

 

The final editors proceeded with similar care with the figure of the “beloved disciple”: there is no 

subsequent but clear identification with the “Elder John” nor is there any clear reference to the 
Zebedean John known from the Synoptic tradition. In addition, Hengel advocates for the “relative 

unity of the Gospel”.   

  

 See Martin Hengel: Die johanneische Frage. Ein Lösungsversuch [The Johannine Question. An Attempt 

at Resolution] (WUNT 67), Tübingen 1993.  

 

5.2  The Johannine School   

 

Hengel’s hypothesis can easily be expanded to the point of assuming a Johannine school. New 

Testament scholarship has reconstructed such a Johannine school that composed letters under the 

assumption of the name of an early Christian authority, in a manner similar to the Pauline school.  

 

Theological and linguistic convergences between the Gospel of John and the three Epistles, as well as 

the subsequent chapter of John 21, suggest a Johannine school, whose master was the Elder John. The 
latter, in turn, belonged to the circle of students of the Apostle John Zebedee and/or the beloved 

disciple.   

 

What is debated in this area of research is the affiliation of the Revelation of John, which many 

researchers do not believe originated from the Johannine School. Presumably, the Johannine School 

had its seat in Ephesus, which was also home to the Pauline school.   

 

5.3  Composition dates of the Johannine writings  

 

The chronological sequence of the Johannine writings is generally seen as follows:   

 

• as writings by the Elder John, the second and third Epistles of John (the two “smaller” 

Johannine letters) are original documents from the beginnings of the school. They are the 

oldest writings of the Johannine School.   

• these are followed by the First Epistle of John (the “Johannine pastoral epistle”; H. 

Conzelmann), which the Gospel seems to presuppose.    

 More concretely: 

 

• Second and Third Epistles of John, around AD 90, Ephesus, the Elder John   

• First Epistle of John, around AD 95, Ephesus, the Elder John   
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• Gospel of John, around AD 100/110, Ephesus, the Elder John (Hengel) or an anonymous 

theologian of a later time (Schnelle), and a publishing team of the Johannine School (John 21).   

In terms of theological history, this can be outlined as follows: the disciple of Apostle John and/or the 

beloved disciple, the Elder (Presbyter) John, writes the smaller Epistles of John (2 John and 3 John), 
and uses them to react “to a Christological conflict” (Pokorny, 583) in his congregation or in his direct 

surroundings.  With 1 John he takes up the conflict again, and uses this letter to transition to the 

Gospel, which he wrote down “after more fundamental reflection with an antidocetic orientation” 

(Pokorny, ibid.). The First Epistle of John can be seen as a “reading guide” or introductory letter to the 

Gospel.   

 

The Johannine School then publishes the Gospel with its appendix of John 21. Whether this publishing 

team also had some editorial influence on the Gospel is debated among scholars.   

 

6. The First Epistle of John   

 

The First Epistle of John is not a letter in the sense of the Second and Third Epistles of John. It is lacking 

some typical elements of ancient epistolary literature, such as an opening salutation or thanksgiving 
etc. The letter is thus rather closer in form to a theological treatise.   

 

6.1  Structure  

 

The construction of 1 John is quite artful. The Catholic New Testament scholar Rudolf Schnackenburg 
has identified the structure as follows (Die Johannesbriefe [The Epistles of John]. Freiburg, Basel, 

Vienna, Seventh edition, 1984):  

  

1 John 1: 1-4    Prologue  

1 John 1: 5 - 2: 17   First main portion. Fellowship with God as walking in the light, and its   

    implementation in the world.   

1 John 1: 5:    The message: God is light, and there is no darkness in Him.  

1 John 1: 6 - 2: 2   First section. Fellowship with God versus sin.  

1 John 2: 3-11    Second section. Knowledge of God and keeping the commandments.   

1 John 2: 12-17 Third section. Application to the reader – securing their position of salvation 

in God and exhortation to abandon all love for the world.   

1 John 2: 18 - 3: 24  Second main portion. The present situation of the Christian churches: their  

    fight to resist the “Antichrists”, their anticipation of salvation and their   

    religious moral duty.   

1 John 2: 18-27  First section. The “last hour”. The heretics as Antichrists, their departure  from 

the church and rejection by the church of those who believe in Christ.  

1 John 2: 28 - 3: 3  Second section. The Christian anticipation of salvation.  

1 John 3: 4-24    Third section. The religious-moral function of the present.  

1 John 4: 1-5, 12  Third main part. The separation of those who belong to God from the  

“world” in true faith in Christ and in love.   

1 John 4: 1-6  First section. Discerning the spirits through the proper profession of Christ 

and separation from the “world”.    

1 John 4: 7 - 5: 4  Second section. Love as an identifying feature of those who have been born 

of God.   

1 John 5: 4-12     Third section. The true faith in Christ as a power that overcomes the   
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     “world”.   

1 John 5: 13-21   Letter closing. 1 John 5: 14-21 (secondary insertion?) On the matter of sin and 
eternal life.  

 

6.2  Theological themes  

 

The First Epistle of John is directed against heretics who appear in the congregation and claim that 

Jesus Christ was not truly human, but actually only seemed to have a body (1 John 4: 2-3).   

 

They also preach that his crucifixion is without importance for salvation (1 John 5: 6-7).   

 

In the conception of these heretics, Christ brought salvation to the world by way of His coming. They 

believe themselves in possession of this salvation. From the latter, they conclude that God’s promise 
of salvation in Jesus Christ has no ethical implications for the daily life of a Christian.   

  

The author of the First Epistle of John gives his criticism of these heretics an apocalyptic colouring 

(“Antichrists”) and thereby emphasises that he—along with those he addresses—are living in the end 

time. For this reason, it is important to remain steadfast in faith in Jesus Christ as the Son of God, who 

not only became true Man, but whose message also holds implications for the daily actions of the 

Christians.   

 

So it is that love for one another (“brotherly love”) constitutes the characteristic identifying feature of 

the Christian faith, which is shown, for example, in the material support of the poor in the 
congregation.   

 

7. The Second and Third Epistles of John   

 

The Second and Third Epistles of John are brief and concise. They comprise a mere 13 or 15 verses, 

respectively. Both letters clearly have an epistolary character. The Third Epistle also mentions an 

unknown addressee by the name of Gaius.   

  

7.1  Structure of the Second Epistle of John   

  

(Rudolf Schnackenburg: Die Johannesbriefe [The letters of John]. Freiburg, Basel, Vienna Seventh 

edition, 1984).  

 

2 John 1-3  Prescript  

2 John 4-6  First section. Proper Christian conduct is exhibited by heeding God’s commandments.   

2 John 7-9  Second section. The recipients of the letter are to beware the views of the heretics.   

2 John 10-11  Third section. Practical instructions: the addressees are to deny hospitality to heretics.   

2 John 12-13  Letter closing: intent to visit and final salutations.   
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7.2  Structure of the Third Epistle of John   

 

(Rudolf Schnackenburg: Die Johannesbriefe [The letters of John]. Freiburg, Basel, Vienna Seventh 
edition 1984.) 

 

3 John 1  The prescript.  

3 John 2-8  First section. Praise for Gaius and the request to support travelling preachers.  

3 John 9-10  Second section. The conduct of Diotrephes.  

3 John 11-12  Third section. Commendation of Demetrius.  

3 John 13-15  Letter closing.  

  

7.3  Theological themes  

 

The Second Epistle focuses on two themes:   

  

• First of all, 2 John 4-6 deals with a life in the truth, which in turn involves a close relationship 

with God. This life finds its fulfilment in love, which is concretely expressed in Christian charity. 

So it is that conviction of faith, practice of faith, dogmatics, and ethics belong together.   

• As in the First Epistle of John, heretics emerge here as a second theme. These heretics deny 

the incarnation of Jesus Christ. Since their interpretation contradicts the traditional doctrine 

and there is no argumentative confrontation with the interpretation of the heretics, they are 

to be denied all hospitality and ultimately any kind of social contact.   

The focal point of the Third Epistle is the power struggle between the Elder John and a certain 

Diotrephes. The latter must have been an influential personage in the church to which Gaius also 

belonged. Diotrephes acts against the Elder and his followers. Beyond that, he denies hospitality to 

the missionaries who are not from the congregation. For this reason, the Elder appeals to the church 

to support the missionaries. Gaius is called upon to do good works and not to fall into the erroneous 
ways of Diotrephes. 
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6.3  Special features of the Gospel of John   
 

 

With the Gospel according to John, the fourth Gospel, we 

enter a completely different world. Many things that occur 

in the Synoptic Gospels are missing here, and other things, 

in turn, are only mentioned here.   

 

In terms of both language and theology, we find ourselves 

at a great distance from the Synoptic Gospels here in the 

Gospel of John: there are no argumentative discourses or 

parables, and there is no institution of Holy Communion. 

On the other hand, however, we find the “I am” 

statements of Jesus, the washing of the disciples’ feet, and 

a different portrayal of the crucifixion.  

 

 

 
1. The author of the Gospel of John   

 

It is suggested in John 21: 24 that the (nameless) beloved disciple of Jesus is the author of this Gospel. 

According to Irenaeus of Lyon (ca. AD 180), Apostle John, the son of Zebedee was the beloved disciple 

of Jesus.   

 

Most New Testament scholars are of the view that there are insufficient references to solve the 

question of authorship. Accordingly, the author of the Gospel of John would remain unknown.  

According to a highly regarded hypothesis, however, the “Elder” (Presbyter) John mentioned in the 
Second and Third Epistles of John is the author of the Gospel – so maintains Martin Hengel. Hengel 

also argues as we saw in the previous chapter that the final form of the Gospel took shape only after 
the death of the “Elder John”, whom he, it seems, identified with the beloved disciple.    

 

An alternative hypothesis is as follows: 

 

What we do know for certain is that this Gospel claims to be based on the eyewitness testimony of 
the beloved disciple (19:35; cf. 1:14) who “wrote these things” (21:24). So, who was the beloved 

disciple? 

 

As mentioned already, early church tradition identified him as the Apostle John. Hengel suggests he is 

the “Elder John”. Both these identifications are not likely. Some scholars suggest he was a Samaritan, 

or perhaps the Apostle Thomas, since his story appears at the original end of the Gospel and he asks 
to see Jesus’ side (20:24-29). Only the beloved disciple saw the spear-piercing at the crucifixion 

(19:35). 

 

A very plausible candidate for the identity of the beloved disciple, however, is Lazarus, who lived in 

Bethany with his sisters, Mary and Martha. Lazarus is explicitly identified as the one whom Jesus loved 
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in 11:3, 36, and all the Gospel’s explicit references to this disciple are found from this point onwards 

(13:23, 24-25; 18:15-16; 19:26-27; 20:4, 8, 21:7, 21-23). 

 

Overall, it is plausible that the beloved disciple wrote things down, many of which he was an 

eyewitness of himself, and constructed sermons in the process, and so was the main source for the 

Gospel. Then John the Elder, as part of a Johannine school, edited the Gospel into its final form, 
something that was achieved after the death of the beloved disciple (21:23-24). Therefore, in a sense 

we have at least two authors or two evangelists who produced this Gospel. 

 

Whatever the case may be, the author is familiar with Jewish traditions, is a resident of Judea, since 

he knows geographical facts about Jerusalem (9:7; 10:23) and historical facts about the Samaritans (4: 

5, 9, 20). He uses polished philosophical terminology (logos [“Word”], kosmos [“world”], zoe [“life”], 

phos [“light”]).  

 

2. Special linguistic features   

 

The Gospel of John is written in a colloquial form of Greek (Koine). There are many Semitic phrases 

that would lead us to conclude the author was Jewish.   

 

2.1 Time and place of composition  

 

The Gospel of John is written after the Synoptic Gospels and likely came into being between AD 90 

and 110. Ephesus or Syria can be assumed as the place of composition. According to Martin Hengel, 

Ephesus was the centre of the Johannine School where the Gospel, the three Epistles, and Revelation 

came into being.   

 

3. Structure and content  

 

Prologue (1: 1-18)  

 

• The pre-existent Logos as the agent of creation   

• The incarnation of the Logos   

• The rejection of the Logos by Israel  

• Statements about John the Baptist and his relationship to the Logos   

• Two “prehistories”:”  

o the emergence of John the Baptist and his testimony of Jesus (John 1: 19-34). The 

description of John and his testimony of Jesus is missing the account of the baptism 

of Jesus.   

o the calling of the first disciples (John 1: 35-51). The calling of the first disciples is 

fundamentally distinct from the account of this calling in Mark 1: 16-20.   

The public activity of Jesus (chapters 2-12)  

 

• The “wine miracle” at the wedding in Cana (first “sign”; John 2: 1-11). This miracle is not 

present in the Synoptic tradition.  

• The cleansing of the temple (John 2: 13-22). In contrast to the Synoptic Gospels, the Gospel of 

John records the cleansing of the temple at the beginning of Jesus’ public activity.   
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• Conversation with Nicodemus about the rebirth (John 2: 23 - 3: 21).   

• Conversation with a Samaritan woman at Jacob’s well (John 4: 10-26).   

• Jesus heals the son of a royal official in Capernaum (second “sign”; John 4: 46-54). This miracle, 

in turn, is similar to a Synoptic miracle account from Q (the centurion of Capernaum; Luke 7: 

1-10)   

• Jesus heals a paralytic at the pool of Bethesda on the Sabbath (John 5: 2-9).   

• Feeding of the five thousand by the Sea of Tiberias and Jesus’ walk on the water (John 6: 121)   

• Jesus at the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem (John 6)  

• Jesus and the adulteress (John 7: 53 - 8: 11)  

• Jesus’ discourse in the temple (“light of the world” John 8: 12-29)  

• Healing of a man blind from birth on the Sabbath (sixth “sign”; John 9: 1-41)   

• Shepherd’s speech (“I am the good shepherd”; John 10: 1-18)  

• Sickness, death, and raising of Lazarus (seventh and final “sign”; John 11: 1-44)  

• Jesus anointed in Bethany (John 12: 1-8)   

• Entry into Jerusalem (John 12: 12-19) 

• Last public discourse (John 12: 44-50)  

Jesus in the circle of the disciples, the Passion and resurrection (chapters 13-20)  

 

• The washing of the disciples’ feet (John 13: 1-20), which only occurs in the Gospel of John; 

there is no account of the institution of Holy Communion, however.   

• Farewell discourse of Jesus (John 14-16)  

• The Intercessory Prayer (John 17: 1-26)   

• Passion story (John 18: 1-19: 42). It becomes especially clear in the Passion story that, while 

the Gospel of John was familiar with the Synoptic Gospels, it did not use any of them (nor Q) 

as a source.   

• Accounts of the resurrection (John 20: 1-29), which diverge significantly from the Synoptic 

accounts.   

• Epilogue (further signs 20: 30 et seq.)   

Subsequent addendum (chapter 21)  

 

Accounts of the Risen One’s appearing. This is a text that was composed later and added onto the 

Gospel, either by the “Elder John” and/or the Johannine School, after the death of the beloved 

disciple.   

 

4. Text tradition  

 

There are all sorts of remarkable things about the tradition of the Gospel of John in the oldest 

manuscripts of the New Testament:  

  

• a small fragment of papyrus, known as the Ryland-Papyrus (P52), contains the oldest fragment 

of the New Testament, namely John 18: 31-33, 37-38. It is dated to the first half of the second 

century.    
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• the pericope with the adulteress (John 7: 53 - 8: 11) is missing in the oldest manuscripts and 

only made its way into the Gospel later on.   

• the verses of John 5: 3b-4 on the situation of the paralytic at the pool of Bethesda were added 

to the Gospel from oral tradition.  

5. Problems of literary criticism  

 

5.1 Redaction  

 

The aforementioned comment about John 21 leads us to the question of the literary unity of the 

Gospel of John and to the question of whether the text was edited, perhaps by the “Elder” John and/or 

the Johannine School when the final version was published.   

 

It seems as though the sequence in John 5-7 has been disturbed, and that the section from John 13-

17 has fallen into disarray:   

  

• Given the geographical information presented, John 6: 1 would follow more smoothly after 

John 4: 54, and the chronology would be more understandable. It is possible that the 

Evangelist had originally planned chapters five and six in the opposite order, and that the 

current text sequence came about due to page reversal.   

• John 14: 31 marks a clear conclusion which would link very well to John 18: 1.   

A solution to the problem of literary unity is not yet in sight.   

  

5.2  Sources  

 

It appears that John’s Gospel passed through various stages of editing. It may be the combination of 

a “signs gospel”, that recorded seven miracle stories (2:1-12; 4:46-54; 5:1-0; 6:1-13; 9:1-7; 11:1-44), 

and a collection of testimonies of the Beloved Disciple. The last chapter (21) also appears to be an 
addendum, added later to dismiss a rumour that ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’ would not die (21:20-

23), but now in fact had died. Whether there are sources behind the gospel remains a matter of 

dispute. 

 

6.  Theology of the Gospel of John   

 

The Gospel of John practises “narrative theology”:   

The Gospel of John develops its theology—like the Synoptic Gospels as well—in a narrative format.   

Added to this is a large number of discourses in which Christ reveals Himself.   

The Gospel of John is permeated by dualism: heaven—goodness, truth; versus the world—evil, 

falsehood.   

  

6.1  Christology  

 

The central theme here is Christology:   

  

• the earthly Jesus is the pre-existent Logos sent by God, who will also return to the Father. The 

presence of the Logos is a time of decision—either for or against Him.   
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The prologue (1: 1-18) shows that:   

  

• the person of Jesus, which has a concrete place in time and space, originates in the essence 

of God.   

The Hebraic notion of the Word as a power of creation (Genesis 1: 1 et seq.) is associated with the 

Greek concept of the Logos as the rational principle of world order.  

 

Such a link between Hebrew and Greek (Stoic) notions can already be found in the writings of the 

Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (ca. 20/10 BC – AD 45).   

  

The Logos is an expression of the divine will and exists at the beginning of the creation. He is God 

Himself in His self-revelation. The Logos was with God before the creation of the world and was 
involved in the process of creation. The pre-existent Logos represents the order that corresponds to 

the will of God (John 1: 13).   

 

The Logos is incarnated in Jesus Christ, which clearly illustrates the extraordinary nature of the person, 

in much the same way as it comes to expression in Matthew and Luke through the virgin birth and the 

family tree that stretches all the way back to Adam.   

 

Flesh (‘sarx’) has a rather negative connotation in John 1: 14. It signifies complete immersion in human 

existence.   

 

The Logos thus became human in all its creatureliness, transience, and weakness. The devotional 
(Romans 4: 24; 8: 32) and sending formulas (Galatians 4: 4 et seq.; Romans 8: 3 et seq.) are 

incorporated into incarnation theology (John 3: 16 et seq.):   

  

• God’s love for the world is the reason for the incarnation (“For God so loved the world…”).   

The notion of being sent is central. The care and devotion of God applies to the whole world (John 3: 

16 “kosmos”), whose weight of sin is borne by Christ as the Lamb of God (John 1: 29).   

 

The crucifixion is understood as a “lifting up” (exaltation) and a “glorification” (John 7: 39; 12: 16, 23, 

28), and is seen as an event associated with “being exalted to God” at the resurrection and the “return 

to heavenly glory”.     

 

6.1.1  The prologue of the Gospel of John  

 

Verses 1-18 of the first chapter of the Gospel of John—the so-called prologue—represent a unique 

text in Holy Scripture. It expresses fundamental statements about the being of God and His revelation 
to the world.   

 

It is assumed that a version of this text already existed before the composition of the Gospel of John, 

which was either recited or sung by the congregation in divine service. The author of the Gospel has 

adorned this ancient hymn with some insertions that talk about John the Baptist (cf. verses 6-8 and 

15).   

  

• “In the beginning was the Word” (John 1: 1–5)  
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The first lines of the prologue speak of the beginning, the source, which defines everything 

and from which everything emanates. The Word, that becomes flesh in Jesus Christ, is the true 

power that sets this beginning. Thus it is only consistent to relate the Word and God directly 

to one another: “And the Word was with God.” At this point it seems almost as if there is still 

a difference between God and the Word. That this is not the case becomes clear in the next 

verse: “And the Word was God.” The Logos therefore shares in the eternal being of God.   

The Word of which the prologue speaks is not only the prerequisite for the creation, but so much more 
besides: “In Him was life.” Therefore the Logos is not only the condition for, but also the guarantor of, 

life. This life is to be understood in a twofold manner, namely physically and spiritually. Not only the 

material creation, but also the spiritual—that is, all spiritual endeavours and ultimately even “eternal 
life”, the consummate communion with God—has its source in Him.  Life and light are associated with 

one another. The life that is contained in the Word and which emanates from Him is “Light”. In John 
8: 12 Jesus says:  

  

• “I am the light of the world. He who follows Me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light 

of life.”   

The Word, as it now turns out, is not only the reason for life, but also the “Deliverer” from evil and the 
Bringer of everlasting life. It is the light that shines for mortal, sinful human beings, which can lead 

them out of sin and death.   

 

The first section of the prologue concludes with the light being introduced into a relationship with the 
darkness. The light stays in the darkness—it is in the world and shines—but “the darkness did not 

comprehend it”. The Word, which is at the same time called life and light, now finds itself in the 
darkness, in the domain of sin and remoteness from God. This is already a reference to the incarnation 

of God in Jesus Christ.   

     

• John the Baptist, the witness of the light (John 1: 6-8)  

Verses 6-8 are not part of the original hymn, but are a later insertion composed in prose. 

However, this insertion is not arbitrary or coincidental, but rather serves to clearly establish 

the concrete salvation-historical dimension of that which verses 1-5 have just described. It is 

emphasised that John was sent by God, and that he as a prophet and a man. He is a witness 

of the light. This gives expression to both his magnitude and limitation, because “he was not 

that Light, but was sent to bear witness of that Light”. Why is the secondary position of John 

the Baptist emphasised? Presumably to counter the erroneous views of some disciples of John 

that the Baptist—and not Jesus—was the expected Messiah and Redeemer of Israel.   

 

• The Light in the world (John 1: 9-13)  

After the insertion, verse 9 continues on directly from where verse 5 left off: “That was the 

true Light, which gives light to every man coming into the world.”   

The Light is assigned the function of illuminating all human beings, namely to impart 

knowledge and effect redemption. This brings to expression that any human being could have 

access to the Logos, to His knowledge and redemption-bringing power—however, verses 10 

and 11 show that mankind did not recognise or accept Him.   
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Nevertheless, there are exceptions: verses 12 and 13 mention some who did accept the Logos. This 

acceptance is nothing other than believing in Him who gives human beings the right “to become 

children of God”.   

 

The attainment of childhood in God is impossible for man on his own. This comes into being through 

the salvation-bringing eternal Word—through Jesus Christ. It is for this reason that John 3: 3-5 
emphasises that the rebirth out of God has nothing to do with the earthly birth of a human being. It is 

a mysterious event that emanates from God. The birth out of God is a reference to the foundation for 

childhood in God, namely baptism out of water and the Spirit. Jesus Christ Himself reveals this 

association when He says, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he 

cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 3: 5). Childhood in God is founded upon the sacraments and 

nothing else.   

  

• “And the Word became flesh” (John 1: 14)  

With verse 14, the hymn reaches its culmination: “And the Word became flesh and dwelt 

among us.” The term ‘Logos’ from verse 1 is thus referenced again, and its presence is attested 

on the earth. The transcendent divine Word not only enters the domain of the earthly and 

human, but itself becomes “flesh”, that is true Man. This is so strongly emphasised here 

because in the early Christian churches there were some groups—they are known as the 

Gnostics—who denied the true humanity of the divine Word and claimed that Jesus Christ 

had only appeared to take on human form and that He had not been a real human being. And 

the text makes further reference to the true humanity, the historical reality, of the incarnate 

Logos: “… and we beheld His glory.” This is now a reference to the circle of witnesses to the 

earthly activity of Jesus.   

 

• John the Baptist, witness of the incarnate Son of God (John 1: 15)  

Verse 15 is the second insertion of prose in the prologue. John attests to both the temporal 

and transcendent being of the Son of God. The appearing of the incarnate Son of God is 

proclaimed just as much as His pre-existent—that is, His eternal—life with the Father before 

all creation. The pre-existence of the Son of God also substantiates His preeminence and 

authority over all prophets and other messengers of God.   

 

• Jesus Christ — the unique Revelation (John 1: 16–18)   

Verse 16 praises the abundance of divine grace that emanates from the Logos. The abundance 

of grace and the wealth of gifts of grace which the believer receives, are imparted to him by 

the Logos alone. “Grace for grace” can be understood as a formulation that expresses 

unceasing divine care, which incorporates not only the incarnation of the Son of God, but also 

His death, resurrection, ascension, and return.   

 

The formulation “grace for grace” can also be understood as a reference to the fact that the grace 
revealed in Christ far surpasses the grace of the Old Testament as demonstrated in the Mosaic Law. 

Verse 17 picks up on this by referring to the path of salvation history, which begins with the Mosaic 

Law: “For the law was given through Moses”. The Mosaic Law was intended to enable the Israelites to 
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achieve the right relationship with God. However, the law did not lead to salvation, but rather to 

recognition of sin (cf. Romans 7: 7-9).   

 

Moses is also mentioned because he—in a manner similar to John the Baptist—is a witness of Jesus 

Christ (cf. John 5: 45-47; see also Matthew 17: 3). The previous Mosaic legal order—so the text 

suggests—is surpassed by the Son of God, because “grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.” The 
grace and truth that have come through the Son of God lead human beings into fellowship with God. 

Sins are forgiven, grace and truth are reality in Jesus Christ.   

 

The uniqueness of Jesus Christ is also emphasised with the following words: “No one has seen God at 
any time. The only begotten Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him.” The Son of 

God exists in the closest connection with the Father, a relationship that was not suspended during His 
life on earth. Because the Son knows the Father, because the Son has descended from heaven to the 

earth, He is able to reveal the nature of God in a previously unachievable manner.   

 

6.1.2  The “I am” statements of Jesus  

 

The “I am” statements are a unique feature of the Gospel of John. Here Jesus introduces His nature. 

The words stand in parallel to the self-revelation of God in the burning bush (Exodus 3: 14). Thereby 

the divine nature of Jesus is brought to expression.   

 

Both the revealer and His revelation are identified in the “I am” statements: Christ is the truth, the 

life, the resurrection, etc.   

 

The vivid phraseology of the “I am” statements incorporates elementary human experiences and 

religious primordial symbolism (“bread”, “vine”).   

 

The divine “I am” might give the impression of egocentricity, however it is quite the opposite. The “I 
am” statements are addressed to counterparts and take on the character of an urgent and insistent 

message. It is by way of this address that listeners recognise their dependency on the “I” who is 
speaking, and are thus led into an attitude of reverence and worship.  

  

The “I am” statements are considered a Gospel in miniature. In theology, these statements are 

assessed as important components of Christology (the doctrine of the word and person of Jesus 
Christ), since they are, after all, statements made by Jesus Himself.  In the Old Testament, God reveals 

His name to Moses:   

  

• Exodus 3: 14  

“I AM WHO I AM”   

When Jesus speaks of Himself—“I am He (!)” (cf. John 8: 23-24)—He takes on the self-revelation of 

God and makes reference to His own divinity:   

  

• John 10: 30  

“I and My Father are one.”  

That God reveals Himself in Jesus Christ is particularly evident in the “I am” statements. In the 

awareness of His missionary commission, Jesus Christ appears and speaks of Himself in divine 
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authority as the bread, the light, the resurrection, the life, and the way. Here the divinity of Jesus 

Christ is revealed, because God has become Man in Jesus Christ.   

 

6.1.3  Which texts are described as the “I am” statements?   

 

When we talk about the “I am” statements in the proper sense, we are referring only to those in the 

context of the Gospel of John.   

 

The characteristic element for an “I am” saying is the statement: “I am” followed by an explanatory 

postscript. This is therefore a specific manner of speaking recorded in the Gospel of John. All other 

statements in which the Son of God uses the formulation “I am” are not included in these sayings.   

  

6.1.4  What does it mean when Jesus Christ introduces Himself as “I am”?  

 

In the seven “I am” statements, Jesus Christ reveals Himself, on the one hand, as the authorised and 
only messenger of God. Behind this is the typical phrasing used by the messengers of antiquity: a self-

introduction precedes the message that is to be delivered (“I have come… I am such and such”).  

 

The self-introduction demonstrates: when the messenger introduces himself, he is, at the same time, 

introducing his sender, and makes it clear that he alone is acting in the latter’s commission and that 

his will coincides with the will of his sender. An example from the Old Testament Apocrypha can be 

seen in Tobit 12: 14-15:  

  

• “And now God hath sent me to heal thee […]. I am Raphael, one of the seven holy angels, 

which present the prayers of the saints, and which go in and out before the glory of the Holy 

One. “  

The meaning of the “I am” statements goes much deeper when Jesus Christ reveals Himself to the 

new people of God as Saviour and Deliverer, just as God introduced Himself to Moses—and through 

him to the people of Israel—before the exodus out of Egypt using this same revelation formula (cf. 
Exodus 3: 14).   

 

The “I am” statements reveal that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is not only the One sent by the Father, 

but God Himself.  

  

6.1.5  The individual “I am” statements   

 

6.1.5.1  Bread, Light  

 

“I am the bread of life. He who comes to Me shall never hunger” (John 6: 35). These words are 

reminiscent of the desert migration of the people of Israel after they left Egypt. God sent manna down 

from heaven to feed the Israelites, and this manna is also described as bread from heaven.  In John 6: 
35, the Son of God goes on to add:  

  

• “…he who believes in Me shall never thirst.”  

These words call to mind the occasion when God gave the people water from a rock (cf. Exodus 16; 
17: 1-7). Now it is Jesus who gives sustenance to those who believe in Him.   
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• John 8: 12  

“I am the light of the world. He who follows Me shall not walk in darkness, but have the light 

of life.”   

The psalmist describes God with the words:   

  

• Psalm 27: 1  

“The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?”   

Now Jesus, in His divinity, claims this statement for Himself: He is the light of the world. This light is 

there for all who believe in Him and follow Him.   

  

6.1.5.2  The door, the shepherd, and the vine  

 

The statements:   

• “I am the door. If anyone enters by Me, he will be saved” (John 10: 9),   

• “I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep” (John 10: 11) and   

• “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit” 

(John 15: 5)   

… take three common images from the daily life of the Jews of the time, and supercharge them by 

explaining their contents: Jesus Christ is the door, the shepherd, and the vine for His own.   

  

• As the door, He saves them when they pass through it, but He also shuts out those who do 

not wish to go through this door.   

• With the words “good shepherd”, the Lord describes His care for His own and the intimate 

relationship He has with them. In the conception of the religions of antiquity, the shepherd is 

the king who rules over his subjects and leads them like a flock. Jesus Christ, however, is more 

than this: He is the good shepherd who gives His life for His own. He thereby references the 

psalmist who addresses the Lord as shepherd (cf. Psalm 23).   

• The vine and the branches symbolise the fellowship of Christ with His Apostles, to whom He 

gives the commandment “… love one another as I have loved you” (John 15: 12).   

 

6.1.5.3  The way, the truth, the resurrection, and the life  

 

In the two “I am” statements:   

  

• “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live”  

(John 11:25) and:   

• “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 

14: 6),   

…the images used by Jesus shift from the concrete to the abstract.   

  

The first is taken from the context of the raising of Lazarus (cf. John 11: 1-44). Here the Lord explains 

the message of resurrection and life, and links this to the question of Martha’s faith:   
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• “He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live. And whoever lives and believes in 

Me shall never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11: 25-26).   

To this Martha responds with the profession:   

  

• “Yes, Lord, I believe that You are the Christ, the Son of God, who is to come into the world” 

(verse 27).   

The self-conception of Christ as the life involves faith, which is expressed in the profession to Christ, 

the Son of God.   

 

While these words to Martha contain two basic attributes (resurrection, life), the “I am” statement 

Jesus addresses to His Apostles in His farewell discourses is somewhat expanded:    

  

• “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me”,   

… in that it contains three components: way, truth, and life.   

  

• Jesus Christ is the only way to God. He is not only on the way, but is Himself the way—and 

the only one, at that (“No one comes to the Father except through Me”). Those who follow 

this way and remain upon it, will come to God.   

• Jesus not only speaks the truth, but is Himself the truth because He grants truth as true God 

and true Man through His word.   

• The self-introduction of Christ as the life is a requirement of faith, which expresses itself in 

professing Christ, the Son of God. Other than by faith, it is impossible to accept Jesus as the 

giver of eternal life.   

6.2  Pneumatology  

 

The sending of the Advocate or Helper, the Holy Spirit, is also discussed in the Gospel of John. The 
Advocate or Helper (parakletos) is sent to those who were not able to experience the Christ while He 

was on this earth.   

 

Jesus promises the Holy Spirit as another Helper after His departure (John 14: 16 et seq.).  

  

The word ‘Paraclete’ (Greek parakletos) means: “one who is summoned”, “support”, “helper”, 

“advocate”, or “intercessor”.   

 

Jesus is the first Paraclete, while the Holy Spirit is the other Paraclete. The Paraclete represents Jesus 

after His departure (John 7: 39). The Paraclete continues the work that Jesus began. He leads into all 

truth (John 16: 13), leads the way to Christ, who is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14: 6).   

  

When the Paraclete becomes the representative of the Risen One after Easter, He is given a position 

analogous to the person of Jesus. After Easter, the Paraclete will lead the disciples out of their pre-
Easter incomprehension and into full knowledge of the truth (John 16: 13).  On the one hand, the Jesus 

tradition is preserved, but on the other hand, it is updated for the present age by the Holy Spirit. The 

Gospel of John takes great liberties in dealing with tradition, which is not the case with the Synoptic 
Gospels.   



New Apostolic Church International 
Theological Training  

  
 

46 New Testament | The remaining letters and the Johannine writings 

 

The allusion to the personhood of the Holy Spirit is further expanded in the early church’s Doctrine of 

the Trinity.   

  

6.3  Eschatology  

 

The Gospel of John advocates both a present and a futurist eschatology.  There is a juxtaposition of 

present eschatology:   

  

• John 5: 24  

“Most assuredly, I say to you, he who hears My word and believes in Him who sent Me has 

everlasting life, and shall not come into judgement, but has passed from death into life.”  

 and futurist eschatology:  

  

• John 5: 28-29  

“Do not marvel at this; for the hour is coming in which all who are in the graves will hear His 

voice and come forth—those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who 

have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation.”  

Whether the latter derives from a “church redaction” is debated.   

 

Those who believe in Jesus as the Son of God have “everlasting life”, and not only in the future, but 

already now. It is in this manner that the futurist message in John 14: 3 can also be reinterpreted in 

the present (John 14: 23).   

  

The activity of the Holy Spirit makes it possible to emphasise the presence of salvation (John 5: 24). 

Eternal salvation and judgement do not merely occur at the end of time, but already in the present 

(John 5: 24).   

 

Nevertheless, the certainty of present salvation does not displace the hope of future salvation.    

  

6.4  Ethics  

 

Love constitutes the core of the Johannine ethic. Love is focused on the interior of the church. It is to 
be the standard for dealing with one another. The friendship ministry of Jesus is comprised of His 

loving act of deliverance, to which the disciples respond with their own love and obedience (John 13: 

14 et seq.; 15: 12).   

 

In this context the “intercessory prayer” is especially important. In this prayer, Jesus prays for Himself, 

His disciples, and His church.   

 

6.4.1  The Intercessory Prayer   

 

Chapter 17 of the Gospel of John was given the designation “intercessory prayer” (or “high priestly 

prayer”) subsequently, since the prayer’s structure and points of emphasis suggest a comparison to 
the high priesthood of the old covenant.   
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The prayer, which Jesus speaks on the night before His death, represents a kind of legacy to His 

Apostles and His church. It contains fundamental statements of faith about the relationship between 

the Father, the Son, Christ, and the church.   

 

6.4.2  Jesus’ plea for glorification   

 

(John 17: 1–8)  

Jesus spoke these words, lifted up His eyes to heaven, and said:   

• “Father, the hour has come. Glorify Your Son, that Your Son also may glorify You, as You have 

given Him authority over all flesh, that He should give eternal life to as many as You have given 

Him. And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom 

You have sent. I have glorified You on the earth. I have finished the work which You have given 

Me to do. And now, O Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had 

with You before the world was. I have manifested Your name to the men whom You have 

given Me out of the world. They were Yours, You gave them to Me, and they have kept Your 

word. Now they have known that all things which You have given Me are from You. For I have 

given to them the words which You have given Me; and they have received them, and have 

known surely that I came forth from You; and they have believed that You sent Me.  

“Father, the hour has come …” – Salvation, which had been so long announced, is now about to dawn.   

 

The hour that has come (see also John 13: 1), represents an intervention in time and thus in history: 

it brings the glorification of the Son through the Father through His crucifixion and resurrection from 

the dead.   

  

That the resurrection of Christ is an event that affects the creation as a whole is also made clear in the 

plea: “And now, O Father, glorify Me together with Yourself, with the glory which I had with You before 
the world was.” The glory of the only begotten Son of the Father, of which Jesus had divested Himself 

with His incarnation, is now restored by God in the resurrection. The Risen One also reveals this glory 
to His own (cf. John 1: 14).   

  

“And this is eternal life, that they may know You, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom You have 

sent.” – True knowledge of God signifies fellowship with the triune God, namely “eternal life”. 
Knowledge of God in this sense can only come into being through the Son. Those who do not accept 

the Messenger—Jesus Christ, as the Son, the Crucified and Risen One—do not know God.    

  

“I have manifested Your name to the men whom You have given Me out of the world.” Just like Moses, 

who revealed the name of God to the Israelites (the name of God always stands for God Himself, cf. 

Exodus 3: 14), Jesus proclaimed the name of God to those whom He had been given. This revelation 
is a self-revelation of God, which surpasses all revelations of God in the Old Testament. And again, the 

prayer picks up the “theme” of knowledge: “For I have given to them the words which You have given 

Me; and they have received them, and have known surely that I came forth from You; and they have 

believed that You sent Me.”  

 

It is the faith-producing word that creates this knowledge. This word has been given to the Apostles 
by Christ and has been entrusted to them. They have preserved it and—so we conclude— are 

supposed to do so, and will do so, in the future as well. They are thus the guarantors for its 
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transmission and further effect in the world. They warrant its proper proclamation and thus also the 

proper faith.   

  

6.4.3  Jesus’ plea for the protection of His own   

 

(John 17: 9-19)  

• “I pray for them. I do not pray for the world but for those whom You have given Me, for they 

are Yours. And all Mine are Yours, and Yours are Mine, and I am glorified in them. Now I am 

no longer in the world, but these are in the world, and I come to You. Holy Father, keep 

through Your name those whom You have given Me, that they may be one as We are. While I 

was with them in the world, I kept them in Your name. Those whom You gave Me I have kept; 

and none of them is lost except the son of perdition, that the Scripture might be fulfilled. But 

now I come to You, and these things I speak in the world, that they may have My joy fulfilled 

in themselves. I have given them Your word; and the world has hated them because they are 

not of the world, just as I am not of the world. I do not pray that You should take them out of 

the world, but that You should keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as 

I am not of the world. Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth. As You sent Me into 

the world, I also have sent them into the world. And for their sakes I sanctify Myself, that they 

also may be sanctified by the truth.   

Verses 9-19 of the Intercessory Prayer contain fundamental statements of faith about Christ, His 
Apostles, and His church in their relationship to the world—a topic that is repeatedly addressed in the 

Gospel of John.   

 

Jesus, who is preparing to leave this world, asks the Father to preserve those whom He leaves behind 

in the world. Those He has received from His Father, namely the disciples, Jesus has kept— “except 

the son of perdition, that the Scripture might be fulfilled.” These words are an allusion to the betrayal 

of Judas.   

 

Once again, Jesus emphasises the oneness with His Father: “And all Mine are Yours, and Yours are 

Mine.” Those who belong to God also belong to Christ, and those who belong to Christ are God’s— a 

message of comfort for the Jewish Christians of the time who reproached the Jews for having fallen 

away from the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.   

 

“They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world.” These words make it clear that Christ and 

His own are bound by an origin that lies beyond the world. With a view to the future, this also implies 

a great comfort for the believers: they will not enter into the judgement, but will, like Christ, overcome 
the world.   

 

“I do not pray that You should take them out of the world, but that You should keep them from the 
evil one.” The Apostles are not to be taken out of the world, because they still have work to do as His 

messengers.   

 

“Sanctify them by Your truth. Your word is truth.”—This plea for the sanctification of the Apostles in 
the truth expresses the desire that the latter may be fully permeated by the truth, the word of God, 

and thereby enabled and equipped to advocate for the truth—in other words, testify of Jesus—as 

envoys of Jesus Christ.   
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“As You sent Me into the world, I also have sent them into the world.” This already prefigures the 

post-Easter commission in which Jesus equates His sending by the Father with the sending of the 

Apostles, which underlines the authority of the Apostle ministry and its outstanding significance for 
salvation history (cf. John 20: 21).   

 

6.4.4  Jesus’ intercessions for the believers of the future  

 

(John 17: 20–26)  

• “I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through their word; 

that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in 

Us, that the world may believe that You sent Me. And the glory which You gave Me I have 

given them, that they may be one just as We are one: I in them, and You in Me; that they may 

be made perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent Me, and have loved 

them as You have loved Me. Father, I desire that they also whom You gave Me may be with 

Me where I am, that they may behold My glory which You have given Me; for You loved Me 

before the foundation of the world. O righteous Father! The world has not known You, but I 

have known You; and these have known that You sent Me. And I have declared to them Your 

name, and will declare it, that the love with which You loved Me may be in them, and I in 

them.”  

The conclusion of the Intercessory Prayer is comprised of Jesus’ intercessions for the believers of 

coming generations. This contains, almost as if hidden in a subordinate clause, an important statement 

about faith: belief in Christ comes into being through the word of those whom He sends, that is, the 

Apostle (“… who wil believe in Me through their word”).   

 

From this it is clear: it is the word of preaching proclaimed by the Apostles, which creates faith (cf. 

Romans 10: 17). To those who come to faith in this manner, the plea of Jesus to His Father applies: 
they are to be one. The oneness of Jesus with His Father is the example for the oneness of the church 

of the Lord, which is to mature in the nature of Jesus.   

 

The last verses underline the special “quality” of the relationship between Christ and His church, which 

is just as close and indissoluble as the relationship between God, the Father, and God, the Son.   

 

Confronted with the imminent prospect of parting from those whom He had been “given”, the 
following plea of Jesus takes on special weight: “Father, I desire that they also whom You gave Me 

may be with Me where I am, that they may behold My glory which You have given Me.” Jesus’ 

departure to the Father does not disrupt His relationship to His own, but is crowned by the fact that 

His own will go to Him. In following Christ they are to follow Him in His glory—so the Son asks the 

Father.   

 

“And I have declared to them Your name, and will declare it, that the love with which You loved Me 

may be in them, and I in them.” It is with these words that the Intercessory Prayer concludes with the 

thought of immeasurable divine love, with which the account of Jesus’ farewell discourses is 
introduced. This prayer, uttered directly before His bitter suffering and death, is of unique magnitude 

and beauty—a prayer as only Jesus Christ, the Redeemer of mankind and the head of His church, could 
pray.    
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7.  The religious-historical problem  

 

In the Gospel of John (and in the three Epistles) the question of religious historical parallels and 
associations arises. In particular, the pre-existence, the ascent and descent of the Son of God, and the 

dualism of the Gospel of John (God and the world, light and darkness) have analogies in the 

environment of the time:   

  

• Judaism was familiar with dualism, especially in the writings of Qumran. There are parallels in 

particular between the Logos-hymn and the notion of wisdom attested in Judaism, which can 

also be conceived of as pre-existent. Philo of Alexandria equates the Logos with wisdom.   

• There are also parallels in early Gnosticism. Rudolf Bultmann presupposed a complete Gnostic 

mythology for Johannine theology. According to this construct, John would have mined the 

very core of this myth—namely the claim of the pre-existent soul and its substantial identity 

with the Redeemer: in contrast to Gnosticism, John does not regard redemption as being 

bound to the existence of that which is to be redeemed, but to the free saving activity of God 

in His Son alone. In so doing, the Gospel of John would have criticised Gnostic doctrine.  

However, at the time of the Gospel of John, there was not yet a fully developed Gnostic 

mythology. It is more likely that the Gospel of John absorbed thoughts from Hellenistic 

Judaism and early forms of Gnosticism.   

• There are similarities to the texts of the Mandaeans. The Mandaeans were a religious group 

that originated from John the Baptist. The designation ‘Mandaean’ derives from the word 

‘manda’, which means “knowledge” (or gnosis). The emergence of the Mandaeans is 

contemporary with the Gospel of John, which certainly makes it possible for the Gospel of 

John to have used motifs from the writings of the Mandaeans.     
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6.4  The Revelation of John  
 

 

The Revelation of John is likely the most vivid and 

mysterious writing of the New Testament.  

 

It took a long time for it to be adopted into the New 

Testament, and remains debated to this day. We now turn 

our attention to the content and the theological themes of 

Revelation, and begin by inquiring into John, after whom 

it is named.  

 

 

 
1. Who is John?  

 

The Apostle John is traditionally considered the author of the Revelation of John. Justin Martyr writes 

as follows in the middle of the second century AD:   

  

• “A man by the name of John, one of the Apostles of Christ, spoke prophetically in a revelation 

he had been given.”  

Irenaeus of Lyon (ca. AD 180)—who likewise identified the author of the Revelation with the author 
of the Gospel and the Epistles of John—expresses similar thoughts. This was the majority sentiment, 

especially in the West.   

 

This view was already contradicted as early as the third century AD by Dionysius of Alexandria († AD 

264/65), that is, in the East:  

  

• “But the Apocalypse is different from these writings [the Gospel and Epistles of John] and 

foreign to them; not touching, nor in the least bordering upon them; almost, so to speak, 

without even a syllable in common with them. Nay more, the Epistle, for I pass by the Gospel, 

does not mention nor does it contain any intimation of the Apocalypse, nor does the 

Apocalypse of the Epistle.”  (Dionysius von Alexandria nach Eusebius, Kirchengeschichte VII 

[Dionysius of Alexandria, according to Eusebius, History of the Church, VII], 25.)  

In the fifth century AD the historian Philipp of Side handed down an excerpt from the works of Papias, 

from which it emerges that John the son of Zebedee, was—like James, his brother—killed by the Jews 

(cf. Mark 10: 35-40), which means he could not have been the author.   

  

The observations of Dionysius, a significant student of Origen, still apply. To this day, Revelation has 

not found its way into Greek Eastern Orthdodox Church liturgy.   

  

The view of Dionysius was introduced to modern exegesis by the Halle Theologian Johann Salomo 

Semler (1725-1791).   
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If the conceptual world of Revelation is so different from that of the Gospel, then the Presbyter John 

could hardly have been the author.   

 

We would have to acknowledge that we do not know the author of Revelation and that we do not 

know anything about him, other than his widely familiar name, “John”, and that he calls himself a 

“servant” and a “brother” (Revelation 1: 1, 4, 9; 22: 8).   

 

Nevertheless, it is certainly astonishing that the author mentions his name. This is not usually the case 

in Apocalyptic literature. It is just as unusual for an apocalypse—which is what Revelation is, after all—

to name a contemporary author and not a person from the past (like the Book of Enoch, for example, 
which is said to drive from the primeval father Enoch).   

 

The writer of the Revelation is thus “John” (Revelation 1: 1, 4, 9), and he is a “prophet” (Revelation 1: 
3, inter alia).   

 

He is a Christian from Asia Minor with extraordinary knowledge of the area (Revelation 1: 9), but not 

an Apostle (Revelation 18: 20; 21: 14). He looks back to the Apostles as a phenomenon of the past.   

 

He has a Jewish-Christian background, which can be substantiated by his use of the Old Testament 

and his language, which is permeated by Semitisms.   

  

From this we conclude that John was evidently a man who was very well known, who enjoyed great 

esteem and authority in Ephesus and the surroundings. He is among those prophets who proclaim and 

teach the gospel (either while travelling or in a local area), but without being a church leader (Episkope, 
Presbyter).   

 

It is possible that this prophet also belonged to the Johannine school (as suggested by Martin Hengel), 

or that he adopted motifs from this school, since he also lived in Ephesus.   

  

2.  Place and time of composition  

 

John receives the Revelation on the Isle of Patmos, where he was staying “for the word of God and 

the testimony of Jesus Christ” (Revelation 1: 9). The island is approximately a day’s journey into the 

Aegean by ship from the coast of Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey).   

 

It is probably that John, as a critic of the imperial cult, was banished to this island off the coast of Asia 

Minor for a specific period of time.   

 

The time of composition can be derived from the situation of the church, which in turn can be 

reconstructed from Revelation: the historical context of Revelation might have been the increased 

stringency of the imperial cult, and the conflicts associated with this in Asia Minor under Emperor 

Domitian (AD 81-96), even if it is impossible to prove a general Christian persecution under Domitian—

it is at least anticipated in Revelation.   

 

Irenaeus of Lyon (ca. AD 180) already dated the Apocalypse to the end of Domitian’s reign:   

  

• “For it was seen not long ago, but almost in our own generation, at the end of the reign of  

Domitian” (Against Heresies, 5.30.3; cf. Eusebius, Church History 3.18 et seq; 5.8.6).   
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Revelation would thus have been written between AD 90 and 95.   

  

3.  Addressees  

 

Revelation 1: 4 identifies the addressees of the Revelation as “the seven churches which are in Asia”, 

and these are then listed individually in Revelation 1: 11:   

  

• Ephesus  

• Smyrna  

• Pergamos  

• Thyatira  

• Sardis  

• Philadelphia  

• Laodicea 

This is the former missionary region of Apostle Paul. Apparently the seer John was also active in these 

churches. He now addresses each one of these churches in the seven letters, and thereby the growing 

church as a whole, which is symbolised by the number seven (=completeness, perfection).   

 

It is, however, astonishing that John does not mention the Apostle Paul anywhere. After all, he had 

been active in Ephesus, and the Pauline school in Ephesus was named after him. However, John does 

praise the beginnings of faith in Ephesus and thus the Pauline work done there. He makes use of the 

Pauline letter formula.   

 

The churches there are in great tribulation: internally they are afflicted by heretics (“Nicolaitans”, “the 

doctrine of Balaam”, “Jezebel”), and externally they are threatened by the imperial cult and idol-
worship (“Satan’s throne”). There are also conflicts that are not described in detail with the local 

synagogue (“synagogue of Satan”).   

 

4. Literary form and related texts (apocalypses)  

 

The title of this text “Revelation” / “Apocalypse” is derived from the first word appearing in it 

(apokalypsis, which means “revelation”).  

 

An entire literary genre takes its name from this caption in Revelation 1: 1:  

  

• “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants—things which must 

shortly take place.”  

However, John gives Revelation an epistolary structure: he frames the transcript of his revelation with 
an epistolary introduction and a book closing, which at the end likewise takes on epistolary features 

(Revelation 22: 21).   

 

This is something with which we are already familiar from the style of the Pauline Epistles. Perhaps 

the author was basing his text on this letter formula as it would have been familiar to the recipients.   

  

In terms of form criticism, Revelation is categorised as an apocalypse in the style of an encyclical letter.   
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Like the mention of an author’s name, there is nothing analogous to this epistolary character in any 

apocalyptic literature. The Revelation would certainly have been passed around the seven 

congregations referenced within it and read in each.   

  

The Revelation of John is the only apocalyptic book of the New Testament.  Apocalyptic writings are 

also found …  

  

• … in the Old Testament: the “Isaiah Apocalypse” (Hans Wildberger) in Isaiah 24-27, the book 

of Daniel (see below), or Zecharia 1-8, which is just on the threshold of Apocalyptic literature;   

• … in early Judaic literature outside of the Old Testament, for example, the oft-mentioned 

“Book of Enoch”;   

• … in the Synoptic tradition, particularly in the end-time discourses of Jesus in the Gospel of 

Mark (Mark 13 et seq.) and the Logia source (Luke 17). Matthew expanded these into a grand 

conclusion to the teachings of Jesus (Matthew 24-25);   

• … in the letters of Paul that deal with apocalyptic themes: the Last Judgement, the 

resurrection of the dead, eternal life (1 Thessalonians; 1 Corinthians);   

• … in the early Christian literature that was too late to be incorporated into the New Testament. 

Here we find a whole series of apocalypses, for example, the “Shepherd of Hermas”.   

4.1  Links to Old Testament and early Judaic Apocalypticism  

 

The only genuine, complete Apocalyptic writing of the Old Testament is the book of Daniel in chapters 

7 to 12, with…  

  

• the vision of the eternal kingdom of God (cf. Revelation 2)  

• the Parousia of the Son of Man (Daniel 7)  

• and the resurrection of the dead (Daniel 12).   

In early Judaism, a number of apocalypses were written in the period before and after the New 

Testament writings, and these bear a close resemblance to the Revelation of John:   

  

• after the second century BC, a number of Enoch-apocalypses are written, which attest to vivid 

scenes of the end of the world and the disasters that will precede it.   

• in around AD 70, the Fourth Book of Esdras appears, an apocalypse that poses the question 

of Theodicy in response to the destruction of the temple by the Romans.  

• after AD 70, Baruch-apocalypses begin to come into being. They encourage the devout to 

remain steadfast in tribulation as they will be overabundantly rewarded.   

4.2  Typical generic features of Old Testament, early Judaic, and early Christian Apocalypticism   

 

• the revelation of supernatural, divine knowledge;  

• visions of the end: the resurrection of the dead, the Judgement, the completion of salvation—

but also the long, or short, time to go until then;  

• the appearing of an interpretive angel (angelus interpres), who interpret for the seer what he 

sees and hears but does not understand;   
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• heavenly journeys, which may take the form of ecstasies or raptures, that lead from the earth 

into the sphere of the heavenly;   

• inspiration from the ideal author (Daniel, Enoch, Moses, Baruch, …);   

• pseudepigraphy, combined with a (fictitious) origin story in an idealised past;   

• orders to keep the secrets that are not yet to be released, which link the time of publication 

with the time of factual occurrence.   

5. Sources, language, text tradition  

 

5.1 Sources  

 

In contrast to the Gospels, no direct sources can be identified for Revelation. However, it can be said 

that the Old Testament—especially the content of the Major Prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and 
Daniel—is used masterfully as source material by John. This, along with the author’s use of language, 

would support the hypothesis that John is of Jewish-Christian background.  

 

5.2 Linguistic anomalies  

 

The Revelation is written in a Semitised form of Greek that—either intentionally or unintentionally—

results in linguistic style containing several mistakes.   

  

5.3 Text tradition  

 

The Revelation is well substantiated as a manuscript, and appears quite early, although not quite as 

early as the other writings of the New Testament: there are papyri from the end of the third and fourth 

centuries (P47, P115) in which Revelation is recorded. There are also parchment codices from that period 

that contain Revelation (Sinaiticus A and C).  

 

6. The canonicity of the Revelation of John   

 

Already on account of Dionysius’ statement (see above), the adoption of the Revelation into the New 

Testament canon was long contested. Its canonicity was especially debated in the Eastern Church, 

since repeated doubts were expressed about its apostolic authorship.  Owing to its imminent 

anticipation of the thousand-year kingdom of peace, the ecstatic-enthusiastic sect of the Montanists, 
who had many disciples in Asia Minor in the second century AD, treasured the Revelation especially—

so much so that many theologians have suspected Revelation might have been written by a Gnostic 

(Dionysius even wonders whether a certain Gnostic by the name of Cerinthus might be the author). 
This perceived proximity to Gnosticism also made it difficult for Revelation to be recognised as 

canonical.   

 

Athanasius of Alexandria mentioned Revelation in his list of New Testament writings (in his 37th Easter 

encyclical from the year 367). After that, the canonicity of Revelation was no longer disputed seriously, 

although it is hardly used in the Eastern Church.   

 

The Revelation met with resistance from Martin Luther in particular. For him, its associations between 

works and righteousness, which resembled statements from the Epistle of James, were theologically 

inadequate for his doctrine of justification by the faith (“My mind has an aversion to this book”).  
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Along with other texts, such as the Epistle of James, he placed the Revelation at the end of the New 

Testament and assigned these books much the same significance as the Old Testament Apocrypha 

which, although irrelevant for doctrine, were still useful to read.   

 

7. Structure and content  

 

The Revelation is artful, almost scenic, and dramatic in structure, if also somewhat complicated. It is 

easy to lose one’s bearings!  

 

7.1 Structure  

 

Introduction (1: 1-8)  

• Prologue (1: 1-3), macarism (beatitude) “Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the 

words of this prophecy”  

• Prescript (1: 4-8) with salutation and doxology “Grace to you and peace …“  

First main section  

• Commission of John (1: 9-20) “What you see, write in a book”  

• The seven letters (2; 3) “To the angel of the church of … write”   

Second main section  

A. Vision of the heavenly throne room:   

• God with his heavenly court; the Lamb in the centre of the action (4; 5). Traces of a heavenly 

liturgy (4: 8, 11; 5: 9 et seq., 12 et seq.) “Holy, holy, holy …”  

B. Three vision cycles  

• The seven seals (6-8)  

o Opening of the first six seals (6: 1-17): the four horsemen of the Apocalypse  

o Interlude I: the 144,000 who have been sealed (7: 1-8)  

• The seven trumpets (8-11)  

o Interlude II: the adversaries of God and their conquest:  

o the woman, the male child, and the dragon (12)  

o the two beasts from the sea and from the land (13)  

o the Lamb and the 144,000 on Mount Zion (14: 1-5)  

• The seven bowls of wrath (15; 16)  

o Interlude III: the whore of Babylon and her demise (17; 18)  

C. Final vision: Last Judgement and new creation (19 - 22: 5)  

o Return of Jesus as Judge of the world (19: 11-21)  

o The thousand-year kingdom of peace (20: 1-6)  

o The downfall of Satan (20: 7-10)  

o The Last Judgement (20: 11-15)  

o New Jerusalem, the new creation (21; 22: 1-5)  

Epilogue (22: 6-20) with a canonisation formula (22: 18 et seq.) and “I am coming quickly”   

Postscript (22: 21) with wish of grace as a final benediction (text-critically debated!)  
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7.2 Content  

 

We cannot decipher all the wealth of imagery in Revelation, and will not even begin to discuss what 
images mean what (for example, the number 666 = Domitian as an incarnation of Nero reborn?). 

However, we will introduce the addressees, namely the seven churches.   

 

7.2.1  Book introduction  

 

The prologue (Revelation 1: 1-3) identifies the source of this Revelation as God, who has given it to 

Jesus Christ. The latter is to show it to His servants. John appears as mediator responsible for sharing 

it with the other servants. He is a witness of what is contained here.   

 

The content of the Revelation are “things which must shortly take place”. At the end, there is a 

beatitude for those who read, hear, and keep this prophecy.   

 

The prescript (1: 4-8) contains a greatly expanded salutation, which is followed by a doxology and an 

announcement of judgement.   

 

The words of God in 1: 8 reinforce this announcement.   

 

The depiction of a commissioning vision (1: 9-20) comprises the main portion of the opening 

framework. On a Sunday, the “Lord’s Day” (possibly in a divine service), John sees the Risen One, who 
issues the order to write …   

  

• “…the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take 

place after this” (Revelation 1: 19).  

7.2.2  The seven letters   

 

The letters are structured parallel to one another:   

  

• they are introduced by commandment to write: Revelation 2: 1a; 2: 8a; 2: 12a; 2: 18a; 3: 1a; 

3: 7a; 3: 14a. The addressee in each case is the Angel of the church, who is responsible for it.   

• ... and the introduction also contains a messenger formulation (Christ is the actual Sender and 

is assigned different titles with each letter): Revelation 2: 1b; 2: 8b; 2: 12b, 2: 18b; 3: 1b; 3: 

7b; 3: 14b. The formula is based on messenger formulations from Old Testament prophecy.  

• Main portion (introduction: “I know …”).  

Description of the circumstances in the church, consisting of both praise and reproach, along with 
appeals for repentance, admonition to preserve, announcements of salvation and of ruin.   

  

• To close, these are followed by an overcomer statement … (“He who overcomes, …”): 

Revelation 2: 7b; 2: 11b; 2: 17b; 2: 26-28; 3: 5; 3: 12; 3: 21  

• … and a call to action (“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches”): 

Revelation 2: 7a; 2: 11a; 2: 17a; 2: 29; 3: 6; 3: 13; 3: 22, which suggests liturgical use and/or 

reading in divine service.  
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7.2.3  The churches to which the letters are addressed   

 

Ephesus (2: 1-7)  

 

Ephesus, as the largest church, is the first to be named. The city is the capital of the province of Asia, 

and is the seat of the proconsul. Emperor worship and the cult of the goddess Artemis flourish here, 

and both of these likely afflicted this congregation.   

 

The Christ-title:   

• “He who holds the seven stars in His right hand, who walks in the midst of the seven golden 

lampstands” means that  

Christ is the Lord of His church and is present in the seven churches.   

  

The church demonstrates strength of faith: it has recognised false apostles and resisted them 
(Revelation 2: 2), and it has rejected the “Nicolaitans” a heretical group that tolerates sexual 

permissiveness and emperor worship. Whether this group derives from the Nicolas mentioned in Acts 

6: 5 is unclear. The false apostles may also be the leaders of the Nicolaitans.   

  

However, the church has left the “first love” (Revelation 2: 4). It has “fallen” (Revelation 2: 5) 

presumably, it has not yet lost all faith, but has fallen into the “mediocrity of a nominal Christian life”—

and is thus called upon to remember its beginnings in faith (Revelation 2: 5).   

 

It is astonishing that John does not mention Apostle Paul here—or anywhere else in the whole 

Revelation! After all, he was active in Ephesus for years!   

 

Smyrna (2: 8-11)  

 

The Christ-title “the First and the Last” is also a title used in reference to God (Isaiah 44: 6; 48: 12).  

Christ reminds the church of His death and resurrection. He is Lord of life and death.   

 

The church (today: Izmir) is afflicted by “Jews” from the “synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 2: 8; this is 

probably a reference to actual Jews, not Jewish Christians), but despite its poverty in a rich city of Asia 

Minor, has shown itself to be rich in faith. Worse things are still ahead: John prophesies arrests and 

thus encourages faithfulness (Revelation 2: 10).   

 

Pergamos (2: 12-17)  

 

The Christ-title: “He who has the sharp two-edged sword” shows Christ as a powerful, incorruptible 
judge.   

 

The church is sorely afflicted by the imperial cult (“Satan’s throne”)—a certain Antipas has even died 

a martyr’s death—but has remained steadfast. However, it does tolerate—unlike the church in 

Ephesus—proponents of the “doctrine of Balaam” (Revelation 2: 14) and the “doctrine of the 

Nicolaitans” (Revelation 2: 15), and must thus repent, in other words, reject these doctrines and return 

to a life based on true faith.   
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Most exegetes identify the doctrine of Balaam and that of the Nicolaitans as one and the same heresy 

at work.   

  

Thyatira (2: 18-29)  

 

The church of Thyatira, the home of Lydia (Acts 16: 14), a rich artisanal town, has developed well from 

weak beginnings, however, it tolerates the prophetess “Jezebel” (Revelation 2: 19-23). The Christ-title: 

“The Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire and his feet like fine brass” refers to the incorruptible 

judge’s gaze and divine power of Jesus.   

  

Sardis (3: 1-6)   

 

Christ, “who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars”—that is, who holds in His hand the 

seven angels of the heavenly hosts, as well as the churches themselves—laments that the church is 
dead (Revelation 3: 1). It is exhorted to remember the fundamental teachings of Christianity 

(Revelation 3: 2) and its beginnings in faith (Revelation 3: 3), and can, in so doing, take direction from 

the few upright there (Revelation 3: 4).   

 

Philadelphia (3: 7-13)   

 

Despite its little strength (Revelation 3: 8), the church demonstrates exemplary strength of faith and 

will thus also endure the coming attacks from the “synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 3: 9). Christ is 

adorned with the divine titles: “Thus says He who is holy, He who is true, ‘He who has the key of David, 

He who opens and no one shuts, and shuts and no one opens’”—a reference to Christ’s power of the 
keys (Revelation 1: 18).   

 

Laodicea (3: 14-22)  

 

The city is famous for its eye and ear physicians, and is also home to a prosperous garment industry. 

However, the church is lukewarm, indecisive, and half-hearted (Revelation 3: 15 et seq.), and must 

devote itself fully to Jesus anew, in order to be healed and purified by Him (Revelation 3: 18 et seq.). 

The Christ-title: “the Amen, the Faithful and True Witness, the Beginning of the creation of God” is a 

reference to Jesus’ absolute faithfulness and loyalty, as well as His agency of creation.   

 

8. Revelation in more recent church history  

 

The Revelation of John met with special interest in the nineteenth century. Chiliastic groups like the 

Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Seventh Day Adventists, in particular substantiate their teachings with 
Revelation.   

 

The Albury circle, which began to assemble in 1826, interpreted the Revelation of John. Within the 

Catholic Apostolic Church (as of 1832), the Revelation of John was intensively interpreted.  In 1872, 

Apostle Friedrich Wilhelm Schwartz published an extensive interpretation of Revelation entitled “Buch 

für unsere Zeit. Die Offenbarung des Johannes lesbar für die Gemeinde” [Book for our time. The 

Revelation of John made legible for the congregation].  
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9. Interpretation model – the hermeneutic function  

 

For a long time, interpretation as related to the history of the church, the world, and salvation prevailed 
in the interpretation history of the book of Revelation. The most important representative of this kind 

of interpretation was Augustine, and in the Middle Ages, Joachim of Fiore and Ruppert of Deutz. 

Revelation was thus read as a roadmap of history as defined by the will of God.   

 

It was in this manner, for example, that Luther interpreted the two beasts in Revelation 13 as the 

emperor and the pope in his foreword to Revelation. Johann Alberecht Bengel calculated the start of 

the thousand-year kingdom of peace as 18 June 1836.   

 

The problem here is that each interpreter of Revelation interprets it for his own time and is convinced 

that he is living in the end times. This leaves the door wide open for arbitrary applications.   

 

Since the time of Wilhelm Bousset (1906), contemporary historical interpretation has become the focal 

point of interpretation. Here scholars investigate the circumstances of the time of the book’s 

composition under Emperor Domitian. In this manner, the prevailing conflicts with the Roman state 
of the time are revealed, and it is in these terms that exegetes seek to understand Revelation. As 

important as the contemporary historical interpretation may be, it does not completely capture the 

theological relevance of Revelation.   

 

For this reason, scholars have also attempted a superhistorical interpretation, in which the prophetic 

intent of Revelation transcends its contemporary historical message: eschatology is thus transformed 
“into a timeless event”. In “images of the future,” it represents “what the purpose of all faith has been 

over the past, present, and future.”  (Ernst Lohmeyer, HNT 16, p. 192).   

 

This is complemented by an eschatological interpretation, which takes a new look at history on the 
basis of the Christian future hope without making any calculations. Any attempt to use the book of 

Revelation to prove or even calculate an imminent end would certainly be a misunderstanding. The 

intent is to see all things present in the light of the future (Ferdinand Hahn, Theologie des Neuen 

Testaments I [Theology of the New Testament I]. Tübingen 2005, p. 456).  

 

10. Statements of the Catechism concerning themes of the Revelation  

 

Revelation is of great importance for the doctrine of future things. The Catechism of the New Apostolic 

Church often refers to it when it speaks of the return of Christ and the future events associated with 

it.   

 

However, not all the themes of Revelation have been adopted as doctrinal statements in the 

Catechism.   

 

The following statements concerning the future hope are directly associated with the Revelation of 

John:   

  

10.1  The community of the saints / the bridal congregation  

 

The narrower meaning of the “community of the saints” has an eschatological dimension. It consists 

of those who will belong to the bride of Christ, and will thus only be revealed at the return of Christ. 
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In the broader sense, however, the “community of the saints” also has a current dimension: it 

comprises all those who are part of the church of Christ.   

 

Ultimately, the “community of the saints” will be revealed in its full perfection in the new creation 

(CNAC 2.4.3).  

 

Those who are numbered to the bride of the Lord will only be revealed at the return of Christ. One of 

the identifying characteristics of those who will belong to the bride is that they wait daily for the return 

of Christ and consistently cry out: “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22: 17, 20). Representing this 

community of the saints, we also find the images of the “hundred forty-four thousand” (Revelation 
14: 1–5) and the “male child” (Revelation 12: 5).  

 

The number 144,000 is of symbolic character. It is derived from the twelve tribes of Israel, and 
represents divine perfection (CNAC 10.1.3).  

  

10.2  The woman clothed with the sun and the male child  

 

Revelation 12 speaks of a woman clothed with the sun—an image for the church of Christ—who is 

about to give birth to a male child. The latter is menaced by a dragon, but he is caught up to God 

(Revelation 12: 5). The male child symbolises the host of those who will be caught up to God at the 
return of Christ. The dragon is an image for Satan (Genesis 3: 1; Revelation 12: 9). He can prevent 

neither the perfection nor the rapture of the bridal congregation (CNAC 10.1.3).   

  

10.3  The marriage of the Lamb  

 

The marriage of the Lamb follows directly after the bride has been caught up to heaven. The image of 

the eschatological marriage feast is found in Revelation 19: 6–9. It refers to the everlasting fellowship 

of the firstlings with their Lord and their partaking in His glory (Colossians 3:4; 1 John 3: 2; CNAC 10.2).  

 

10.4  The Lamb   

 

The book of Revelation makes frequent reference to Christ as the Lamb. Revelation 5: 12 expresses 

that the slain Lamb has gained the victory. This means that the abased and crucified Son of God is both 

the Triumphant and Victorious One. The crucified Christ is the returning Lord, the bridegroom (CNAC 

10.2).   

 

10.5  The great tribulation  

 

After the return of Christ, a time will begin in which both mankind and the creation will be exposed to 

the power of Satan. Everything will suffer under the circumstances associated with this. This period of 

time can be associated with the “hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world to test those 

who dwell on the earth”, as referenced in Revelation 3: 10 (CNAC 10.3).  

 

10.6  The woman clothed with the sun during the great tribulation  

 

The image of the woman clothed with the sun—after she has given birth to the male child— represents 
those who are numbered to the church of Christ, but who were not caught up to God. They will 
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continue to feel God’s support and spiritual care in the “wilderness”, that is a condition of hardship 

and deprivation (Revelation 12: 6; CNAC 10.3).  

 

10.7  The martyrs  

 

Even during this time, in which Satan and his forces will rule, there will be human beings who firmly 

profess Christ, who refuse to worship the Antichrist, and who will be killed as a consequence of their 

profession (Revelation 13: 10, 15; cf. Revelation 14: 12–13). These steadfast witnesses for Christ will 

become martyrs (CNAC 10.3).  

 

10.8  The coming of Christ in power and great glory   

 

After the marriage in heaven, the Son of God will return to the earth with the firstlings (Revelation 

19:11–16). The Lord foretold this event by referring to His coming “with power and great glory” 
(Matthew 24: 29–30). Jesus Christ will then reveal His divine power on earth for all to see (Revelation 

1: 7). He […] will take away all power from Satan and his followers, and thus put an end to the time of 

the great tribulation. Satan’s followers will be judged (Revelation 19: 20). Satan himself will be bound 
for “a thousand years”, so that “he should deceive the nations no more” (Revelation 20: 1–3; CNAC 

10.4).  

 

10.9  The first resurrection  

 

The only place in Holy Scripture where the expression “first resurrection” can be found is in Revelation 

20: 5–6, where it is mentioned in conjunction with a significant beatitude:   

  

“Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first resurrection. Over such the second death has no 

power.”   

 

Those who are praised here as blessed and holy—that is those who will be caught up to God at the 

return of Christ, and the martyrs from the great tribulation—are exempted from the Last Judgement 

(CNAC 10.5).  

 

10.10 The thousand-year kingdom of peace  

 

Christ’s kingly rule, in which He includes His own as a royal priesthood, will last “a thousand years”—

which symbolises a long, but limited time (Revelation 20: 6). It will then be possible to proclaim the 

gospel without impediment, and salvation will thus be offered during this time (CNAC 10.6).  

 

10.11 The release of Satan  

 

The kingdom of peace will come to an end when Satan is released and given one last opportunity to 

tempt mankind. After his ultimate defeat, he will be condemned and “cast into the lake of fire and 

brimstone” (Revelation 20: 7–10). Evil in all its manifestations will then have been rendered powerless 

forever (CNAC 10.6).  
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10.12 The resurrection of the dead and the Last Judgement   

 

Then follows the resurrection of the dead for judgement (Revelation 20: 11–15). Christ will then judge 
all human beings who did not take part in the first resurrection. The deciding factor in the verdict 

pronounced on each human being will be the attitude that he ultimately adopts toward Christ. Those 

who reject Him and whose names are not “written in the book of life” will remain in the misery of 
remoteness from God. Those who find grace in the Last Judgement will become inhabitants of God’s 

new creation and will be permitted to have eternal fellowship with Him (CNAC 10.6).  

 

10.13 The new creation  

 

For those who already reigned with Christ in the kingdom of peace as a royal priesthood, the following 

promise will be fulfilled in the new creation:  

 

• “And [...] His servants shall serve Him. They shall see His face, and His name shall be on their 

foreheads. There shall be no night there: they need no lamp nor light of the sun, for the Lord 

God gives them light. And they shall reign forever and ever” (Revelation 22: 3-5; CNAC 10.6).  

 


