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Charles Harold Dodd (1884-1973) stands among the foremost British biblical scholars and 
theologians of the twentieth century.  During his lengthy career, which included 
professorships at three of the country’s most distinguished universities (Oxford, Manchester, 
and finally Cambridge), he wrote and lectured on a wide variety of topics.  Today he is most 
remembered for his exposition and advocacy of “realized eschatology,” with its 
understanding of Jesus’ kingdom-sayings as references to a present reality rather than a 
future one, and for his influential monographs and articles on the Johannine corpus.  The 
latter group contains the seminal The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (1953) as well as the 
subject of the present review, in which he examines the long-standing attribution of the 
Gospel of John and the First Epistle of John to the same author.  By the time he engaged 
this question, the traditional view had been bolstered by the critical endorsements of his 
noted contemporaries R. H. Charles and A. E. Brooke, and he begins with a judicious 
acknowledgment of the positive aspects of their research—most notably Brooke’s 
identification of a number of linguistic and aesthetic similarities between the writings.  He 
tips his hand slightly, however, when he abstains from immediately adopting Brooke’s 
summary conclusion of common authorship, stating only, “[E]ither the two works are from 
one hand, or the writer of the one was influenced, not superficially but profoundly, by the 
other, whether that influence was due to personal discipleship, or to a deep and prolonged 
study of his work, or to both” (p. 130). 
 
The remainder of the article presents compelling evidence for this second position—the 
ascription of the gospel and the epistle to distinct yet closely related individuals.  Dodd 
appeals to the reader’s intuition when he observes, “There is surely to be felt in the Fourth 
Gospel a richness, a subtlety, a penetrating quality about that style which is missing in the 
Epistle.”  He is quick to add, however, that “all this is mere impressionism.  No critical 
conclusions can fairly be drawn from such subjective data”  (p. 131).  Detailed grammatical 
and linguistic analysis must be conducted in order to confirm or deny these instinctive 
suspicions.  An statistical comparison of the use of particles and compound verbs, both of 
which appear with greater variety and frequency in the gospel, quickly reveals that “the style 
of the Gospel is richer, more varied, and more flexible than that of the Epistle” (p. 133).  
Conversely, the epistle employs a number of idiomatic expressions with disproportionate 
frequency when compared to the gospel (e.g., the substantive participle), favors idioms 
which rarely appear in the gospel at all (e.g., the rhetorical question; certain types of 
conditional sentences), and possesses few if any of the potentially Aramaic syntactical 
tendencies which some scholars have associated with the evangelist.  When one turns from 
matters of style to those of diction,  “It is the more striking to find that the Epistle has no 
fewer than thirty-nine words or expressions which are not to be found in the Gospel” (p. 
138).  Furthermore, a number of terms which figure prominently in the gospel are utterly 
absent in the epistle, including swzein, eirhnh, nomoß, doxa, qelhma, and zhtein.  In 
Dodd’s view, “While these facts cannot be said to disprove identity of authorship, they leave 
it in grave doubt” (p. 141).   
 
The final evaluative comparison which must be made between the gospel and the epistle 
concerns their respective epistemologies.  Again, Dodd echoes others’ observations of 
marked similarities but cautions against the overzealous embrace or exaggeration of this fact. 



He notes that the epistle contains no direct quotations of the Old Testament, a single direct 
allusion to it, and few echoes of its language, while the gospel is teeming with all of these.  
Furthermore, it diverges from the gospel in matters of:  

• eschatology (the latter clearly views Satan, who has already been essentially 
vanquished by the death and resurrection of Christ, as the principal eschatological 
adversary, but the former anticipates the imminent arrival of another “Antichrist”)  

• the death of Christ (the latter interprets this event as act of exaltation and love, the 
former as an expiation for sin) 

• the Holy Spirit (whom the latter often views in a more “personal” light, as Christ’s 
“alter ego,” employing the familiar term paraklhtoß to this effect, whereas the 
former links the paraklhtoß with Christ alone and uses the related term pneuma 
in the more “general” sense comparable to the remainder of the New Testament).   

Finally, its interaction with the broad stream of thought known as “Gnosticism,” particularly 
its designation of God as light (1 John 1:4) and the belief in the divinization of man through 
the visual manifestation of the deity (3:2), is more direct than that of the gospel.  In sum, 
“[T]he doubts of unity of authorship which were suggested by the evidence of style and 
language are strengthened by a study of the thought” (p. 154). 
 
The fact that this article remains required reading for serious students and scholars more 
than seventy years after its initial publication provides some implicit indication of its 
influence.  Despite the arguments occasionally proffered by conservative commentators (e.g., 
I. Howard Marshall), most active scholars would likely affirm Dodd’s conclusion of separate 
authors linked by a common school or strain of Christian thought.1  Some might argue that 
Dodd’s linguistic and ideological argumentation, though certainly objective to a point, is not 
sufficient to completely erase the possibility that the two works were written by a single 
individual whose style and thought evolved over time.  His certainty concerning the Aramaic 
influences upon the writing of the gospel might also be questioned.  Nevertheless, this piece 
is absolutely essential for anyone wishing to explore the complex relationship between two 
of the principal portions of the Johannine literature.                      

                                                
1 E.g., Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (Anchor Bible Reference Library; New 
York: Anchor Doubleday, 1995), 389; Robert Kysar, “John, Epistles of,” in David Noel Freedman, 
ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (6 vols.; New York: Anchor Doubleday, 1992), 3.906.   


