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Introduction: Why John Is the Quaker Gospel


The Gospel That Founded a Movement

There is no understanding Quakerism without the Gospel of John. Strip away the histories, the journals, the theological treatises, and the collected epistles of the first Friends, and what remains — what was there before any of it — is John. His Gospel was not merely a favorite text among early Quakers; it was the soil from which their entire spiritual vision grew. George Fox’s revolutionary insight, the one that launched a movement and shook seventeenth-century England to its foundations, was not drawn from Paul’s letters or the Synoptic Gospels, though he loved and cited them freely. It was drawn from the first chapter of John: “That was the true Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world” (John 1:9).

That single verse — fourteen words in the King James rendering — became the theological bedrock of the Religious Society of Friends. It was the text Fox carried like a burning coal from village to village, from steeple-house to open field, from magistrate’s court to dank prison cell. It was the verse James Nayler wove through his powerful theological pamphlets, the one Isaac Penington returned to again and again as he traced the deep interior workings of Christ in the soul, the one Robert Barclay built into the systematic architecture of his Apology for the True Christian Divinity. It was the verse Margaret Fell proclaimed in her earliest epistles, the one William Penn pressed upon his readers with urgent practical force, the one Elizabeth Bathurst defended with scholarly precision in Truth’s Vindication. When William Dewsbury called people to turn their minds within and examine their hearts, it was this Light he pointed them to. When Job Scott preached in the quietist tradition a century later, it was still this Light that illuminated his sermons.

John 1:9 was not, however, an isolated proof-text snatched from context to serve a theological agenda. The early Friends read the entire Gospel of John as a unified witness to the reality they had experienced — the reality of Christ present, active, teaching, comforting, and transforming the souls of ordinary men and women in their own day. They found in John’s Gospel a Christ who was not confined to first-century Palestine but who was, as John himself declared, “in the beginning” (John 1:1), who was the life and the light of men before Abraham (John 8:58), who promised to come to his followers and make his abode with them (John 14:23), who sent the Comforter to guide into all truth (John 16:13), and who prayed that all who believed might be one, even as he and the Father were one (John 17:21).



The Light That Lighteth Every Man

The doctrine of the Inward Light — sometimes called the Light Within, the Light of Christ, the Seed, or simply “that of God in every one” — is the distinctive contribution of Quakerism to Christian theology. And it is a doctrine rooted almost entirely in the Gospel of John.

The first Friends did not arrive at this doctrine through academic theology. They arrived at it through experience — and then found it confirmed, illuminated, and expounded in John’s Gospel with breathtaking clarity. Fox described this commission in his Journal:


“When the Lord God and his son Jesus Christ sent me forth into the world to preach his everlasting gospel and kingdom, I was glad that I was commanded to turn people to that inward light, spirit, and grace, by which all might know their salvation and their way to God; even that divine spirit which would lead them into all truth, and which I infallibly knew would never deceive any.” (GFJN 35)



Note the cascade of Johannine references: the inward light (John 1:9), the spirit that would lead into all truth (John 16:13), the knowledge of salvation and the way to God (John 14:6). Fox’s commission was, in essence, a commission to preach the Gospel of John — not as ancient history but as present reality.

The universality of this Light was what made Quaker theology revolutionary and, to many, scandalous. The established churches — Calvinist, Anglican, Catholic alike — taught that saving grace was mediated through particular channels: the sacraments, the preached Word, the institutional church, or the inscrutable decree of divine election. Fox and the early Friends said no. Christ, as the true Light, enlightens every person who comes into the world. Not some. Not the elect. Not those who have heard the gospel preached or received the sacraments. Every man, woman, and child who has ever lived has received a measure of this divine Light. The question is not whether one has been given the Light, but whether one has turned toward it or away from it.

Fox drew the parallel with devastating force:


“And now, as the Jews cried, ‘Crucify him, away with him’ in the flesh; so you that do profess him in the flesh, do not you cry, ‘away with the light which enlightens every man that cometh into the world,’ which is the life of Christ?” (GF5:202)



The parallel was deliberate and devastating: those who rejected the Inward Light were doing in the spirit what the Jews had done in the flesh — crucifying Christ.



John’s Gospel and the Shape of Quaker Faith

The Gospel of John did not merely provide Quakerism with its central doctrine of the Inward Light. It shaped virtually every distinctive Quaker testimony and practice. Consider how thoroughly Johannine the movement’s foundations are:

Worship in Spirit and Truth. The Quaker practice of silent, waiting worship — gathering without liturgy, without programmed preaching, without sacraments, waiting in stillness for the immediate movings of the Spirit — finds its scriptural warrant in John 4:23-24: “The hour cometh, and now is, when the true worshippers shall worship the Father in spirit and in truth: for the Father seeketh such to worship him. God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth.” Fox laid this out programmatically:


“…with and by this divine power and spirit of God, and the light of Jesus, I was to bring people off from all their own ways, to Christ the new and living way; from their churches, which men had made and gathered, to the church in God… and off from all the world’s worships, to know the spirit of truth in the inward parts, and to be led thereby, that in it they might worship the Father of spirits, who seeks such to worship him; which spirit they that worshipped not in, knew not what they worshipped.” (GFJN 35)



Every phrase here is drawn from or echoes John’s Gospel. The new and living way (John 14:6), the spirit of truth in the inward parts (John 14:17), the Father seeking true worshippers (John 4:23) — this is John from beginning to end.

The Rejection of Hireling Ministry. The Quaker refusal to employ or pay professional clergy rested squarely on John 10, where Christ distinguishes between the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep and the hireling who flees when the wolf comes. “Hireling” became the standard Quaker term for paid ministers. Fox wrote of those the Lord had gathered:


“And therefore you that the Lord hath gathered, and sought and searched out, who have been scattered in this cloudy dark day… and have been left to the wolves by the flying of the hirelings, whom you thought had been true men, and now the Lord hath sought and searched, and found, and gathered you from their mouths.” (GFEJ 279)



Scripture and the Living Word. The Quaker understanding of the relationship between scripture and the Spirit — that the Bible is a testimony about Christ but that Christ himself, the living Word, is the true authority — was grounded in John 5:39-40: “Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me. And ye will not come to me, that ye might have life.” Barclay put it with systematic precision:


“If by the Spirit we can only come to the true knowledge of God; if by the Spirit we are to be led into all Truth, and so be taught of all things; then the Spirit, and not the Scriptures, is the foundation and ground of all Truth and knowledge, and the primary rule of faith and manners.” (RBA 66)



The Peace Testimony. The Quaker refusal to bear arms or participate in warfare drew deeply from John 18:36: “My kingdom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my servants fight.” Christ’s kingdom is spiritual, not carnal — therefore its servants do not take up carnal weapons. When Thomas Ellwood discussed the Fifth Monarchy insurrection, he noted with characteristic Quaker dryness that the insurgents “made an insurrection in the city, on pretence of setting up the kingdom of Jesus… so little understood they the nature of his kingdom, though he himself had declared it was not of this world.”

Spiritual Sacraments. The Quaker rejection of outward baptism and communion as standing ordinances drew heavily on John 6, where Christ speaks of eating his flesh and drinking his blood — which Friends understood entirely spiritually, as the inward reception of Christ by the soul. Barclay devoted entire propositions of his Apology to this argument, insisting that the bread of life is Christ himself, received inwardly, not bread and wine consumed outwardly.

The New Birth. The Quaker insistence on actual, experiential regeneration — not merely intellectual assent to doctrine — was anchored in John 3:3-8, Christ’s dialogue with Nicodemus about being born again, born of the Spirit. Penington asked pointedly:


“What is the laver of regeneration, or the water wherewith the soul is washed, and whereof a man is born again? Is it outward or inward? Is it the water which ran out of the side of the natural body, when it was pierced with a spear? Or the water which springs from the fountain of life, the water which floweth from the Spirit?” (IP3:40)





The Quaker Reading of John

The early Friends read the Gospel of John with what we might call a hermeneutic of immediacy. Where other interpreters saw past events, theological propositions, or future promises, Friends saw present realities. The Word that was in the beginning was not merely a philosophical concept — it was the same Word they encountered in the silence of worship. The Light that lighteth every man was not merely a theological doctrine — it was the actual experience of conviction and illumination that had turned their lives upside down. The Comforter that Christ promised was not a distant dispensation — it was the Spirit they felt teaching, guiding, and comforting them in their daily lives, in their prison cells, at their meeting houses.

This is not to say that the early Friends were naive or ahistorical readers. They knew the difference between the earthly ministry of Jesus and the spiritual ministry of Christ within. But they insisted — and this was their great and controversial claim — that the two were manifestations of the same reality. The Christ who walked in Galilee and the Christ who spoke in the silence of the gathered meeting were one Christ. The Light that shone in first-century Palestine and the Light that convicted a Leicestershire shoemaker’s son in the 1640s were one Light. John’s Gospel, more than any other biblical text, supported this claim, because John himself presented Christ as the eternal Word who was “in the beginning” — before Bethlehem, before Abraham, before the foundation of the world.

Penington captured this hermeneutic with characteristic depth:


“This is the thing which man ran from, when the veil came over him; which all the shadows of the law were to point out and signify. And as man is brought again to this, life springs in him… And this is the one truth, the one pure, eternal word and way to the Father, which was from the beginning, and remains the same unto the end.” (IP3:161)
*   *   *
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