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“There is nothing new under the sun” 
(Eccl 1:9b). This well-known statement 
from Ecclesiastes is an important reminder 
that every “new” viewpoint to come down 
the pike has probably already been pro-
pounded somewhere in the past, and, 
more than likely, it is probably a view that 
is tinged with error. Doubtless the reason 
we often neglect this fact is also tied to 
another famous observation of the author 
of Ecclesiastes: “there is no remembrance 
of men of old” (Eccl 1:11a). It is for this 
reason that someone has wisely stated, “If 
we do not learn the lessons of history, we 
are doomed to repeat its mistakes.”

Now what is true in general is espe-
cially the case in the area of biblical 
studies, theology, and even the church’s 
understanding of the gospel. One does 
not have to read far in the New Testament 
to discover that “new” views that arise 
are more indebted to old philosophical, 
social, religious, and cultural ideas than 
to the Word of God. This was certainly the 
situation that the apostle John addressed 
when he wrote his letters. Most scholars 
agree that the setting of these letters is 
towards the end of the fi rst century, as 
the church is beginning to face the rising 
pressure of an incipient Gnosticism—a 
Gnosticism which is heavily indebted 
to various pagan Greek philosophic and 
religious traditions, but not to the sure-
ties of the gospel itself. That is why John 
is so concerned that, if this early-Gnosti-
cism begins to take hold in the church, 
ultimately what is at stake is the gospel 
itself—hence the command to “test the 
spirits to see whether they are from God” 

(1 John 4:1). Just because a teaching is 
“new” does not mean that it is better. In 
fact, given its “newness,” it is more than 
likely something very old and in error. 
The critical test of any “new” viewpoint, 
any new fresh articulation of the gospel, 
is whether it corresponds to the faith once 
delivered to the saints.

If ever the church needed to learn this 
lesson, it is today. Around us on every 
side are calls to “revision” Christian 
theology, to “re-imagine” evangelism, to 
“re-think” how we do church, and even to 
“re-articulate” the very nature of the gos-
pel for our postmodern times. No doubt, 
those who promote such views, like John’s 
opponents in the fi rst century, see them-
selves as being on the cutting edge of new 
Christian theological refl ection; people 
who are speaking afresh to Christianity’s 
current cultured despisers. However, by 
contrast, John reminds us that we must 
continually go back to what was “from 
the beginning” and to the testimony of the 
fi rst eyewitnesses who bore witness to the 
Word—who alone is the way, the truth, 
and the life. Even though John’s letters are 
relatively brief and apparently simple to 
read and understand, they are profound 
in their simplicity and crucial reminders 
of what is essential for the church in every 
age: to hold fast to the truth of the gospel 
centered in Christ, who alone brings life 
and salvation.

But it is not only the importance of 
truth that John stresses to churches facing 
“new” teaching. John understands pro-
foundly that “ideas have consequences.” 
False doctrinal teaching also leads to 
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immoral living. If one is thinking bibli-
cally, one cannot break the link between 
genuine faith and obedience. That is 
why, especially in 1 John, John lays out, 
indeed circles around, three interlocking 
tests in order to help Christians in every 
age not only to discern truth from error 
(4:1-3), but also to help reassure genuine 
believers that they are truly trusting in 
Christ as the adopted children of God 
(5:13). These tests, famously known as 
the truth test, the moral test, and the love 
test, demonstrate that true gospel believ-
ing and living stand and fall together. For 
the person who believes the truth is not 
only born of God, but he or she delights 
to do the will of God and is characterized 
by a deep love for God and God’s people. 
Furthermore, the one who confesses love 
for God and his people is the one who 
obeys the commands of God and holds 
fast to the truth of the gospel. In many 
ways, even though we continue to speak 
of three tests, it is better to speak of three 
tests as three aspects of one test. Once 
again, if ever the church needed to learn 
this lesson, it is today. In a day in which 
the link between belief and behavior is 
compromised, where talk of “love” is neb-
ulous and undefi ned, where “spirituality” 
is divorced from truth and morality, and 
an individualistic Christianity still contin-
ues to dominate in so many respects, we 
need to hear from God’s Word that truth, 
obedience, and love are not an option for 
the Christian church, rather they are the 
very evidence that the church is truly the 
church.

It is for these reasons, and many more, 
that this edition of SBJT is devoted to a 
study of the Johannine letters. No doubt, 
we certainly need to read, hear, and obey 
all of Scripture, but given some of the 
pressing issues of our day, the Johannine 

letters are of critical importance to refl ect 
on in order to call the church back to the 
centrality of the gospel and its entailments 
for our lives. Barry Joslin and John Polhill 
begin our study of John’s letters by giving 
us very helpful overviews of 1 John, and 
2 and 3 John respectively. Given that 2 
and 3 John are so often neglected in our 
study of Scripture, the article by John 
Polhill is particularly instructive. After 
our initial introductory overviews of the 
Johannine letters, our remaining articles 
focus on specifi c issues within 1 John. 
A. B. Caneday specifi cally refl ects upon 
the three tests and demonstrates how 
they are crucial to a proper understand-
ing of perseverance and assurance in the 
Christian life. Colin Kruse, an author 
very conversant with 1 John, not only 
addresses a tension often noticed in the 
letter surrounding the relation between 
sin and perfection in the Christian life, 
but also makes headway in bringing clar-
ity to this often cited tension in the letter. 
Finally, Randall Tan concludes our study 
by giving us some practical help in laying 
out a method for Bible study as applied 
to 1 John.

It is my prayer that our study of John’s 
letters will help contemporary Christians 
to renew ourselves afresh to the study of 
God’s Word and to learn with John of old 
that we must continually “test the spirits” 
by bringing all of our thought and life in 
conformity to our Lord Jesus Christ.
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Getting Up to Speed: 
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Barry Clyde Joslin

Barry Clyde Joslin is Assistant 

Professor of Christian Theology at 

Boyce College of The Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary. He received his 

Th.M. from Dallas Theological Seminary 

and his Ph.D. from The Southern Baptist 

Theological Seminary.

Introduction and Purpose of Article
Over against our own evangelical culture, 
in which compromise, political correct-
ness, spiritual lethargy, and cultural 
relativity are common, stands the short 
letter of 1 John. Few have poured over 
its pages without being personally con-
fronted with the apostle’s boldness and 
stark delineation between those who are 
“in the light” and those who still walk in 
the “darkness” of the world. None should 
miss the author’s clear description of what 
it means to believe and confess the word 
of life as those who have been “born of 
God.” A faithful study of 1 John yields a 
treasure trove of riches for the soul and 
mind as the reader is confronted by the 
apostle’s message in its fi ve short chapters. 
Does it matter what one believes? Does 
it matter what one believes about Jesus, 
specifi cally? Can one know God and it 
have no impact on one’s life? John is bold 
and lucid on these and other matters and 
as such, his words are both timely and 
timeless. Indeed, such a message tran-
scends the centuries and comes to us with 
abiding relevance. 

The aim of this article is practical: to 
provide a framework for further study, 
preaching, and teaching of the Bible, spe-
cifi cally, 1 John. What follows is a tool that 
will hopefully prove useful to the pastor, 
Sunday School teacher, youth director, 
Bible study leader, and anyone else want-
ing an overview of John’s fi rst epistle. 
The article addresses the following fi ve 
subjects: authorship and date; the origi-

nal recipients of the epistle; the epistle’s 
overall purpose (i.e., why did John write?); 
various issues and theological emphases 
in 1 John; and the general outline/layout 
of the book. These fi ve parts will then be 
followed by a brief conclusion. 

Authorship and Date
These two issues can be treated together 

since they are so closely related. For most 
readers who study 1 John, the identifi ca-
tion of “John” in the title is suffi cient for 
ascertaining the author’s identity.1 In addi-
tion, this has been the traditional view of 
the church. Yet within New Testament 
studies there are many who refute Johan-
nine authorship and make alternative 
arguments for the letter’s writer.2 In part 
the problem arises since nothing within 
1 John unambiguously tells the reader 
exactly who the author is.3 The standard 
form for a New Testament letter consisted 
of fi ve parts, the fi rst being a salutation in 
which both the author and audience are 
identifi ed. Yet 1 John does not include 
this opening salutation.4 Given this fact, it 
comes as no surprise that there are many 
conjectures concerning authorship.5

Authorship 
Those who argue against the tradi-

tional view of John’s authorship do so 
along several lines and make one (or a 
combination) of several arguments. First, 
since the authorship of the Gospel of John 
is disputed, and given the many similari-
ties between John and 1 John in terms of 
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style, grammar, and theology, questions 
concerning the authorship of 1 John are 
inevitable for a number of scholars. Sec-
ond, others have argued that another man 
by the name of John wrote the epistle. This 
man is likely “the elder” noted in 2 and 3 
John. Yet nothing else is known of “John 
the elder,” and, as such, this view tells 
us nothing other than that an unknown 
fellow may have written the epistles.6 As 
Donald Guthrie notes, this is diffi cult to 
accept given the early church’s preference 
for apostolic authorship of those books 
they deemed authoritative.7 Third, some 
have suggested that the author of 1 John 
was actually a disciple of the apostle John, 
and thus the apostle “stands behind” 
the epistle in some fashion similar to the 
way that Simon Peter stands behind the 
Gospel of Mark. The difference is that 
Mark is never said to have been written 
by Peter. Fourth, still others have sug-
gested that there are enough differences 
between the gospel of John and 1 John to 
warrant different authorship of the two. 
Yet such distinctions are not persuasive 
enough to support the claim of two dif-
ferent authors. Far more numerous and 
noteworthy are the similarities between 
1 John and the Fourth Gospel.8 Finally, 
many have suggested that all Johannine 
writings are actually the product of a 
“Johannine Community” or “Johannine 
School,” and thus are not the writing of 
the apostle John. Such a “community” 
is said to have been taught and led by 
the beloved disciple, which eventually 
produced the Johannine writings. Thus, 
such writings are not the product of the 
apostle, but products of a group of John’s 
disciples written at a later time.9 

Yet in spite of the above possibilities, a 
more compelling argument can be made 
in favor of the traditional view that John, 

the son of Zebedee, the “disciple whom 
Jesus loved” (John 13:23; 20:2; 21:7, 20) and 
author of the Fourth Gospel, wrote 1 John. 
This view is upheld by several strands of 
internal and external evidence. 

Concerning external evidence, several 
late first century and second century 
church writings strongly echo the Johan-
nine language found in 1 John.10 Clement 
of Rome described God’s people as those 
who are “perfected in love.” The Didache 

10:5-6 (A.D. 90-120) bears a striking 
resemblance to 1 John 2:17. The Epistle 

to Diognetus contains such phrases as 
“God sent his only-begotten Son” and 
we “love him who fi rst loved us,” both 
of which are quite Johannine. There are 
other possible allusions to 1 John in early 
church literature,11 yet as Guthrie notes, 
each of these examples can perhaps be 
explained as part of the common milieu 
of fi rst century Christian thought and, 
thus, are not unambiguously dependent on 
1 John.12 Nevertheless they are helpful and 
noteworthy in the overall discussion of 
authorship and authenticity of 1 John.

The first direct clear reference to a 
Johannine letter is that of Papias, bishop 
of Hierapolis (near Laodicea), who is 
said to have quoted from “John’s former 
epistle.”13 The fi rst direct dependence on 
1 John comes from Polycarp, a disciple 
of John himself, who wrote a letter to 
the church at Philippi (A.D. 110-120) that 
is likely dependent on 1 John and/or 2 
John.14 Irenaeus (A.D. 180) knows of the 
fi rst two letters of John and attributes 
them to John the Lord’s disciple who 
wrote the Fourth Gospel.15 After the time 
of Irenaeus, the evidence is plentiful. In 
conclusion, the external evidence for the 
author being the apostle John is consistent, 
and the fact remains that in church history 
1 John is never attributed to anyone other 



6

than the apostle John.
Second is the internal evidence. Since 

a writer is nowhere named in 1 John, all 
matters of internal evidence hinge on its 
connection to the Fourth Gospel. The 
similarities between the two writings are 
notable.16 Both have a formal dualism that 
polarizes matters into stark antitheses 
such as darkness and light, love and hate, 
truth and lie, belief and unbelief, obedi-
ence and disobedience, life and death, 
children of God and children of the devil. 
On such dualisms, D. A. Carson notes that 
John absolutely forbids the “fuzzy think-
ing and relativism that are characteristic 
of our age.”17 These are fundamental 
issues that the writer of both the Fourth 
Gospel and 1 John is concerned with, and 
such common themes point to a common 
authorship.18 Both use the unique terms 
“Paraclete”19 and “one and only Son” (cf. 
“only-begotten Son” or “unique Son”).20 
Both are marked by the same simple 
syntax and a lack of conjunctions between 
sentences. In short, there is signifi cant 
external and internal evidence that point 
to and support the traditional view of 
apostolic authorship of 1 John. The evi-
dence therefore points to the author being 
John the apostle, son of Zebedee.

Date
If we accept that John the apostle, son 

of Zebedee, wrote 1 John, then it follows 
that it was written within his lifetime. 
Additionally, the date of the epistle is 
tied to the date of John’s Gospel, and the 
question arises as to which was fi rst.21 
The date is further narrowed when we 
consider the matter of John’s purpose to 
counter Docetism or proto-Gnosticism 
(see below). Early forms of Gnosticism 
arose towards the close of the fi rst century 
A.D., and it seems warranted to date 1 

John around A.D. 90. Smalley notes that 
this allows enough time “for a sharpening 
of the heterodox opinions on the part of 
some members of John’s community.”22 
For those scholars who maintain Johan-
nine authorship, the majority favor a date 
close to the last decade of the fi rst century. 
Given the available evidence for author-
ship and dating, this is an appropriate and 
acceptable conclusion.

Place of Writing and Audience
Place of Writing

There is consistent evidence that the 
apostle John relocated to Ephesus dur-
ing the Jewish War of A.D. 66-70, that he 
planted churches after moving to Ephe-
sus, and that he was one of the foremost 
leaders in Asia Minor.23 Further, histori-
cal accounts inform us that other church 
leaders would make the trek to Ephesus 
in order to hear John recount stories about 
Jesus and to listen to the teaching of the 
apostle. Ancient traditions originating in 
Ephesus also inform us that John’s tomb 
is in Ephesus. Therefore, it is not reach-
ing to assume that the apostle John was 
an evangelist, church planter, and pastor 
in the Mediterranean world whose fi rst-
hand knowledge of Jesus’ life, teachings 
and ministry is woven into this epistle. 

Audience 
We are limited in what we know about 

the recipients of 1 John given that no spe-
cifi c group or individual is mentioned. Yet 
by means of inductive study we can gain 
some insight into John’s community.24 The 
epistle presupposes a particular pastoral 
situation written to an actual church of 
believers united around a common con-
fession of faith in Christ. For John, this 
confession establishes the community. 
For this reason, it is essential to confess 
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something concrete and distinct about 
Jesus Christ (that he is the Son of God 
who has come in the fl esh), apart from 
which a person is not part of the Christian 
community.25 

The letter was not written in a vacuum, 
but rather to a specifi c group of second or 
third generation Asiatic churches faced 
with doctrinal and moral confl icts.26 What 
is clear is that the writer speaks tenderly 
to the recipients, addressing them as 
“dear friends” and “little children.” He 
also uses the fi rst-person pronouns “we” 
and “I,” thereby demonstrating a personal 
and pastoral accent that has few rivals in 
the whole of the New Testament. Brooke 
notes the centrality of the pastoral role 
when he writes that the biblical author 
“is a pastor fi rst, an orthodox theologian 
only afterwards.”27 

Yet this pastor also writes with absolute 
apostolic authority and without fear.28 On 
the one hand, he commands the audience, 
and on the other he calls the opponents 
“liars” (2:4, 22; 4:20), unequivocally 
asserting that they are sons of the devil 
(3:10), antichrists (2:18, 22; 4:3), and false 
prophets (4:1). Though John is focused on 
rebutting the heresy of these opponents, 
John Stott is correct in his assertion that 
the apostle’s foremost concern is to protect 
his beloved “little children.”29 On the one 
hand one senses John’s deep affection 
for Christ’s sheep,30 and on the other his 
intolerance for those who would pervert 
the “word of life” that he proclaims. This 
is the voice of a pastor and theologian.

Gary Burge states that John’s commu-
nity consisted of a mix of Jews and Greeks 
with a common bond and fi rm allegiance 
to Christ.31 Given that there are few allu-
sions to the Old Testament in the epistle 
(though John’s theology is clearly shaped 
by his Jewish understanding32) and no 

direct quotations from the Old Testa-
ment, Simon Kistemaker suggests that the 
impression is left that John’s readers were 
in fact mostly Gentile, though he would 
not rule out a Jewish contingent.33 Second, 
they appear not to be recent converts to 
Christianity, but have heard the message 
of Christ “from the beginning” (2:24; 3:11). 
Third, the consistent evidence for John’s 
ministry in Ephesus would mean that he 
succeeded Paul and Timothy as pastor.34 
Therefore the author presumably lived 
among those to whom he wrote.35

Therefore it may be concluded that John 
the apostle wrote 1 John from the Ephesus 
region to the circle of Asiatic churches,36 
of which Ephesus was the center, which 
were Gentile-Jewish in their makeup. This 
area would also include the territory of the 
seven churches mentioned in Rev 2-3.  

Purpose of Epistle
There was much syncretism of reli-

gious thought in Asia Minor given the 
level of intellectual activity of the cities 
there, especially Ephesus. Bruce asserts, 
“[T]here is ample contemporary evidence 
of syncretism in life and thought, of the 
fusion of their ancestral beliefs and prac-
tices with features from the older ethnic 
religions of Asia Minor and from more 
recent mystery cults and philosophical 
trends.”37 Against this backdrop one can 
better grasp the words of Paul when he 
warns the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:29-
30 concerning “savage wolves” that will 
arise and false teachers that will come 
from within the Ephesian church who 
will “speak perverse things” and “draw 
away the disciples after them.” Paul’s grief 
over the churches in Asia is especially 
pronounced in 2 Tim 1 when he writes 
that all in Asia turned away from him 
(v. 15).38 If we are correct in our dating 
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and provenance of 1 John, then it is not 
too surprising to fi nd that some three 
decades after the events recorded in Acts 
20 we fi nd that matters have escalated in 
Ephesus. Indeed Paul’s words have come 
true; the Ephesian believers are facing 
signifi cant trouble from within their own 
ranks, according to 1 John. 

A crisis arose in John’s community as 
a result of individuals who advocated a 
different understanding of Christ and 
the nature of Christianity.39 False teach-
ers were causing trouble and misleading 
John’s “little children.” It is within this 
context that the apostle writes with such 
a polemical tone.40 It is his affection for 
the beloved (2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 7, 11) and the 
truth concerning Christ that fuels the 
epistle’s polemical and pastoral tone. True 
Christian fellowship (koinōnia) is tied to a 
proper Christian confession, and where 
there is false teaching about Christ, there 
is no true fellowship with God or with 
those who abide in him. Such is the beauty 
of 1 John—John’s refusal to compromise 
with false doctrine concerning the person 
and work of Christ. On this subject Carson 
is worth quoting at length. He writes, 

Christianity . . . embraces truth, 
the denial of which merely proves 
one is not a Christian; it defines 
conduct, the systematic fl outing of 
which demonstrates one is outside 
the camp. Precisely because our age 
thinks that ambiguity and relativ-
ism are signs of intellectual and even 
moral maturity, John’s immovable 
tests are the more necessary as we 
seek to construct inductively-shaped 
biblical theology.41

Within this community there were 
those who had already seceded, whom 
John refers to as “antichrists.” The use of 
this term is telling. John acknowledges 
that one day the Antichrist will come 
(2:18), yet now there are already many 

antichrists. In the Johannine epistles, 
the “antichrists” essentially taught false 
doctrines about Christ. Specifi cally, they 
denied that Jesus was the Christ who had 
come in the fl esh. They also did not take 
sin to be a serious matter.42 A number of 
them had already seceded from the con-
fessing community (2:18-19). In addition 
to referring to them as “antichrists,” John 
also labels them “false prophets” (4:1). 
Further, though they had seceded from 
the community, they were still attempting 
to infl uence the community to accept their 
aberrant teaching (2:26). As such, John’s 
community of believers needed a word 
of encouragement and more importantly, 
assurance from their pastor and spiritual 
father (5:13).43 Brooke remarks that it is 
essential “to remember that his primary 
objects are to exhort and to edify.”44

Heretical Teaching
What did the heretics in John’s com-

munity teach?45 We have none of their 
writings (if there were any to begin with), 
and the information about them that we 
do have is from reading John’s rebuttal of 
their teachings, the specifi cs of which are 
the subject of some debate. Yet by utilizing 
John’s affi rmations and denials, we see 
that the opponents denied that Jesus was 
the Christ (2:22), the Son of God who came 
in the fl esh as God’s Son (2:23; 4:2, 15) by 
means of water and blood (5:6). They also 
apparently downplayed the magnitude 
of sin, did not keep the commandments 
themselves, and argued that they were 
not subject to sin (1:6-10). Their own con-
duct lacked love and was schismatic, and 
was therefore a denial of the gospel they 
claimed to believe. Further, they alone 
claimed to have the right teaching, which 
led some in John’s community to doubt 
whether or not they themselves had the 
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Spirit (2:26-27). 

Identity of the Opponents
Just who were the “secessionists”? We 

must be careful when trying to identify 
John’s opponents precisely. After consid-
ering the essence of their teaching, we can 
compare this to what is known about the 
various heretical movements that arose 
in the late fi rst century. Then we may ask 
if John’s adversaries can be tied to any 
such movement. The question concern-
ing the identifi cation of John’s opponents 
has warranted three main answers:46 (1) 
Docetism, (2) the teachings of Cerinthus, 
or (3) some early form of Gnosticism 
(proto-Gnosticism). Given what is known 
at this point, these are the most likely of 
the available options. Of these, the third 
is the most promising explanation of the 
current data. 

Docetism
First, Docetism (from the Greek word 

dokeō, “to seem”) was an early church 
heresy that argued that the humanity 
and sufferings of the earthly Christ only 
seemed real, yet were not real. Jesus seemed 
like a human, but actually was not. What 
we know about this heresy comes mainly 
from the writings of Ignatius of Antioch 
(A.D. 35-107), who was led to Rome and 
martyred for his Christian beliefs. Given 
its emphasis on a higher knowledge and 
reasons for rejecting the incarnation 
of Christ (such as material-immaterial 
dualism), Docetism is a branch of the 
larger “theosophical potpourri” known as 
Gnosticism (see below).47 Docetism held 
that spirit is good and matter is evil and 
that there could be no direct mingling of 
the “Supreme God,” who is spirit, and the 
material universe (including man), since 
matter is essentially evil. Therefore, how 

could the Christ (a spirit-being) become 
flesh, which by definition is evil? The 
realm of the material is the locus of sin 
and evil, and the divine Christ could, 
thus, never actually become a man. There-
fore, Jesus only seemed to be a man, and 
only seemed to suffer and die. 

Some 1 John scholars have found the 
Docetist argument quite plausible, and 
there is merit in it.48 However, there are 
critical differences between the seceders 
and Docetism, such as the fact that that 
the Docetists had strong Jewish tenden-
cies, yet there is nothing to counter this 
in 1 John. Therefore, what is known about 
them does not fi t the group of seceders of 
1 John.49 

Cerinthianism
Second, some have suggested that the 

teachings of Cerinthus are in view, and 
such a suggestion is plausible. What we 
know about him chiefl y comes through 
the writings of Irenaeus and Eusebius.50 
Cerinthus was an early Christian heretic 
(ca. A.D. 100) who taught that the world 
was not created by the God of the Bible, 
but by a Demiurge or the angels who 
shaped it from formless matter. Jesus was 
a mere man, but at Jesus’ baptism, the 
divine “Christ” (an eternal and divine 
power) came upon him. The “Christ” left 
Jesus the man at some point prior to the 
crucifi xion since the divine Christ, being 
spirit and thus good, cannot suffer.51 Thus 
Cerinthus divided the earthly Jesus (who 
is man/fl esh) from the heavenly Christ 
(who is spirit). 

Yet, like Docetism, there are problems 
with associating the seceders in 1 John 
with Cerinthus and his followers. Colin 
Kruse notes that there is no evidence to 
suggest that Cerinthus was ever part of 
the Johannine community, and there is 
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much known error attributed to Cerinthus 
that fi nds no mention in 1 John.52 In addi-
tion, if John were in fact writing against a 
specifi c individual such as Cerinthus, why 
is he not named? If the account from Poly-
carp about John and Cerinthus is accurate 
concerning the bathhouse scene in Ephe-
sus, then the apostle knew Cerinthus. 
Therefore, why not mention Cerinthus 
by name if it is his specifi c teachings that 
are in view? If we accept the apostle John 
to be the author of 3 John, then we fi nd 
that he does in fact name his opponent in 
that epistle, Diotrephes. Diotrephes does 
not accept John (3 John 9-11), and his life 
is evil and not worthy of imitation. He 
is opposed by John for what was likely 
a combination of ecclesiastical and doc-
trinal disagreement,53 and John opposes 
Diotrephes by naming him. Thus, if John 
were writing against a specifi c individual 
(or a particular known teacher such as 
Cerinthus) in 1 John, it seems strange that 
he did not name him, since he does name 
his opponent in 3 John. Thus, taken with 
the other evidence, it seems less likely that 
the Cerinthus option is preferable. 

Proto-Gnosticism
Rather than the suggestions above, the 

preferable view is that some early form 
of Gnosticism (“proto-Gnosticism”) is 
maintained by John’s opponents. “Gnos-
ticism” (from the word gnōsis, meaning 
“knowledge”) itself is quite diffi cult to 
pin down since it was an amalgamation 
of Jewish, Christian, and pagan teach-
ings.54 Gnosticism as a whole is quite 
broad, and, to add to the confusion, both 
Docetism and the teachings of Cerinthus 
were fundamentally gnostic. Yet there are 
a few main points from which the various 
sub-groups develop their core aberrant 
teachings. 

First (like Docetism), Gnosticism was 
anchored in dualism that dichotomizes 
matter (which is evil), and spirit (which 
is good). It was thought that the Supreme 
God could not have created the world 
since it is matter and thus evil. Since 
matter is evil, there can be no biblical 
doctrine of creation, incarnation, or bodily 
resurrection, and thus the Divine Logos 
could never be united with human fl esh. 
Second, knowledge was essential and its 
acquisition was of chief importance. Those 
who were enlightened had been granted 
special knowledge by revelation from 
God, and it was via this knowledge that 
one’s spirit could be saved, salvation being 
defined as freedom from the shackles 
of the body.55 Therefore there can be no 
bodily resurrection at all, since salvation 
is by defi nition freedom from the body. 
Knowledge is only possessed by the 
spiritually elite “elect,” within whom is 
the capacity for liberation from the matter 
of this world. Third, in Gnosticism there 
is a Supreme God, the Ultimate Father 
(separate from the Demiurge who is the 
evil Old Testament creator god), from 
whom proceeds a number of lesser beings 
known as aeons. The Old Testament God 
is inferior to the Supreme God, the father 
of Christ. This theology/philosophy did 
not fully mature until some 50 to 200 
years after 1 John was written, and was 
represented by a wide variety of gnostic 
groups. 

Most scholars today agree that John is 
not countering full-orbed Gnosticism.56 
Yet most agree that John is not coun-
tering the other common suggestions 
either. What most affirm is that there 
are elements of each of these three sug-
gestions found in the teachings of John’s 
adversaries. As such, “proto-Gnosticism” 
has been put forward in recent decades 
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as a more careful and acceptable view in 
light of more recent research (such as the 
Nag Hammadi texts). Proto-Gnosticism 
is Gnosticism in its early forms, and was 
gestating at the time of the composition 
of 1 John. Thus, in light of the available 
evidence, Carson concludes, 

It still seems best to conclude that 
John is combating proto-Gnosti-
cism, an embryonic Docetism or 
Cerinthianism that has already 
divided Christians. Over against the 
emphases of his opponents . . . John 
stresses the truth that Jesus is Christ 
come in the fl esh and that genuine 
belief in this Jesus works itself out in 
obedience to the commands of God 
and in love for God’s people.57 

In conclusion, it is preferable to view 
John as having written this epistle in order 
to counter an early form of Gnosticism 
that had become infl uential in his commu-
nity of believers. False teachers propound-
ing this philosophy had been a part of the 
community and had left, leaving behind 
a community that needed assurance from 
its apostolic pastor. As their pastor, spiri-
tual father, and the Lord’s apostle, John 
saw the importance of combating the false 
teaching and of drawing proverbial “lines 
in the sand” that determined what was 
Christian and what was not; his opposi-
tion is rooted in his pastoral leadership 
and oversight of the sheep. Such tend-
ing and shepherding involves teaching, 
assuring, discerning, and rebuking, but 

not inventing. John had no new message. 
Both then and now the pastor’s role is 
not to invent or to be innovative so much 
as to be faithful to pass on and preserve 
the apostolic gospel message. The reader 
senses John’s deep love for his message 
as well as his people; this is evident as 
he encourages and assures them of their 
true confession. John loves God’s people 
and sound doctrine; there is no choosing 

between the two. As one commissioned 
by Christ Himself (John 20:21-23), John 
carries out this commission by loving, 
teaching, exhorting, and assuring his 
fl ock as well as censuring false doctrine 
and its adherents in no uncertain terms. 
This is the purpose of the epistle. 

Issues and Emphases
John’s Three Tests

Given the above section concerning 
John’s purpose and the opponents, it 
comes as no surprise that the main theo-
logical emphasis in the letter is Christol-
ogy. For John, what one believes about 
Jesus (orthodoxy/doctrine) has a direct 
connection to how one lives (orthopraxy/
ethics). Stated simply, right belief will be 
evident in how one lives, since “the one 
who says ‘I know him’ yet does not keep 
his commandments is a liar” (2:3). Thus, 
these two themes dominate the epistle: 
belief and obedience. To have the former 
necessitates the latter, and the latter dem-
onstrates the validity of the former. These 
two themes are broken into three familiar 
tests to which John continually returns: 
the test of doctrine, the test of obedience, 
and the test of love.58 They are “tests” in 
the manner of a “litmus test.” A litmus 
test is used in the fi eld of chemistry to 
test for chemical acidity or basicity using 
litmus paper. The test tells whether the 
chemical is an acid or a base. Similarly, 
John’s three “tests” assure one that he or 
she is in fact a genuine Christian or not, 
since genuine Christians are marked by 
right belief, obedience to God, and love 
for one another in the same manner that 
an acid or base is marked by a certain pH 
level ranging from 0 to 14. And in John’s 
theology, there is no reading of “7” (or 
neutral). One is either a 0 or a 14!

These are given not as a way to exclude 
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some from the community of faith. 
Indeed, the seceders had already left (2:19). 
Rather, they are presented as a way to 
assure believers that their confession 
is genuine, and that their lives dem-
onstrate their valid confession of Jesus 
as the Christ. Here there is an intricate 
connection between believing, keeping the 
commands, and loving fellow Christians 
(3:23-24; 5:1-3). 

The Doctrinal Test
First is the test of right doctrine and 

belief concerning Christ. Given the tol-
erant and syncretistic nature of Greco-
Roman religion, adding another deity 
to the mix was not signifi cant. However, 
claiming that this deity became a man to 
suffer the punishment of death in order to 
give eternal life to all who believe in him 
was signifi cant. Early in the church’s life 
the temptation to conform Christ to the 
surrounding culture was a real allure-
ment to which some had capitulated. 
This is paralleled in today’s religious 
climate. Many core doctrines have been 
called into question and debate (such as 
God’s exhaustive foreknowledge and the 
authority and suffi ciency of Scripture) 
by fellow evangelicals. John’s standing 
fi rm and drawing an uncompromising 
line in the sand concerning the matter of 
core doctrines serves as an example for 
today’s church leaders to contend for the 
faith in the midst of a religious climate 
seemingly bent on eroding the Church’s 
doctrinal foundation. Other issues such 
as the acceptance of homosexuality by 
mainline denominations further accent 
the move to soften the very nature of the 
gospel until it is palatable to all, therefore 
saving none. 

In contrast, John takes pains to teach 
the centrality of the person and work 

of Christ in no uncertain terms, and to 
insure that those who know Christ cannot 
simply add teachings about him in order 
to form a more palatable Christianity. For 
John, a believer must adhere to specifi c 
things about Christ in order to be legiti-
mate. One must believe that Jesus is the 
Son of God (1:3, 7; 2:22, 23, 24; 3:8, 23; 4:9, 
10, 14, 15; 5:5, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 20), who has 
come in the fl esh (1:1-4; 4:2; cf. John 1:14) 
by water and blood (5:6), who is the Christ 
(2:22; 5:1; cf. 1:3; 2:1; 2:23; 4:2; 5:6, 20), who 
suffered and died for sin (1:7; 2:1-2, 12; 
4:10). Right belief must be distinguished 
from error. Consequently, John tells them 
not to believe every spirit, but to test every 
spirit (4:1) to see if it is truth or error (4:6). 
John Stott notes, “So behind every prophet 
is a spirit, and behind each spirit either 
God or the devil . . . . It is their origin 
that matters.”59 Christian faith is thus not 
without discrimination and discernment 
since “true faith examines its object before 
reposing confi dence in it.”60 And what is 
the test? It is a doctrinal test about the per-
son of Christ (4:2). Those who fail this test 
are false prophets from the world and not 
from God (4:1, 3-6). John leaves no room 
for error or compromise in such matters. 
In fact, the centrality of right belief about 
Christ is of such importance that John 
says where this is denied the person is a 
liar, does not have the Father, and is an 
antichrist (2:22-23). God has commanded 
“that we believe in the name of his Son 
Jesus Christ” (3:23), and therefore sav-

ing faith has specifi c content. Faith will not 
save; faith in Christ saves. Their assurance 
is tied to their believing correctly about 
Christ. This comes from their believing 
right things about Jesus (5:12-13), knowing 
that right belief means that they have been 
“born of God” (5:1) and are thus “kept by 
God” (5:18). Right belief necessarily leads 
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to obedience and love, the subjects of tests 
two and three.

However, a word of caution is neces-
sary lest we make Christian assurance 
have its basis in one’s actions.61 John does 
not mean that one becomes entitled to 
assurance and confi dence before God as 
long as he or she lives righteously. Rather, 
the basis for one’s assurance is Christ, the 
righteous one, who is our advocate before 
God (2:1). He has effectively removed 
the wrath of God and cleansed all who 
believe in his name (2:2, 12; 3:5; 4:10). It is 
essential not to mistake the place of “doing 
righteousness” (3:7) in John’s theology. 
Assurance rests in the work of Christ who 
is (present tense) our advocate before God. 
Yet John is also quite clear that the one 
who has been “born of God” (i.e., spiritual 
rebirth) will be transformed. In short, “it 
is unthinkable that a life that has truly 
known the power of the gospel should 
not have been changed by it.”62 

For instance, consider 2:29, “If you 
know that He is righteous, you know also 
that every one who practices [lit. “does”] 
righteousness has been born of Him.” God’s 
act of the rebirth precedes the doing of 
righteousness. The present actions of lov-
ing God and the present fact of knowing 
God are rooted in a past event, namely, 
being born of God (4:7). Further, all who 
love the Father also will love their brothers 
and sisters in Christ—all others who have 
been “born of Him” (5:1). The one who has 
been born of God overcomes the world, 
and this victory is tied to faith (5:4). The 
content of faith is explicit—faith in Jesus as 
the Son of God (5:5).63 For John, obedience 
and love in the present are the logical fruit 
of the rebirth in the past. One’s life refl ects 
the transformation of saving faith, and our 
assurance is ultimately grounded in the 
person and work of Christ our Advocate.

The Test of Obedience 
Yet the test of doctrine cannot stand 

on its own, and genuine believers will 
also pass the test of obedience. Authentic 
Christianity believes certain things and is 
both visibly and tangibly practiced.64 John 
uses the term “commandment(s)” (entolē) 
fourteen times with the assumption that 
believers will obey the commandment(s). 
In 2:3-6, John’s readers can be assured that 
they have come to know God by keep-
ing his commandments, and prayers are 
answered for those who obey the com-
mandments (3:22-23).65 In contrast, the one 
who claims to know God, and yet does 
not keep his commandments is a liar. The 
“liars” in 1 John are John’s opponents, but 
by implication the same could be said of 
anyone who claims to believe in Christ, 
yet does not live a life marked by obedi-
ence to Him. 

John is especially clear on this point in 
3:6-10. After stating that sin is lawlessness, 
that all who practice sin commit lawless-
ness, and that Christ was revealed in order 
to remove sins (3:4-5), the apostle writes, 
“Each one who abides in him does not sin; 
each one who sins has neither seen him 
nor has known him” (3:6). In contrast, the 
one who does/practices righteousness is 
righteous just as Christ is righteous (3:7). 
The absolute statements found in 3:6 and 
3:9 look like John is saying that believers 
never and cannot sin. These verses have 
stirred no little debate. This is particularly 
true when compared to 2:1 and 1:8-10 in 
which John acknowledges that believers 
do in fact sometimes sin. Though a diffi -
cult exegetical issue, it is not to be thought 
that John contradicts himself. Rather, the 
confusion over the absolute statements 
of 3:6 and 3:9 can be signifi cantly quelled 
by considering both the grammar and the 
surrounding context. 
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Consider the following. The verb forms 
of “sin” in 3:6 and 3:9 as well as “do/com-
mit sin” in 3:8 (cf. 5:18) are all present 
tense forms and can be translated in the 
sense of “continually sins,” in a habitual 
sense, since the present tense often has 
this meaning.66 The meaning is not that a 
believer can never sin, having somehow 
lost the ability to sin once converted.67 
Rather, John draws out the differences 
between those who are God’s and those 
who are not in a most direct and unam-
biguous way: one’s life is marked by sin 
and the other’s is not.68 In the second half 
of 3:6 (“everyone who sins has not seen 
him”) the present tense participle should 
be understood to mean the one who “con-
tinually sins.” Abiding in God means that 
sin is unthinkable (cp. Gal 5:16). In 3:9 the 
Greek literally reads, “Everyone who is 
born of God does not do sin . . . and he 
is not able to sin.” The present tense is 
used here as well, and more than likely 
it should be interpreted in the same cus-
tomary/habitual sense.69 This is further 
reinforced by the statement in 3:8b that 
the “devil sins from the beginning” (not 
“sinned”). The devil, and all those who 
are his (lit., “the one who practices/does 
sin” in 3:8a), continually/habitually sin 
and can do none else. In contrast, and 
this is John’s point, those who are from 
God do not continually/habitually sin. 
John speaks elsewhere of one “doing” the 
will of God (2:17), and of the one “doing” 
righteousness (2:29). In each occurrence 
what is in view is the idea of the one who 
“practices” these things, that is, one’s life 
is characterized by “doing God’s will” and 
“doing righteousness,” both of which are 
ways of saying that the genuine believer’s 
life is characterized by obedience to God. 
Therefore, the likely interpretation of 
John’s absolute statements concerning 

the believer and sin is that the believer 
no longer habitually sins and continues 
in sin.70 Baugh concludes that if John had 
wished to express perfectionism, there 
was a way to do so using normal gram-
matical conventions of the day, such as 
utilizing a different tense.71 

Some have disagreed with this inter-
pretation,72 suggesting that John’s gram-
matical usage is not a strong enough 
argument. Some maintain that the pre-
ceding argument based on the present 
tense actually serves to weaken John’s 
point in this passage, since what John 
says is meant to be understood in the 
most black and white terms. John makes 
strong rhetorical statements articulated 
in the strongest of idealistic terms. The 
absolute statements should not be soft-
ened by appeals to the grammar, even 
if contradictions seem to exist on the 
surface. Instead, John is arguing for a 
perfectionistic ideal,73 i.e., for Christians to 
become what they are.74 Believers, who have 
the seed of God in them (the Holy Spirit, 
3:9), never have an excuse to sin. Rather, 
they have power to overcome every sin 
and obey the commands of God. This is 
in contrast to John’s opponents who seem 
to be arguing that Christians are free to 
sin.75 Even if this is John’s meaning, it does 
not suggest that Christians are automati-
cally sinless. Rather, such black and white 
expressions as those found in 3:6 and 3:9 
(cf. 5:18) serve to challenge the believer 
to perfect obedience. Sinlessness is the 
proper implication of the new birth and 
is therefore the Christian’s obligation. This 
is in contrast to the seceders, who seemed 
to argue that sinlessness has been realized 
in their own lives.76 Thus, a Christian can-
not consistently sin, though on occasion 
may in fact so do (2:1). 

The perceptive reader will notice that 
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the above interpretive options arrive at 
essentially the same point by taking dif-
ferent routes, though the former view is 
preferable. Both of these plausible options 
affi rm that what is in view is that John is 
making the strongest appeal for holiness 
and obedience in the believer who has the 
power to overcome every sin and obey by 
means of God who indwells him (4:16) 
and Christ who guards him (5:18). Both 
perspectives maintain that John does not 
contradict himself in 1:8-2:1. It logically 
follows that those who have been born 
of God are fundamentally distinct from 
those that are not (i.e., the seceders against 
whom John is writing), and the difference 
is a life of abiding in God and obedience 
to him in contrast to those who practice 
sin and are thus of the devil (3:8, 10).77 A 
transformed life characterized by obedi-
ence is in view. Sin marks the children of 
the devil; obedience marks the children 
of God. 

In conclusion, John further distin-
guishes Christians and non-Christians 
by the test of obedience. Do we obey the 
commands of God and live righteously, 
or not? Those who have the seed of God 
abiding in them do not practice sin. This 
is the second of 1 John’s tests, the test of 
obedience. 

The Test of Love
The third and fi nal test is the test of 

love. The reader should note that the tests 
of obedience and love are woven together 
frequently, and Carson is quick to note 
that they are tightly bound.78 Consider 
5:2, “By this we know that we love the 
children of God, when we love God and 
observe his commandments” (NASU). 
Obedience and love are linked, since to 
obey his commandments means that 
we love one another and vice versa. The 

life of the genuine believer is marked by 
love for fellow believers that is not to be 
equated to mere sentimentalism (3:11-18). 
Schlatter asserts that instead of love being 
seen as a heightened emotion, for John it 
is “the will to the generous deed.”79 Love 
for the brethren is an indicator (test) that a 
person has “passed out of death into life” 
(3:14). Further, that love is an emphasis in 
1 John is born out by the raw statistics: the 
verb form is used twenty-eight times in 
seventeen different verses, while the noun 
form is used eighteen times in fourteen 
different verses.80 

Moreover, the injunction to love one 
another (4:7) is based in God the Father 
who is love (4:8).81 Love is rooted in action 
and this is seen in God’s sending of his 
Son to give life to those who believe (4:9). 
His love is made evident in his concrete 
action of sending Christ to bear the wrath 
of God and to cleanse believers from 
guilt and sin (4:10).82 Love, therefore, 
is “manifested” or “made known” in a 
tangible way. God is the one who loved 
fi rst, and believers are only able to love 
because God has done so already (4:10, 
19). He is love’s origin and source; love 
originates with God, and thus all who 
are born of God love. God is invisible, 
yet is visibly displayed in the believing 
community when the members display 
love for one another. This is the meaning 
of “God abides in us and his love [for us]83 
is perfected84 in us” (4:12). To be born of 
God necessitates that the same trait of “the 
begetter” is found in those whom he has 
begotten. Thus, the children of God are 
evident by loving one another in tangible 
ways (4:11-12). Note the test in 4:12: “if we 
love one another, [then] God abides in us.” 
This is echoed in 4:16 and recalls 4:7. God 
has demonstrated his love, and those who 
are part of the believing community have 
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responded positively to it by belief in the 
Son.85 Finally, the one who loves will have 
no fear in the coming day of judgment, but 
rather will be confi dent in that day (4:17-
18). Conversely, the one who lacks love 
(for John, the secessionists are primarily 
in view) will have fear in the day of judg-
ment, because that one demonstrably does 
not know God and will thus face punish-
ment. This is the third test—does one love 
the family of God?

These, then, are John’s three tests for all 
who make a claim to know God: the tests 
of doctrine, obedience, and love. Carson 
rightly contends, “One cannot pass one 
or two out of three of these tests; in John’s 
view, they stand or fall together.”86 In con-
trast, the seceders from the community 
failed all three. 

The Holy Spirit
An additional theological emphasis 

in 1 John is the Spirit.87 The Holy Spirit is 
the “anointing” (chrisma) that all believ-
ers receive from Christ (2:20, 27).88 It is 
important to note that this anointing is 
not from the Holy Spirit, but is from Christ 
and is the Holy Spirit.89 The term used in 
2:20 and 2:27 (chrisma) only appears here 
in the entire New Testament. Outside 
the New Testament it refers to anointing 
people with oil, such as those undergoing 
baptism.90 The Spirit has a specifi c teach-
ing role which recalls Jesus’ words to his 
disciples in John 14:26, 15:26, and 16:12-15. 
As such, the readers of 1 John can be com-
forted knowing that they are not lacking 
in the Holy Spirit, and, therefore, are not 
lacking in knowledge of spiritual matters 
(2:26-27). This is in contrast to the seceders 
who likely were arguing their “varsity” 
status over against the others’ “junior-
varsity” status. Yet John here says that the 
seceders are antichrists and false prophets 

(2:18; 4:1), because their new “spiritual” 
knowledge is a lie that leads them to deny 
the person and work of Christ (2:22-23). 
The seceders have not received the Spirit. 
For John, the Spirit testifi es to the truth; 
therefore, the believing community must 
stand fi rm and hold to that which they 
received from the beginning (2:24). 

Since they have the Spirit, they know 
about “all things” (2:27). This must be 
understood in context. If John were 
saying that they know all things about 
everything and that there was no need 
for teaching of any kind whatsoever, then 
John’s very writing of the epistle would 
violate such a statement. Yet the context 
illumines what John really means. John 
writes of the truth that Jesus is indeed the 
Christ, the truth that they have heard from 
the beginning. The Spirit testifi es to them 
about this truth and causes the believer to 
be able to detect the doctrinal error being 
espoused by the seceders.91 They are in no 
need of the seceders’ teaching about this 
matter and they lack nothing. Even John 
states that he has not written to tell them 
the truth since they already know it (2:21)! 
There is likely an allusion here to the New 
Covenant passage found in Jer 31:31-34, 
where it was promised, “‘They will not 
teach again, each man his neighbor and 
each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
Lord,’ for they will all know Me, from 
the least of them to the greatest of them,’ 
declares the Lord.”92 

Finally, concerning the Holy Spirit that 
abides in them (2:27), there is a paral-
lel idea in 3:24 (cf. 4:4) where John tells 
them that God abides in them, and also 
in 3:9 where “God’s seed” refers to the 
Holy Spirit. As such they are defended 
against the deceptive teachings of the 
antichrists and by which they become 
incapable of apostasy.93 “Seed of God” 
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(sperma autou) in 3:9 is a “bold metaphor 
which, when unpacked, refers to the Holy 
Spirit who effects spiritual birth in those 
who believe.”94 It is the Holy Spirit who is 
God’s means for accomplishing the new 
and spiritual birth, thereby making one 
God’s child. Such (re)birthing language 
likely lies behind 1 John’s consistent famil-
ial terminology in the epistle. The apostle 
sees the believing community to be the 
children of God the Father, who sent his 
one and only Son in the fl esh as an atoning 
sacrifi ce and cleansing for sin, who accom-
plishes the act of the rebirth by means of 
his seed, the Holy Spirit, on behalf of all 
who believe in the name of his Son. For 
John, the community of believers is the 
family of God, born of God, by means of 
the Spirit who affi rms the truth. 

In conclusion, 1 John is a letter densely 
packed with matters of doctrine and 
practice. Most of the epistle’s major 
themes were introduced above, yet there 
are a number of other matters that could 
be mentioned for further study. These 
include: John’s theme of “abiding,” the 
textual question in 5:7, the eschatological 
references (2:18, 28; 4:17, etc.), his emphasis 
on sin, and his emphasis on eternal life, to 
name a few. If the reader is interested in 
these matters, he or she should consult the 
bibliographic references in the endnotes 
for a number of helpful and accessible 
resources such as the better commentaries 
and dictionaries. 

Layout of 1 John
First John resists easy outlining95 and, 

many of the best commentaries are split 
over the layout of the book. The letter is 
normally divided into either two or three 
main sections, yet more than one has 
concluded that 1 John cannot and should 
not be divided into such major sections.96 

Another acknowledges that fewer things 
are more diffi cult in Johannine studies 
that outlining 1 John.97 However, Carson 
and Moo contend that a larger structure 
can be ascertained, and the idea that it 
cannot is rather haphazard and unneces-
sary.98 Most divide the book into either 
two or three main sections, with an 
introduction before (1:1-4), and a conclu-
sion/epilogue after (5:13– 21).99 Thus the 
question is how to divide 1:5-5:12? 

Traditionally, a two-part confi guration 
divides the text at 2:29, yielding a 1:5-2:29 
unit and a 3:1-5:12 unit.100 In recent years 
greater attention has been given to this 
confi guration, with slight variations. First, 
the Gospel of John has two main sections 
with a prologue before and epilogue 
after,101 and it very well could be that John 
models the structure of 1 John after that 
of his Gospel. Second, Brown asserts that 
John makes two chief assertions about 
God in his Gospel, namely, that “God is 
Light” and “God is Love” (John 1:5; 4:6) 
and as such 1 John mimics this thematic 
form thusly:

I. Introduction (1:1-4)
II. Part 1: God is Light (1:5-3:10)
III. Part 2: God is Love (3:11-5:12)
IV. Conclusion (5:13-21)102

Each main division begins with a simi-
lar statement, “This is the message . . . God 
is Light” (1:5), and “This is the message . . . 
God is Love” (3:11). Such an organization 
has found support by recent Johannine 
scholars such as Brown, Burge, and Akin 
and has many strengths, one of which is 
its simplicity.103 

A three-part division also fi nds sig-
nifi cant support among scholars today 
and according to Brown’s analysis is more 
frequently accepted than other propos-
als.104 Of those who maintain a three-fold 
division, Schnackenburg has received 
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much attention and acceptance, and his 
outline is as follows:

I. Introduction (1:1-4)
II. Part 1: Fellowship with God 

Means Walking in the Light 
(1:5-2:17)

III. Part 2: The Present Situation of 
John’s Readers (2:18-3:24) 

IV. Part 3: The Separation of Those 
Who Belong to God from the 
World (4:1-5:12)

V. Conclusion (5:13-21)105

Schnackenburg asserts that there are 
distinct breaks at 2:18 and 4:1 that must be 
taken as markers of the epistle’s divisions. 
In this outline, one of John’s ideas leads to 
another, and the beginnings and endings 
of each section form recognizable units of 
thought.106 In each case, there is a focus 
on John’s opponents, be they called “anti-
christs” (2:18) or “false prophets” (4:1). In 
this outline, there is a distinct focus on the 
purpose of John’s writing against specifi c 
opponents. This appears to be preferred 
by Carson and Moo, and is adopted by 
Kistemaker among others.107

To be sure, it is diffi cult to be dogmatic 
concerning which of the above outlines 
is correct, since both have strengths and 
weaknesses. Both two-part and three-part 
outlines (and their variations) have been 
used by scholars, pastors, and church 
leaders with success. Westcott’s assertion 
is as true today as it was when he wrote 
in 1883, “No single arrangement is able to 
take account of the complex development 
of thought which it offers, and of the many 
connexions which exists between its dif-
ferent parts.”108 Yet regardless of how one 
divides the book, there is near universal 
agreement that John circles around a few 
basic ideas (particularly the three tests 
discussed above) to which he continually 
returns. 

Conclusion
We cannot measure the importance of 

Bible study for the Christian. Children 
of God are sustained by every word that 
proceeds from the mouth of God, and 
there is nothing that feeds the believer 
like the worship of God’s people gath-
ered around his Word. Theology leads to 
doxology, and thus the study of what God 
has revealed in 1 John ought to lead his 
people to worship the one of whom this 
revelation speaks. For John, this God is 
the God of truth who has sent his only 
Son to atone for the sins of all who would 
believe in him. The common confession 
that Jesus is the Christ is brought about by 
the rebirth and produces love and obedi-
ence in the lives of the children of God. In 
calling out error and assuring his fellow 
believers, John serves as an example of 
pastoral leadership, Christian love, and 
uncompromising commitment both to the 
Lord and his people. 

ENDNOTES
 1The superscription (“1 John”) was more 

than likely added at a later date when the 
epistles were grouped together, and thus 
is not part of the original document. 

 2Donald Guthrie acknowledges that most 
of today’s New Testament scholarship 
rejects John’s authorship, though he and 
many other conservative scholars are 
persuaded that John was in fact respon-
sible for writing the epistle, and thus not 
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commandments are in view. The 
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Introduction
Second and 3 John are among the most 
neglected books in the New Testament.  
This seems to have been true from an 
early date.  The fi rst clear reference to the 
Johannine epistles was by Irenaeus in the 
latter part of the second century.  He knew 
of both 1 John and 2 John and attributed 
them to John the apostle, whom he also 
saw as the author of the Fourth Gospel. He 
did not mention 3 John, as is true also of 
the Muratorian Canon, a list of scripture 
used by the church in Rome around A.D. 
200. It lists only the fi rst two epistles and 
attributes both to the apostle John.  In his 
discussion of books used by the churches 
Eusebius (early fourth century) lists the 
second and third epistles as being used 
by some churches but disputed by oth-
ers.  Even after the canon was fi nalized 
at our twenty-seven books in the Greek 
and Latin-speaking churches, the Syrian 
Orthodox Church omitted 2 and 3 John 
from its standard translation of around 
A.D. 400 and did not include them until 
its revised translation a hundred years 
later.1

Three factors likely contributed to 
the slow acceptance of the latter two 
Johannine epistles.  One is their brevity.  
Third John is the shortest book in the 
New Testament, and 2 John comes in a 
close second.  Both could be written on 
a single papyrus leaf.2  A second factor 
may have been the question of apostolic 
authorship.  The writer of 2 John and 3 
John called himself “the Elder,” whereas 
1 John is anonymous.  There is evidence 
that this “Elder” designation created some 
confusion.  In the late fourth century, 

for instance, Jerome referred to all three 
epistles, maintaining that they were writ-
ten by the apostle John, but he also noted 
that others in his day attributed the latter 
two to a different author (the Elder).3  It is 
quite likely, however, that the association 
of the epistles with the apostle John had 
much to do with these two short writings 
being included in the canon.

The third factor that probably con-
tributed to the slow acceptance of 2 and 
3 John is their content.  Second John has 
very little in it that does not parallel a 
much fuller treatment in 1 John.  Third 
John contains very little that could be 
described as doctrinal or edifying, as 
it mainly deals with a power struggle 
within the churches.  Still, as we hope to 
show in the brief commentaries that fol-
low, each of the two epistles presents a 
different issue that is quite relevant to the 
contemporary church.  We can be grateful 
for their inclusion in our canon.

2 John
The Occasion for the Letter

Second John is closely related to 1 John.  
Whereas the fi rst epistle is most likely a 
“general” epistle written for a group of 
churches, 2 John is addressed to a single 
congregation but deals with the same 
problems treated in the fi rst epistle.  The 
main problem for both epistles was false 
teachers who had led a movement that 
separated from John’s church.4  They were 
guilty of three errors.  First, they had an 
erroneous view of the incarnation, not 
accepting the humanity of Jesus (1 John 
2:22; 2 John 7).  Second, they had a defi -
cient ethic.  They claimed to be “above sin” 
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but at the same time failed to keep God’s 
commandments (1 John 1:8, 10; 2 John 6). 
Finally, they were defi cient in fellowship: 
they were seemingly cliquish and failed 
to love their brothers and sisters in Christ 
(1 John 2:9; 4:20; 2 John 6).

The three errors were all parts of the 
same package, one reminiscent of the 
heresy called “Gnosticism” by the second-
century church fathers.  Gnostics were a 
group that arose from within Christian-
ity and eventually separated from the 
church.  They were labeled “gnostics” 
because of their insistence on an esoteric 
“knowledge” (Greek, gnōsis) being neces-
sary for salvation.  Heavily infl uenced by 
Greek Neo-Platonic thought, they saw all 
things material as being inferior or even 
evil.  Only the immaterial, spiritual ele-
ment was seen as good.  They believed 
that those who became perfected in their 
saving knowledge were able to escape 
the material and live on a truly spiritual 
level. In their most radical form, gnostics 
believed that they had risen above sin, 
that sin pertained to the material world, 
and that in their spiritual perfection they 
completely transcended it.  Gnostic groups 
were usually quite cliquish and had noth-
ing to do with non-gnostic Christians.5

It can readily be seen that the error 
John was combating in his epistles had 
much in common with Gnosticism.  Their 
denial of the incarnation refl ected the 
gnostic-like estimation of the material 
world.  They could not accept that the 
divine Christ could take on an inferior 
human body.  Like later gnostics, they 
claimed to be “above sin” but at the same 
time were guilty of fl agrant sin. And, they 
were a very exclusive club, failing to love 
Christians outside their circle.

It is probably wisest not to see the error 
combated in the Johannine epistles as 

a full-blown Gnosticism of the second-
century type.  Some such term as “proto-
gnostic” or “incipient Gnosticism” is more 
accurate.  Later gnostic teachings involved 
elaborate myths about the fall of humans 
and the descent of a Redeemer to save 
them. The false teachers of the Johannine 
epistles do not seem to have developed 
to such a point. There is evidence apart 
from the epistles that such speculations 
were at a beginning stage in Ephesus in 
John’s day.  This centers around the fi gure 
of Cerinthus.  Irenaeus described him as 
having taught that the divine Christ was 
a purely spiritual being who never really 
became fl esh but rather descended upon 
the man Jesus at his baptism, possess-
ing him until the time of the crucifi xion, 
before which he departed and returned 
to the spirit world.6 John may well have 
been combating some such heresy when 
he insisted that Christ came both by the 
water and the blood (the crucifi xion, 1 John 
5:6).7 Indeed, John knew Cerinthus.  The 
early church historian Eusebius records a 
tradition about how John once fl ed from 
the public bath house in Ephesus when 
he recognized that the heretic Cerinthus 
was inside.8 Evidence is not suffi cient to 
see Cerinthianism as the specifi c error 
combated in the epistles,9 but John’s false 
teachers seem to have held some of the 
same views, especially their rejection of 
the incarnation.

Evidently those who held these hereti-
cal views had originated in John’s circle 
of churches.  In 1 John 2:18-19, John labels 
them “Anti-Christs” and notes that they 
“went out from us” but “were really not 
of us.”  Otherwise, he says, “they would 
have remained with us.” Many contem-
porary commentators have consequently 
labeled these “secessionists.” The problem 
in 2 John is that those who formerly “went 
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out” are now coming back and threaten-
ing the integrity of the churches (v. 10). 
John warns one “sister congregation” of 
how to handle them.  It is his main reason 
for writing.

Overview of the Letter
Second John can be divided into three 

main segments, each corresponding to a 
standard division of a typical Greek letter 
in John’s day: the salutation (vv. 1-3), the 
body of the letter (vv. 4-11), and the conclu-
sion (vv. 12-13). The body comprises the 
main message of the epistle and consists 
of three parts: the command to love (4-6), 
the error of the false teachers (7-9), and 
shunning the false teachers (10-11).10

The Salutation (vv. 1-3)
A Greek letter of the Hellenistic period 

opened with a salutation consisting of 
three parts: sender, recipient, greeting. 
It was usually quite brief; for example, 
“Demetrius to Stephanas, greetings.” In 2 
John the sender calls himself “the Elder.” 
This somewhat obscure designation is 
actually the internal key to the author-
ship of all three epistles.  Third John is 
also attributed to the Elder.  First John is 
anonymous. The three epistles seem to be 
by the same person.  They are written in 
the same style, utilizing a similar vocabu-
lary, refl ecting similar life settings.11 From 
the time of Irenaeus on, early church tra-
dition maintained that the apostle John 
was the common author of the epistles 
and the Gospel of John.12  On the other 
hand a number of modern scholars latch 
on to the designation “Elder” and see the 
Elder as a different John from the apostle, 
through quite likely being a disciple of 
the apostle. This is based on a passage 
from Papias (early second century) that 
Eusebius quotes and understands to be 

speaking of two Johns in Ephesus, the 
apostle and an Elder John.13 The quote is 
somewhat obscure and seems to apply 
the term elder to the apostle as well as the 
other John. In itself the term elder is quite 
general and could apply to the apostles 
as well as some other church leader. The 
term was used by Jews for their leaders 
(Acts 4:5). It was taken over by the Chris-
tians in their church organization (Acts 
11:30; 1 Tim 5:17; Titus 1:5). Peter called 
himself a “fellow elder” (1 Pet 5:1). The 
term comes from the Greek word mean-
ing old and carries a tone of veneration. 
It well fi ts the fi gure of the apostle John, 
whom Eusebius depicts as returning from 
his exile on Patmos to Ephesus after the 
death of the Emperor Domitian.14

John addressed his epistle to “the elect 
lady and her children.” It is possible that 
this refers to an individual, “lady Electa,” 
but more likely that it is a reference to 
a congregation. In the New Testament, 
Christians are often called “elect, chosen” 
(e.g., Rom 8:33; Col 3:12; 1 Pet 1:1).  Second 
John concludes with a similar appellation: 
John writes from and sends greetings 
from an “elect sister” congregation.

John states that he loves the elect lady 
“in truth.” This could mean that he “truly” 
loved them, but more likely referred to 
their common love for the truth of the 
gospel. This is all the more likely since he 
concludes the fi rst verse with a reference 
to “all who love the truth.” “Truth” is an 
important word in the Johannine litera-
ture, referring to the revelation of God in 
Jesus Christ.  It is often a virtual synonym 
for Jesus (John 1:14, 17; John 14:6; 1 John 
5:20). Note how John links truth and love. 
The two belong together.  To know truth 
is to know Jesus, and to know Jesus is to 
love. The false teachers knew neither.

In verse three John continues to follow 
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the typical Greek letter form with a greet-
ing.  Instead of the usual Greek greeting 
(chairein) or the Hebrew greeting (shalom, 

“peace”), he issues a three-fold greeting 
of “grace, mercy, and peace.” Paul’s usual 
greeting was “grace and peace,” utiliz-
ing the Hebrew greeting but altering the 
Greek chairein to the distinctly Christian 
greeting, grace (charis).15  Only twice does 
Paul add the word “mercy” (1 Tim 1:2; 2 
Tim 1:2). It is signifi cant that John adds 
the verb “will be” in his reference to the 
three.  Usually the verb is omitted and an 
implied wish is expressed—“may grace 
and peace be with you.” John’s future 
verb is less of a wish than an assurance: 
for those who share the love of Jesus and 
live in His truth, His unmerited grace, the 
mercy of His unlimited forgiveness, and 
the peace that comes to a life lived under 
His Lordship will certainly be with them.

The Body of the Letter (vv. 4-11)
The command to love (vv. 4-6). John 

expresses his joy at hearing that some 
members of the elect lady’s congregation 
are walking “in truth.” In similar fashion 
Paul often referred to his happiness over 
receiving good reports about the congre-
gations to whom he was writing (e.g., Rom 
1:8; Col 1:4; cp. 3 John 3). The reference to 
“some” need not imply that others were 
not walking in the truth, only that John 
had received news pertaining to a portion 
of the congregation.16  

In verses 4-6 John links three terms—
truth, love, and command.  As we have 
seen, the truth is the ultimate revelation 
of God that has come in Jesus Christ. The 
supreme expression of that revelation is 
God’s love: “God is love, and the person 
who abides in love abides in God and God 
abides in him” (1 John 4:16). When we 
abide in God’s love, we have a command 

to love—not a new command, but one 
that we have had “from the beginning” 
(v. 5). John may well be referring to Jesus 
giving the love command to the disciples 
in the farewell discourses (John 13:34; cp. 
1 John 3:11).

Verse 6 presents a seeming tautology: 
love is walking according to God’s com-
mand, and God’s command is to love. The 
resolution is to distinguish between the 
singular command to love and the plural 
“walking according to his commands.”17 
“Walking” is an Old Testament metaphor 
for conduct, and the rabbis referred to 
their oral interpretation of God’s law as 
“the walk” (halakah).18 John’s principle 
here is quite similar to Paul’s statement in 
Romans 13:8-10 that all the commands of 
God are summed up in the command to 
love one’s neighbor. The command to love 
here in 2 John almost certainly focuses on 
love for one’s Christian brothers and sis-
ters, but for John that kind of love is rooted 
in love for God; the two are inseparable 
(1 John 4:20-21).19

In verses 4-6 John is already focusing 
on the problem of the false teachers. They 
failed to keep both the commandments 
and the command. They were not walking 
according to the truth revealed in Christ. 
Every dimension of their error appears 
here—their rejection of the truth, their 
failure to live by God’s moral demands, 
and their failure to love one another.

The false teachers (vv. 7-9).  The 
specific doctrinal failure of the group 
who had “gone out” from John’s circle 
of churches becomes evident in verse 7: 
they “denied Jesus Christ as coming in 
fl esh.” They denied the incarnation, that 
in Jesus the divine Word of God became 
fl esh (John 1:14). John singles out the same 
error in 1 John 4:2f. There he uses the per-
fect participle to express their refusal to 
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affi rm that Jesus “has come” in the fl esh; 
here the tense is present, “coming in the 
fl esh.” Some interpreters make much of 
this change in tense, arguing that the ref-
erence to “coming” in 2 John points to the 
future and is a reference to the Parousia.20 
Both Greek tenses, however, stress the 
timelessness of Jesus’ coming. He came in 
the incarnation and continues to be pres-
ent. The incarnation did not cease at the 
Passion. Jesus Christ continues to be both 
God and man, the perfect intercessor for 
us in the bosom of the Godhead.

John insisted on the reality of the 
incarnation.  Just as he proclaimed in 
the prologue to his Gospel (John 1:14), he 
stressed it also in the prologue to his fi rst 
epistle—the eternal Word became truly 
flesh, “we touched him with our own 
hands” (1 John 1:1). The false teachers 
could not accept this. To them anything 
material was inferior, even evil. In their 
view it was impossible for the eternal, 
divine revelation of God that took place 
in Christ to take on human fl esh. They 
held some such view as that of Cerinthus, 
who spoke of the divine Christ possessing 
the human Jesus but departing before the 
crucifi xion. Or, they were more thorough 
Docetists21 and argued that the earthly 
Jesus never had anything at all to do with 
human fl esh but was a mere apparition, 
only “seeming” to be flesh. Whatever 
the specifi c viewpoint of John’s splinter 
group, they would have shared the wide-
spread dualism of the Greek world of his 
day, disparaging the material and seeing 
only the spiritual as good.  For them the 
incarnation was a logical impossibility.

For John, this error was no indifferent 
matter. It struck at the very heart of the 
Christian faith. Therefore, he described 
those who held it as “deceivers” and 
“Anti-Christs.” Jesus warned of false 

prophets who would arise to prey upon 
believers (Mark 13:5-6). John warned 
of such deceivers in his fi rst epistle and 
labeled them there as “Anti-Christs” (1 
John 2:18-22). The term is clearly eschato-
logical for John: their presence confi rms 
that we are living in the “last hour.” John 
seems to have originated the term “Anti-
Christ,” but the idea of false Messiahs 
parading as Christ was well-established 
in early Christianity (cp. 2 Thess 2:8).22

John fears that some from the circles of 
his churches will succumb to the decep-
tions of the Anti-Christ and may lose what 
they had worked for (v. 8). This may be 
a warning that they might miss out on 
their salvation (cp. 1 John 2:25), although 
it is also possible that John was speaking 
of the loss of their “full reward” for their 
service as Christians.23  If John is think-
ing of their complete capitulation to the 
false teachers, he probably has the loss of 
“eternal life” in mind, since in his view 
they had neither the Father nor the Son 
(1 John 2:22-23). 

In verse 9 John describes the false 
teachers as “progressives.”24 This may 
have been their own slogan, seeing them-
selves as truly advanced in their theology. 
For John, they had “advanced” all right, 
but had advanced too far, going beyond the 
teaching of Christ.25 Since Christ’s teach-
ing revealed the Father and his unity with 
the Son, it follows that one who rejects 
that teaching has neither Father nor Son. 
John was not rejecting all ideas of progress 
here.  Rather, he was rejecting that type 
of “progressive” attitude that rejects the 
solid foundations of the past (John would 
say “what we have heard from the begin-
ning”) and compromises with the world, 
as had been the case with the false teach-
ers and their embracing the dualism of 
the Hellenistic age.
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Shunning the false teachers (vv. 10-

11).  So far, John has said nothing in his 
second epistle he had not stated in the 
fi rst (with the possible exception of label-
ing the false teachers as “progressives”). 
Now he goes beyond the former epistle: 
he tells the “sister” congregation how they 
are to relate to the false teachers should 
they come to their assembly. They are not 
to receive them into the house, not even 
to give them a greeting (v. 10). This harsh 
statement comes as something of a shock, 
especially when one bears in mind the 
many New Testament passages which 
affi rm hospitality as a Christian virtue.26 
The issue has another side, however. 
Jesus instructed his disciples to shake 
the dust off their feet in witness against 
a town that rejected their message (Matt 
10:14-15). Paul instructed Timothy to avoid 
false teachers and to instruct his fellow 
Christians to do likewise (1 Tim 6:20-21; 
2 Tim 2:14-19, 23). 

It was a case of a false doctrine of the 
most threatening kind, a teaching that 
was not consistent with that of Christ (cp. 
v. 9), which could lead even to the loss of 
salvation. These verses can be extremely 
damaging to the Christian community 
when taken out of context and applied 
to minor differences of ecclesiastical and 
doctrinal viewpoint. It is thus imperative 
to consider the original context to which 
John applied this directive.

First, the false teachers were not just 
espousing heretical views about Christ; 
they were seeking to impose them on 
congregations like that of John’s “elect 
lady.” They were proselytizing. When John 
spoke of receiving them into the house 
he probably was referring to a house 
church, the house in which the elect lady 
met.  In that context, “receiving” would 
mean giving them a hearing. John was not 

forbidding giving them Sunday dinner; 
he was telling the church not to provide 
them a pulpit. Their message had no place 
in the Christian assembly. It denied the 
very heart of the Christian faith, that the 
man Jesus was God incarnate, the ulti-
mate intercessor on our behalf. If Jesus 
did not share our humanity he could not 
have been our representative and died 
on the cross in our place. Docetic heresies 
allowed no place for the atoning death of 
Jesus. This was true of Cerinthus, as it was 
of later Gnosticism, as was the case with 
John’s false teachers as well.

A second consideration is that the 
church could not sponsor the false teach-
ers. That is most likely the basis for John’s 
telling them not to “greet” them (v. 10). 
In fi rst-century Mediterranean culture, 
greeting someone was tantamount to 
accepting him into the community.  Com-
munities were small and tightly knit. 
Strangers had no status or recognition in 
them. If they were to remain it was imper-
ative that they have a patron, a sponsor 
in the village. When someone accepted 
or welcomed them into their home, this 
provided them status, a place in the life 
of the entire village.27 This is the cultural 
reality John was facing. To welcome the 
false teachers amounted to an endorse-
ment of their heretical views. Christians 
could not sponsor such views, could not 
“share in their evil works” (v. 11).28

Conclusion to the Letter (vv. 12-13)
John concludes by saying that he has 

much more to share with the elect lady but 
that he preferred not to do so “with paper 
and ink.” The Greek idiom is colorful, 
being literally “with papyrus and black.” 
Equally colorful is John’s reference to his 
speaking with them in person, which is 
literally “mouth to mouth.” Like Paul, 
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John probably often had to communi-
cate with his churches by letter when he 
would much have preferred the “joy” of 
a personal visit. Also like Paul, he ended 
his letter with an exchange of greetings. 
He referred to his own local fellowship 
as “the children of your elect sister.” The 
reference to the two sisters, the two con-
gregations, both chosen by God in Jesus 
Christ, forms a framework for the entire 
epistle (vv. 1, 13).

3 John 
John’s third epistle has much in com-

mon with the second. It is brief. It has 
much the same vocabulary—key words 
like “love” and “truth.” Both are sent by 
“the Elder.” The conclusions to the two 
letters are almost identical. The letters 
are quite different, however. The third 
epistle is addressed not to a church but 
to an individual.29 It makes no mention 
of a false teaching and does not seem to 
address any doctrinal issue. The problem 
addressed in the letter has more to do 
with church leadership, particularly with 
regard to the specifi c issue of providing 
for itinerant Christian missionaries.

Overview of the Letter
Like 2 John, the third epistle conforms 

to the typical pattern of a fi rst-century 
Greek letter. It begins with a salutation 
(vv. 1-2). The main body of the letter 
follows (vv. 3-12). It ends with a formal 
conclusion (vv. 13-15).

Salutation (vv. 1-2)
Like 2 John, 3 John begins with an 

address that identifi es “the Elder” as the 
sender. The addressee is an individual 
by the name of Gaius. Although others 
by that name are mentioned in the New 
Testament, probably none is to be identi-

fi ed with the recipient of 3 John, since 
the name was extremely common in the 
Roman world.30 

A further word should be said about 
the Elder, whom we would identify as 
John the apostle and disciple of Jesus. 
The term “elder” may have pointed to 
John’s role as the apostolic leader of a 
community of churches. Paul seems to 
have fi lled that role in the various areas 
where he established churches. He often 
settled in a major metropolitan area and 
sent workers out into the surrounding 
countryside. They established churches 
and reported back to Paul. Though Paul 
himself may never have visited a given 
congregation, he was considered the 
ultimate authority over the church.31 John, 
who followed Paul in Ephesus, probably 
exercised the same sort of leadership over 
the churches of Asia. John was writing the 
letter to Gaius because an individual in 
one of the churches was rejecting John’s 
apostolic leadership by refusing to accept 
the missionary workers sent out by the 
apostle.

As in the second epistle, John affi rms 
his love for his addressee “in truth” (v. 
1). As there, truth probably refers to the 
truth of the gospel, the truth that is in 
Jesus. As in the second epistle, truth is an 
important word in 3 John, occurring seven 
times.32 In 2 John the word centers on the 
false teachers who rejected the truth. In 3 
John the word is used in a more positive 
context, being applied to those who bear 
witness to the truth.

In the second verse John addresses 
Gaius as “beloved.” It is a favorite word 
for John in addressing his fellow Chris-
tians.33 In place of the usual greeting, John 
substitutes a prayer for Gaius’s health and 
well-being, a formality often found in 
Greek letters that in no way implies that 
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Gaius was in poor health.

Body of the Letter (vv. 3-12)
Gaius’s hospitality (vv. 3-8).  The body 

of the letter revolves around three per-
sons: Gaius, Diotrephes, and Demetrius. 
The greater attention is devoted to the 
letter’s recipient, Gaius, from whom John 
is requesting assistance in relation to the 
other two persons.

John begins as he did in 2 John by refer-
ring to the good reports he has received 
from others with regard to his recipient 
(vv. 3-4). Those who have “come” to John 
with their positive reports about Gaius 
were quite likely some of the mission-
ary workers whom John had sent forth. 
In supporting them Gaius was shown 
to be conducting himself in accordance 
with the truth of the gospel. This brought 
great joy to John.34 John links Gaius with 
his “children,” which may also refer to 
his apostolic relationship to Gaius as 
“elder.”35

Verses 5-6 make explicit the particular 
conduct of Gaius that has brought joy to 
the apostle. Gaius had done a “good work” 
for the brothers, especially when one con-
sidered that the brothers were “strangers” 
to him. They had borne testimony to his 
benevolence before the church. His good 
work is described as “sending them forth 
in a manner worthy of God.” The word for 
“sending forth” (propempō) is something 
of a technical term for equipping someone 
with the necessary provisions when they 
set forth on a journey (Acts 15:3; 21:5; 
Titus 3:13).

The early church regularly provided for 
its itinerant missionaries with food, lodg-
ing, and provisions for their journey to the 
next place of witness. Jesus set the pattern 
with his disciples when he sent them forth 
on mission. They were to take no purse or 

extra provisions but to rely on others to 
support them (Matt 10:9-10). In a given vil-
lage they were to rely on the hospitality of 
a single household (Matt 10:13). Paul was 
probably alluding to this practice when 
he insisted on his right of support from 
the Corinthians (1 Cor 9:4-14). Sometimes 
the practice seems to have been abused, 
as is refl ected in the elaborate directions 
pertaining to it in the second century 
Christian handbook known as the Didache 
(chapter 11). In the Didache the itinerant 
workers are described as “apostles,” using 
the word in its literal sense as “those sent 
forth.” The church is directed that they 
are to stay in a single household for two 
days at the most. They are not to go from 
house to house and are to be sent forth to 
the next village with only a day’s provi-
sion of food. If they stay three days or ask 
for money, they are “false prophets.” This 
seems to be a practice similar to that of 3 
John. The difference is that the Didache 

deals with possible failure on behalf of 
the itinerant workers while 3 John treats 
a failure of the Christian community to 
provide for them.

Verses 7-8 focus on the missionary 
workers.  They refused to take any support 
from the Gentiles, depending solely on the 
hospitality of their fellow Christians, and 
thus behaving in a manner worthy of the 
name of Jesus Christ.36 That they would 
even consider support from the Gentiles 
refl ects the fi rst-century practice of itin-
erant philosophers, such as the Cynics. 
Known as the begging philosophers, Cyn-
ics supposedly eschewed earthly goods 
and depended on strangers to provide 
for them. Their vow of poverty, however, 
developed into something of a sham. They 
became notorious for fl eecing the country-
side of all they could get. It was possibly 
the bad reputation of such itinerants that 
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led Paul to refuse any support from the 
Corinthians (1 Cor 9:15-18).

The itinerant missionaries thus relied 
solely on the hospitality of fellow Chris-
tians, much like Christian missionaries 
today. Both then and now, by supporting 
the missionaries, Christians become “co-
workers in the truth” (v. 8).

Diotrephes’s opposition (vv. 9-10).  

John now focuses on what is most likely the 
primary reason for his writing—the oppo-
sition of a leader in one of the churches by 
the name of Diotrephes. Whether Gaius is 
a member of the same church or a nearby 
congregation is uncertain. The fact that 
John seems to be informing Gaius about 
the situation makes it more likely that he 
is not a member of the same church. John 
begins by noting that Diotrephes refuses 
to “receive” him personally. This is really 
the basic charge: he does not accept the 
authority of the apostle. Coupled with this 
is his “love for fi rst place” (philoprōteuō).  
The word used by John is not found in any 
previous Greek literature, but its meaning 
is pretty clear. Diotrephes seems to be 
someone with extreme ego needs, with 
overweening ambition. In this particular 
instance, Diotrephes stood in the way of a 
letter John had written to the church. The 
letter is lost, but probably dealt with the 
church providing for traveling missionar-
ies whom John was sending.

In verse 10, John directs four specifi c 
charges against Diotrephes. First, he is 
said to have spoken irresponsible and 
abusive words against John. John was 
himself not one to leave the battle to oth-
ers. He expressed his own desire to come 
and in person remind Diotrephes of his 
evil ways. These included the other three 
charges John leveled against him. All are 
related to the missionary workers: he 
refused to accept them himself, he pre-

vented other members from giving them 
hospitality, and he put those who did so 
out of the church.

Just what is going on here? Several 
settings have been suggested. Some have 
wanted to see Diotrephes as a leader in the 
movement that had gone out from John’s 
church and who espoused the false teach-
ing dealt with in the fi rst two epistles. 
The problem with this view is that John 
gives no inkling of any doctrinal error on 
Diotrephes’ part.37 Another suggestion in 
that John refl ects a period of transition in 
church order when local churches began 
to break away from the central authority 
of the old apostolic pattern.38 Others see 
it as a more restricted problem in a single 
congregation with one leader determined 
to “run the show” all by himself, a type 
of problem that still often rears its ugly 
head.39

Recommendation of Demetrius 

(verses 11-12). John ends the body of his 
letter by commending someone by the 
name of Demetrius. He begins by urging 
Gaius to “imitate” not the bad but the 
good.40 In this instance Diotrephes repre-
sents the negative example and Demetrius 
the positive. John further develops the 
contrast with an antithesis: the one who 
does good is of God, whereas the one who 
does bad his never seen him.

Verse 12 is probably intended as a 
formal recommendation of Demetrius. 
Letters of recommendation were common 
in John’s day. A good example is Paul’s 
recommendation of Phoebe in Rom 16:1. 
Demetrius may well have been one of 
John’s missionary workers, quite possibly 
the bearer of 3 John. If so, John would have 
been recommending him to Gaius and 
requesting his support for him. The letter 
sent to Diotrephes’s congregation (v. 9) 
may well have been a similar commenda-
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tion of John’s missionary workers. In any 
event, Demetrius is given the strongest 
possible endorsement. Three witnesses 
attest to his “goodness”: “everybody” 
(i.e., the church as a whole), Demetrius’s 
own faithfulness to the truth, and John’s 
personal testimony. In striking parallel to 
words in his Gospel, John adds “and you 
know that our witness is true” (cp. John 
19:35; 21:24).

Conclusion to the Letter (vv. 13-15)
Verses 13 and 14 express John’s desire to 

see Gaius in person soon in almost exact 
parallel to the conclusion of 2 John. John 
had not expressed a prayer that peace 
would be upon Gaius in his salutation, 
but he includes it here. He closes with 
the customary exchange of greetings, 
but this time from “the friends.” It is the 
only time Christians are addressed as 
“friends” in the New Testament (but note 
John 15:13f.).

Conclusion
The two smallest books in the New 

Testament present us with two of the big-
gest problems, problems that continue to 
confront the church. In 2 John the problem 
is that of dealing with serious error. When 
does doctrinal error become a threat to 
the integrity of the faith? How should we 
deal with such threats? How do we bal-
ance love with truth? For John, the false 
teachers who had “gone out” from the 
Christian fellowship were now return-
ing to prey upon it with serious doctrinal 
aberrations that struck at the very heart 
of the faith. They could not be endorsed 
by the church nor given any hearing. For 
the apostle, who was so eloquent in his 
emphasis on love in both his Gospel and 
fi rst epistle, it must have been agonizing 
to draw such a line, but the false teachers 

had “progressed” too far and gone beyond 
the truth of the gospel. The church today 
often experiences doctrinal deviations, 
sometimes serious ones and sometimes 
debatable ones or those not as threatening 
to the faith. It is often too easy a solution to 
slam the door on those who differ from us 
and point to 2 John as a warrant for such 
action. It is likewise too easy to retreat 
into a glib tolerance which claims that love 
conquers all and doctrine does not really 
matter anyway. Somehow we have to fi nd 
the balance been truth and love, and that 
is not always easy.

Third John confronts us with a very 
different problem, perhaps even a more 
prevalent one in our day than the threat 
of doctrinal failure—that of human crav-
ing for power. It can arise on almost any 
level of church life—the layman who 
seeks to dominate the local church, min-
isters who compete with each other for 
churches, denominational leaders who 
jockey for the choice posts. Genuine truth 
and love become secondary, except for 
the “Diotrephic” sort of love for being 
fi rst. Third John warns us about the per-
ils of the ego. Diotrephes’s lust for power 
caused him to hinder the Christian mis-
sionaries and, thus, undermine the central 
evangelistic task that is at the heart of the 
gospel. It did so then, and it can do the 
same now.
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—or a negative tone—to go too 
far. In 2 John 9 it is obviously the 
latter.

25It is debated whether this is an 
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about Christ), or a subjective genitive 
(the teaching which Christ brought). 
Either is possible, but the Johannine 
emphasis on Christ’s revealing the 
Father seems to tip the scales in the 
direction of “Christ’s teaching” (cp. 
John 7:16-17; 8:19).

26Note Acts 16:15; Rom 12:13; 1 Tim 
5:10; Titus 1:8; 1 Pet 4:9; and, espe-
cially, 3 John 5-8. Jesus likewise 
taught that we should love even our 
enemies (Matt 5:43-48).

27This discussion is based on an arti-
cle by Bruce Malina, “The Received 
View and What it Cannot Do: III 
John and Hospitality,” Semeia 35 
(1986):171-194. See the useful sum-
mary by Colin G. Kruse, The Letters 

of John (Pillar New Testament Com-
mentary; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2000), 213-16.

28For a balanced discussion of the 
context of John’s injunction see 
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Application Commentary; Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 237-42.

29Observe that the three Johannine 
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a “general epistle” for a group of 
congregations, 2 John is for a single 
congregation, and 3 John is for an 
individual.

30A Roman citizen had three names 
(e.g., Gaius Julius Caesar). For the 
first name (praenomen), only a 
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Marcus, etc.). See John Polhill, Paul 

and His Letters (Nashville: Broad-
man & Holman, 1999), 16.

31Colosse is an excellent example. 
Paul never seems to have visited the 
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co-worker Epaphras. When doctri-
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32Verses 1, 3 (twice), 4, 8, 12 (twice).
33Four times in 3 John (1, 2, 5, 11); 

six times in 1 John (2:7; 3:2, 21; 4:1, 
7, 11).

34A variant text of verse 4 reads 
“grace” (charin), instead of “joy” 
(charan). The latter has much better 
manuscript support, despite West-
cott, The Epistles of St. John, 238, who 
argues for “grace.”

35In the general epistle of 1 John, John 
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“little children” (teknia): 2:1, 12, 28; 
3:7, 18; 5:21.
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New Testament to refer to Christ 
and indeed the whole gospel that 
revolves around him (e.g., Acts 5:41; 

9:16; 15:26; 21:13; Rom 1:5; Phil 2:9). 
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of the Christian creed” (The Epistles 

of St. John, 239).
37One could possibly argue that the 

third epistle was the fi rst to be writ-
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of the confl ict, when the false teach-
ers (like Diotrephes) fi rst separated 
from the other congregations before 

John’s awareness of their doctrinal 
errors.

38See Polhill, “An Analysis of II and 
III John,” 468-70.

39See Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John, 354-55.
40Imitation was a common means 

of moral instruction in the Greco-
Roman world. Paul often urged his 
readers to imitate Christ or God or 
even himself insofar as he modeled 
Christlikeness: e.g., 1 Cor 4:16; 11:1; 
Eph 5:1; Phil 3:17.
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Introduction
Whether in English or in Greek, 1 John is 
an easy read. Its length is suffi ciently brief 
so that one can read it through within one 
short sitting. Its vocabulary is repetitious. 
Its syntax is not cumbersome. Its structure 
is cyclical. Its message is straightforward. 
Yet, Christians have vastly divergent 
understandings of 1 John. 

Historically, on the basis of 1 John 5:13, 
Christians have read John’s brief homily 
or pastoral discourse as an encourage-
ment for believers to lay hold of assurance 
of eternal life and to live in light of this 
knowledge. Interpretation and use of 1 
John among believers, however, took a 
pronounced shift during the nineteenth 
century, especially, with the rise of teach-
ers and preachers who advocated various 
strains of “Christian Perfectionism.” 
Teachings such as those known by the 
designations “the Victorious Life” or “the 
Higher Life” popularized the idea that to 
“have fellowship with God,” to “walk in 
the light,” or to “abide in Christ” is the 
privilege of few Christians, only the few 
who fi nd the secret or the key.1 All teach-
ers of “Christian Perfectionism” separate 
believing from obeying, and by doing this 
they conceive of at least two classes of 
Christians.2 According to these teachers, 
most believers commit the error of trying 
to live the Christian life but fi nd them-
selves “walking in darkness,” while some 
believers cease trying and fi nd themselves 
abiding in Christ.3 Hence, the popular 
adage: “Let go and let God!”

Popular preaching and teaching on 
1 John perpetuates ideas and beliefs 
derived from “Victorious Life” teachings 
even though scholarly commentaries lend 
virtually no support. The infl uence is con-
sequential, for misreading and misusing 1 
John misdirects believers concerning the 
Christian life and assurance of eternal 
life. Because various strains of Christian 
Perfectionism persist in the church, it is 
proper that we give a fresh consideration 
of the Christian life as presented in 1 John. 
The Christian life is not one of repose or 
of passivity. Believing is not contrary to 
obeying. “Abiding in Christ” is not the 
privilege of a few Christians. It is the 
sustenance of eternal life for all believers. 
Understanding John’s portrayal of being 
in Christ and abiding in him is elemen-
tary and essential for all believers that we 
might persevere in him and have fellow-
ship with the Father and with the Son.

The Impact of “Christian 
Perfectionism” on Popular 
Interpretations of 1 John

Biblical scholars generally agree that 1 
John opposes an elitist incipient Gnosti-
cism.4 It is ironic, therefore, that Christian 
Perfectionism movements within the 
church routinely appeal to 1 John for 
theological support for classifying believ-
ers in various ways, such as “abiding” 
and “not abiding,” which invariably pro-
motes elitism.5 This is true of every form 
of Christian Perfectionism that teachers 
and preachers have adopted, whatever 
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the designation—“Higher Life,” “Deeper 
Life,” “Victorious Life,” “Abundant Life,” 
“The Spirit-Filled Life,” “Second Bless-
ing,” etc. Accordingly, some believers are 
spiritual but others are not. Those who 
are spiritual are “in fellowship” with 
God. Any Christian who commits sin 
lapses into “broken fellowship” with God 
until one confesses “every known sin.” 
Spiritual believers “walk in the light.” All 
other believers “walk in the darkness.” 
Spiritual believers “abide in Christ;” oth-
ers do not.6 

The residual impact of Christian Per-
fectionism upon how Christians read 
Scripture may be nowhere more evident 
than in popular interpretations of John’s 
talk of “having fellowship with God,” 
of “walking in the light,” of “knowing 
Christ,” of “being in Christ,” and of 
“abiding in Christ.” Inattentive to the 
apostle’s argument, Christians regularly 
and impulsively recite these expressions 
as though they speak of the “Higher 
Life” to which they aspire but few attain. 
Christian Perfectionism absolutizes 
these expressions with the effect that any 
believer who is “walking in the light,” 
for example, commits no sin. To “abide 
in Christ” excludes sin.7 To make matters 
worse, too many Christians uncritically 
embrace the notion that the so-called 
“abiding life” is one of passive repose and 
effortlessness.8

Contrary to these trends, Robert Law 
infl uenced scholars, since his time, with 
his observations concerning the struc-
ture of 1 John.9 He identifi es three cycles 
(1:5-2:28; 2:29-4:6; 4:7-5:21) that follow the 
prologue (1:1-4).10 According to Law, each 
of these three cycles entails three inte-
grated tests: righteousness (obedience), 
love (charity), and belief (doctrine).11 In 
the final cycle (4:7-5:21) righteousness 

synthetically takes a subordinate place to 
love and belief.12 Law observes,

To exhibit those characteristics of 
the Christian life, each of which 
is an indispensable criterion, and 
all of which conjointly form the 
incontestable evidence of its genu-
ineness, is the aim that determines 
the whole plan of the Epistle, and 
dictates almost every sentence: 
“These things I write unto you, that 
ye may know that ye have Eternal 
Life” (5:13).13

As Law makes clear, the principal focus 
of the tests in 1 John is for us as readers 
or as hearers to refl ect upon ourselves 
that we might know that we have eter-
nal life. John, thus, does not offer these 
tests so much as standards by which the 
Christians are to assess others in order to 
exclude anyone found wanting—though 
the apostle tips his hand that the tests 
may bear such a function (see 2:18-20).14 
His objective is that Christians might pass 
the tests of life “that we might know that 
we have come to know him” (2:3) or that 
we may have assured knowledge that we 
possess eternal life (5:13).

Regrettably, it is easy to fail to appre-
hend that Robert Law’s emphasis falls 
upon the affirmative predilection of 1 
John’s tests to assure us that we have eter-
nal life rather than to incite doubt of its pos-
session. Consequently, some emphasize 
the inverse of John’s tests of life as proofs 
to expose “false assurance.”15 This causes 
others to blame the inversion of John’s 
tests of life to Robert Law, as though he 
has misled scholars since his time. This 
is a failure to read Law’s The Tests of Life 
correctly. Zane Hodges commits this error 
as he avers,

It would be hard to devise an 
approach to John’s fi rst epistle more 
hopelessly misguided or more com-
pletely self-defeating. If the premise 
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on which this approach is based 
were true, it would be quite impos-
sible for either the original audience 
of 1 John or any of its subsequent 
readers to possess the assurance of 
salvation.16

Hodges explains, “Since the writer 
repeatedly commands the ‘abiding’ life 
marked by obedience to Christ’s com-
mands, one cannot really be certain that 
he is saved until death, if ‘abiding’ is a 
test of salvation.”17 Hodges further states, 
“On the view we are discussing, if I stop 
‘abiding’ at some point in the future, I 
was never a Christian at all.” He declares, 
“This view is absurd in the light of the 
NT.”18

Like Hodges, Robert Wilkin misun-
derstands and misrepresents Robert 
Law’s concept of “tests of life” as wreck-
ing Christian assurance of eternal life.19 
Wilkin and Hodges insist that the pur-
pose statement of 1 John 5:13 is confi ned 
to the immediate context, namely, 5:6-12.20 
With Hodges, Wilkin proposes that 1 John 
has a different stated purpose. It is located 
in 1:3-4. Instead of presenting “tests of 
eternal life,” the apostle poses “tests-of-
fellowship.”21 Who would quarrel with 
Hodges and Wilkin that the apostle 
locates his objective in 1:3-4? Read prop-
erly, Robert Law views the introductory 
statement of purpose (1:3-4) as climaxing 
in the summary expression of purpose 
in 5:13.22 To “have eternal life” is to “have 
fellowship with God”—“What we have 
seen and heard we proclaim also to you 
in order that you too may have fellowship 
with us, and indeed our fellowship is with 
the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. 
And we write these things in order that 
our joy may be made complete.” 

Surely, Hodges and Wilkin are correct 
that John expresses his purpose for writ-
ing in 1:3-4. Indeed, the apostle’s “purpose 

is to help readers determine whether they are 

in fellowship with God.”23 They mistakenly, 
however, disconnect “have fellowship” 
(1:3, 6) from “have eternal life” (5:13) and 
identify “have fellowship” as an added 
bonus to “have eternal life,” an option 
that only some believers attain. This is a 
form of “Christian Perfectionism.” Instead 
of accepting John’s contextual defi ning of 
“have fellowship” (koinōnia exein), Hodges 
and Wilkin embrace the notion popular-
ized by teachers of Christian Perfection-
ism that the word refers to the experiential 
sense of fl uctuating intimacy or distance 
from God, a sensibility that arises from 
the innumerable variations and exigen-
cies of life.24 Likewise, they embrace the 
popular corollary notions that John’s uses 
of “knowing Christ” (ginōskō), of “being 
in Christ” (eimi en), and of “persevering in 
Christ” (menō en) refer to the same expe-
riential sense of varying closeness to and 
intimacy with God, as an added bonus 
to having eternal life.25 For them, then, 
the apostle’s tests call for us to assess the 
transient and ever vacillating sense of inti-
macy with God, not eternal life itself.

According to the apostle, to “have fel-
lowship with the Father and with the Son” 
is to share something in common with them. 
John designs his “tests of fellowship” to 
usher us into an assurance of something 
more substantial than the transient sense 
of intimacy with the Father and with the 
Son. John’s objective is to shepherd us to 
an assurance that endures and does not 
waver with the exigencies of life. Con-
textually, it seems apparent that to “have 
fellowship with God” entails a share in 
“life” and “light,” both qualities of God 
disclosed in the Word of Life, God’s Son. 
Initially, John speaks of the Word of Life 
that appeared to “us” (the apostles), and 
is proclaimed to his readers in order that 
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they may “have fellowship with us.” This 
fellowship seems to entail having a share 
in the Word of Life, for John explains that 
what he desires to share is nothing other 
than what he shares with the Father and 
with the Son, Jesus Christ, namely, eternal 
life.26 The context compels us initially to 
regard eternal life as the thing John desires 
to share in common with others but also 
the thing he shares in common with the 
Father and with the Son. This, however, 
does not exhaust the fullness of what 
John means with his expression, “to have 
fellowship.” 

Robert Law correctly says, 

Light is the medium in which fel-
lowship between God and man is 
consciously realised; the fi rst ele-
ment which He and we may pos-
sess in common. . . . For sinners, 
fellowship with God cannot initially, 
consist in sharing His moral perfec-
tion. The Light in which we, being 
yet sinful, can walk so as to have 
fellowship with God, is the Light 
of Truth, the Light which His self-
revelation sheds upon all objects in 
the moral universe, and, fi rst of all, 
upon ourselves and our sin. . . . And 
especially is it the element in which 
we, though yet sinful, can have fel-
lowship with God; because, when by 
confessing our sins we walk in the 
Light, “the Blood of Jesus, His Son, 
cleanseth us from all sin.”27

That Law is correct becomes evident as 
one ponders the apostle’s reasoning in 1:5-
7. John reasons that the Word of Life, God’s 
Son, brought a message that we apostles 
proclaim to you. This message is that God 
is pure light, shining the brilliance of his 
character—truthful, righteous, and lov-
ing—through the gospel so as to summon 
us to “walk in the light” as the “necessary 
and sufficient condition of fellowship 
with God.”28

Thus, if we make the claim that we 
have fellowship with God, which is to say 

that we dwell in the light with God, but 
we actually seek the cover of darkness 
for our conduct, we speak falsely and we 
behave contrary to the truth exposed by 
shafts of light cast by God’s self-disclo-
sure in his Son. On the other hand, we 
who have fellowship with God have no 
need to announce with fanfare that we 
have a share in the light that shines forth 
from God through his Son (cf. John 3:19-
21). Instead, if we behave as people who 
belong to the light, as God is in the light, 
we have a share in this light with God, 
and the sacrifi cial atoning death of God’s 
Son, Jesus, purifi es us from every sin (1 
John 1:5-7).29 Thus, to “have fellowship 
with God” is to “walk in the light” God 
shines forth in the gospel, for John is fond 
of restating his thoughts in a variety of 
ways.

John’s use of the imagery, “walk in the 
light,” offers no support for the popular 
explanation that it depicts living without 

committing any sin, whether for a brief or 
extended time, a notion that still pervades 
evangelical churches. For John, to “walk 
in the light” draws upon imagery that 
portrays the life of every believer as an 
unpretentious and steady walk upon a 
course in which the believer becomes 
aware of sinful deeds exposed by the 
light and along the way fi nds cleansing 
for every sin through the blood of Jesus 
(1:7). In other words, to “walk in the light” 
entails imagery that aptly represents 
the conduct that distinguishes believ-
ers from non-believers (cf. John 3:19-21). 
Indeed, believers commit sins, but God’s 
light shining through the gospel exposes 
our sins and through Christ’s death, we 
receive cleansing from every sin. How do 
we receive this cleansing? In 1 John 1:7 the 
apostle does not tell us how we who “walk 
in the light” receive cleansing from sin. 
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Instead, he emphasizes two things: (1) that 
we receive cleansing as we “walk in the 
light,” and (2) the basis on which we receive 
cleansing. In 1:9, John does not need to 
reiterate the basis of God’s forgiveness 
and cleansing, since he already indicates 
this in 1:7. In 1:9 he simply explains how 
we receive cleansing—“If we confess our 
sins, he is faithful and righteous to for-
give us our sins and to cleanse us from 
all unrighteousness.”30 Confessing sin, 
thus, is integral to “walking in the light.” 
For John, this is the Christian life. Believ-
ers confess their sins to God and receive 
forgiveness and cleansing. To have fel-
lowship with God is not momentary; it is 
not transitory. It is enduring and vigorous 
but it is also reciprocal in that fellowship 
entails vital connection with God.31

Yet, for many, problems persist. If all 
believers “have fellowship with God,” 
then why does John pose the supposition, 
“If we claim, ‘We have fellowship with 
him,’ and we walk in darkness, we lie 
and we do not practice the truth” (1:6)? If 
every believer “walks in the light,” what 
should we make of the apostle’s supposi-
tion, “If we walk in the light as he is in the 
light, then we have fellowship with one 
another” (1:7)? If it is impossible to be a 
believer and at the same time not “know 
Christ,” then why does John say, “By this 
we know that we have come to know 
him, if we keep his commands” (2:3)? 
Does this “test” imply that it is possible 
to be a believer and not “know Christ,” 
even more, not “keep his commands?” 
Furthermore, if all Christians “abide in 
Christ,” then why does the apostle John 
command, “And now, children, abide in 
him in order that if he is revealed, we 
may acquire confi dence and not be put 
to shame by him in his coming” (e.g., 
2:28)? That John speaks this way, many 

reason, necessarily indicates that the 
apostle means that one can be a believer 
and yet fail to have fellowship with God, 
fail to walk in the light but instead walk 
in darkness, fail to know God, and fail to 
abide in Christ. Many puzzle over why 
Scripture appeals to us as believers to be or 
to do if God’s grace through the gospel has 
already made us who we are and what we 

do.32 These and related questions comprise 
the remainder of this essay.

Being and Abiding in Christ: 
Reciprocal Vital Union 

Throughout 1 John the apostle’s favor-
ite designation for his readers is “my 
children,” an expression of endearment 
using diminutive forms of tekna (teknia 

mou or teknia and paidia).33 These terms of 
fatherly affection fl ow from John’s pas-
toral concern that his readers “may have 
fellowship with us” who “have fellowship 
with the Father and with his Son” (1:3). 
Elsewhere, when John addresses his read-
ers as God’s seed or descendents through 
Christ, he uses tekna theou (“children of 
God”), because God, not he, is their one 
true Father.34 John reserves huios theou 
(“Son of God”) as a title for Jesus Christ.35 
At the heart of 1 John the apostle sketches 
a sharp antithesis of parentage between 
the “children of God” (ta tekna tou theou) 
and the “children of the devil” (ta tekna 

tou diabolou; 3:10). Thus, rather than accent 
the status of “sonship” (huiothesia), John 
uses “children of God” (tekna theou) to 
emphasize parentage.36 God’s children 
bear family resemblance. We are like our 
Father.

John’s use of the child imagery (tekna 

theou) implies permanent impartation of 
the Father’s paternal characteristics to his 
seed, his offspring (3:9). Yet, lest anyone 
exaggerate this imagery as though God’s 
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children exist independently and develop 
apart from the life of God, as a human 
child develops independently of essential 
connection with one’s parents, the apostle 
draws heavily upon another image. Thus, 
John employs language that undoubtedly 
owes much to the viticulture imagery 
Jesus employs in John 15. One can hardly 
doubt that

the whole conception of the Epistle 
has had its origin in the Gospel 
similitude of the Vine and the 
branches (John 15:1-10). According 
to the analogy there presented, the 
vitalising union by which the infl ux 
of Divine Life is maintained in those 
who are “begotten” of God, consists 
in two activities, not identical, not 
separable, but reciprocal—God’s 
abiding in us, and our abiding in 
Him.37

Consequently, the imagery of God 
begetting us as children who bear his 
resemblance finds its complement in 
the plant life imagery. The imagery of 
“abiding” (menō, “persevering”), used 
extensively in Jesus’ viticulture analogy 
(John 15), makes clear that the eternal life 
imparted to us from God who begets us 
as his children depends entirely upon a 
continual infl ux of the vitality of eternal 
life from our parental source for its endur-
ance, sustenance, and growth.38

John structures his whole epistle (or 
better “homily”) around this imagery-rich 
concept of participation in eternal life 
with the Father, life that is ours through 
Jesus Christ. His pastoral concern seems 
to center upon two things bound together 
inextricably. On the one hand, he sketches 
in bold relief the characteristics that dis-
tinguish the children of God from the 
children of the devil. On the other hand, 
he enunciates these distinguishing char-
acteristics with clarity in order that he 
might trouble the consciences of all who 

yield to the seductions of false teachers, 
and simultaneously console the hearts of 
all believers (e.g., 2:18-29). John carefully 
weaves these two aspects together but 
with a pronounced emphasis upon writ-
ing with one overarching purpose: “that 
you who believe in the name of the Son 
of God might know that you have eternal 
life” (5:13).

Tests of Fellowship with God and 
with His Son

Throughout 1:5-2:10, as he lays before 
us tests of fellowship with God, John 
juxtaposes claims of possessing life along-
side organic or inborn manifestation of the 
possession of life. In 1:6-2:1, he does this 
through three antithetical hypothetical 
propositions. He draws upon what seem 
to be boasts or slogans that some among 
his readers are touting. Yet, John casts 
these as conditionals with the fi rst per-
son plural, “we,” to include himself, for 
the truths that he expresses hypotheti-
cally know no exceptions. By doing so, 
the apostle John makes the urgency and 
indispensability of his statement clear. 
John has fellowship with the Father and 
with his Son, Jesus Christ. His conditional 
propositions are still true. The inviolabil-
ity of the connection holds for the apostle, 
too. It is impossible for anyone, the apostle 
included, to have a share in eternal life 
with God and at the same time walk in 
darkness. 

Over against the three claims condi-
tionally framed to include himself (1:6, 8, 
10), John juxtaposes three corresponding 
but counter propositions also expressed 
as conditions (1:7, 9, 2:1). There is a subtle 
or understated but powerful element in 
John’s opening tests of fellowship. Assert-
ing Christian claims evidently character-
izes the people who oppose John’s gospel. 
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John makes his case neither by calling 
them hypocrites nor by saying, “They 
claim one thing but do another.” Rather, 
he exploits their claims by turning them 
into tests. He does not point his fi nger and 
say, “You claim one thing but do another.” 
He avoids using the second person per-
sonal pronoun. Instead, he uses the fi rst 
person plural—“if we”—as he frames tests 
that confront readers individually. Not 
even the apostle escapes the scrutiny of 
his tests. The invariableness of the connec-
tions expressed by the conditional propo-
sitions holds for everyone who claims to 
have a share in light and life with God 
made manifest through the Word of Life, 
his Son. Claims of this fellowship contra-
dicted by lived behavior are falsehoods 
that expose hypocrisy. The life of God, 
organic and inborn, irrepressibly reveals 
itself with behavior that is commensurate 
with the divine life (cf. 3:6-10). Those who 
boast of fellowship with God engage in 
empty talk. Those who walk in the light 
manifest true fellowship with God that is 
discernible (see table below).

After a brief pastoral interruption 
(2:1-2) of his antithetical juxtaposition 
of claims of possessing life over against 
invariable organic or inborn manifestations 
of the possession of life to address God’s 
remedy for sin, in 2:2-10, John returns to 
this antipodal pattern, but with gram-
matical variation. Substantival participles, 
“the one who claims” (ho legōn; 2:4, 6, 9), 
replace the conditional conjunction with 
the subjunctive verb, “if we claim” (ean 

eipōmen; 1:7, 8, 10). John’s substitution of 
the substantival participle for ean with the 
subjunctive verb implicitly retains a con-
ditional sense.40 To see this more clearly, 
consider 2:4 translated as an explicit con-
ditional: “If anyone claims, ‘I know him,’ 
and is not keeping his commandments, is 
a liar and is not in the truth.” As implicit 
conditional sentences, verses 4, 6, and 
9 function as tests. Behavior invariably 
exposes the veracity of one’s claims. Sinful 
behavior invariably betrays the claims, “I 
know him,” “I abide in him,” and “I am in 
the light” (see table next page).

 Empty Talk  Discernible Walk

 1:6 If we claim, “We have fellowship  1:7 If we walk in the light as he is in the
 with him,” but walk in darkness  light, we have fellowship with one
 we lie and do not do the truth.  another and the blood of Jesus, his
   Son, cleanses us from every sin.

 1:8 If we claim, “We do not have   1:9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful
 sin,” we deceive ourselves  and righteous to forgive us these
 and the truth is not in us.  sins and to cleanse us from all
   unrighteousness.

 1:10 If we claim, “We have not   2:1 My little children, I write to you
 sinned,” we make him a liar  in order that you not sin, and if
 and his word is not in us.39  someone sins, we have an advocate
   with the Father, Jesus Christ, the
   Righteous One.
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As with verses 4, 6, and 9, so also verses 
5 and 10 employ implicit conditions. Verse 
5 expresses an implicit condition by using 
a relative pronoun clause followed by 
an indicative verb: “Whoever keeps his 
word . . . is perfected.”41 In verse 10, John 
expresses the implicit conditional by way 
of the substantival participle followed 
by an indicative verb, “The one who 
loves . . . perseveres.”42 

Throughout 1:5-2:10, John’s language 
of projection, grammaticalized as condi-
tions, beckons readers to engage in the 
vigilant exercise of self-assessment. Does 
my behavior comport with my claims? 
Does my conduct reveal the organic 
and inborn traits of light and life shared 
in common with God? John’s tests are 
not complex. They are crisp, sharp, and 
cogent. Yet, they do not depict perfection. 
According to John, walking in the light 
(1:7; 2:10), which is perseverance in the 
way of the gospel, is not walking without 
any stumbles at all. Perseverance in the 
light is walking that entails confessing 
both possession of sin and acts of sin in 
order to receive cleansing from sin (1:7, 
9). Furthermore, John’s tests do not call 
for dubious and prolonged self-scrutiny 
that feeds and indulges doubt. Instead, 
his tests call for the instinctual sense that 
one’s share in the life that comes from God 
is readily discernible because the child 
bears the indelible characteristics of his 
parentage (3:6-10). The apostle’s purpose 
is not to confound us but to offer us war-
ranted bases for assurance, as he says, 
“And by this we know that we have come 

to know God, if we keep his commands” 
(2:3).43 John’s second use of the phrase, “by 
this we know,” in 2:5 confi rms that we are 
correct to paraphrase, “And by this we 
have assurance that we have come to share 
in union with God and have a share in his 
life and light as revealed through Jesus 
Christ.”44 To know that we have come to 
know God (2:3) is simply a variation on 
saying that we know that we are in God 
(2:5).45 The kind of knowledge to which 
John beckons us is indubitable assurance 
that we have come into union with God 
through Jesus Christ.

Once John’s argument moves to the 
second set of claims, of “knowing God” 
(2:3) and of “abiding in God” (2:6) as paral-
lel with the claim of “being in the light” 
(2:10), it becomes transparent that the two 
series of claims or slogans that he isolates 
in the form of tests, are all variations on 
one theme. The theme is fellowship with 
God—having a share in the light and life 
of God. John’s argument progresses by 
spiraling upward as it moves back over 
his starting point. The imagery of light 
runs its course, beginning in 1:5 and cli-
maxing in 2:10. John introduces the light 
imagery in 1:5, and it emerges fi ve times 
thereafter, in 1:7, 2:8, 9, and 10. God is light 
(1:5). Everyone who has fellowship with 
God walks in the light, God’s domain (1:7). 
The one who claims, “I am in the light,” 
while hating one’s spiritual siblings is in 
darkness, never having left it (2:9). One 
who dwells in the light need not lay claim 
to it; one who is in the light with God is 
manifest by behavior, particularly, by lov-

 Claims Made  Claims Falsifi ed by Tests

 2:4 I know him.  Keep his commandments.

 2:6 I abide in him.  Walk as That One walked.

 2:9 I am in the light.  Love one’s spiritual sibling. 
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ing one’s spiritual siblings (2:10).

Knowing God and Abiding in God: 
The Function of Admonition

In John’s second set of three juxtaposed 
propositions (2:3-10), he introduces two 
expressions, “knowing God” and “abiding 
in God,” for the fi rst time, and enmeshes 
these with the three tests that punctuate 
the landscape of 1 John: righteousness 
(obedience), love (charity), and belief 
(doctrine). “Knowing God” and “abiding 
in God” become prominent throughout 
the remainder of John’s discourse, but 
especially throughout chapters 2 and 3. 
“Abiding in God” is readily discernible, 
because whoever “perseveres in God” 
walks the course marked out by “That 
One,” Jesus Christ.46 Hereafter in 1 John, 
“That One,” is the model and measure of 
God’s children. The apostle makes it clear, 
then, that believers are truly “Christians” 
in that they are diminutives of “Christ.”47 
As That One walked, so we walk (2:6). As 
That One is pure, so we purify ourselves 
(3:3). As That One is righteous, so we fi nd 
that we are righteous (3:7). As That One 
is, so we are in the world (4:17).

Yet, if all believers “know God,” “abide 
in God,” and “are in the light,” why does 
the apostle exhort us? Why exhort, “If what 
you heard from the beginning [the Word] 
remains in you, then you also will remain 
in the Son and in the Father” (2:24)? Why 
instruct, “And you, this anointing that you 
have from him remains in you, and you 
have no need that someone teach you, but 
as this anointing from him teaches you 
concerning all things and is authentic 
and is not false, persevere in him even as 
the anointing teaches you” (2:27)? Why 
admonish, “And now, children, persevere 

in him in order that if he is revealed we 
may acquire boldness and not be put to 

shame by him in his coming” (2:28)?
Contextually, we fi nd that one reason 

John issues these admonitions is that 
some have abandoned an allegiance 
to which they had formerly commit-
ted themselves. John speaks of them as 
“antichrists,” but with this expression, he 
refers to many ordinary people who once 
counted themselves among God’s people 
but have since forsaken the assembly of 
believers to run after their new teachers 
and new teachings.48 In 2:18-19, the apostle 
speaks of their defection this way:

Children, it is the last hour and 
just as you heard that Antichrist is 
coming, even now many antichrists 
have come. From this, we rightly 
infer that it is the last hour. They 
defected from us, but they were not 
from us. For, if they were from us, 
they would have persevered with 
us, but they defected in order that it 
might be manifest that they all are 
not from us.

Clearly, John’s statement plays on the 
phrase, “from us” (ex hēmōn), used four 
times, alongside the clarifying phrase, 
“with us” (meth’ hēmōn), that confi rms his 
meaning. The apostle has already used an 
expression that should prepare his readers 
to understand what he is saying in these 
verses. In 2:9 he says, “The one who claims 
to be in the light and hates his spiritual 
sibling is in the darkness until now.” The 
expression, “is in the darkness until now,” 
is noteworthy because it indicates that 
John regards such an individual as an 
imposter from the start, as a person whose 
behavior betrays one’s claim as false from 

the beginning. Such a person never was in 
the light, despite claims to the contrary. 
Therefore, when John speaks of many peo-
ple, whom he does not hesitate to identify 
as antichrists who abandon the assembly 
of believers to go after teachings contrary 
to the message he and the apostles have 
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proclaimed (cf. 1:1-5), he also does not 
hesitate to render his judgment: They never 

did belong with us.49 For John, the phrases 
“not of us” and “not with us” fi nd their 
meaning in his statement in 1:3, “What 
we looked upon and heard we proclaim 
also to you in order that you also may 
have fellowship with us, and our fellow-
ship is with the Father and with his Son, 
Jesus Christ.” The strictures of elitist group 
loyalty do not motivate John. Rather, his 
words, “not of us” and “not with us,” refer 
to exclusion from communion with God 
and with one another, communion that 
exists in belief and love. In other words, 
the defectors never had fellowship with us 
or with the Father and the Son. If they are 
intruders, even worse, they are liars (2:22).

There is another facet, however, con-
cerning what John says in 2:18-19. Not 
only does he account for the antichrists’ 
defection by identifying them as people 
who never were anything other than 
imposters. He also accounts for the per-
severance of all who are authentic by say-
ing, “if they were from us, they would have 

remained with us.” His point is not obtuse. 
Those who are not imposters persevere, 
for anyone who has fellowship with the 
Father and with the Son continues in fel-
lowship with them. John reinforces this 
by contrasting those who lack the divine 
anointing (antichristoi) with us who have 
God’s anointing (chrisma), a likely play 
on words.50 “And you have an anointing 
from the Holy One and you all know. I 
do not write to you because you do not 
know the truth but because you know 
it and because no falsehood is from the 
truth” (2:20-21). All Christians receive 
this anointing, an inborn aptitude, with 
the effect that we are able to discern the 
identity of antichrists by considering their 
doctrine.

In order to understand why John issues 
his various exhortations (2:24, 27, 28) 
and how they function, it is insuffi cient 
simply to observe that false teachers and 
their followers intruded into the midst of 
God’s people. This is especially so because 
John expresses confi dence that believers 
remain steadfast in the Father and in the 
Son. How, then, are the apostle’s appeals 
in 1 John for us “to persevere in Christ” 
compatible with his belief that believers 
“do persevere in Christ” and will not 
perish? 

Fellowship with the Father and with 
the Son is not mechanistic. It is a relation-
ship of vitality and reciprocity.51 

As the abiding of God in us is the 
persistent and purposeful action by 
which the Divine nature infl uences 
ours, so our abiding in God is the 
persistent and purposeful submis-
sion of ourselves to that action. The 
only means of doing this which 
the Epistle expressly emphasises is 
steadfast retention of and adherence 
to the truth as it is announced in 
the Apostolic Gospel (2:24; cf. John 
8:31) and as it is witnessed by the 
Spirit (2:27). Yet, although “keeping 
God’s commandments,” “abiding in 
love,” and “confessing” Christ are 
exhibited primarily as the requisite 
effects and tests of our abiding in 
God, these effects become in their 
turn means.52 

Because our relationship is living and 
organic, not mechanical, God sustains 
our abiding in him with appeals from the 
same gospel through which our fellow-
ship with God fi rst began (1:3-5). Thus, 
as the apostle John fi rst proclaimed the 
message concerning the Word of Life, so 
he admonishes us with the same message, 
for life and light is ours only through this 
same message.

The apostle makes his appeals to us 
not because he lacks confidence that 
God’s children will remain in him but 



50

because God preserves us as his children 
through such admonitions. Herein is the 
reciprocity of our vital union with God 
in Christ Jesus.

John exhorts us, “If what you heard 
from the beginning [the Word] remains 

in you, then you also will remain in the 
Son and in the Father” (2:24). Vigilance is 
essential. Enduring remembrance of the 
gospel, the Word of Life, is necessary to 
sustain our vital union with the Son and 
with the Father. The apostle commands 
us, “And you, this anointing that you have 
from him remains in you and you have no 
need that someone teach you, but as this 
anointing from him teaches you concern-
ing all things and is authentic and is not 
false, persevere in him even as the anointing 
teaches you” (2:27). God’s anointing, likely 
to be understood as the Spirit, perseveres 
in us and bestows knowledge. The Spirit’s 
perseverance, however, does not alleviate 
us of the need for diligent perseverance 
in Christ. John commands, “Persevere in 
him even as the anointing teaches you.” 
Because our eternal blessedness is at 
stake, John admonishes us, “And now, 
children, persevere in him in order that if he 
is revealed we might acquire confi dence 
and not be put to shame by him in his 
coming” (2:28).53 

True as it is that without persevering 
in him, at his coming, Christ will banish 
us in shame to eternal perdition, we must 
not attribute more to our perseverance in 
him than John’s admonition allows. Let 
no one suppose that our persevering in 
Christ establishes our union with him. 
Our union with the Son and with the 
Father is one of reciprocity, but priority 
and causality is not ours. These belong to 
God who is the source of life and light.54 
John reinforces the priority of our recipro-
cal union with the Father and with the Son 

in his next statement (2:29). Observe how 
John frames his statement for maximal 
pastoral consolation. He leads us to draw 
the inference of causality and at the same 
time draw assurance from the inference: 
“If you know that he is righteous, you 
know that also everyone who does righ-
teousness has been born of him.”55 

John’s admonitions in 2:24, 27, and 
28 do not annul confi dence that we are 
“in God” and that we “abide in him.” 
On the contrary, each of John’s exhorta-
tions encourages assurance. John does 
subvert and demolish the confi dence of 
those who lay claim to know God and 
to abide in him but who walk in dark-
ness, do not obey God’s commands, do 
not follow the way of Christ, do not love 
others, and follow the antichrists. These 
are all liars. Had they not been liars, they 
would have persevered with us (2:19). 
They have never passed from death to 
life. Instead, they persist (menō) in death 
(3:14). But for all who remain in Christ, 
confi dence is theirs now and for the Day 
to come, as John says, “And now, chil-
dren, persevere in him in order that if he 
is revealed we might acquire confi dence 
and not be put to shame by him in his 
coming” (2:28). According to the apostle’s 
exhortation, perseverance in Christ yields 
confi dence.

When John exhorts us who are abiding 
in Christ Jesus to continue to abide in him, 
his purpose is not to question whether 
we are abiding in him. Rather, he exhorts 
us because our union with Christ is not 
mechanical but living and reciprocal. 
To give proper expression to the func-
tion of the apostle’s exhortation to God’s 
offspring, we can hardly do better than 
Berkouwer when he states that

it would appear that anyone who 
sees a contradiction between the 
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doctrine of perseverance and the 
numberless admonitions of the Holy 
Scriptures, has abstracted persever-
ance from faith. Faith itself can do 
nothing else than listen to those 
admonitions and so travel the road 
of abiding in Him. For admonition 
distinguishes the true confi dence, 
which looks for everything from 
grace, and the other “possibility,” 
which is rejected on the basis of 
Christ and the Church. So admo-
nition is at the same time both a 
remembrance and a calling. It points 
out the way of error to those who 
travel the way of salvation, and it 
exhorts them to keep going only in 
the true way.56

Conclusion
First John is a sustained message that 

distinguishes “two ways.” One is the 
way of eternal life; the other is the way 
of death. John’s purpose in starkly distin-
guishing these two ways is to encourage 
believers that we “might know that we 
have eternal life” (5:13). This assurance, 
however, does not become ours merely 
by laying claims to knowing God (2:4) or 
by professing that we abide in him (2:6) or 
by asserting that we are in the light (2:9), 
all claims of having fellowship with God. 
Nor do we come into possession of this 
assurance by cerebral, logical syllogisms. 
We know that we have come to know God 
only in the course of believing, of loving, 
and of obeying—the three integrated tests 
that John weaves throughout the three 
cycles of his pastoral homily (1:5-2:28; 
2:29-4:6; 4:7-5:21). The apostle puts these 
tests before us throughout the spirals of 
his three cycles, neither to frustrate us 
nor to call into question the legitimacy 
of our bold confi dence. Rather, he places 
these tests before us for his stated pur-
pose, that we “might know that we have 
eternal life.” 

Neither John’s tests of “being in God” 
nor his admonitions to “persevere in 

Christ” subvert believing, loving, and 
obeying. Instead, both bolster our believ-
ing, our loving, and our obeying. Both 
his tests and his admonitions remind us 
afresh of the initial call of the apostolic 
message that life and light are ours only 
as we remain in fellowship with God. 
Knowledge that we have come to know 
God is ours not by assertion but only by 
inborn and organic union with God in 
Christ Jesus. For every believer, this fel-
lowship with God yields invariable and 
irrevocable consequences both for the 
present and for the age to come, eternal 
life. 

ENDNOTES
 1Cf. Hannah Whithall Smith’s, The Chris-

tian’s Secret of A Happy Life (Old Tappan, 
NJ: Fleming H. Revell, 1952), 15.

 2Ibid, 27-29. Smith separates believing 
from doing when she claims, “To state 
it in brief, I would say, that man’s part 
is to trust, and God’s part is to work. 
. . . Plainly the believer can do nothing 
but trust; while the Lord, in whom he 
trusts, actually does the work entrusted 
to Him. Trusting and doing are certainly 
contrasted things, often indeed contra-
dictory; but are they contradictory in 
this case? Manifestly not, because it is 
two different parties that are concerned. 
. . . When we say, therefore, that in this 
higher life, man’s part is to trust, and 
God’s part is to do the thing entrusted to 
Him, we do not surely present any very 
diffi cult or puzzling problem.”

 3Ibid, 37. Smith says, “I shall now, there-
fore, consider it as a settled point that the 
Scriptures do set before the believer in 
the Lord Jesus a life of abiding rest and 
of continual victory, which is very far 
beyond the ordinary run of Christian 
experience; and that in the Bible we 



52

have presented to us a Saviour able 
to save us from the power of our 
sins as really as He saves us from 
their guilt.”

 4Cf. D. A. Carson, “The Johannine 
Letters,” in New Dictionary of Biblical 

Theology (ed. T. Desmond Alexander, 
Brian S. Rosner; Downers Grove, IL; 
InterVarsity, 2000), 351; Gary M. 
Burge, “Letters of John,” in Diction-

ary of the Later New Testament and Its 

Developments (ed. Ralph P. Martin & 
Peter H. Davids; Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1997), 590-93.

 5See B. B. Warfi eld, Perfectionism, in 
The Works of Benjamin B. Warfi eld 
(vol. 7-8; Grand Rapids: Baker, 
2000).

 6For example, Lewis Sperry Chafer 
asserts, “By various terms the Bible 
teaches that there are two classes 
of Christians: those who ‘abide in 
Christ,’ and those who ‘abide not’; 
those who are ‘walking in the light,’ 
and those who ‘walk in darkness’; 
those who ‘walk by the Spirit,’ and 
those who ‘walk as men’; those who 
‘walk in newness of life,’ and those 
who ‘walk after the fl esh’; those who 
have the Spirit ‘in’ and ’upon’ them, 
and those who have the Spirit ‘in’ 
them, but not ‘upon’ them; those 
who are ‘spiritual’ and those who 
are ‘carnal’; those who are ‘fi lled 
with the Spirit,’ and those who are 
not. All this has to do with the qual-
ity of daily life of saved people, and 
is in no way a contrast between the 
saved and the unsaved” (He That 

Is Spiritual (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1972], 40). Chafer insists 
upon the above distinctions while 
simultaneously objecting to “such 
man-made, unbiblical terms as 

‘second blessing,’ ‘a second work of 
grace,’ ‘the higher life,’ and various 
phrases used in the perverted state-
ments of the doctrines of sanctifi ca-
tion and perfection” (41). Cf. Charles 
C. Ryrie, Balancing the Christian Life 
(Chicago: Moody, 1969). Sample the 
readings collected by Herbert F. 
Stevenson, ed., Keswick’s Authentic 

Voice: Sixty-Five Dynamic Addresses 

Delivered at the Keswick Convention 

1875-1957 (Grand Rapids: Zonder-
van, 1959).

7 Some, who embrace a blatant form 
of “Christian Perfectionism,” think 
they fi nd support in John’s stark 
statements in 1 John 3:6, 9: “No 
one who perseveres in him sins; 
no one who sins has seen him nor 
known him. . . . No one who is born 
of God commits sin because God’s 
seed remains in him.” They think 
that John’s statements authorize the 
claim that it is possible for Chris-
tians to live without sin (but cf. 1 
John 1:8). Others, who believe and 
teach a more subtle or nuanced form 
of “Christian Perfectionism,” also 
fi nd support from 1 John 3:6, 9. Zane 
Hodges, for example, expounds 1 
John 3:9 thus: 

 In other words, the regener-
ate one is sinless because he is 
begotten by a sinless Parent. It 
is completely contrary to the 
intent of the author to water 
such statements down. A sin-
less Parent does not beget a 
child who only sins a little. 
To say this, is in fact to deny 
what the text intends to com-
municate.
 But how are such claims to 
be harmonized with the direct 
statement of 1:8 that no believer 
can claim to be sinless? There 
seems to be one simple way in 
which this can be done. The 

claims of 3:6 and 9 pertain to 
the believer when he is viewed 
only as ‘abiding’ or as one who 
is ‘born of God.’ That is, sin is 
never the product of our abid-
ing experience. It is never the 
act of the regenerate self per se. 
On the contrary, sin is the prod-
uct of ignorance and blindness 
toward God. ‘Whoever sins has 
neither seen Him nor known 
Him’ (3:6b). When a believer 
sins, he is acting out of dark-
ness, not out of knowledge. He 
is acting as a man of fl esh, not 
as a regenerate person (Zane 
C. Hodges, The Gospel Under 
Siege: Faith and Works in Tension 
[2nd ed.; Dallas: Redención Viva, 
1992], 65-66).

  Indeed, John’s stark statements in 
1 John 3:6, 9 challenge our appre-
hension. Surely, however, psycho-
logically fragmenting the believer 
as Hodges does, as though the 
apostle conceives of the believer 
as not a whole person, is neither 
helpful nor biblically acceptable. 
John’s phraseology, which treats 
the believer as a wholly integrated 
person, does not tolerate Hodges’s 
explanation. 

  Many commentators regard the 
expression, “his seed remains in 
him” (sperma autou en autō menei) as 
speaking of “a divine life principle” 
within the believer. For example, see 
B. F. Westcott, The Epistles of St. John 
(repr., Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1966), 107-108. Some view sperma 

theou as referring to the Holy Spirit, 
such as Colin G. Kruse, The Letters 

of John (Pillar New Testament Com-
mentary; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2000), 124-125. Stephen Smally 
defends the view that sperma signi-
fi es “the word of God” (1, 2, 3 John 
[Word Biblical Commentary; vol. 51; 
Waco, TX: Word, 1984], 172-174). Do 



53

commentators, perhaps, too facilely 
pass over the simplest explanation 
that sperma theou refers to “God’s 
offspring”? For example, charac-
teristic is I. Howard Marshall who 
states, “It is possible to take ‘God’s 
seed’ to mean ‘God’s offspring.’ . . .
But this interpretation has found 
little favor, and most commentators 
take ‘seed’ to refer metaphorically 
to a divine principle of life which 
abides in the believer” (The Epistles 

of John, [New International Com-
mentary on the New Testament; 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978], 186). 
Consider Donald Burdick’s com-
ments, “Others view the term sperma 
as referring to God’s offspring. The 
apostle would then be saying that no 
one born of God sins because God’s 
children abide in Him. But the use 
of sperma here to designate God’s off-
spring is quite unexpected. John has 
referred to Christians as born of God 
(2:29) and as children of God (3:1-2), 
but there is nothing in the context 
to indicate that sperma is being used 
in this sense” (The Letters of John 

the Apostle [Chicago: Moody, 1985], 
247). It is puzzling that Burdick 
contends that nothing in the context 
suggests that sperma theou signifi es 
“God’s offspring,” when the whole 
context entails John’s discussion of 
our parentage. Why is the simplest 
explanation not the best? It seems 
quite reasonable to understand 
John’s use of sperma autou (his seed) 
as equivalent to “the one born from 
God” (ho gegennēmenos ek tou theou). 
If so, he uses sperma similar to the 
way other NT writers do, as referring 
to “descendents.” Consider the struc-
ture of 1 John 3:9. One could arrange 

the text in parallel structure.

  Everyone who is born from God
 does not sin

   because his seed remains in
   him,

  And he is not able to sin,
   because he is born from God.

  The structure suggests that the 
two causal clauses are parallel and 
as such that they both speak of our 
parentage. On the other hand, one 
could arrange the text in a chiastic 
schema.

  Everyone who is born from God

  does not sin
     because his seed remains in

   him,
  and he is not able to sin,
      because he is born from God.

  If the text is so arranged, whether 
in simple parallelism or in a more 
complex chiasm, the simplest read-
ing of 1 John 3:9 would be, “No one 
who is born of God commits sin 
because God’s offspring remains 
in God, and he is not able to sin 
because he is born from God” (note 
the use of generic “he”). Through-
out 3:6-10 John contrasts two lines 
of descent: divine parentage over 
against devilish parentage. 

 8For example, consider the popular 
training manual, Sharing the Abun-

dant Life (Campus Crusade for Christ, 
1971), 137: “The abiding life is an effort-

less life. How slowly do we arrive at 
this simple fact, that true New Tes-
tament living is effortless. . . . Why 
do we need to try? Only because we 
are not abiding. Then the truest test 

of Christian living is in the question: 
Am I trying or am I abiding?”

 9Robert Law, The Tests of Life: A Study 

of The First Epistle of St. John (3rd ed.; 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1914; repr., 
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1968), 1-24.

10Ibid, 21-24. The three cycles are: (1) 
The Christian Life, as Fellowship 
with God, Conditioned and Tested 
by Walking in the Light (1:5-2:28); 
(2) The Christian Life, as that of 
Divine Sonship, Approved by the 
Same Tests (2:29-4:6); and (3) Closer 
Correlation of Righteousness, Love 
and Belief (4:7-5:21).

11Cf. Carson, “The Johannine Let-
ters,” 353.

12Law, The Tests of Life, 15ff.
13Ibid, 208.
14Cf. Carson, “The Johannine Let-

ters,” 353.
15John MacArthur, Jr. states, “[W]e 

must deal briefl y with the issue of 
false assurance. Throughout 1 John 
the apostle attacks the false profes-
sion of those who have no right to 
assurance: ‘The one who says, “I 
have come to know Him,” and does 
not keep His commandments, is a 
liar, and the truth is not in him’ (2:4). 
‘The one who hates his spiritual 
sibling is in the darkness and walks 
in the darkness, and does not know 
where he is going because the dark-
ness has blinded his eyes’ (2:11). 
‘Whoever denies the Son does not 
have the Father’ (2:23). ‘The one who 
practices sin is of the devil’ (3:8). 
‘Everyone who hates his spiritual 
sibling is a murderer; and you know 
that no murderer has eternal life 
abiding in him’ (3:15). ‘The one who 
does not love does not know God’ 
(4:8). ‘If someone says, “I love God,” 
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and hates his spiritual sibling, he 
is a liar; for the one who does not 
love his spiritual sibling whom he 
has seen, cannot love God whom he 
has not seen’ (4:20).” (Faith Works: 

The Gospel according to the Apostles 
[Dallas: Word, 1992], 172). In the 
segment cited, MacArthur engages 
Zane Hodges’s view concerning 
assurance of eternal life formulated 
in Absolutely Free! (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1989), 50-51.

16Zane C. Hodges, The Gospel Under 

Siege, 51. Hodges attributes this 
view to Robert Law (152, n. 1).

17Ibid.
18Ibid, 51. Hodges mistakenly assumes 

that because John’s talk of “abiding 
in Christ” entails Christian faith-
fulness, it necessarily means that 
the believer is capable of lapsing 
from Christ. Because Hodges clings 
unrelentingly to the belief that no 
one who is in Christ can perish, for 
Hodges, it is absurd to conceive of 
“abiding in Christ” as descriptive 
of union with him for salvation. 
Because Hodges equally clings 
unyieldingly to the notion that the 
apostle’s appeal to us to “persevere 
in Christ” (cf. 2:28) necessarily 
means that believers may lapse 
from “abiding in Christ,” “abiding 
in Christ” entails “intimacy with 
God” not possession of eternal life. 
Thus, Hodges rescues his doctrine 
of “eternal security” but at a mas-
sive ransom price. He gives up any 
doctrine of the perseverance of the 
saints.

19Robert Wilkin, Confi dent in Christ: 

Living by Faith Really Works (Irving, 
TX: Grace Evangelical Society, 1999), 
82f. Whether Wilkin’s misunder-

standing of Law’s “tests of life” 
derives from his own misreading of 
Law or from abuses of Law’s work 
by others is not fully clear.

20Wilkin, Confi dent in Christ, 82-83; 
Hodges, The Gospel Under Siege, 56.

21Ibid, 83. Cf. Hodges, The Gospel 

Under Siege, 55-57.
22Law, Tests of Life, 52-66.
23Wilkin, Confi dent in Christ, 83.
24Cf. Zane Hodges, “Fellowship 

and Confession in 1 John 1:5-10,” 
Bibliotheca Sacra 129 (1972): 46-60. 
Hodges “perfectionism” is appar-
ent, for he states concerning John’s 
use of “have fellowship” (1:3, 6), 
“It follows therefore that, for John, 
‘fellowship’ must be something 
more than what his readers have 
automatically acquired as a result of 
their new birth” (51-52). For Hodges, 
to “have fellowship with God” is 
not the property of all believers but 
only some.

25Wilkin, Confident in Christ, 83ff; 
Hodges, The Gospel Under Siege, 
57ff.

26Cf. Rudolf Schnackenburg, The 

Johannine Epistles (trans. Reginald 
& Ilse Fuller; New York: Crossroad, 
1992), 63ff.

27Law, Tests of Life, 59-60.
28Ibid, 64. Law employs “condition” in 

the sense of that which needs to be 
present within the person in order 
for eternal life to be possessed.

29The popular assumption that the 
phrase “we have fellowship with 
one another” (koinōnian exomen met’ 

allēlōn) in 1 John 1:7 refers to “fellow-
ship with fellow believers” misun-
derstands John’s referent. Instead, 
the “we” of John’s expression is 
believers and God. The orientation 

of the clause, in 1:7, concerning the 
sharing of life and light is vertical, 
not horizontal.

30The English idiom does not ade-
quately express the emphasis of 
John’s Greek idiom in 1:9. John shifts 
from the plural, in “he forgives us 
our sins” (tas hamartias), to the sin-

gular, in “he cleanses us from every 

unrighteousness” (apo pasēs adikias). 
31Law, Tests of Life, 199-200.
32Few would pose the matter as 

starkly as this: “Merely to exhort 
an unspiritual Christian is a loss 
of time and energy. When the 
Christian becomes spiritual, he 
will need no exhortation; but he 
himself becomes an exhorter both 
by precept and example” (Chafer, 
He That is Spiritual, 7).

33John uses the diminutive form, tek-

nia, seven times (1 John 2:1, 12, 28; 
3:7, 18; 4:4; 5:21) and the diminutive 
form, paidia, twice (2:14, 18).

34See 1 John 3:1, 2, 10; and 5:2.
35John uses huios theou 22 times (1John 

1:3, 7; 2:22, 23, 24; 3:8, 23; 4:9, 10, 14, 
15; 5:5, 9, 10, 11, 12, 20).

36Tekna theou accentuates “primarily, 
the direct communication of the 
Father’s own Divine nature; and 
secondly, the fact that the nature 
thus communicated has not as yet 
reached its full stature, but contains 
the promise of a future and glorious 
development” (Law, The Tests of Life, 
194-95).

37Law, Tests of Life, 197-98. Law con-
tinues, “These are two distinct 
actions, Divine and human, yet so 
bound up together in the unity of 
life that either or both can always 
be predicated regarding the same 
persons and certifi ed by the same 
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signs—the three great tests of 
Righteousness, Love, and Belief 
which meet us everywhere in the 
Epistle” (198).

38Cf. Ibid, 198.
39One can make a case that John uses 

either indirect or direct discourse 
in 1:6, 8, 10. In order to emphasize 
the claims made, I have translated 
the verses as entailing direct dis-
course.

40Cf. Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Gram-

mar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical 

Syntax of the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 688. The 
examples Wallace provides follow 
the formula ho + participle + future 
indicative verb. The apostle John’s 
pattern in 1 John 2:4ff, however, is 
ho + participle + present indicative 
verb.

41John’s expression is hos d’an tērē. Cf. 
Wallace, Greek Grammar, 688.

42The grammar is hos + participle + 
present indicative verb.

43The pronoun auton, in the clause, 
“by this we know that we have 
come to know him,” refers to God. 
Cf. Kruse, The Letters of John, 78. 

44John uses the expression, “by this 
we know” (en toutō ginōskomen) four 
times (3:24; 4:13; 5:2) and variations 
seven times (hothen ginōskomen, 
2:18; en toutō phanera, 3:9; en toutō 

ginōskomen, 3:15; en toutō gnōsometha, 
3:19; en toutō ginōskete, 4:2; ek toutou 

ginōskomen, 4:6; en toutō ephanerōthē, 
4:9 ). In each situation, John speaks 
of acquisition of indubitable or 
confi dent knowledge and under-
standing. 

45In 2:3, John uses the expression, 
“we have come to know him” 
(egnōkamen auton). He uses the per-

fect tense to signify that knowledge 
of God acquired in the past has 
enduring effects for the present. 
Present assurance that we have a 
share in eternal life with God (en 

toutō ginōskomen) integrally derives 
from prior acquisition of coming to 
know this life in God (egnōkamen 

auton).
46John’s reference to Jesus Christ is 

frequently by way of a circumlocu-
tion, “That One” (ekeinos; 2:6; 3:3; 
5, 7, 16; 4:17). Commentators seem 
lackluster and short on curiosity 
concerning the significance and 
origin of John’s circumlocution. It 
seems worthy of inquisitive inquiry, 
but left presently for another day.

47For the origin and derivation of the 
designation “Christians,” see Acts 
11:26 and commentaries on the pas-
sage. The term, Christianos, gram-
matically speaking, is a diminutive 
of Christ, hence, “little Christs.”

48On the nature of the false teach-
ing, see Burge, “Letters of John,” 
589-90.

49Concerning 1 John 2:18-19, some 
are bound to object that we have 
reasoned from one thing to another 
in an unwarranted, even mecha-
nistic, manner. G. C. Berkouwer 
counters, 

Yet, in this passage we are faced 
with the undeniable fact of 
John’s reasoning that if one did 
not remain with them, he had 
never been truly of them. For 
John, there is an unbreakable 
connection between being and 
abiding. However, it is necessary 
to ask upon what grounds John 
comes to his conclusion. Does 
he work with a simple scheme 
of causality and continuity, in 
terms of which he then reasons 
from being and abiding, and 

from not-remaining to not-being? 
It appears to us that such purely 
objective, causal conclusions 
are altogether foreign to John’s 
epistle. It is not possible to 
abstract the relation between 
being and abiding according 
to John from his whole insight 
into faith, love, and being sons 
of God. This does not have to 
do with a causality of the fact 
of faith as such; for it is the sig-
nifi cant thing about faith that it 
does not exist in itself and cannot 
be seen apart from its content. 
For this reason one can never 
separate John’s conclusion from 
the content of faith. John does 
not speculate about being and 
abiding as objective facts; but 
he speaks of them in connec-
tion with the grace and the 
love of God, in which believers 
participate through faith (Faith 
and Perseverance [trans. Robert 
D. Knudsen; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1958], 114).

50Cf. Marshal, The Epistles of John, 
153.

51See note 31 above.
52Law, Tests of Life, 200.
53The purpose clause that follows 

makes it clear that the “in him” 
refers to Christ. The phrase “in 
his coming” undoubtedly refers to 
Christ’s coming.

54Law observes that fellowship with 
God entails God’s abiding in us 
and “as a necessary counterpart 
our abiding in Him. In this reciproc-
ity of action, priority and causal-
ity belong, as always, to God, with-
out whom we can do nothing; yet 
not so that the human activity is 
a mere automatic product of the 
Divine. . . . And when the word 
‘abide’ (menein) is thus used, the idea 
of persistence or steadfast purpose, 
which is inherent in it, comes into 
view” (Law, Tests of Life, 199-200).

  Concerning this relationship G. C. 
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Berkouwer correctly says, “We will 
never be able to understand these 
words if we see the divine preser-
vation and our preservation of our-
selves as mutually exclusive or as in 
a synthetic cooperation. Preserving 
ourselves is not an independent 
thing that is added paradoxically to 
the divine preservation. God’s pres-
ervation and our self-preservation 
do not stand in mere coordination, 
but in a marvelous way they are in 
correlation. One can formulate it 
best in this way: our preservation 
of ourselves is entirely oriented to 
God’s preservation of us” (Faith and 

Perseverance, 104).
55On the relationship between God’s 

promise of salvation and his warn-
ings or admonitions, see Thomas R. 
Schreiner and A. B. Caneday, The 

Race Set Before Us: A Biblical Theol-

ogy of Perseverance and Assurance 
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 2001), 
esp. 142-213.

56Berkouwer, Faith and Perseverance, 
116-117.
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A couple of years ago my commentary on 
the Letters of John was published.2 One of 
the diffi cult issues I encountered writing 
that commentary was the apparent con-
tradiction in what the author says about 
sin in the believer’s life. In one passage 
he says that those who claim not to have 
sinned are liars, and in another passage 
he says that those born of God cannot 
sin because “God’s seed” dwells in them. 
The aim of this paper is to review these 
passages seeking to understand what 
they affi rm and to see if the charges of 
contradiction made against the author 
are valid.

A Scenario
Anyone working with the Letters of 

John needs a working hypothesis concern-
ing the events that lie behind them. Such 
a working hypothesis involves historical 
reconstruction, and this will be based 
upon assumptions about literary matters. 
The following scenario proceeds upon 
the assumption that there is a very close 
relationship between the Fourth Gospel 
and the three letters of John. For example, 
parallels to words and ideas used in the 
letters are nearly always to be found in 
the Gospel. There are many examples of 
this,3 but most striking are the similarities 
between the prologue of the Fourth Gos-
pel and the opening section of 1 John, and 
the fact that the purpose of writing both 
the Fourth Gospel and 1 John has to do 
with faith in Christ and receiving eternal 
life (John 20:31; 1 John 5:13). These simi-
larities have led several recent scholars to 
conclude that the one who wrote the Gos-

pel in its original form is also responsible 
for the writing of 1 John, and also perhaps 
2 John and 3 John,4 though some scholars 
would deny this,5 and others prefer to 
leave the question open.6

For the purposes of this article, it is 
assumed that the Fourth Gospel was 
written by the Beloved Disciple, an eye-
witness of the events described in the 
Gospel, before the writting of the letters.7 
The Gospel deals primarily with the 
ministry of Jesus and refl ects the confl ict 
between Jesus and some of his Jewish 
contemporaries. At a secondary level, the 
way the story of Jesus is told may refl ect 
the experience of the Christian commu-
nity of which the Beloved Disciple was a 
member when he wrote his Gospel. This 
community consisted of a number of 
churches, probably located in and around 
Ephesus in the Roman province of Asia.8 

Some time after the writing of the 
Fourth Gospel, diffi culties arose within 
this community. Some of the members 
had taken on board beliefs about the 
person and work of Christ which were 
unacceptable to the author9 of the letters 
and those associated with him. These 
new beliefs involved a denial that Jesus 
was the Christ, the Son of God, come in 
the fl esh (1 John 4:2-3), and that his death 
was necessary for the forgiveness of sins 
(1 John 5:6-7). A sharp disagreement arose 
which resulted in the secession of those 
who embraced these new views (1 John 
2:19).10

The secessionists (as we shall call them 
hereafter) were not content to keep their 
new beliefs to themselves. Instead they 
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organised a group of itinerant preachers 
who circulated among the churches and 
propagated their beliefs with a view to 
winning people over to their understand-
ing of things (1 John 2:26; 4:1-3; 2 John 7). 
This created confusion among the believ-
ers who remained loyal to the gospel as 
it had been proclaimed at the beginning, 
the gospel that had come down from the 
eyewitnesses. As a result of the confusion, 
these believers began to question whether 
they really knew God, whether they 
really were experiencing eternal life, and 
whether they were really in the truth. The 
author of 1 John wrote to bolster the assur-
ance of such people by providing them 
with criteria they could use to evaluate 
the claims being made by the secession-
ists, and with which they could reassure 
themselves that they were in the truth (1 
John 1:5-2:2; 2:3-11; 3:7-10, 14-15; 4:4-6, 7-8, 
13-15; 5:13, 18-20). First John appears to 
have been sent as a circular letter around 
the churches affected by the mission of 
the secessionists.11

As a follow up to this circular letter 
two other letters were written. The fi rst, 
2 John, was sent to one of the churches 
involved (to “the elect lady and her chil-
dren”) to warn the members about the 
itinerant teachers who represented the 
secessionists and were peddling their new 
and heretical teaching, trying to deceive 
people (2 John 7-8). The elder who wrote 
2 John urged his readers not to aid and 
abet these teachers by providing them 
with hospitality. To do so would be to 
participate, as he says, in their “evil work” 
(2 John 10-11). 

However, it was not just those who 
represented the secessionist teaching who 
were itinerating among these churches. 
There were also people of good standing 
who had gone from the elder’s church “for 

the sake of Christ” [lit. “for the sake of the 

name”] (3 John 7). These people needed to 
receive hospitality in Christian homes as 
they travelled about. The second of the 
follow-up letters, 3 John, was written by 
the elder to an individual named Gaius. 
He was commended for providing hos-
pitality for travelling preachers of good 
standing (3 John 5-6), and was informed 
of the actions of another person, named 
Diotrephes, who lived in the same town 
but refused to provide this hospitality, 
and who was at loggerheads with the 
elder (3 John 9-10). It is not clear whether 
his refusal was based on doctrinal reasons 
(e.g., he agreed with the secessionists 
against the elder) or personal confl ict (e.g., 
a rejection of the elder’s authority).12

After the death of the Beloved Dis-
ciple, we do not know what happened 
to the secessionist movement, whether it 
developed into the sort of second-century 
Gnosticism we know through the writ-
ings of Irenaeus, or whether it simply died 
out. We do know that the position adopted 
by the author of the letters of John won 
the day in so far as it was these letters, by 
God’s providence, that found their way 
into the NT canon.

The Purpose for Writing 1 John 
First John repeatedly sets forth criteria 

which, when applied to the secession-
ists’ teaching, show that their claims to 
know God, to have fellowship with him 
and have eternal life, were spurious. The 
author’s purpose, however, was not to 
correct the secessionists (the letter was not 
written for them), but to show his readers 
that the secessionist claims were false. By 
doing this he wanted to prevent them from 
being deceived by secessionist teachings.13 
Alongside the provision of criteria to show 
the secessionists were wrong, the author 
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provided other criteria which, if applied 
to the readers themselves, would show 
that they were in the right; they were the 
ones who know God, who have fellowship 
with him, and who have eternal life. The 
author’s purpose was to bolster the assur-
ance of his readers by the double strategy 
of showing that the secessionists’ claims 
were false and showing his readers that 
they were in the truth.14 All this accords 
with the one explicit statement of purpose 
in the letter: “I write these things to you 
who believe in the name of the Son of 
God, so that you may know that you have 
eternal life” (5:13). The readers needed this 
reassurance because their confi dence had 
been shaken by the propaganda of the 
secessionists and their claims to Spirit 
inspired teaching that went beyond what 
had been received from the beginning. 

The Problem of Sin and Perfection 
in 1 John

The teaching of the secessionists can be 
inferred from the letters of John by a judi-
cious mirror reading of the text. Included 
in their teaching were claims to sinless-
ness that the author alludes to and rejects 
in 1:6-2:10. The author portrays authentic 
Christian living as that which involves 
honest and ongoing acknowledgment of 
one’s sins, God’s forgiveness of the same, 
and the cleansing of believers from all 
unrighteousness (1:8-9). 

However, later in the letter, while seek-
ing to distinguish the secessionists from 
those who were the true children of God, 
the author says, “No one who abides in 
him sins; no one who sins has either seen 
him or known him” (3:6), and “Those 
who have been born of God do not sin, 
because God’s seed abides in them; they 
cannot sin, because they have been born of 
God” (3:9). Clearly, this stands in tension 

with 1:6-2:10 where the author says that 
anyone claiming to be without sin is a liar. 
In one place he rejects sinless perfection, 
in the other he appears to assume it. In 
this article then I want to examine these 
two passages and the tension existing 
between them.

1 John 1:6–2:10
The author’s rejection of sinless perfec-

tion is refl ected in six key texts in 1:6-2:10, 
and epitomised in 1:8:

1:6  a If we say 
 b that we have fellowship with   
  him 
 c while we are walking in 
  darkness, 
 d we lie and do not do what is 
  true. 

1:8  a If we say 
 b that we have no sin, 
 d we deceive ourselves and the 
  truth is not in us. 

1:10 a If we say 
 b that we have not sinned, 
 d we make him a liar and his 
  word is not in us. 

2:4  a Whoever says,
 b “I have come to know him,”
 c but does not obey his 
  commandments
 d is a liar, and in such a person 
  the truth does not exist. 

2:6  a Whoever says, 
 b “I abide in him” 
 e ought to walk just as he   
  walked. 

2:9 a Whoever says, 
 b “I am in the light,”
 c while hating a brother or   
  sister,
 d is still in the darkness.

 
Each text begins with an introductory 

formula (a), either “if we say” (ean eipōmen 

hoti), or “whoever says” (ho legōn). Each 
text has a statement of what is claimed 
(b), to have fellowship with God, to be 
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without sin, and so on. We then fi nd that 
three of the texts (1:6; 2:4, 9) describe 
concomitant behavior that is inconsistent 
with the claim (c), walking in darkness, 
not obeying his commandments etc. 
The fourth text (2:6) describes the sort 
of behavior (e) which should accompany 
such claims, i.e., walking as he walked. 
In three texts (1:6; 2:4, 9) those who make 
these claims without the appropriate con-
comitant behavior are said to be liars or 
still in darkness (d). In two texts (1:8, 10) 
no inappropriate concomitant behavior 
is mentioned, and the claim itself is said 
to be inappropriate, constituting as liars 
those who make the claim (d). 

What all this suggests is that four out of 
the six claims are regarded by the author 
as appropriate, as long as the concomitant 
behavior of the claimants is consistent 
with their claims. It is legitimate to claim 
that one has fellowship with God; has 
come to know God; abides in God; and 
abides in the light. But it also suggests 
that two of the six claims are regarded by 
the author as inappropriate altogether. It 
is never legitimate to claim that one has 
no sin/has not sinned. Putting it in other 
words, 1:6-2:10 says that the claim to inti-
macy with God is legitimate as long as 
one’s behavior does not invalidate such a 
claim. But the claim not to have sinned is 
never legitimate. 

Based on these texts alone we could 
conclude that the secessionists’ claims to 
perfection included some sort of claim to 
be sinless. The author’s understanding of 
perfection included intimacy with God, 
but involved no claim to sinlessness. To 
use Bogart’s words, as far as the author 
was concerned the secessionists’ claim 
to be perfect was both “heretical” and 
“hypocritical”—heretical as far as the 
claim to sinlessness is concerned, and 

hypocritical as far as the claim to inti-
macy is concerned.15 To reinforce his own 
approach, the author introduces the tra-
ditional belief in Christ’s atoning sacrifi ce 
for sins, and expresses his understanding 
of perfection, i.e., it involves intimacy with 
God, which is based on cleansing from 
sin, not a complete absence of sin in the 
believer. This viewpoint obviously stands 
in tension with statements the author 
makes in 3:6-9.

1 John 3:6–9
In 1 John 3:6-9, in the process of draw-

ing the lines between those who are the 
children of God and those who are the 
children of the devil, the author makes the 
following absolute statement: “Those who 
have been born of God do not sin, because 
God’s seed abides in them; they cannot 
sin, because they have been born of God” 
(3:9). It appears that what he rejected as 
a heretical (and not merely hypocritical) 
claim when made by the secessionists, 
he is now claiming for the orthodox. On 
the surface of things we have a contradic-
tion. People have dealt with this apparent 
contradiction in various ways.

The traditional way of explaining 
the apparent contradiction is to argue 
that 3:6-9 is saying that those born of 
God cannot sin habitually, whereas 1:8-9 
recognises that they do sin occasionally. 
Such a distinction is based upon the use 
of present tense forms of the verbs in 3:6-
9 when speaking about sinning which, 
it is argued, denote habitual sinning. 
However, the use of the present tense 
says nothing about the habitual or non-
habitual character of the sinning, but only 
shows that the author has chosen to depict 
the sinning as something in progress, 
rather than as a complete action. And, in 
any case, the present tense is also used in 
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1:8 where the author says, “If we say that 
we have no sin (“if we say that we do not 
sin habitually”?), we deceive ourselves, 
and the truth is not in us.” In both cases, 
where sinning is said to be impossible for 
those born of God, and also where those 
who deny they have sin are said to be self-
deceived, the present tense of the relevant 
verbs is used, depicting the sinning as 
something in progress or ongoing. 

Swadling argues that the problem is 
more apparent than real. His suggestion is 
that the troublesome texts, 3:6 and 3:9, are 
in fact quotations of heretical secessionist 
slogans claiming that Christians cannot 
sin, i.e., that their spirits are unaffected 
by their behavior. They claimed immunity 
from sin by virtue of knowing God. The 
author’s allusion to these slogans would 
have been recognised by his readers. The 
words, “knowing,” “being born,” and “his 
seed” as an indwelling principle, are all 
gnostic commonplaces. Swadling suggests 
that the slogans of 3:6 and 3:9 stemmed 
from a “free thinking gnostic separatist 
segment of the Johannine church,” which 
was the target of the author’s polemic. The 
reason the author introduced these slo-
gans was immediately to refute them and 
to urge his readers to assess the claims 
involved using the criterion that those 
who do right are righteous, and those who 
do evil are of the devil.16 However, this 
approach is faulty because the author uses 
these so-called “slogans” as the basis for 
his criteria for distinguishing the children 
of God from the children of the devil, and, 
therefore, they cannot be written off as 
heretical secessionist slogans.

Kubo argues that the affirmations 
of 3:6-9 must be interpreted absolutely, 
i.e., sinning in this context is an absolute 
impossibility for those born of God, and 
to deny this is to weaken the point being 

made by the author. To resolve the tension 
between this text and 1:8-9, Kubo argues 
that what the author is rejecting in 1:8-9 is 
the claim to have no sin made by those who 

walk in darkness. It is not inappropriate for 
those who walk in the light to make such 
a claim. However, this stands in contra-
diction to 2:1-2 (“If anyone does sin, we 
have an advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous; and he is the atoning 
sacrifi ce for our sins”). But Kubo argues 
it does not stand in contradiction to 2:1-2, 
because 3:6-9 is idealistic, whereas 2:1-2 is 
realistic.17 However, Kubo’s approach nul-
lifi es the author’s point in 3:6-9, because it 
is no help in distinguishing the children 
of God from the children of the devil to 
say that the children of God do not sin 
ideally but do so realistically.

Kotzé argues that the contradictory 
statements about sinning are to be under-
stood against the background of the 
author’s eschatology. “The believer is born 
of God but he is ‘not yet’ what he will be 
when Christ comes again.” Christ dwells 
within believers, and therefore it is true 
to a certain extent to say that they cannot 
sin, but in their daily lives they still face 
the temptations of the world. Christian 
existence is then both secure and insecure. 
Kotzé concludes, “With respect to life one 
can say that the believer already has it 
but in a sense he does ‘not yet’ have it. In 
a negative sense, he says, the same must 
also be true with respect to sin.”18 Kotzé 
appears to be saying that in one sense 
believers do not sin but in another sense 
they do. Schnackenburg also says the 
tension between the two passages is best 
explained in terms of the eschatological 
tension in which believers live.19 However, 
the Kotzé and Schnackenburg approach 
also undermines the author’s purpose. 
You cannot distinguish the children of 
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God from the children of the devil by say-
ing the children of God in one sense do 
not sin, but in another sense they do.

Brown believes that a contradiction 
does exist and that it cannot be explained 
away. He says, “No other NT author con-
tradicts himself so sharply within such 
a short span of writing.” He argues that 
two types of perfectionism are refl ected 
in 1 John, the heretical and the orthodox, 
and that they represent heretical and 
orthodox interpretations of the Fourth 
Gospel. The heretical view resulted from 
an absolute interpretation of texts in the 
Fourth Gospel like those which speak 
of Jesus making people free from sin 
(John 8:31-34) and those in which Jesus 
himself tells the disciples that they are 
already clean (John 13:10).20 The weak-
ness of Brown’s approach is that it leaves 
the author’s argument in 3:4-10 in tatters, 
because the basis of the author’s criterion 
for distinguishing the children of God 
from the children of the devil turns out 
to be heretical perfectionism.

Bogart likewise says there is an unre-
solvable contradiction in 1 John in the mat-
ter of perfectionism. He also recognises 
two types of perfectionism in 1 John, but 
rejects Brown’s suggestion that they both 
may be traced to different interpretations 
of the Fourth Gospel. Bogart agrees that 
orthodox perfectionism is to be accounted 
for by a development of statements about 
freedom from slavery to sin in the Fourth 
Gospel. However, he argues that the 
heretical perfectionism arose as a result 
of those who once belonged to the Johan-
nine community being contaminated in 
their thinking by gnostic anthropology.21 
In gnostic writings human ignorance 
is often mentioned but there is no men-
tion of human sin, and therefore sinless 
perfectionism is inherent in the gnostic 

systems.22 But Bogart’s views are subject 
to the same criticism as Brown’s: the basis 
of the author’s criterion for distinguishing 
the children of God from the children of 
the devil again turns out to be heretical 
perfectionism.

None of these solutions appears sat-
isfactory. Is there another way in which 
we can interpret the author’s statements 
about sin and perfection without accusing 
him of contradicting himself and without 
nullifying the argument of 3:4-10?

Is Anomia the Key?
One way forward is to recognise that 

the passage, 3:6-9, is part of the treatment 
of the connection between knowing God 
and doing righteousness found in 2:29-
3:10. In this passage the author provides 
a basis for distinguishing the children 
of God from the children of the devil. In 
doing so he makes a connection between 
sin and the devil three times. This con-
nection is made both by explicit references 
to the devil (3:8, 10) and implicitly by 
equating sin (hamartia) and lawlessness 
(anomia) (3:4). 

Anomia is found only in 3:4 in 1 John. 
De la Potterie points out that in the LXX 
anomia translates about twenty different 
Hebrew words, and becomes virtually 
synonymous with hamartia. In some 
places in the LXX anomia has satanic 
associations, and in two places it is used 
to translate Belial (2 Sam 22:5; Ps 17:4 [ET 
Ps 18:5]). These things pave the way for 
the teaching in later Jewish texts that the 
sins of the people of Israel were brought 
about by the powers of wickedness—by 
Satan and his spirits (cf. e.g., T. Dan 5:4-6; 
6:1-6; T. Napht. 4:1; 1QS 3:18-21; 4:9, 19-20, 
23). People who commit sins are then 
called the children/men of iniquity (1QS 
3:20; 5:2, 10; 10:20).23 
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Among the gospels only Matthew uses 
the word anomia, and he does so consis-
tently in association with false prophets 
or others who oppose God’s kingdom, 
and always in association with the last 
days or the final judgment (Matt 7:23; 
13:41; 23:28; 24:21). In the Pauline corpus 
the singular form of anomia in all cases 
but one is used to denote a sinful power 
at work in the world and one to which 
Christians must not submit themselves 
(Rom 6:19; 2 Cor 6:14; 2 Thess 2:3, 7). In 
the NT anomia meaning transgression of 
the law is completely absent.24 

All this suggests that when the author 
of 1 John says, “sin is anomia (3:4) he does 
not mean sin is the violation of the Mosaic 
law (the word nomos does not even appear 
in 1 John). Rather he is saying that human 
sin is anomia when it involves opposition 
to and rebellion against God, and so is 
similar to the opposition and rebellion of 
Satan. If this is the case, then is the author 
really saying that those who claim to have 
seen God and know God, yet persist in 
sin, certainly do not know God, and are in 
fact in league with Satan. If we recognise 
the connection between sin and anomia 
(rebellion) in 3:4-10, we can say that the sin 
which distinguishes the children of the 
devil is sin which has its roots in anomia, 
i.e., rebellion against God. It is this sin that 
believers cannot commit because God’s 
“seed” remains in them. The children of 
God do sometimes commit sins (2:1), but 
the one thing they do not do is commit 
anomia, the sin of rebellion, the sin of the 
devil. 

If this interpretation is acceptable, we 
may say that the author has not contradicted 
himself, and we can do so without nullify-
ing the argument of 3:4-10 in which he sets 
out criteria for distinguishing the children 
of God from the children of the devil.
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Introduction: A Fresh Approach
When you open up your Bible and start 
reading a letter in the New Testament, 
what do you usually look for? Do you read 
the entire letter in one sitting? Or do you 
look over only a favorite passage or even 
just a favorite verse? Like many others, I 
believe that we need to consider the entire 
message of a letter to understand properly 
God’s message through the human author 
both to the original recipients of the let-
ter and to us (as only one group out of 
a multitude of recipients in subsequent 
cultures and times).1

Interpreting a whole letter can seem to 
be a very daunting task to many people. 
It is by no means an impossible mission, 
however. This article will showcase a fresh 
inductive approach to the interpretation 
of entire texts by providing a linguistic 
overview of 1 John. By a linguistic over-
view, I mean a study that focuses on the 
text and language of 1 John and that is 
informed by modern linguistics.2 While 
similar methods can be applied to study 
the New Testament in the original Greek, 
I have chosen to present an updated ver-
sion of methods that I have tested with 
college students this past year, methods 
that allow for study using English (or any 
other language) translations of the Bible.3 
It is hoped that, besides shedding light on 
the overall message of 1 John, this article 
will arm readers with knowledge on one 
useful way to begin to interpret whole 
books of the Bible.

Explaining the Theory
In a written text, the combination of 

words and grammar we read give more 
than just isolated meanings or ideas. The 
text, in fact, gives a representation of the 
world (or imaginary world).4 For instance, 
a romance novel will represent not only 
the process of falling in love, but also the 
characters who fall in love (as well as other 
characters involved in their story) and 
the various situations the characters go 
through. For a New Testament letter like 1 
John, the text likewise represents a world 
involving participants (i.e., the characters 
who do and receive actions), processes 
(i.e., things done or experienced), and 
circumstances (i.e., the situations the 
participants fi nd themselves facing while 
doing or experiencing various actions).5 
This insight into how language is used 
to convey meaning leads to another con-
clusion. There are alternatives to what I 
would call “linear reading and interpre-
tation” (i.e., to begin with the fi rst word 
and then to try to understand every word 
in terms of its grammatical, syntactical, 
semantic, and logical meaning from start 
to fi nish). One alternative is to trace the 
participants, and processes separately 
by asking: (1) What is going on? and (2) 
Who are the participants, and how are 
they interacting with one another?6 Then, 
the overall meaning of the text can be 
reconstructed by discerning the patterns 
and isolating the most prominent things 
revealed in the investigation of partici-
pants and processes.7

Another alternative, which can be 
conducted independently or in conjunc-
tion with other alternatives, is to per-
form a thematic analysis.8 For a theme 
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to qualify for mention, the same lexical 
word or words of related meaning need 
to recur. Groups of words or clauses that 
recur also meet the criteria for consid-
eration.9 When compared side-by-side, 
it turns out that a thematic analysis and 
an examination of processes overlaps to 
a signifi cant extent. The difference lies in 
the other (non-verbal) content words also 
covered by an exploration of themes.10 
Content words that denote circumstances 
rarely, if ever, express themes, however. 
Animate participants (people and other 
living entities that relate to the world in 
a sentient way) are also never considered 
themes. So, themes are usually expressed 
by processes and non-participant entities. 
In practical experimentation, I found that 
the most illuminating results in discourse 
analysis of the New Testament books are 
yielded by a two-track approach: (1) trac-
ing participant relations; and (2) exploring 
processes (including verbs, verbal nouns, 
etc.) and non-participant entities (typi-
cally nominals) separately throughout the 
individual books.

Explaining the Method
Even if we limit ourselves to the two 

alternatives discussed above (tracing 
participant relations and exploring pro-
cesses and non-participant entities), there 
are still multiple ways to carry out these 
investigations. A recommended approach 
is to go systematically through these 
analyses unit-by-unit, using some kind 
of predetermined paragraph divisions as 
this divides up the task of interpreting a 
discourse into manageable portions. Most 
Bible translations give you a head start by 
breaking the text up into sections, often 
with section headings indicating the gen-
eral content of the section. These section 
breaks are, more often than not, good 

starting points for studying the text. 
A formalized, step-by-step procedure 

would look something like the following. 
First, using the sections supplied by any 
of the Bible translations as discrete units 
for analysis, look for words or concepts 
that are emphasized either by repetition 
or extended elaboration (Q1). Next, iden-
tify the participants (i.e., the doers and 
recipients of actions) in that text unit and 
gather everything you know about the 
participants and the relational interac-
tions they have within the unit (Q2). The 
next step is to compose a statement of 
the overall meaning that is as inclusive 
as possible of the most important words 
or concepts and the most important par-
ticipants in the unit (Q3). Repeat the same 
process for every other text unit until you 
have analyzed the whole text. In addition, 
you need to be aware that it is normal 
(and often necessary) to cycle back and 
forth between questions as new insights 
on previous questions emerge from inves-
tigating subsequent questions.

Two questions may arise in response to 
the method explained above. First, how do 
we know that the sections supplied by the 
Bible translation we happen to be using 
are really the best section divisions for the 
text? The answer is that they do not have 
to be. They are just starting points. As you 
systematically go through the unit-by-unit 
analysis outlined above, be sure to note 
any crossing over of important words or 
concepts or of important participants that 
may indicate that the section breaks you 
are using need to have their boundaries 
rearranged. It is a relatively simple matter 
to reanalyze the units that may need to be 
divided differently.11 Second, how do we 
get an overall map of the forest (i.e., the 
overall text) from the information on the 
clusters of trees (i.e., the individual text 
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units)? We do this by tracing connections 
between individual text units in terms of 
important words or concepts and in terms 
of the interactions of important partici-
pants. In other words, we reconstruct the 
overall message of the entire text by com-
paring the answers to Q1 and Q2 across 
different units of text (Q4).

When all is said and done, we will have 
arrived at a wide-ranging analysis of both 
the important themes and the important 
participants in each of the text units, in 
larger clusters of units, and in the entire 
text. From these two elements, much of 
the overall intent and the historical con-
text of a text (especially the occasion and 
purpose) may often be reconstructed with 
considerable confi dence.

Applying the Method to 1 John
In the sections that follow, Q1-4 will 

be answered in turn.12 For the sake of 
avoiding excessive repetition and giv-
ing a more polished presentation, I will 
not reproduce every step in full detail. 
Moreover, in the interest of brevity and 
clarity, I will not clutter the body of this 
article with extended justifi cation of my 
claims. I will support my claims about 
emphasized words or concepts and about 
participant relations by noting where they 
occur and leaving you, the reader, to look 
up the verse references to adjudicate the 
legitimacy of my claims.

Q1: Emphasized Words or 
Concepts (Both Processes and 
Non-Participant Entities)

Within the unit 1:1-4, the repetition of 
the word “life” (1:1, 2 [2x]) makes clear 
what the nature of the author’s proclama-
tion is about.13 There is also heavy stress 
on the eyewitness character of the author’s 
proclamation about this life. It appeared 

(1:2 [2x]) to the author and other eyewit-
nesses, and they had both seen (1:1 [2x], 
2, 3) and heard (1:1, 3) it.14 By repeating 
the word “proclaim” (1:2, 3) and linking 
it closely to eyewitness testimony, the 
author makes clear that what he tells his 
recipients refl ects his true experience. In 
so doing, he assures them of the trustwor-
thiness of what he writes. The purpose 
of the author and other eyewitnesses in 
sharing the word about life is highlighted 
by the accent on “fellowship” (1:3 [2x]). 
They want others to share with them in 
their relationship with the Father and the 
Son (1:3).15

In 1:5-10, there is a prominent contrast 
between light (1:5, 7 [2x]) and darkness 
(1:5, 6). This is closely associated with the 
contrast between truth (1:6, 8) and lies 
(1:6, 8, 10).16 By further linking the claim 
to have no sin with darkness and lies 
(1:8, 10), the author underscores the need 
to confess sin (1:9) rather than to deny it. 
Sin (1:7, 8, 9 [2x], 10), which the author 
associates with darkness and lies, is very 
obviously a major concern in this section. 
The connection to 1:1-4 is maintained in 
part by the word “fellowship” (1:6, 7). This 
lexical link develops the concept of what 
is involved in having a relationship with 
God a little further (1:6, 7).17

In 2:1-17, the verb “write” serves mul-
tiple functions. First, the author reveals 
that he wrote 1:5-10 so that his recipients 
would not sin (2:1). Second, he uses it to 
point out that his instruction is not a new 
command, but an old command they have 
previously received (2:7-8).18 Third, he 
uses it to outline the reasons why he wrote 
them (2:12, 13 [2x], 14 [3x]). The contrast 
between light (2:8, 9, 10) and darkness 
(2:8, 9, 11 [3x]) and between truth (2:4, 8) 
and lies (2:4) is elaborated further. These 
concepts are now associated with the 
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contrast between keeping commands (2:3; 
2:5) and not keeping commands (2:4) and 
between love (2:5, 10) and hate (2:9, 11). Sin 
(2:1 [2x], 2) occurs in heavy concentration 
in the beginning of this unit as part of 
the transition between the two sections. 
Love for the world (2:15 [2x]) and desire 
for the things in the world (2:16 [2x], 17) 
stand in opposition to love for God (2:15) 
and doing God’s will (2:17).19 The concept 
of knowledge is used in two ways: (1) to 
discuss by what means one knows some-
thing (2:3, 5); and (2) to indicate one’s 
knowledge of God (2:3, 4, 13, 14 [2x]). 
The latter usage identifi es keeping God’s 
commands (2:3, 4) as integral to having a 
relationship with God.

The repetition of “last hour” (2:18 [2x]) 
underscores John’s belief that he and his 
readers were in the end period of history, 
which he identifi es with the coming of 
antichrist(s) (2:18 [2x], 22). The extended 
elaboration in 2:19 highlights the fact that 
those who left John’s readers’ community 
(most likely the particular antichrists in 
mind in 2:18) did not really belong to that 
community. John’s readers are clearly dis-
tinguished from that group in that they 
have an anointing from Christ (2:20, 27 
[2x]) and know the truth (2:18, 20, 21 [2x], 
29 [2x]). Furthermore, the truth (2:21 [2x], 
27) is contrasted with lies and liars (2:21, 
22, 26, 27). John wants his readers to con-
tinue to hold on to the truth by remaining 
(2:24 [3x], 27 [2x], 28) in what they have 
heard (2:18, 24 [2x]) and been taught (2:27 
[3x]).20 The liars are readily identifi able 
in any case, they deny (2:22 [2x], 23) that 
Jesus is the Christ.

John calls attention to one of the distin-
guishing marks of a child of God versus 
a child of the devil in 3:1-10 after fi rmly 
reminding his readers about the fact that 
they are God’s children (3:1 [2x], 2) and 

about God’s great love behind that gift 
(3:1). The difference lies in the contrast 
between sin (3:4 [2x], 5 [2x], 6 [2x], 8 [2x], 
9 [2x]) and righteousness (3:7 [3x], 10).

Another distinguishing mark, love, is 
the focus of 3:11-24. Love (3:11, 14, 16, 17, 
23) is contrasted with the absence of love 
(3:14), murder (3:12 [2x], 15), lack of lov-
ing action (3:17), and empty love rhetoric 
(3:18). Death (3:14 [2x]) is juxtaposed to 
life (3:14, 15) to further characterize those 
who love as God’s children and those who 
do not as the devil’s children. The mental 
process of knowing is used to develop the 
notions that confi rmation of one’s posses-
sion of eternal life is shown by the pres-
ence of loving action (3:14) and that love’s 
content is exemplifi ed by Jesus’ death for 
them (3:16).21 At the same time, love and 
faith in Jesus are prominently affi rmed as 
commands (3:22, 23 [2x], 24).

The spotlight switches onto how to 
recognize (4:2, 6) the spirit of truth from 
the spirit of falsehood in 4:1-6: the former 
confesses Jesus as the Christ come in the 
fl esh while the latter does not. In fact, 
we know that John’s readers (4:4) and 
John and the other eyewitnesses (4:6) are 
associated with God because they line up 
with the confession of the Spirit of truth 
while those who deny this confession are 
associated with the spirit of the antichrist 
(4:3) and with the world (4:5).

Love dominates the landscape in 4:7-21 
(4:7 [3x], 8 [2x], 9, 10 [3x], 11 [2x], 12 [2x], 
16 [3x], 17, 18 [3x], 19 [2x], 20 [3x], 21 [2x]). 
God is identifi ed as the source of love (4:7). 
Love is one of God’s character attributes 
(4:8). God showed his love by sending his 
Son to take away sin (4:10) and give life to 
them (4:9). One has to love to know, i.e., 
have a relationship with, God (4:7, 8). For 
these reasons, God’s children are marked 
by their love (4:7). In fact, God’s love 
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reaches its goal (4:12, 17, 18) when John 
and his readers love their brothers and sis-
ters in Christ.22 This perfected love (4:18), 
understood as a sure sign of being one of 
God’s children (4:7, 12), takes away any 
reason to fear (4:18 [3x]) punishment. 

In 5:1-12, faith in Jesus (5:1, 4, 5, 10 [3x]), 
loving God’s children (5:1 [2x], 2 [2x], 3), 
and keeping God’s command (5:2, 3 [2x]) 
are brought into close association.23 John 
reiterates that those who are character-
ized by these qualities are God’s children 
(5:1 [3x], 4) and have overcome the world 
(5:4 [2x], 5).24 This unit also accentuates 
the testimony to Jesus (5:6, 7, 9 [4x], 10 
[3x], 11), though the exact nature of the 
testimony, i.e., Jesus came through water 
and blood (5:6 [water 3x, blood 2x], 8), is 
uncertain.25 The content of the testimony 
is clear—that God has given John and his 
readers eternal life (5:11 [2x], 12 [2x]) in 
his Son (5:11).26

As elsewhere, the mental process of 
knowing receives heavy attention as 
John closes his letter with an emphasis 
on what his readers already know (5:18, 
19, 20 [2x]). Two of the things they already 
know echoes what John reminded them 
about earlier in the letter: (1) God’s chil-
dren not sinning (5:18; cf. 3:9); and (2) 
John and his readers belonging to God 
(5:19; cf. 4:4, 6). There is no exact match for 
the third thing, i.e., that the Son of God 
has come and given them understanding 
(5:20) and that in Jesus they have the truth 
(5:20 [3x]). Nevertheless, it fi ts with the 
overall picture constructed in the letter 
about what Jesus had done.27 The mental 
process of knowing is also employed: (1) 
to reveal the purpose of what John just 
wrote,28 i.e., that his readers may know 
that they have eternal life (5:13); and 
(2) to expose an inescapable conclusion 
about their prayers (5:14 [2x]). This latter 

use forms part of the link between their 
making requests to God (5:14, 15 [3x], 16 
[2x]) and God hearing them (5:14, 15) and 
responding (5:15, 16), which emphasizes 
the effi cacy of their prayers. Discussion of 
the scenario of sin (5:16 [4x], 17 [2x], 18)29 
serves to underscore the effectiveness 
of their prayers,30 aside from addressing 
likely practical concerns.31 Finally, what 
is true (identifi ed with Jesus as the true 
God and eternal life) is underlined in the 
closing verse (5:20 [3x]).

Q2: Important Participants and 
Their Relational Interactions

Of the many participants that play a 
part in 1 John as a discourse, the following 
play a signifi cant role in multiple sections: 
John, John’s readers, God, Jesus, plural 
eyewitnesses, an indefi nite third person 
foil (translated variously as “anyone who,” 
“whoever,” etc.), antichrist(s), the devil, 
Spirit of truth from God, spirit(s) of false-
hood from the antichrist, and the world. 
John and John’s readers, the author and 
the addressees, are obviously the most 
important participants, but the others 
deserve attention as well.

John has fellowship together with the 
plural eyewitnesses and his readers in 
God and Jesus (1:2-3). He considers his 
readers “dear children” (2:1, 18; 3:7) and 
“dear friends” (more accurately “beloved,” 
2:7; 3:2; 4:1, 7, 11) and includes himself with 
them as God’s children (3:1, 2) and as 
belonging to God (4:4, 6; 5:19).

In terms of his actions, John character-
izes himself (along with plural eyewit-
nesses) as eyewitnesses who proclaim to 
his readers a message about what they had 
witnessed fi rsthand (1:1-3, 5). In fact, only 
those who know God listen to him and 
the plural witnesses (4:6).32 John interacts 
with his readers in distinct ways as the 
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letter progresses. He starts off using inclu-
sive “we” forms of projection of possible 
courses of action they could take together 
to contrast what is consonant with the 
truth and having a relationship with God 
against what is not (1:6-10). In 2:3-11, he 
switches to different types of indefi nite 
third person “whoever” forms.33 It is quite 
striking that he rarely uses commanding 
forms with his readers (the imperative 
is used only in 2:15, 24, 27, 28; 3:1, 7, 13; 
4:1; 5:21 and the hortatory fi rst person 
plural subjunctive only in 3:18 and 4:7).34 
John, in fact, uses two alternative forms 
predominantly: (1) inclusive fi rst person 
descriptions; and (2) indefi nite third per-
son “whoever” forms.35 

While definite conclusions cannot 
be drawn until extensive comparative 
research has been done on other com-
parable Hellenistic Greek writings, the 
distribution of forms used for instruction 
suggests that John wanted to stress com-
mon participation with his addressees 
and that he wanted to discuss certain 
actions as possibly implicating himself 
and his readers without saying that they 
are definitely involved. A reasonable 
hypothesis is that these two types of 
instruction involve more maintenance 
and reminder than overhaul and cor-
rection. This hypothesis would fi t with 
how John reveals that his perception of 
his readers is very positive—essentially 
those who really have a relationship with 
God (2:12-14). It harmonizes with the 
characterization of the readers as those 
who already know the truth (2:20-21) 
and with the frequent appeal to things 
the readers know (2:29; 3:2, 5, 14, 15; 4:16; 
5:15, 18, 19, 20).

Most of the relational interactions 
of John’s readers are evident from the 
discussion of John’s interactions and 

so will not be repeated here.36 One set 
of characterizations that have not been 
mentioned is that John also calls his 
readers (whether as a whole or different 
subgroups) “fathers” (2:13, 14) and “young 
men” (2:13, 14).37 The readers (whether as a 
whole or different subgroups) know God 
(2:13, 14) and have overcome the evil one 
(2:14). Another description is that they are 
those who believe in the name of the Son 
of God (5:13).

The readers are the beneficiaries of 
various advantages from their relation-
ship with God the Father, Jesus Christ, 
and the Holy Spirit. They have received 
an anointing from the Holy One (most 
likely Jesus rather than God the Father), 
from which they know the truth (2:20-21, 
27).38 Moreover, Jesus is one who speaks 
to God the Father on their defense (2:1). 
Furthermore, they are related to the whole 
world through Jesus in that Jesus is the 
atoning sacrifi ce not only for their sins, 
but also for the sins of the whole world 
(2:2). By virtue of Jesus’ loving sacrifi ce in 
dying for them, they ought to lay down 
their lives for their brothers and sisters 
in Christ (3:16). In addition, they are the 
recipients of God’s love (3:1; 4:9-11, 16, 
19), resulting in them becoming God’s 
children (3:1, 2) and belonging to God (4:4, 
6; 5:19). They have also received the Holy 
Spirit from God, by whom they know that 
they live in God (3:24; 4:13).

On the other hand, the readers are 
set in an adversarial relationship with 
several other participants. John warns 
that many antichrists have come (2:18). 
Moreover, certain people, who were once 
a part of their community, had left and 
their departure demonstrates that they 
did not really belong to the community 
(2:19). Furthermore, there are those who 
are trying to lead them astray (2:26). While 
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it is possible that these are three distinct 
groups of people, more likely they are 
one and the same—the antichrists used 
to be part of the community, but have left, 
having denied that Jesus is the Christ, 
and were trying to lead the remaining 
members of the community (John’s read-
ers) astray.39 The readers are also warned 
against believing all spirits because not all 
spirits are from God and there are many 
false prophets in the world (4:1-6). The 
way to discern is through their interac-
tion with Jesus and through the reaction 
of the world and of those who know God 
to them. The spirits that confess that 
Jesus is the Christ come in the fl esh are 
from God (those that deny Jesus are from 
the antichrist). The world listens to the 
spirits of falsehood (speaking through 
the false prophets), whereas those who 
know God listen to the Spirit of truth 
(speaking through John and the other 
eyewitnesses).40 An adversary that should 
not be forgotten is the evil one, whom the 
readers are said to have overcome (2:13, 
14). This evil one, also called the devil, has 
sinned from the beginning and is thus the 
father of those who practice sin (3:8, 10).41 
Jesus came into the world to destroy the 
evil one’s work (3:8) and for this reason 
God’s children (including John’s readers) 
are the diametrical opposite of the devil’s 
children when it comes to righteousness 
and love (3:10). Jesus (the most likely inter-
pretation of “the one begotten of God”), in 
fact, keeps the other children God begot 
(including John’s readers) safe and the 
evil one cannot harm them (5:18). On the 
other hand, the rest of the world is under 
the evil one’s control (5:19; they are, after 
all, the evil one’s children).

Q3: Overall Meaning for Each 
Text Unit

While I started out using the section 
divisions in the Nestle-Aland Greek text, 
my discussion in Q1 actually deviated 
from those divisions. Answering Q1 actu-
ally helped me come up with my own 
proposed paragraph units: 1:1-4; 1:5-10; 
2:1-17; 2:18-29; 3:1-10; 3:11-24; 4:1-6; 4:7-21; 
5:1-12; and 5:13-21. In light of the previous 
explorations on Q1 and Q2, the overall 
meaning of each text unit may be sum-
marized as follows:

1 John 1:1-4: The author is writing 
about the eternal life that he and 
other eyewitnesses had  experienced 
fi rst-hand. They bear witness so that 
their readers might have  fellowship 
with God and Jesus together with 
them.
1 John 1:5-10: The author instructs 
the readers that fellowship with 
God involves walking in the light by 
confessing sin (which is consonant 
with the truth) rather than denying 
sin (which is lying).
1 John 2:1-17: The author concludes 
the discussion of walking in the 
light by confessing sin by remind-
ing that Christ is their advocate and 
the atoning sacrifi ce for the sins of 
all. Then he turns to walking in the 
light involving loving one’s brothers 
and sisters in Christ (which is God’s 
command) and not loving the world 
and the things in it.
1 John 2:18-29: The author reminds 
the readers about those trying to 
deceive them and calls them  to hold 
on to the truth they already know, 
namely that Jesus is the Christ.
1 John 3:1-10: The author reminds 
the readers about God’s great love 
for them in making them his chil-
dren. Then he points out that one 
distinguishing mark between God’s 
children and the devil’s children lies 
in the former’s practice of righteous-
ness and the latter’s practice of sin.
1 John 3:11-24: The author identifi es 
loving one’s brothers and sisters in 
Christ as a second  distinguishing 
mark between God’s children and 
the evil one’s children. He calls the 
readers to love one another truly 
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in practice. He points out that both 
loving  one’s brothers and sisters in 
Christ and faith in Jesus are God’s 
commands.
1 John 4:1-6: The author instructs 
the readers on how to distinguish 
between the Spirit from God and 
spirits that are not from God—it is 
all bound up in confessing or deny-
ing that Jesus is the Christ come in 
the fl esh.
1 John 4:7-21: The author instructs 
the readers that God’s love is made 
complete in them when they love 
one another and this perfected love 
gives them confi dence that no pun-
ishment is forthcoming.
1 John 5:1-12: The author instructs 
the readers that those who believe in 
Jesus are begotten of God and also 
love God’s children. This faith, this 
love, and keeping God’s commands 
are inseparably characteristic of 
God’s children. He also points out 
that God testifi es to Jesus through 
the water, the blood, and the Spirit 
and that the Spirit is the truth and 
thus his testimony is true.
1 John 5:13-21: The author assures 
the readers that they have eternal 
life because they believe in Jesus, 
that God grants their requests, and 
that they have the ability to inter-
cede for others. He closes the letter 
by reminding of the truths they 
already know and instructing them 
to keep themselves from idols.

Q4: Overall Message of 1 John
Even though the section summaries for 

Q3 do not refl ect it, the process of “writ-
ing” plays a very important role in the 
letter. Its most obvious function is to refer 
to specifi c instructions the author was 
giving the recipients in the letter (2:1, 7, 8, 
26; 5:13). Aside from that, it also reveals 
the reasons (2:12, 13 [2x], 14 [3x], 21) and 
purposes (1:4; 2:1; 5:13) of the author in 
writing. In addition, it reminds that the 
author’s instructions (or at least some 
of them) are not new, but really take the 
form of reminders of what the recipients 
already knew (2:7, 8, 21). As previously 
noted above, there is repeated emphasis 

on what the recipients already know (2:20, 
21; 3:5, 15; 4:16; 5:18, 19, 20). Moreover, 
the recipients are called to acknowledge 
further knowledge by reasoning from 
what they already know (2:29; 3:2; 5:15). 
The author even appeals to what the 
recipients know to be true in their own 
lives, i.e., that they do love their broth-
ers and sisters in Christ, to assure them 
that they do know that they have been 
transferred out of death into life (3:14). 
In fact, the instructions that the author 
gives to assure his recipients that they 
have eternal life (5:13) all take this very 
form—they will know when their lives 
refl ect the instructions.42

All the characteristics seen in the 
descriptive analyses so far lead me to 
conclude that 1 John is written as a gentle 
reminder of things already known, as 
from a father to his well-taught children. 
Both in content and in style, John seeks to 
reaffi rm and reassure. In the fi rst instance, 
the testimony about eternal life in Jesus 
is based on fi rst-hand experience and is 
entirely trustworthy. Moreover, what the 
readers already know is true, over against 
the lies propagated by those trying to lead 
them astray. Furthermore, the Spirit God 
has given them testifi es to these truths. 
In addition, discerning between what is 
true and what is false often can be done 
by reasoning from the knowledge they 
already have.

A central truth that cannot be denied 
is that Jesus is the Christ come in the 
fl esh. If you deny that, you do not have a 
relationship with Jesus or with God the 
Father. Moreover, there is an unbreakable 
link between loving God, loving God’s 
children, doing God’s commands, and 
believing in Jesus. God commands that 
we love our brothers and sisters in Christ 
and believe that Jesus is the Son of God. 
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Those who do not keep these commands 
do not have a relationship with God. On 
the other hand, those who do observe 
these directives can be assured that they 
have eternal life (which comes from hav-
ing a relationship with God).

Conclusion: Future Prospects
As was emphasized earlier, there are 

multiple ways to interpret individual 
books of the Bible as a whole and even to 
investigate participants and explore pro-
cesses and non-participant entities for an 
entire biblical book. It is hoped that this 
article has stirred up your interest in try-
ing non-linear approaches to reading and 
interpretation. The best way to learn this 
skill is to try it. You will fi nd that, with 
practice, your profi ciency will increase. 
For those of you who know Greek, I would 
encourage you to apply the methods to 
the study of the Greek New Testament. 
For the more adventurous among you, I 
would also issue a call to experiment and 
pioneer new non-linear techniques and 
tools for biblical interpretation. While 
richly annotated computerized corpuses 
of the Bible in its original languages are 
beginning to appear,43 more work needs 
to be done to better facilitate non-linear 
methods of interpretation such as what 
was presented here. As long as we main-
tain a spirit of humility, an openness to 
newness and creativity, and a hunger for 
learning and advancement, the future is 
bright for developing new methods and 
tools for the study of the Bible that are 
simultaneously more easily learned and 
more comprehensively illuminating.

ENDNOTES
 1Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, for 

example, stress the “need to develop the 
habit of reading the whole letter through 

in one sitting” (How to Read the Bible 

for All Its Worth [3rd ed.; Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2003], 59).

 2Modern linguistics involves the study 
of languages and how they work. The 
techniques introduced in this study 
can be more effi ciently and thoroughly 
applied if tools are developed for com-
putational analysis. Such tools do not yet 
exist for Bible study using the English 
translations. Some rudimentary tools 
have become recently available for Bible 
study using the original Greek through 
the work of the OpenText.org project. 
For an introduction to this new type of 
computer-aided research, see Matthew 
Brook O’Donnell, Corpus Linguistics and 
the Greek of the New Testament (New 
Testament Monographs, 6; Sheffi eld: 
Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2005). For 
some preliminary applications, see 
Randall K. J. Tan, “Color outside the 
Lines: Rethinking How to Interpret 
Paul’s Letters,” in Paul and His Theol-
ogy (ed. Stanley E. Porter; Leiden: Brill, 
forthcoming), 153-87.

 3I actually studied 1 John in the original 
Greek, but kept an eye on the New Inter-
national Version (NIV) to ensure that 
users of that English translation (and 
others like it) can reproduce the bulk 
of the results I found in Greek. In these 
endnotes, I have noted the places where 
the NIV translation does not allow the 
reader to see particular phenomena that 
are observable in the Greek.

 4On the use of language to construe 
experience, see M. A. K. Halliday, “Intro-
duction: On the ‘Architecture’ of Human 
Language,” in The Collected Works of M. 

A. K. Halliday (vol. 3, On Language and 

Linguistics; ed. J. Webster; New York: 
Continuum, 2003), 15-16 and M. A. K. 
Halliday, “Language Structure and Lan-
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guage Function,” in New Horizons in 

Linguistics (ed. J. Lyons; Harmond-
sworth: Penguin, 1970), 143.

 5On this tripartite structure to the 
grammar of the clause, see M. A. 
K. Halliday and Christian M. I. 
M. Matthiessen, An Introduction to 

Functional Grammar (3rd ed.; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 106-
107. In Halliday and Matthiessen, 
participants cover both animate and 
inanimate (even abstract) entities. 
I propose that it is more helpful 
to designate as participants only 
animate entities that actually relate 
to other animate entities. This coin-
cides also with my suggestion that 
we need to examine not only the 
relational interaction between the 
author and the addressees, but also 
that between all the other partici-
pants (meaning all animate entities 
that interact) in the text.

 6The reader might notice that cir-
cumstances were not included. 
Circumstances is the least constant 
of the three components that repre-
sent the world and so is not as good 
a starting point for investigation as 
participants and processes.

 7This is a simplifi ed expression of 
what to look for in interpreting the 
three functions of language—ide-
ational, interpersonal, and textual. 
See Halliday, “Introduction: On 
the ‘Architecture’ of Human Lan-
guage,” 16-17.

 8The examination of themes, how-
ever, has traditionally been a some-
what haphazard enterprise, with 
few expressed boundaries and 
controls. In other words, interpret-
ers often failed to demonstrate how 
they find their themes and how 

others can verify or disprove their 
claims. The kind of thematic analy-
sis I propose here is anchored to 
demonstrable elements of the text.

 9The idea for this type of analysis 
comes from a synthesis of two lines 
of previous research—Michael 
Hoey’s thesis about lexical rep-
etitions (see Patterns of Lexis in 

Text [Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1991]) and Jeffrey Reed’s 
theory about semantic chains (see 
A Discourse Analysis of Philippians: 

Method and Rhetoric in the Debate 

over Literary Integrity [Journal for 
the Study of the New Testament 
Supplement Series 136; Sheffi eld: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 1997]). 
I came to realize that the lexical 
and semantic repetitions posited 
separately by Hoey and Reed can 
be systematically traced both in 
localized units of text and in larger 
stretches of text by an interpreter 
that is on the conscious look-out for 
all the different forms that meaning 
links can take. Practically speaking, 
the interpreter needs to look out for 
the same lexical word, words shar-
ing the same morpheme, cognates, 
and words sharing the same fi eld 
of meaning (including antonyms, 
hypernyms, hyponyms, meronyms, 
holonyms, etc.) as well as groups of 
words, clauses, or larger combina-
tions that convey similar meaning. 
Groups of words, clauses, and larger 
combinations are used especially 
frequently in elaborating a theme. 
In those cases, even if a word does 
not show other signs of semantic 
repetition, it should be considered 
a theme by virtue of the semantic 
weight of the elaborating groups of 

words, clauses, or larger combina-
tions.

10When you examine the meaning of 
words, you will quickly fi nd two 
general categories—function words 
like articles, conjunctions, and prep-
ositions (which have little semantic 
content on their own, but chiefl y 
indicate grammatical relationships) 
and content words (which express 
lexical meaning rather than gram-
matical relationships).

11The process recommended above 
has at least three advantages. First, 
it explicitly recognizes the helpful-
ness of prior outlines given by com-
petent Bible translators and takes 
advantage of their work. Second, 
it deliberately avoids the possible 
pitfall of paralyzing perfectionism 
in trying to come up with a fully 
accurate outline prior to detailed 
analysis of the letter. Third, the 
tentative nature of the initial outline 
is clear and the process of constant 
revision and improvement is built 
into the method itself. In many 
ways, this is a more systematically 
developed method to the guidelines 
Fee and Stuart suggested on reading 
and rereading and taking notes on 
a letter’s natural, logical divisions 
(How to Read the Bible, 60-62).

12As will become clear below, the dis-
course of 1 John does not advance 
in a straight logical line. Instead, 
similar concerns recur in what has 
been called a “spiral,” i.e., points 
already made earlier in the letter 
are brought up again later from a 
slightly different angle. Cf. C. H. 
Dodd, The Johannine Epistles (Mof-
fatt New Testament Commentaries; 
London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
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1953), xxi.
13Since the method in this article is 

meant to help non-Greek users as 
well as Greek users, I have chosen 
not to point out the underlying 
Greek. In so doing, I am trying to 
emphasize that this method can be 
used with an English (or any other 
language) translation with almost 
as much success as with the Greek 
New Testament. For those interested 
in the underlying Greek, it is safe to 
assume that the same Greek word is 
behind the English when I use the 
term “word.” Otherwise, I am often 
referring to a general concept that 
can be conveniently represented by 
an English word even if I do not use 
the term “concept.”

14Their hands have even touched 
it (1:1)! Akin observes that “the 
sequence of verbs leading up to v. 
3 places emphasis on concrete see-
ing: ‘What we have seen with our 

eyes, what we have beheld, … the 
life was revealed, and we have seen, 
and borne witness, … the eternal 
life which was with the Father and 
was revealed to us’” (Daniel L. Akin, 
1, 2, 3 John [New American Com-
mentary; Nashville: Broadman and 
Holman, 2001], 56).

15In what follows in 1:4, whether the 
text should say “our joy” or “your 
joy” is uncertain because of confl ict-
ing textual witnesses. On the whole, 
the reading “our joy” (that is the 
author and the other eyewitnesses’ 
joy) is to be preferred. For reasons 
why “our” is the better reading, see 
B. M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary 

on the Greek New Testament (2nd ed.; 
London; New York: United Bible 
Societies, 1994), 639. The implica-

tion of “our joy” is that John and 
the other eyewitnesses derived joy 
from others receiving a share in the 
blessings of fellowship with God 
and Christ.

16I have grouped under the concept 
“lies” the following: 1:6 “we lie”; 
1:8 “we deceive ourselves”; 1:10 “we 
make him out to be a liar.”

17Many commentators observe that 
1:5-10 is connected to the prologue 
precisely in outlining the conditions 
of the fellowship mentioned in 1:3. 
In effect, the author affi rms that 
God is light and has no darkness 
in him at all in order to rule out 
claims to fellowship with him by 
those walking in the darkness. See 
e.g., I. H. Marshall, The Epistles of 

John (New International Commen-
tary on the New Testament; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1978), 108; and B. 
F. Westcott, The Epistles of John (New 
York: Macmilan, 1905), 14.

18The emphasis on this theme is 
shown by the extended elaboration 
rather than repetition in the strict 
sense.

19Under the concept “desire for 
the things in the world,” I have 
included the following: 2:16 “crav-
ings” and “lust”; 2:17 “desires.”

20The NIV omits translating the sec-
ond occurrence involving hearing 
in 2:24 by substituting “if it does.”

21The “this” in 3:19-20a, “This then is 
how we know that we belong to the 
truth, and how we set our hearts at 
rest in his presence whenever our 
hearts condemn us,” is best taken 
to refer back. The line of thought 
is that by the fact that we love in 
action and in truth we know that we 
belong to the truth (cf. C. Haas, et 

al., A Handbook on the Letters of John 
[New York: United Bible Societies, 
1972], 103).

22The NIV translates the two instances 
of the same verb as “made com-
plete” in 4:12 and 4:17, but the third 
instance as “made perfect” in 4:18. 
The related adjectival form in 4:18 
is translated as “perfect.”

23John highlights the need to keep 
God’s command throughout 1 
John (2:3, 4, 7 [3x], 8, 22, 23 [2x], 24; 
4:21; 5:2, 3 [2x]). As the unit-by-unit 
analysis shows, these commands 
essentially consist of loving one’s 
brothers and sisters in Christ and 
believing that Jesus is the Christ. 
The contrast between righteousness 
and sin in 3:1-10 may also indicate 
a more generalized content of not 
sinning and doing righteousness to 
keeping God’s commands. In any 
case, command keeping remains a 
vital aspect of Christian living and 
should not be neglected out of fear 
of legalism.

24I derive the concept of being God’s 
children from what the NIV trans-
lates variously as “born of” (5:1), 
“the father” (5:1), “his child” (5:1), 
and “born of” (5:4).

25Perhaps the most likely interpre-
tation is that the water refers to 
Jesus’ baptism and the blood refers 
to Jesus’ death. On the other two 
main interpretations, see Akin, 1, 

2, 3 John, 195.
26The suggestion that the “that” 

clause does not refer to the con-
tent of the testimony, but to its 
effect (e.g., Haas, Handbook, 143), is 
grammatically unlikely. Note also 
the semantic link to 1:2 and 4:14, 
where the testimony is associated 
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with life.
27See e.g., 1:5; 2:20, 27; 4:2, 9, 14; 5:6, 

11.
28Commentators disagree on whether 

“these things” in 5:13 refer specifi -
cally to the teachings in 5:1-12 or to 
the entire epistle. Actually, there is 
little reason to restrict these things 
to only 5:1-12. If a restriction is to 
be made, it should be to between 
2:28-5:12 as the last “I wrote you 
these things” occurs in 2:26 (2:27 is 
transitional). If the combination of 
“these things” and “write” is taken 
as indicative of section divisions, 
then we would have discrete units 
from 1:1-4; 1:5-2:2; 2:3-27; and 2:28-
5:13. As it turns out, a detailed look 
at the content of 5:1-12 shows that 
the central themes of believing that 
Jesus is the Christ, of loving God’s 
children, of keeping God’s com-
mands, and of witness to Jesus are 
summarized there. So even if “these 
things” really refer particularly to 
5:1-12, they still indirectly refer to 
the whole letter.

29Of the four occurrences counted 
in 5:16, the NIV omits one occur-
rence (probably because of stylistic 
reasons—it would sound strange to 
say in English, “sinning a sin”) and 
translates the Greek participle and 
noun (both of which mean sin) as 
“commit a sin.” 

30Westcott, The Epistles of John, 192.
31Certainty about the meaning of sin 

that leads to death (5:16) and sin 
that does not (5:16 [2x], 17) may be 
impossible. Nevertheless, it is clear 
that John’s concern is to encourage 
his readers to intercede for those 
who commit sin that does not lead 
to death. This concern gains further 

prominence if a fresh proposal 
about the interpretation of 1 John 
5:16-17 is adopted. See Randall K. J. 
Tan, “Should We Pray for Straying 
Brethren?: John’s Confi dence in 1 
John 5:16-17,” Journal of the Evan-

gelical Theological Society 45 (2002): 
599-609.

32Interpreters are divided over 
whether the “we” in v. 6 includes 
the addressees or not. See Akin, 1, 2, 

3 John, 175, for a convenient listing of 
where various interpreters stand. In 
any case, John and the other plural 
eyewitnesses are defi nitely included 
and so my statement stands regard-
less of which view you take.

33The use of person and number in 
the Greek of the New Testament 
is best understood in terms of the 
participation of the author and 
the addressees (see e.g., Stanley E. 
Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testa-

ment [2nd ed.; Sheffi eld: JSOT Press, 
1994], 76-77). The fi rst person is used 
when the author participates in the 
process. First person singular usu-
ally refers to the author (potentially 
rhetorical uses like in Romans 7:7-
25 possibly excluded). First person 
plural may refer to many authors, 
the author and those he wishes 
to include with himself (but who 
are not co-authors), or the author 
and his addressee(s) (portrayed as 
united in some way). Second person 
is used by the author to refer to the 
addressee (or addressees), though 
the addressee(s) involved could be 
real or imagined for the sake of dis-
cussion (as perhaps in the diatribe 
sections of Romans). Third person 
is used by the author to refer to per-
sons or things other than the author 

and hearer. Indefi nite “whoever” 
type third person allows for anyone, 
including the author and any of his 
addressees, to participate if they fi t 
the description (of actions or state). 
When the indefi nite third person is 
used in juxtaposition with fi rst and 
second person (where the author 
and his addressees are portrayed as 
participating), the effect is often to 
distance the author and his address-
ees from the actions described 
(whether positive, neutral, or nega-
tive) and yet to keep the door open 
that anyone of them could fall 
into that category of people if they 
adopted those actions.

34In 3:1 the NIV omits the impera-
tival form that is often translated 
“behold” in other translations. 
Some believe that it has become 
more of a particle used to draw 
attention and no longer has its com-
manding force.

35I will leave it to you, the reader, 
to look up the instances. The fast-
est way to fi nd all occurrences is 
to run a search in a Greek Bible 
software program. For fi rst person 
plural descriptions, look up all fi rst 
person plural indicative verbs in 1 
John (double checking also all fi rst 
person plural pronouns). There is no 
easy way to isolate the third person 
indefinite references from other 
third person references.

36Relational interactions by defi nition 
involve more than one party. So the 
relational interactions of one par-
ticipant can only be understood in 
relation to other participants. A lot 
of repetition would be involved if 
the interactions for each participant 
are spelt out in full.
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37There are three basic positions about 
the use of “children,” “fathers,” and 
“young men” in 2:12-14. The one-
group position sees John using the 
terms rhetorically to refer to all the 
addressees (see e.g., Marshall, The 

Epistles of John, 138). The two-group 
advocates attribute “dear children” 
as inclusive of all the addressees 
while “fathers” and “young men” 
refer to the more mature and less 
mature (whether in age or spiri-
tual growth) (see, e.g., Stephen S. 
Smalley, 1, 2, 3 John [Word Bibli-
cal Commentary 51; Waco: Word, 
1984], 70-71). Some believe that 
John is addressing three groups of 
differing maturity (whether in age 
or spiritual growth) (see e.g., F. F. 
Bruce, The Epistles of John [Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979], 58).

38On why most scholars interpret the 
Holy One as referring to Jesus rather 
than to God the Father, see Akin, 1, 

2, 3 John, 118.
39Cf. Haas, Handbook, 60-76. Note 

that in the emphasized words and 
concepts section, we found that 
the links stretch through the entire 
unit of 2:18-29. If the adversaries 
are described the same way, it is at 
least slightly more likely that they 
are one and the same than that there 
are three groups so similar to each 
other. Moreover, 2:26 (“I am writ-
ing these things to you about those 
who are trying to lead you astray”) 
attributes one common purpose to 
the group(s) between 2:18-26, which 
again favors one group over three 
groups.

40It is unclear if John means human 
spirits (as Haas, Handbook, 110 sug-
gests) or spirit beings (like demons 

and the Holy Spirit as more com-
monly thought) by “spirits” here. I 
have deliberately left things ambig-
uous. The main point is clear, and I 
have restricted myself to it.

41I take it that the evil one and the 
devil are one and the same from the 
essentially similar characterizations 
given Cain and the devil’s children 
in 3:7-12.

42Two other recurrent notions used in 
1 John—possession and remaining 
in a place, state, or person—are not 
easily traced using English (or other 
language) translations because of 
different translations used for the 
various occurrences. The notion of 
possession is used for a variety of 
things, including eternal life and 
even for having God the Father and 
God the Son. Likewise, the notion 
of remaining covers a diversity of 
things, including remaining in the 
Father and the Son. Both concepts, 
when applied to the Father and the 
Son, appear to be metaphorical por-
traits of aspects of what is involved 
in having a relationship with the 
Father and the Son.

43Recently, Logos Bible Software has 
emerged as the leading commer-
cial backer of syntactically-tagged 
databases of both the Hebrew Old 
Testament and the Greek New 
Testament and its efforts are to be 
commended. There are also some 
ongoing non-commercial, open-
source collaborative projects that 
are working to provide various new 
texts and tools relevant to biblical 
studies. For instance, the OpenText.
org project is working to provide 
richer and more versatile computer-
ized texts and tools for the study of 

the Greek New Testament as well as 
other Hellenistic Greek texts.
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Book Reviews
The Paradoxes of Paul. Vol. 2 of Justifi ca-

tion and Variegated Nomism. Edited by 
D. A. Carson, Peter T. O’Brien, and 
Mark A. Seifrid. Tübingen/Grand 
Rapids: Mohr Siebeck/Baker, 2004. 
x + 545 pp., $49.99.

The new perspective has lost its new-
ness and perhaps it has lost its attrac-
tiveness as well. Book after book has 
emerged challenging the central con-
tentions of the new perspective. The 
view of Judaism fi rst propounded 
by Sanders was demonstrated to be 
wanting in the fi rst volume of Varie-

gated Nomism, for it was shown that 
covenantal nomism does not fi t all the 
literature in second temple Judaism, 
and that there is signifi cant evidence 
that contradicts the so-called pattern. 
And the fi rst volume of this two vol-
ume set does not stand alone in its 
critique of Sanders’s interpretation 
of second temple Judaism, for serious 
challenges have also been issued in 
volumes by Mark Elliott, Friedrich 
Avemarie, Andrew Das, and Simon 
Gathercole. Thus far the empire has 
not struck back, and one wonders 
if the textual evidence advanced in 
these recent works can be refuted. 
The new perspective on Paul may be 
well on the way to becoming the old 
and outmoded perspective.

If such is the case, volume 2 of 
Variegated Nomism may constitute 
a summary of the arguments that 
have dethroned the new paradigm 
with regard to Paul. If the view of 
second temple Judaism advanced 
by the new perspective seems to 

be in serious trouble, the same can 
be said regarding its theology of 
Paul advanced most signifi cantly by 
James Dunn and N. T. Wright. The 
sheer number of books questioning 
the work of Dunn and Wright (and 
of course Sanders) makes it impos-
sible to list them all, but we think of 
the contributions of Moo, Thielman, 
Westerholm, Laato, Das, Gathercole, 
Aletti, Seifrid, Das, Stuhlmacher and 
Hagner, etc. Naturally some scholars 
continue to advance the new perspec-
tive, but it seems that the current is 
now running in the other direction. 
The newness has worn off, and the 
exegesis of the Reformers, though not 
embraced in every particular, seems 
to be weathering the recent chal-
lenge. Perhaps the proverb applies 
in this case, “The one who states his 
case fi rst seems right, until the other 
comes and examines him” (Prov 
18:17 ESV).

A book with essays by a number 
of different contributors, like this 
one, does not build to a climax. 
Instead the various authors exam-
ine different aspects of the new 
perspective, and the careful reader 
will perceive that they do not agree 
in every respect. Nevertheless, the 
book refl ects a broad consensus on 
the inadequacy of the new perspec-
tive. Space is lacking to interact with 
the essays in any detail, and it will 
suffi ce to note some of the essays and 
the contributions therein. Stephen 
Westerholm introduces the book 
with a nice summary of works on the 
new perspective, both pro and con, 

over the last twenty-fi ve years. With 
his characteristic lucidity he sets the 
stage for the remainder of the book. 
Mark Seifrid contributes two essays, 
one on righteousness language and 
the other consists of an analysis of 
Rom 1:18-3:20. In the former he sur-
veys righteousness both biblically 
and in Hellenistic literature, and 
interacts with the new perspective 
and the new Tübingen school. Both 
Simon Gathercole and Douglas Moo 
demonstrate that in their exegesis of 
Romans 3:21-4:25 and 5:1-11:36 that 
central planks of the new perspective 
cannot be verifi ed textually.

Moisés Silva with his usual verve 
and dexterity as an exegete unpacks 
the antithesis between works of law 
and faith in Jesus in Galatians, show-
ing in the process that the objective 
genitive (“faith in Jesus Christ”) is 
clearly superior to the subjective gen-
itive (“faithfulness of Jesus Christ”). 
Two of the most helpful essays in the 
volume are written by Peter O’Brien, 
who is invariably careful and sensible 
in his scholarship. The first essay 
asks whether Paul is a covenantal 
nomist. O’Brien lays out several lines 
of evidence to demonstrate that Paul 
does not fi t the pattern of covenantal 
nomism established by Sanders. 
O’Brien’s discussion on judgment 
according to works is quite helpful, 
but it would have been helpful if 
the editors had included an entire 
essay on that topic since it plays a 
central role in the debate. O’Brien 
summarizes the problems with 
Dunn’s view of “works of the law,” 
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and then responds to Wright’s view 
of justifi cation. I found the latter to 
be particularly helpful, for careful 
responses to the latter on justifi cation 
are not plentiful. O’Brien’s essay on 
whether Paul was converted is also a 
model of scholarship and a convinc-
ing response to those who claim Paul 
was only called but not converted.

Robert Yarbrough demonstrates 
the importance of salvation history 
in Paul’s theology and notes how 
it has fallen out of favor in recent 
scholarship, and surveys the con-
tributions of those of a previous era 
who rightly saw the importance of 
this theme. Timo Laato examines 
Pauline anthropology in a brief 
essay, and Don Carson provides an 
illuminating discussion on mystery 
and fulfi llment in Pauline theology, 
showing that these themes stand in 
tension and must be held together. 
Timothy George demonstrates that 
Luther was a faithful interpreter of 
Paul, and Henri Blocher sums up the 
volume with an excellent essay which 
considers the theological implica-
tions of the whole debate. 

All in all, I would judge this 
volume to be a success and a con-
vincing rebuttal to the exegesis of 
Paul propounded by the new per-
spective. Perhaps the debate on the 
new perspective will slow down, 
or perhaps volumes like these and 
others mentioned in this review will 
represent a new consensus where a 
more nuanced view of both Judaism 
and Paul has been gained.

Thomas R. Schreiner

Paul: In Fresh Perspective. By N. T. 
Wright. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005, 
195 pp., $25.00. 

In many ways, there is not much that 
is “fresh” about N. T. Wright’s Paul: 

In Fresh Perspective. The book consists 
largely of a rehashing of material 
that he has already written about 
elsewhere. Wright acknowledges this 
fact in the preface where he states that 
the current work develops themes 
from three of his previous writings 
on Paul: What Saint Paul Really Said 

(Eerdmans, 1997), The Climax of the 

Covenant (T. & T. Clark, 1992), and his 
commentary on Romans in the New 

Interpreters Bible (Abingdon, 2003). 
Wright is not so much attempting to 
break new ground in this work, but 
rather he intends for it to stand as a 
pointer to a fuller treatment of Paul 
that will form volume IV of his series 
Christian Origins and the Question of 

God (xi).
The book divides into two parts 

that broadly defi ne the direction of 
Wright’s thinking on Paul. In part 
one, “Themes,” Wright’s introductory 
chapter locates Paul in his own his-
torical setting. According to Wright, 
Paul was a man shaped by “three 
worlds” plus one: Second-Temple 
Judaism, Hellenistic Culture, the 
Roman Empire, and the church. In 
this chapter, Wright also reaffi rms his 
commitment to the so-called “new 
perspective” on Paul. The remainder 
of part one is taken up with three 
dyads that according to Wright form 
the matrices from which Pauline 
theology develops: Creation and 
Covenant (chapter 2), Messiah and 
Apocalyptic (chapter 3), and Gospel 

and Empire (chapter 4). 
In the fi rst three chapters of part 

two, “Structures,” Wright offers a 
sketch of the shape of Paul’s theology 
(83). Because Wright fi nds the famil-
iar topics of Reformation soteriology 
an inadequate framework in which 
to understand Paul (83), he suggests 
that Paul is best interpreted within 
the framework of what the Jews of 
Paul’s day believed. The structure 
of second-temple Jewish faith had 
three tiers: monotheism, election, 
and eschatology. For Wright, “Paul’s 
thought can best be understood, not 
as an abandonment of this frame-
work, but as his redefinition of it 
around the Messiah and the Spirit” 
(84). For this reason, Wright’s argu-
ment proceeds by explaining Paul’s 
rethinking of God in chapter 5, his 
reworking of God’s people in chap-
ter 6, and his reimagining of God’s 
future in chapter 7. The concluding 
chapter of the book takes up the dif-
fi cult question of how Paul’s gospel 
relates to that proclaimed by the Jesus 
of the canonical Gospels, how Paul 
conceived of his apostolic task, and 
how Paul informs our understand-
ing of the task of the church in the 
present day.

In this book, Wright has made his 
case once again that Paul cannot be 
properly interpreted apart from his 
historical context. Wright does not 
argue that Paul merely mirrors the 
philosophical and theological prem-
ises of his Jewish and Greco-Roman 
background. Rather, he shows that 
Paul both agrees and disagrees at 
signifi cant points with both. This fact 
enables Paul to be both thoroughly 
Jewish and Roman, while at the 
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same time confronting both with his 
gospel. This reviewer looks forward 
to seeing how the details of this 
approach will work out in his forth-
coming volume on Paul in Christian 
Origins and the Question of God.

Yet even for all of his learned expli-
cation of Pauline theology, Wright’s 
exegesis in this book leaves much to 
be desired. Rather, I should say, that 
the exegesis is nearly non-existent. 
Rather than getting bogged down in 
the details of careful exegetical work, 
Wright is constantly referring the 
reader to his former works on Paul. 
These notices come up so often, that 
one wonders why Wright has chosen 
to write this volume at all.

Nevertheless, one theme that 
Wright returns to time and again 
appears to be at least one “fresh” 
emphasis on his part. In chapter 4 
in particular, Wright argues that 
Paul’s gospel contained “echoes” of 
the rhetoric of imperial Rome. The 
upshot of this observation is that 
Paul thought that his message offered 
a direct political challenge to the 
dominant world power of his day—
the Roman Empire. This so-called 
“fresh perspective” on Paul argues 
that the unveiling of the Messiah 
as Israel’s king and the world’s true 
Lord challenges the grand claims of 
pagan empire (40). This means that, 
for Paul, to confess Jesus as Messiah 
is to confess that “Jesus is Lord and 
Caesar is not” (69; cf. 58). 

This much of Wright’s proposal 
is not controversial. Even the most 
traditional readings of Paul recognize 
that his gospel makes Jesus out to be 
the King of kings, and Lord of lords. 
Most interpreters would probably 

agree that there are no political or 
spiritual rivals to the kingship and 
lordship of Jesus in Paul’s theology. 

What is truly “fresh” about this 
perspective is the implication that 
Wright derives from this reading of 
Paul. It means fi rst of all that Paul’s 
gospel calls Christians to oppose 
political entities that make claims 
to empire and world domination. 
Wright even hints (via Richard 
Horsley) that this message of Paul 
offers a special critique of “today’s 
monolithic American empire” and 
that this emphasis should not be 
dismissed “as a mere leftie fad” (16). 
Given Wright’s open and frequent 
critique of American foreign policy 
elsewhere, this particular application 
of Paul’s gospel will likely prove to be 
very controversial.

This book is to be recommended 
to anyone who wishes to get an over-
view of Wright’s thinking on Paul. 
It summarizes the work that Wright 
has done on Paul up to this point 
and gives a little bit of a hint as to 
where he will be going in the future. 
For anyone who has already been 
reading Wright’s work, there is not 
much more here that is not already 
covered in Wright’s other books. 
Nevertheless, the book does pique 
one’s interest in what trails Wright 
might be blazing in his forthcoming 
volume on Paul. 

Denny Burk 
Criswell College 

Making Sense of the New Testament: 

Three Crucial Questions. By Craig L. 
Blomberg. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2004, 
189 pp., $ 15.00. 

This latest addition to the Baker’s 
“Three Crucial Questions” series 
is the New Testament counterpart 
to Tremper Longman’s volume on 
Making Sense of the Old Testament: 

Three Crucial Questions (1998), in 
which Longman discusses the keys 
to understanding the Old Testa-
ment, compares the God of the Old 
Testament with the God of the New 
Testament, and provides guidance for 
Christians on how to apply the Old 
Testament today. Blomberg’s three 
crucial questions regarding the New 
Testament are questions about Jesus, 
Paul, and also of application (similar 
to Longman’s volume). 

The fi rst crucial question (“Is the 
New Testament Historically Reli-
able?”) concerns the historical reli-
ability of the sources regarding Jesus 
and the early church (“whether or 
not the New Testament’s portraits 
of Jesus of Nazareth can be trusted”; 
“Or, to phrase the question more 
precisely, do the apparently historical 
portions of the New Testament in fact 
communicate trustworthy history”). 
Blomberg sets out with a fi ne survey 
of the current state of discussion 
before he approaches these narratives 
as a historian would do: “But even if 
we limit ourselves to the approaches 
taken by the classical historians 
who study other people, events, and 
institutions from the ancient Jewish, 
Greek, and Roman worlds, a cumu-
lative case emerges which suggests 
that the Gospels and Acts are very 
historically reliable” (21). Blomberg’s 
discussion includes textual criticism, 
questions of authorship and date, and 
the genres of the Gospels and of Acts. 
Then Blomberg assesses the success 
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of the evangelists’ enterprise by ask-
ing whether they had an historical 
interest, whether they were able to 
write history and what accuracy is 
evident in the fi nal product, includ-
ing discussion of supposed contra-
dictions. Further sections treat hard 
sayings and missing topics (“Various 
early-church controversies described 
in Acts and the epistles never appear 
on the pages of the four Gospels,” 
45), the evidence of non-Christian 
writers, archaeological evidence, 
other early Christian evidence, and 
the miracles. According to Blom-
berg, by historical criteria alone, an 
impressive case can be argued for the 
general trustworthiness of the NT 
narrative books: “People who choose 
to believe more of the accounts than 
historical reasoning by itself can 
support do so by a ‘leap of faith’, to 
be sure. But it is a leap in the same 
direction that the vast majority of 
the historical evidence is already 
pointing. . . . Because the Gospels 
and Acts prove reliable in so many 
places where they can be tested, they 
should be given the benefi t of doubt 
in those places where they cannot” 
(70). Blomberg presents a well argued 
persuasive case and raises arguments 
that cannot be ignored by those 
disagreeing. The section will be good 
reading for introductory courses 
on Jesus and the Gospels (compare 
Blomberg’s previous contributions 
on this subject: Jesus and the Gospels; 
The Historical Reliability of the Gospels 
and The Historical Reliability of John’s 

Gospel: Issues and Commentary) 
The second part tackles the ques-

tion of the relationship between Paul 
and Jesus. Was Paul the actual founder 

of Christianity? Can the teaching of 
Jesus and Paul be reconciled? “Or did 
Paul so distort Jesus’ message that we 
must choose one over the other? Was 
Paul, in fact, the second founder or 
even the true founder of Christianity 
as it developed down through the 
centuries?” (15). After a brief sur-
vey of the discussion Blomberg sets 
out with Paul’s knowledge of Jesus’ 
teaching and of other elements of the 
Gospel tradition (references to the 
life of Jesus) before providing seven 
reasons for the remaining silence 
(“there are numerous reasons why 
we do not see it [the Jesus tradition] 
appearing more frequently and more 
explicitly in his epistles”). Blomberg 
then makes a number of broader 
theological comparisons (justifi ca-
tion by faith and the kingdom of 
God, the role of the law, the Gentile 
mission and the church, the role of 
women, Christology (comparing the 
implicit Christology of the Synoptics 
with Paul’s more explicit christo-
logical statements), and eschatology. 
Blomberg concludes that Paul “knew 
a considerable amount about the 
life and teachings of the historical 
Jesus, and his central proclamation 
depended on the veracity of the death 
and resurrection of Christ, precisely 
as described in the Gospels and pre-
dicted by Jesus himself. Theological 
distinctives between the two men 
remain, and the differing purposes 
of the Gospels and the Epistles must 
be taken into account when assess-
ing the reasons why certain issues 
do or do not appear in each. But in 
numerous central topics the two fi nd 
themselves in profound agreement” 
(106). This section will make good 

reading for introductory courses on 
Paul and on New Testament theol-
ogy. A similar case is argued in more 
detail by D. Wenham, Follower of Jesus 

or Founder of Christianity? A New Look 

at the Question of Paul and Jesus and 
Paul and Jesus: The True Story. 

Finally Blomberg raises the ques-
tion: “How do we apply the New 
Testament today? . . . More precisely, 
what varying principles emerge 
for applying the New Testament’s 
diverse literary forms?” Blomberg 
begins with the plea that valid appli-
cation cannot be separated from legit-
imate interpretation. He emphasizes 
the different approaches to applica-
tion required by the different literary 
genres in the NT and the smaller 
forms that appear within its books. 
Blomberg discusses general and 
specifi c principles for the Gospels, 
Acts, the epistles of Paul (“Norma-
tive or situation-specifi c?”), and the 
remaining NT. This section would 
make good reading for introductory 
courses to NT exegesis. (compare 
also W. W. Klein, C. L. Blomberg, R. 
L. Hubbard, Introduction to Biblical 

Interpretation; and I. H. Marshall, 
Beyond the Bible: Moving from Scripture 

to Theology). A summary of the three 
chapters, notes, and indices round off 
the small volume. 

Blomberg has provided a succinct, 
easy to read but not simplistic intro-
duction to three crucial issues in NT 
studies from an evangelical perspec-
tive. While aimed at and suitable for 
a wider readership or undergraduate 
students, the volume also has its chal-
lenges for advanced students. Similar 
treatment of other issues (such as the 
relationship of the Paul of the Pauline 
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corpus and the Paul of Acts, the ori-
gin and signifi cance of the NT canon 
or the diversity and unity in the NT) 
would be welcome. 

Christoph Stenschke
Missionshaus Bibelschule, 

Wiedenest
University of South Africa

Spirit Ethics: Scripture and the Moral 

Life. By Paul Jersild. Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2000, 204 pp., $18.00 
paper.

Spirit Ethics is concerned with the 
role of the Holy Spirit in the life 
of the church, particularly where 
Scripture, ethics, and contemporary 
culture meet. The fi rst part of this 
book deals with methodological and 
theoretical issues, including post-
modernism, pluralism, and biblical 
interpretation and authority. In the 
second part, methodological propos-
als are applied to three issues: eutha-
nasia, homosexuality, and genetic 
research.

This book is commendable in 
many respects. For instance, Jersild 
provides a brief introduction to 
postmodernism that will be very 
useful for those unfamiliar with 
the ideas. In addition, there is much 
to be gained from his treatment of 
euthanasia and genetic research, 
and how the church may contribute 
and, indeed, guide the contemporary 
debates on these issues.

However, an assessment of Jer-
sild’s treatment of the interpretation 
and authority of Scripture is mixed. 
He rightly affi rms the need for the 
work of the Spirit in the task of bibli-

cal interpretation and application. 
Yet he compromises the transcendent 
authority of the Bible, presumably 
in order to avoid a wooden or legal-
istic application. For Jersild, biblical 
authority rests with the spirit-led 
community as it engages with the 
text and with contemporary culture, 
and embodies biblical themes such 
as grace, forgiveness, and faith in 
response to Jesus Christ. The result 
for ethics is to resist appeals to a tran-
scendent source of moral norms: “our 
moral convictions are not based on a 
transcendent moral order but emerge 
from the story of the believing com-
munity” (35). When it comes to spe-
cifi c moral decisions, the message 
of Scripture is “neither suffi ciently 
clear or consistent to give it a blanket 
hermeneutical primacy” (80). 

Turning to Jersild’s chapters on 
contemporary issues, it is interest-
ing that on the issues that are not 
addressed explicitly in Scripture 
(euthanasia and genetics), he con-
cludes that the “facts of the case” do 
not justify a turn from the tradition. 
Concerning homosexuality, which 
is addressed explicitly, he parts 
with tradition. Here the facts of the 
case—the experience of homosexuals 
and the (very debatable) results of sci-
entifi c research—persuade him that 
the church ought to affi rm monoga-
mous homosexual partnerships, 
and dissenting biblical texts must be 
reinterpreted to avoid infl icting harm 
on those who understand themselves 
to be homosexual. 

This treatment reveals an inad-
equate hermeneutic, which fails to 
place particular texts within the 
biblical message of creation, fall, 

and redemption. His conclusions 
may be well intended, but when he 
affirms what Scripture condemns 
(and attributes to our fallen condi-
tion), he denies not only particular 
texts but also the general themes of 
Scripture: to be truly human, and to 
experience God’s grace and forgive-
ness, is to turn from ourselves and 
to God in repentance and humil-
ity, recognizing that even our most 
“natural” desires are alien and in 
need of reform. The Spirit-led com-
munity must communicate these 
biblical truths with compassion, and 
not simply follow our contemporary 
culture, or even the (disputed) “facts 
of the case” if they are derived from 
experience and from ideological per-
spectives opposed to the message of 
the Bible.

K. T. Magnuson

To Everyone an Answer: A Case for 

the Christian Worldview. By Francis 
J. Beckwith, William Lane Craig, 
and J. P. Moreland. Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004, 396 pp., 
$29.00.

With a seemingly endless variety of 
pluralisms abounding today (reli-
gious, epistemological, etc.), and with 
naturalism still strongly rearing its 
ugly head (despite what postmodern 
pundits might say), it is no surprise 
that evangelical presses continue to 
produce a sundry array of apologetic 
books, academic, popular, and other-
wise. Many of these books are quite 
excellent. But, as a rule, a new Chris-
tian apologetic release is usually not 
something to get too excited over. To 
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Everyone an Answer, though, is quite 
an exception. 

This new book is a collection of 
essays assembled in honor of, and 
appropriately for, Norman Geisler, a 
pioneering and prolifi c infl uence for 
the apologetic endeavors of many 
well-known contemporary evan-
gelical scholars today. Some prime 
examples of Geisler’s infl uence are 
the editors of this volume: Francis J. 
Beckwith, William Lane Craig, and 
J. P. Moreland, who are symbolically 
carrying forth the torch that Geisler 
once primarily held. Like Geisler, all 
three are philosophers; and also like 
Geisler all three have individually 
published works apologetic in subject 
or nature. The various contributors 
within To Everyone an Answer are also 
all well-qualifi ed evangelical authors 
in their respective fi elds—including 
such names as William A. Dembski, 
Douglas Groothius, Gary Habermas, 
Ronald H. Nash, Ben Witherington 
III, and Ravi Zacharias. This book 
also includes some lesser-known 
names but with equally well-written 
essays. 

The overall purpose of this book, 
according to its primary editor, is to 
present Christianity as a viable and 
coherent worldview (13-14). This 
concept is not new, but the editors 
believe there is a need to offer a com-
plete volume dealing with different 
respective facets of Christianity’s 
testimony. Though meant for the 
“ordinary Christian” (17), the edi-
tors have assumed a certain amount 
of education on the part of their 
readers, particularly, the “informed 
churchgoer” (17). 

To Everyone an Answer is divided 

into fi ve main parts, each with a brief 
introduction given by one of the three 
editors. Part one addresses the mam-
moth subject of the relation of faith to 
reason and apologetics’ place within 
that scope. In the greater context of 
the book’s mission, this section is 
quite admirable for its applicability 
and simplicity. Greg Koukl’s essay is 
particularly germane for witnessing 
Christians. Part two deals with the 
classic issue of arguing for God’s 
existence. Doug Geivett gives as 
concise and lucid a presentation of 
the Kalam cosmological argument 
to the non-initiated as one can. I 
especially liked Dembski’s Bill Gates 
illustration in the essay on the design 
argument. Such illustrations are 
tools that I believe will stick with 
people long after they (unfortunately) 
forget Dembski’s name and work. 
Part three argues from a more tra-
ditional standpoint: Christology, the 
resurrection, and the related subject 
of the existence of miracles. Gary 
Habermas and Ben Witherington III 
are two familiar contributors to this 
section. Part four, probably the hard-
est section of the book, addresses the 
different philosophical and cultural 
challenges to Christian faith. In this 
part Douglas Groothius and Francis 
Beckwith both have poignant essays. 
Part fi ve cites the major religious chal-
lenges to Christianity such as Islam, 
New Age thought, and religious 
pluralism. Lesser-known scholars, 
Carl Mosser and Paul Owen, present 
a very applicable and insightful essay 
on witnessing to Mormon believers. 
J. P. Moreland sums up the book in 
a surprising, but appropriate, evan-
gelistic invitation for possible non-

Christian readers. 
One of the unfortunate conse-

quences of reviewing a book of essays 
is that time and space will not allow 
one to comment on all of the works 
within. And often in a collection 
there is one or two dismal chapters 
that hide within. But To Everyone 

an Answer is exceptional in regards 
to this trend. Though some of the 
pieces are more readable, some more 
scholarly, some more interesting, 
some more technical, all the essays 
within it are highly informative and 
give pertinent advice for dealing with 
different apologetic aspects for the 
Christian worldview. It is an excellent 
volume for any pastor or Bible study 
teacher to use for a class or study. 
Likewise, it would be an extraordi-
nary textbook for many different 
kinds of Christian university or semi-
nary classes. I highly recommend it 
as a good introductory text for any 
disciplined follower of Christ.

Since it would be unfair to pick 
out any particular essay for critical 
examination, I want to draw attention 
to a couple of overall shortcomings in 
the book, though they are few and 
forgivable, based upon the editorial 
leadership. 

First, I believe the primary editor’s 
stated purpose (Beckwith’s) in pursu-
ing this project is a bit derogatory 
to other similar texts. He writes, 
“Although there are numerous tech-
nical works that respond to these 
challenges, there are few if any that 
are offered to the ordinary Christian 
and the wider public as an acces-
sible volume” [Italics mine] (17). I 
could not disagree more. There are 
numerous apologetic books avail-
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able that are exactly what Beckwith 
describes. Many of these volumes are 
even written by the authors within 
this reviewed text. Josh McDowell’s 
famous Evidence That Demands a Ver-

dict and also his More Than a Carpenter 

are quite accessible for the average 
layperson. Paul Copan’s That’s True 

for You But Not for Me and That’s 

Just Your Interpretation are also very 
applicable and useful for lay people. 
Almost all of Ravi Zacharias’s books 
are sermonic in style such as Can 

Man Live Without God? And space 
will not allow us to name many of 
the other good books by names such 
as Knechtle, Kreeft, Moreland, and 
others.

No doubt, Beckwith is partly justi-
fi ed in that there are many technical 
or philosophic apologetic books. 
Groothius’ Truth Decay demands a 
greater span of attention, as do any 
of the works of William Dembski. 
Ronald Nash’s various books such 
as Worldviews in Conflict must be 
read carefully and attentively as 
well; though, they are also all quite 
applicable. And of course there are 
the more advanced apologetic texts 
by William Lane Craig and Norman 
Geisler himself. Yet, even To Everyone 

an Answer has its harder chapters. 
Ben Witherington’s essay demands 
greater acuity than the editors’ 
“ordinary Christian” or “informed 
churchgoer” probably possesses. 
Doug Geivett’s essay on the Kalam 
argument is somewhat hard to fol-
low even though it is the simplest 
presentation of this argument that I 
have seen to date. 

Dealing with the questions and 
polemics of non-Christians takes 

work. So reading apologetics takes 
work as well. Any apologetics text, 
including To Everyone an Answer, is 
going to have its technical aspects 
no matter how introductory it might 
be. So Beckwith’s assessment is at 
the very least incongruent with the 
array of volumes available today for 
the ordinary Christian. 

The second weakness that some 
Christians may fi nd in this text is 
the overall perspective presented. 
Though evangelically mainstream, it 
represents only one type of evangeli-
cal apologetic thought.

Because the editors of this 
volume believe that general 
revelation is a legitimate means 
by which human beings may 
acquire knowledge of theologi-
cal truths, we have asked the 
contributors of this volume to 
provide arguments that may 
be understood and appreciated 
by those who do not share our 
Christian faith. Consequently, 
we do not share the conviction 
of some Christians that theo-
logical knowledge is impossible 
apart from special revelation 
(16).

This particular apologetic per-
spective is best known as the clas-
sical or evidentialist approach. This 
reviewer considers such a perspec-
tive legitimate and worthwhile. Evi-
dentialism has historical precedence 
and has proven highly effective 
for evangelism. The editorial bias 
is representative of the evangelical 
majority, and thus it is quite proper 
to have a text that exclusively pursues 
this direction. And in fairness, one 
of the contributors included, Ronald 
Nash, does not even consider him-
self an evidentialist scholar. I do not 
see this in any way as a problem for 

the book; but some Christians may 
feel marginalized or caricatured, 
especially by the last sentence in the 
above quote.

To Everyone an Answer is quite bal-
anced though. Beckwith, Craig, and 
Moreland have done an estimable 
job in trying to assemble a group of 
essays that cover the whole gamut of 
apologetic issues related to the vari-
ous aspects of the Christian world-
view for the ordinary Christian. The 
book is also an advance in furthering 
the discussion and, I believe, the 
sway of evangelical apologetics. I 
suspect that To Everyone an Answer 
will be around long after Norman 
Geisler is not. And in the end, what 
could be a more fi tting tribute for a 
Christian apologist than a book that 
honors his apologetic contributions 
and outlasts him?

James C. McGlothlin
Western Michigan University


