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The Beloved Disciple Debate 
(John 13:21b-30) 

 

We like things to run smoothly. Predictable patterns help us to navigate the 
less predictable times of life. For people of faith this means taking time to worship 
God. This week, just like last, we do so from the comfort of our homes. This new 
way of coming together is made possible by technology that we’ve created and 
continue to re-create. Yet all modern advances have stories to tell, from their 
bumpy beginnings through seasons of development experienced along the way.  

We like things to run smoothly and we also like knowing people who can keep 
things running smoothly when they breakdown. Last week at the Monaca Anchor 
Hocking glass plant, an employee from Beaver Falls tested positive for COVID-19. 
The Ledger said a memo was sent to the 300 employees stating, “We will keep the 
furnace hot during the shutdown and will be carrying essential employees to 
control the furnace operations as well as some maintenance personnel to verify 
that the plant stays in a condition to resume operations.” 

So, for over 250 employees, this means being sent home until further notice. 
These days this is happening time and time again. The thing is, when things run 
smoothly, we still complain about our work.  But now that we’re home, we 
complain about being home. Now we have ideas about who should be doing 
something to get us back to work. It’s human nature to complain, but it’s the 
servant minded disciples who find ways to help out despite the odds. 

Today’s Face of the Cross is The Beloved Disciple. John’s gospel 
includes four, or maybe five passages that mention this mystery person. What we 
learn is he/she is quietly devoted to Jesus even to the end, the only one of the male 
disciples present at the foot of the cross with Mary M. and Jesus’ mother Mary.  

We also learn this disciple outran Peter (remember the rock!) to peek into 
the tomb after Jesus was raised from the dead. This disciple is with others when 
the resurrected Jesus appears to them by the Sea of Tiberias. The Gospel of John 
mentions The Beloved Disciple in scenes at the end of his gospel: at the Last 
Supper, at the Cross, the empty Tomb, and near the Sea, after Jesus’ resurrection. 
Since he’s not mentioned earlier, we have little to go on. But he was there.        

Now, we know Christians do not find their faith in how things are run in the 
world, but when things break down, as they often do, we are still called to step in 
and offer hope. The kind of disciple that goes unnamed, remains committed to the 
cause and leans upon Jesus is exactly who we are called to be OR become. This 
kind of nameless commitment to others is exactly the kind of feel good story that 
we all need in our otherwise disease-filled nightly news report. 

When we see children singing songs through a window for the elderly who 
cannot leave their nursing home, if the grocery store gives its extra perishable food 
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to a local mission or soup kitchen, as our cell phone is used to update relatives who 
live in other places,  and because the birds haven’t stopped chirping or the flowers 
and trees blooming for Spring -  these are all reminders of life as it should be. In 
fact they seem to matter more to us now than they might otherwise. 

 

One way of doing our Biblical investigation is by a process of elimination, 
making note of the others mentioned along with The Beloved. One disciple 
mentioned in today’s text is Simon Peter. Last week we explored much about this 
one-time successful fisherman turned leader of the disciples. Peter’s nature was to 
stand out from the rest, yet, as we discussed last Sunday, when he should’ve stood 
up for Jesus, he did not. We all know a “big talker.”    

The disciple that Jesus loved is said to have been reclining at table with him, 
not just close by, but leaning up against him. It is in this scene where Jesus dips 
the broken bread and hands it to Judas Iscariot. This moment of spiritual warfare 
between Jesus and Judas is no less easy to understand this side of the cross.  

But what we can take from today’s passage is that The Beloved Disciple 
was neither brash Simon-Peter nor broken Judas, son of Simon Iscariot.  

Before we move on, did you notice that John’s gospel indicates some 
disciples thought Jesus was suggesting that Judas “give something to the poor.” 
The timeless mission of the disciples, has long been “doing unto others...”  

If/when we are faced with the lack of something running smoothly, a lost job, 
broken family, distances from friends or poor health, we feel alone. This is not the 
“good kind” of distancing, and this isolation can lead to other problems. So, many 
charities and people of faith will be seen on the frontlines. Some of them will be 
known by name, many will not. Because in tough times, “there will always be 
helpers, look for the helpers.” (Fred Rogers) 

Have you reached out to a neighbor? Have you had others offer to help you? 
In what ways can you be helpful this week to those who are all alone? These acts of 
compassion aren’t just good ideas, they’re our calling! 

So, if Judas and Peter are not the beloved disciple, then who was? One idea 
suggests that it wasn’t a man, but Mary Magdalene. While I am open to her 
inclusion among the disciples, this suggestion is a stretch. We have texts which 
include Mary M. alongside the beloved disciple, such as the moment at the cross in 
which Mary the mother of Jesus AND other women were present, as well as, when 
she came to the tomb early in the morning.  

In this second story, you’ll recall Simon Peter and the other disciple -the one 
who Jesus loved - took off in a sprint toward the tomb. Yet, when they arrived Mary 
was already present looking into the now open tomb. So, while some would like to 
suggest that Mary Magdalene is The Beloved Disciple, multiple passages of 
scripture seem to prove otherwise. (John 20:1-4) 
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The traditional view is that The Beloved Disciple was John, one of the 
sons of Zebedee. We spoke of them last week, the sons who may have been cousins 
to Jesus. Zebedee’s wife Salome was a sister to Mary the mother of Jesus. This view 
can be traced back as early as Irenaeus (c. 180 CE) and was made part of the 
official Church History of Eusebius in the early 4th century. (Church History 6. 
25.) Traditions die hard, especially in the church, so most think the beloved is 
John.   

Frankly, this answer, however mainstream, still seems doubtful. After all, 
from the few stories we have about John, he has a fiery temper. You’ll remember 
Jesus nicknamed him and his brother James the “Sons of Thunder.” They tried to 
obtain seats of supremacy, through their Mother, to be on the right and left of the 
Lord. (Matthew 20:20) On another occasion they asked Jesus to call down fire from 
heaven to consume a village that had not accepted their preaching. (Luke 9:54) On 
both occasions, Jesus did not take well to this kind of “power play.” 

In fact, in Matthew 20:26, after this odd request of supremacy among the 
disciples, Jesus seems to be responding to them when he says, “Whoever would be 
great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you 
must be your slave… as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to 
give his life as a ransom for many.”  

Instead of servant-minded, the image we get of John is not a “disciple whom 
Jesus loved” but a hot-headed man he put up with. I am aware that many suggest 
John had a conversion-which is possible-but because the texts describe him as 
being pushy and vindictive-even if he’s reformed, I just can’t see him as beloved.  

So, if it’s not Judas, Peter, Mary or John who could it have been?  The 
Beloved could have been mentioned one other place, in John 18:15, “Simon Peter 
followed Jesus, and so did another disciple.” This passage is the beginning of the 
“big talker’s” denial of Jesus. This unknown disciple clearly had a preexisting 
relationship with Annas the high priest.  So, this means it wasn’t someone like 
Matthew, who was seen as a traitor since his days of tax-collecting required him to 
collaborate with Rome.   

John’s gospel includes a few names of other disciples we haven’t mentioned 
such as Thomas, Nathaniel, James and John, as well as Philip and Andrew who 
were mentioned in John 14(8) and 6(1-9) respectively.  

Yet, if the logic follows that The Beloved Disciple is not one already 
mentioned, could his identity be hidden for some other reason? Who else was 
there? Of the Twelve, the only ones not named in John are literally the “others-” 
the other James, the other Jude, and the other Simon. Was it one of them? 

In his controversial book The Passover Plot, British author Hugh 
Schonfield argues that The Beloved Disciple was an unknown priest who lived 
in Jerusalem. The author thinks he was a secret disciple who was also well 
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acquainted with the Jewish officials and thus could gain admittance to the 
examinations of Jesus. This book also suggests the Last Supper took place in this 
priest's home. Such a logic explains how he was present.  Since he was the host, he 
would have had the privilege of sitting next to Jesus during the meal. This is an 
original proposal, but it is still incomplete because it doesn't identify any specific 
person. 

A number of other scholars have argued that The Beloved Disciple was, 
Lazarus, the brother of Mary and Martha of Bethany. This argument is based on 
John 11:1-3, which says that as Lazarus lay sick, his sisters sent a message to Jesus 
which said, "Lord, the one you love is sick." Further, John 11:5 and 11:36 also say 
that Jesus loved Lazarus. And we probably all remember that when Lazarus died, 
“Jesus wept.” (John 11:35) So who was it?        Does it really matter? 

What does a title say about you? In your place of employment, you may 
be the CEO, the Secretary, or maybe you aren’t considered an essential employee. 
So, like some, when the plant closed down, you weren’t asked to stay and keep the 
furnace hot. You were sent home, not needed.  

Or maybe you are no longer employed, but instead of the stress of losing a 
job, it has become a struggle to not be on the go. You’re young at heart, but as you 
try and do things that once took little effort, now you run out of steam quicker. Yet 
you refuse for the title “retired” to define you, because you have things to do.   

Or maybe you’re not out of a job… but just trying to keep from going out of 
your mind because of the ways in which this new virus has continued to spread. 
You may be taking precautions, but already knew to wash your hands, eat vitamins 
and stay physically active. To you it all just seems so excessive. This coronavirus 
has not only slowed down men and women of working age. Families have also had 
to make a new normal work. For some, online schoolwork is just about to begin, 
which will bring its own set of challenges. (We may be parents, but our kids do not 
see us as their teachers.)   

So here we are… all of us taking a moment to consider our value… if we are 
more than our titles and if our faith is unshakeable enough that we need not be 
named to be beloved.  We need not be well known to be called by God. 

In John 21 it was the unnamed disciple who called their attention to the man 
calling from the shore. After the death of Jesus, the expert fisherman Peter became 
refocused on his former trade, frustrated in his lousy night of fishing. He is back at 
what he once was well known for doing, but on this night, he caught absolutely 
nothing. Though the beloved disciple was in the same boat (in more ways than 
one), he didn’t miss it. He saw Jesus and called out, “It’s the Lord!”  

Frankly, Bible scholars are divided on if The Beloved Disciple was John 
of Zebedee, Lazarus or even Jesus’ brother James. Before you choose to make an 
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argument for any one man, why not consider the possibility that cracking the code 
of who the beloved disciple is may be unnecessary.  

While it is true that we all prefer for life to run smoothly, whether we like it 
or not, for now we must wait. Maybe in this time of waiting we will discover 
something new! Maybe, given more time, we will make special memories with our 
families. Maybe the extra time to sleep will help us to actually rest. Maybe this 
slower pace of life will force us to talk with those we’ve been meaning to call. Or 
maybe your work will feel like the calling you hoped it could be to begin with. 

You see, just as modern advances have stories to tell, from their bumpy 
beginnings through seasons of development, so too, on our journey of faith, not all 
our questions will be answered. Some things (the who, what, when, where and 
how) -even if answered- can actually become unsatisfying IF somewhere along the 
way we lost sight of the heart of our discovery, the why of our discipleship.  

As we approach Palm Sunday, one week from today, we will be provided a 
timeless reminder: men can be marvelous one day (Hosanna, blessed is He who 
comes in the name of the Lord!) and monsters the next (Crucify Him!)  So too, 
what may satisfy the desires of today (a stimulus check) may still keep us from real 
contentment (when the credit card bills arrive.)  

And, lest you think there’s any modern politician uniquely controversial 
among believers, no one was as despised in the story of The Faces of the Cross 
than next week’s focus… The Roman prefect of Judaea, Pontius Pilate!               

   

                               In the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
          Amen! 


