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Date:  June 16, 2013 
Title:  An Introduction to 1 John 
Text:  First John 
Theme: To understand the background material against which 1 John was written and 

thus provides an historical context for the writing of the epistle. 
 
Introduction: 
Some within John’s fellowship left the church and in so doing caused those within the church 
to doubt.  John’s intent is to calm their hearts. 
 

18 Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists 
have appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour. 19 They went out from us, but they were not 
really of us; for if they had been of us, they would have remained with us; but they went out, so that it 
would be shown that they all are not of us. (1 John 2:18, 19) 

 
It is important to understand the discussion and debate over the person of Jesus Christ that 
was prevalent in the first 300 years of the Church.  Those same “issues” are still with us in the 
form of Mormonism, Jehovah Witnesses and the liberal’s attempt at identifying the “historical 
Jesus.”  There are three categories we will initially consider under the names Gnosticism, 
Docetism and Ebionism. 
 
John’s writings address these issues. 
 

• The Gospel of John – Ebionism (Jesus only human; not devine) 

• The Letters of John – Gnosticism/Docetism (Jesus not human) 

• The Revelation of John - Gnosticism 
 
“The bishops of Asia Minor supposedly requested him to write his gospel to deal with the 
heresy of the Ebionites, who asserted that Christ did not exist before Mary.”1 
 
From within the church each of these groups flourished.  In fact, biblical Christianity could 
very well be defined by their theological perspective concerning Jesus Christ except for one 
thing; “the winners write history.”  “Orthodoxy is often determined by the side that wins.”  
Fortunately for us, God orders history and does determine who wins and who loses.  Yet in 
the early church the nature of who Jesus was (i.e. Christology) was highly diversified and 
contested.  It was THE issue.  Church councils reinforced one and overturned the theology of 
others. 
 
It is important to remember that the early church of the first 300 years did not have the biblical 
text as we do today.  They would read/hear portions of the New Testament on Sundays or 
during the week in gathered assemblies and then from memory meditate on such things.  The 
certainty with which we speak was not necessarily there in the first centuries. 
 
Gnosticism and Docetism both view matter as inherently evil thus Jesus could not be human.  
Ebionism denies Jesus was divine since He was only human.  Coming out of the debate over 
these issues the church birthed creeds celebrating the full humanity and deity of Jesus Christ. 
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However, before we read formulized creeds by Church councils we have the literature of the 
New Testament declaring orthodoxy.  The Letter of John argues forcefully the complete 
humanity and deity of Jesus Christ.  To deny either is to be lost forever.  As much as I wish the 
hope offered by Jesus would be universally embraced, the fact of the matter is it will not.  The 
key element in the entire realm of salvation from sin swings on the hinge of who Jesus is and 
what He did/does. 
 

• 22 Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, the one who 
denies the Father and the Son. 23 Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses 
the Son has the Father also. (1 John 2:22, 23) 
 

• 1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many 
false prophets have gone out into the world. 2 By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that 
confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God; 3 and every spirit that does not confess 
Jesus is not from God; this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and 
now it is already in the world. (1 John 4:1-3) 

 

• Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and whoever loves the Father loves the child 
born of Him. ( 1 John 5:1) 

 

• For many deceivers have gone out into the world, those who do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as 
coming in the flesh. This is the deceiver and the antichrist. (2 John 7) 

 
Paul would say it like this in 1 Corinthians 12:3. 
 

• Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, "Jesus is accursed"; and no 
one can say, "Jesus is Lord," except by the Holy Spirit. (1 Cor. 12:3) 

 
Why is this issue so crucial?  For Jesus to be the fulfillment of the Seed Promise (Gen. 3:15) and 
the completion of the Blood Picture (Gen. 3:21) He must be the God-man (Heb. 2:17, 18).  
Remember Peter’s sermon on Pentecost?  This is the issue.  Those who killed Jesus rejected His 
deity and Peter’s call to repent was to change their mind concerning Him and receive Him as 
the fulfillment and completion of God’s Story.  This is what John is driving at as well.  Those 
who do not embrace Him for who He is in the Story are an antichrist.  They are of the serpent’s 
seed. 
 
It is this present evil of denying and rejecting His full and complete deity and humanity that 
John wrote of and to which the early church codified creedal statements.  Consider the 
following statements from the creeds of the early Church. 
 
The Apostle’s Creed  
This creed arose out of the early Western church and should be thought of as a summary of the 
Apostles' teaching rather than directly attributable to them. Originally it was essentially a 
baptismal confession and had several variations. The form in use today dates from the eighth 
century. It reads as follows: 
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I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Creator of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, 
His only Son, our Lord: Who was conceived of the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary, 
suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, died, and was buried. He descended into hell 
[i.e. “the place/abode of the dead”]. The third day He arose again from the dead. He 
ascended into heaven [i.e. “the place/abode of the living”] and sits at the right hand of God 
the Father Almighty, whence He shall come to judge the living and the dead. I believe in 
the Holy Spirit, the holy universal [i.e. global] church, the communion of saints, the 
forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and life everlasting. Amen. 

 
The Nicene Creed (325 A.D.) 
This creed was first formulated at the First Ecumenical Council, held at Nicea, located in what 
is now Turkey, in 325, as a response to the Arian heresy, which denied the divinity of Christ. 
It was revised at the Second Ecumenical Council, held at Constantinople in 381 as a response 
to the Macedonian or Pneumatomachian heresy, which denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit. 
We will consider just that paragraph speaking of the Son. 

 
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, 
God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one 
Being with the Father. Through him all things were made. For us and for our salvation he 
came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from the 
Virgin Mary, and was made man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he 
suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the 
Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will 
come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.  

 
The Chalcedonian Creed (451 A.D.) 
This creed was adopted at the Fourth Ecumenical Council, held at Chalcedon, located in what 
is now Turkey, in 451, as a response to certain heretical views concerning the nature of Christ. 
It established the orthodox view that Christ has two natures (human and divine) that are 
unified in one person. It reads as follows: 
 

We, then, following the holy Fathers, all with one consent, teach men to confess one and 
the same Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in 
manhood; truly God and truly man, of a reasonable [rational] soul and body; 
consubstantial [co-essential] with the Father according to the Godhead, and consubstantial 
with us according to the Manhood; in all things like unto us, without sin;  
 
begotten before all ages of the Father according to the Godhead, and in these latter days, 
for us and for our salvation, born of the Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, according to the 
Manhood; one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, only begotten, to be acknowledged in two 
natures, inconfusedly, unchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably; the distinction of natures 
being by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each nature being 
preserved, and concurring in one Person and one Subsistence, not parted or divided into 
two persons, but one and the same Son,  
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and only begotten, God the Word, the Lord Jesus Christ; as the prophets from the 
beginning [have declared] concerning Him, and the Lord Jesus Christ Himself has taught 
us, and the Creed of the holy Fathers has handed down to us.  

 
It is imperative that we note background information to the epistle in order to see the epistle in 
its historical context.  Such a study adds depth of understanding to the “hunt.”  Let us 
remember Advent and the coming of the Christ; let us remember Passion Week and 
Resurrection Sunday and the completion of the Blood Picture; let us remember Pentecost and 
Peter’s invitation to believe in Jesus; and let us remember the thrust of the Book of Hebrews 
and by remembering let us recognize that the entire Story, our Story hinges on who Jesus is, 
what Jesus did/does, and who we are in Him. 
 
John is telling this Story and by telling this Story he defends it. 
 
As a consequence of their denial they were living immoral lives.  As a consequence of this 
denial they were causing the Church of Jesus Christ to doubt their relationship with God.  
Rather than being purely polemical, the Letter is to be read PASTORAL.  John seeks to comfort 
and encourage his congregation.  He is not causing doubt, but creating determination. 
 
The Problem: 
A problem all of us face is the absolute nature of having to choose Jesus.  Who He is and 
does/did is the dividing line for all of history and for all of time’s march forward.  Even 
though such deviated perspectives existed concerning Jesus within the church, such mutations 
were wrong and John identifies such thinking as damnable.  Such thinking is not of God.  
Those same categories of thought still exist, and they can in no way be accepted as biblical 
Christianity.  They are not one of many options, but are conclusions not born of God.  That is a 
harshness we are not always comfortable with because the conclusion of such thinking is 
separation and loss.  Yet no other conclusion is open to us.  This means our loved ones without 
Jesus or even those who think they love the idea of Jesus but deny either His humanity or His 
deity are lost and without Jesus. This is always the question confronting all of humanity, “Who 
do you say I am?” 
 
Outline: 
 
Today I would like to lay the groundwork of our future studies in 1 John.  The study will wrap 
around the questions of who, what, where, when, how and why. 
 
Who wrote this Letter? 
 
“1 John itself contains no hint of the identity of the Christian community to which it was 
addressed, nor does it give any specific clue to the identification of the locale involved where 
these believers lived. The only thing that can be said for certain about the intended readers 
based on the content of the letter itself is that (1) they were Christians, (2) they appear to have 
been well-known to the author (and he to them), and (3) they were facing a threat from false 
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teaching, a threat which was both serious and which appears to have arisen from within their 
Christian community (1 John 2:18-19).”2 
 
Unlike the Pauline epistles, we do not have the usage of a standard epistolary introduction 
which quickly identifies author and audience.  It is of no consequence that we do not know for 
certain as to the writer of these epistles, but there is the unified voice of church history 
testifying to the authorship, audience and date of the material at hand.  What follows are three 
statements representing the bulk of conservative evangelical scholarship concerning this issue.  
I am not desirous of proving authorship, audience nor date.  I will simply assume the position 
maintained by today’s church concerning these epistles.  I also believe the author of the Gospel 
of John is the author of the three Letters of John and the Book of the Revelation. 
 

“Stylometric analysis, a process which analyses an author's style of writing, shows that 
the Book of Revelation and John's Gospel display more differences to each other than 
any other two books in the New Testament. What scholars can say about the John of 
Revelation is that he was a significant figure in the early church in the Roman province 
of Asia Minor (modern day Turkey).”3 

 
The change in style could very well be addressed by the genre of literature each book 
represents. 
 
“The unnamed author of the three Epistles of John; suffice it to say that here it is accepted that 
the Epistles were written by this ‘John the disciple of the Lord’, and also that he is the Fourth 
Evangelist.”4   
 
“Irenaeus informs us that John later took up residence in Ephesus.  The early church believed 
that the fourth gospel and the three epistles were all written while he was living in that city.  
Tradition is unanimous in its testimony that John outlived all the other apostles, dying in the 
city of Ephesus at an advanced age.”5  This idea makes a separation between the John of the 
Gospels/Letters and the John in the Book of Revelation.   
 
Whoever (not in doubt, but in honesty) wrote the epistle it is evident that he was an 
eyewitness to the events noted.  Over forty-four times the author uses the first person plural 
“we” and twelve times we see the first person singular “I”.   
 
“This Epistle was written by John, the son of Zebedee, the beloved Disciple, an Apostle of 
Jesus Christ. Prominent in the Savior's earthly ministry, the active companion of Peter in the 
founding of the church in Judea, he was soon overshadowed in the Acts of the Apostles by the 
towering personalities of Peter and Paul. He is only named four times in the Acts Acts 1:13 
Acts 3:1 Acts 1:4 Acts 4:13 Acts 1:19 Acts 8:14 Acts 12:2 , and his name only occurs once in the 
Epistles of Paul ( Gal. 2:9) in a passage which probably names the only occasion when he and 
Paul ever met face to face. The opinion of the early church was that his residence was in 
Palestine until the time approached for the overthrow of the Jewish state, and probably until 
he had been released from the sacred charge of the mother of Jesus by her death; that he then 
removed to Asia Minor to make his home at Ephesus among the great body of Gentile 
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churches which had been robbed of the care of their founder, the great apostle to the 
Gentiles, by his martyrdom, and that in Ephesus he wrote the Epistles which are ascribed to 
him in the New Testament.”6 
 
“The probability of a Gentile audience once again confirms that John has picked up the 
ministry left in Asia Minor after Paul’s death. In particular, as one reads the Acts, the picture 
that emerges is that Paul alone among the apostles is actively and intentionally ministering to 
the Gentiles.”7 
 
Think about the role John had in the early church and how the NT record has him eclipsed by 
such personalities as Peter and Paul.  Think about the struggle he might have had and the 
humility he exhibits by supporting those who would rise above him. 
 
It is the intent of the first four verses of chapter one to establish the author’s credibility in 
writing.  Here he clearly identifies himself as an eyewitness of those things of which he is 
about to write. 
 
Because of the voice of tradition in this regard we will go with John the apostle as being the 
sole author of these works.  The New Testament record has much to say concerning John the 
apostle. 
 

• As a fisherman he would have had a strong work ethic (Matt. 4:21).  Apparently he was 
also well off financially. 

 

• He responded immediately to the call of Christ and left both family and financial security 
in obedience to our Lord (Matt. 4:22).  He was decisive and determined. 

 

• Our Lord placed him inside of His inner circle of disciples (Matt. 17:1; Mark 5:37; 13:3; 
14:33; Luke 8:51; 22:8).  He was trustworthy and faithful. 

 

• He was given the nickname “sons of thunder” (Mark 3:17).  Apparently he could have 
quite a temper and was noted for his passionate fire. 

 
“James and John both held prominent positions for not only being the first of the disciples to 
be called but also because of their relationship to Jesus among the Apostles. Jesus referred to 
the pair collectively as "Boanerges" (translated "sons of thunder") [Mk 3:17] being that although 
their nature was of a calm and gentle manner, when their patience was pushed to its limits 
their anger became wild, fierce and thunderous causing them to speak out like an untamed 
storm. At one point John and his brother James wanted to call down fire on a Samaritan town, 
but Jesus rebuked them.”8 
 

• He had zero tolerance for those who did not follow the Lord the same way he followed the 
Lord (Mark 9:38; Luke 9:49).  He was opinionated and narrow-minded. 
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• He was desirous of the chief seats in the kingdom of God (Mark 10:35).  He had not yet 
learned the concept of servant-leadership. 

 

• He was not one to extend grace, mercy and forgiveness (Luke 9:54).  His judgment was 
sure and swift. 

 

• In his own work he refers to himself as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (John 21:7, 24; 20:2; 
21:20; 13:23-26).   

 

• His personality was closely aligned to that of Peter.  They were co-laborers both 
vocationally and spiritually (Acts 3:1-11; 4:13, 19; 8:14).  He was the best of friends to Peter.  

 

• He was also a leader in the early church (Gal. 2:9). 
 

• He was given a vision of things that are to come and wrote for the church the book of 
Revelation (Rev. 1:1, 4, 9; 21:2; 22:8). 

 
It will be of interest to keep these traits in mind as we study 1 John.  It will become very 
obvious of the Lord’s work in John’s life.  In fact, John will embody the Christ life as seen in 
Galatians 2:20. 
 
There is a direct line of descent to John through his students/disciples.  “When John was aged, 
he trained Polycarp who later became Bishop of Smyrna. This was important because Polycarp 
was able to carry John's message to future generations. Polycarp taught Irenaeus, and passed 
on to him stories about John.”9 
 
“We have still extant the writings of those who affirm that they had been trained by men of 
God who had been trained under the direction of the aged apostle during his Ephesian 
residence. It may be added that this epistle is repeatedly quoted in the writings of the Fathers 
belonging to the second century, and is named, as well as the other two Epistles of John, in the 
first Canon of the New Testament writings, the Canon Muratori, which belongs to the last half 
of the second century.”10 
 
From where did John write? 
 
Like the author we have nothing within the book itself that will answer the questions: who, 
where, or when.  Thus, we note that John wrote from Ephesus to the churches in a distinct 
geographical location.  The work falls within the category entitled “general” epistle.  John’s 
letter is considered an encyclical letter.  It was to be read and then passed on.  John addresses 
the body of JESUS as it is found in local churches.  Today, an author might write a book and 
have it published and the audience is Christendom as a whole.  But this would not be the case 
in the 1st century.  John or Luke or Paul or Mark or any of the NT authors wrote with specific 
geographical groups in mind.  Although the letter would be circulated, that is somewhat 
assumed apart from letters written to specific individuals such as Timothy or Titus or 
Philemon. 
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To whom was the Letter written? 
 
“The issue of audience, place of writing, and form of the epistle are bound up together. Since 
this letter sounds very much like a homily, lacking the typical features of a letter, there is the 
distinct possibility that it was intended to function in this manner to some degree. It may well 
have been a circular letter to a fairly restricted circle.”11 
 
“If John was in Ephesus at the time of composition, it is probable that Ephesus was not the 
destination of this letter. Rather, it was sent to several of the churches in the surrounding 
areas. Almost surely one such church would have been at Colossae, for the same kind of 
heretics were condemned in Paul’s letter to the Colossians just a few years earlier. (2) The 
audience was almost certainly made up mainly of Gentiles. Not only is this seen in the kind of 
heresy which is fought (antinomian, docetic—neither of which was found among Jewish 
Christian sects), but the epistle ends with the warning, “Little children, keep yourselves from 
idols” (5.21), an admonition which has great relevance for Gentile Christians, almost none for 
Jewish Christians.”12 
 

“Early Christianity was significantly an urban movement. This might sound surprising if 
you’re used to thinking of Christians continuing the mode of Jesus, whose ministry happened 
largely (but not only) in rural Galilee. Yet, when we pay close attention to the facts of 
Christianity in the first-century A.D., we see the prominence of cities, including Jerusalem, 
Antioch (in Syria), Corinth, Rome, and Ephesus.  Arguably, Ephesus was the most important 
city for Christians at the end of the first century. Jerusalem had pride of place at first. Rome 
was growing in influence in the early second century. Yet, not only was Ephesus situated 
rather in the center of an area in which Christianity was thriving, but also it was an important 
city in its own right. Moreover, it was associated with several prominent Christians, including 
Paul, Timothy, John, and perhaps even the Virgin Mary.”13 

 

• During Paul’s second missionary journey he was part of the church plant in Ephesus 
(Acts 18:19, 21). 

• The teacher/evangelist Apollos ministered in Ephesus (Acts 18:24).   

• Paul followed up on the ministry started by Apollos (Acts 19:1). 

• Ephesus is notable for their worship of Diana of the Ephesians (Acts 19:26, 28, 34, 35). 

• Paul faced significant conflict/persecution in Ephesus (1 Cor. 15:32). 

• Paul stopped in Ephesus on his way to Jerusalem to pray with/over the Elders in 
Ephesus (Acts 20:16ff).  The church was established enough to have structure with 
Elders overseeing the flock. 

• Paul wrote a letter to the Ephesian believers (Eph. 1:1). 

• Timothy is identified as the first bishop of the church of the Ephesians (1 Tim. 1:3; 2 
Tim. 4:22). 

• Paul sent other workers to Ephesus to help the work (2 Tim. 4:12). 

• The apostle John wrote the work of Revelation for the Churches in Asia Minor (Rev. 
1:11). 
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When we put the Letters in their chronological order it looks something like this. 

• The Letter to the Ephesians (61, 62AD) 

• Timothys (64AD [end of Paul’s life/ministry]) 

• John’s writings (90ish AD) 
 
Ephesus plays a significant role in the development and expansion of the gospel proclamation. 
 
When was the Letter written? 
 
“The foregoing chapter has proceeded on the assumption that 1 John was written about A.D. 
90 by John the apostle to the churches of Asia for the purpose of counteracting incipient 
Gnosticism.”14   
 
John’s purpose in writing: 
 
As noted earlier, the intent of John’s polemic is pastoral.  He is not calling into question the 
sincerity of their faith, but seeking to encourage and enable them in their faith. 
 
When we consider the Letter as a whole we must place it within its historical context.  Harold Brown 
writes in “Heresy in the Early Church.” 

 
“In my book Heresies, I follow the practice of the early Christians in defining as heresies only 
those doctrines or teachings that change the nature of the faith so fundamentally that it no 
longer can be trusted to be saving faith. There are three principal concepts dealt with in the 
New Testament that can be defined as heretical in this sense. Curiously enough—or perhaps 
not so curiously, if we recall the Preacher’s words above—these three New Testament 
problems persist.  They are (1) legalism (often called Judaizing in the days of the early church), 
which can also be called salvation by works or works righteousness; (2) the opposite concept 
of antinomianism; and perhaps most significant for our own day (3) the curious complex of 
fantastic ideas and doctrines that goes by the name of Gnosticism. Paul confronted each of 
these in several epistles, notably Romans, Galatians, and Colossians. John also deals with 
Gnosticism in his first two letters.”15 
 
Gnosticism, Ebionism and Docetism are tied to one another.  One cannot speak of the parts 
without referencing the whole. 
 
“The immediate occasion for this epistle is that the false teachers had left the church (2.19), but 
were harassing the church and enticing it from a position outside. John’s audience needed 
reassurance that what they had embraced—viz., that Christ had come in the flesh—was true. 
John assures his audience of this truth—as well as the truth of the Gospel in general—on two 
grounds: (1) he was an eyewitness to Christ (1.1-3), and (2) the Spirit bore witness to their 
spirit that these things were true (2.20, 27). But the occasion was not just polemical; John had 
an edificatory objective as well. Thus the almost monotonous refrain “I have written to you in 
order that/because…” The purpose statement in 5:13, on the analogy of John’s Gospel, would 
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seem to be the most encompassing one: “I have written these things to you in order that you—
that is, to those who believe in the name of the Son of God—might know that you have eternal 
life.”16 
 
“The work was written to counter docetism, the heresy that Jesus did not come "in the flesh", 
but only as a spirit. It also defined how Christians are to discern true teachers: by their ethics, 
their proclamation of Jesus in the flesh, and by their love.”17 
 
“The Fourth Gospel addresses itself to the challenges posed by Judaism and others outside 
Johannine circles that have rejected the community’s vision of Jesus as preexistent Son, sent by 
the Father. The epistles (First, Second, and Third John) ‘describe the fracturing of the 
Johannine community itself’.”18 
 
The question why is the most pressing, for it answers the purpose or reason in writing.  Why 
did John write this letter?  From the epistle John gives us eight purpose statements signified by 
the use of proclaim and write. 
 

1. 1 What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have 
looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life-- 2 and the life was manifested, and 
we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was 
manifested to us-- 3 what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have 

fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ. 4 These 
things we write, so that our joy may be made complete. (1 John 1:1-4) 

 
2. My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have 

an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; (1 John 2:1) 
 

3. 7 Beloved, I am not writing a new commandment to you, but an old commandment which you have had 
from the beginning; the old commandment is the word which you have heard. 8 On the other hand, I am 
writing a new commandment to you, which is true in Him and in you, because the darkness is passing 
away and the true Light is already shining. (1 John 2:7, 8) 

 
4. I am writing to you, little children, because your sins have been forgiven you for His name's sake.        

(1 John 2:12) 
 

5. 13 I am writing to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the beginning. I am writing 
to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I have written to you, children, because 
you know the Father. 14 I have written to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the 
beginning. I have written to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in 

you, and you have overcome the evil one. (1 John 2:13, 14) 
 

6. I have not written to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it, and because 
no lie is of the truth. (1 John 2:21) 

 
7. These things I have written to you concerning those who are trying to deceive you. (1 John 2:26) 

 
8. These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that 

you have eternal life. (1 John 5:13) 
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What means does John use to make his point? 
 
John presents his material through a series of contrasts.  John presents for his audience a 
contrast between truth and error, between belief and unbelief.  Each one of his purpose 
statements raises a standard against which error is measured and found to be wanting. 
 
“The form is that of an encyclical letter. Its destination is clearly the churches which St. John 
evangelized, he speaks to his "little children", "beloved", "brethren", and is affectionate and 
fatherly throughout the entire letter. The purpose is identical with the purpose of the Fourth 
Gospel — that his children may believe in Jesus Christ, the Son of God, and that believing may 
have life eternal in His name (1 John 5:13; John 20:31).”19 
 
What pushed John to write? 
 
What motivated John to write such a letter?  Perhaps we can surmise from the eight-fold 
purpose statement of an existing problem within the church to which John wrote.  Because of 
the disruption caused by those who left John wrote to soothe their fragile conscience.  John 
wrote this letter to enable and encourage the congregation.  
 

1. 1 What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have 
looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the Word of Life-- 2 and the life was manifested, and 
we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and was 
manifested to us-- 3 what we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have 

fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ. 4 These 
things we write, so that our joy may be made complete. (1 John 1:1-4) 

 
2. My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin. And if anyone sins, we have 

an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; (1 John 2:1) 
 

3. 7 Beloved, I am not writing a new commandment to you, but an old commandment which you have had 
from the beginning; the old commandment is the word which you have heard. 8 On the other hand, I am 
writing a new commandment to you, which is true in Him and in you, because the darkness is passing 
away and the true Light is already shining. (1 John 2:7, 8) 

 
4. I am writing to you, little children, because your sins have been forgiven you for His name's sake.        

(1 John 2:12) 
 

5. 13 I am writing to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the beginning. I am writing 
to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I have written to you, children, because 
you know the Father. 14 I have written to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the 

beginning. I have written to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in 

you, and you have overcome the evil one. (1 John 2:13, 14) 
 

6. I have not written to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it, and because 
no lie is of the truth. (1 John 2:21) 

 
7. These things I have written to you concerning those who are trying to deceive you. (1 John 2:26) 

 
8. These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that 

you have eternal life. (1 John 5:13) 
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Issues concerning Judaism/Christianity 
 
“Disputes over the Mosaic law generated intense controversy in early Christianity. This is 
particularly notable in the mid-1st century, when the circumcision controversy came to the 
forefront. The issue was addressed at the Council of Jerusalem where Paul made an argument 
that circumcision was not a necessary practice, vocally supported by Peter, as documented in 
Acts 15. This position received widespread support and was summarized in a letter circulated 
in Antioch. Four years after the Council of Jerusalem, Paul wrote to the Galatians about the 
issue, which had become a serious controversy in their region. Paul considered it a great threat 
to his doctrine of salvation through faith and addressed the issue with great detail in Galatians 
3.  Although competing forms of Christianity emerged early and persisted into the 5th century, 
there was broad doctrinal unity within the mainstream churches. Bishops like Ignatius of 
Antioch (c.35-c.108) and later Irenaeus (d. c.202) defined proto-orthodox teaching in stark 
opposition to heresies such as Gnosticism.”20 
 
Issues concerning Christology 
“There was great diversity within the Christian movement during the first few decades after 
Jesus’ execution. Some of Jesus' followers (and those who never met Jesus but who were 
inspired by his teachings) settled in Jerusalem. But others spread across the known world, 
teaching very different messages. ‘Even in the same geographical area and sometimes in the same 
cities, different Christian teachers taught quite different gospels and had quite different views of who 
Jesus was and what he did.’”21 
 
Issues concerning Persecution 
 
“Four decades later, in 70 CE the Roman Army attacked Jerusalem and destroyed the central 
focus of Jewish life: the temple. This was an absolutely devastating blow at the time; Jewish life 
was totally disrupted. Jews were no longer able to worship at the Temple. Out of this disaster 
emerged two main movements: rabbinical Judaism centered in local synagogues, and the 
Christian movement.” 
 
How will we approach our study of 1 John? 
 
“A logical analysis of the letter would be a mistake. The thought is built up not analytically 
but synthetically. After a brief introduction, St. John works up the thought that God is Light (i, 
5); so, too, should we walk in the light (i, 7), keep from sin (i, 6-ii, 6), observe the new 
commandment of love (ii, 7), since he that loves is in the light and he that hates is in darkness 
(ii, 8-iii). Then follows the second leading Johannine thought that God is Love (iii-v, 12). Love 
means that we are sons of God (iii, 1-4); Divine sonship means that we are not in sin (iii, 4-13), 
that we love one another (iii, 13-44), that we believe in Jesus Christ the Son of God (iv, 5, 6); for 
it was love that impelled God to give us His only Son (iv, 7-v, 12). The conclusion (v, 13-end) 
tells the reader that the purpose of the letter is to inculcate faith in Jesus Christ, since this faith 
is life eternal. In this conclusion as well as in other parts of the letter, the same salient and 
leading Johannine thoughts recur to defy analysis. John had two or three things to say; he 
said these two or three things over and over again in ever varying form.”22 
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“First John is, in many ways, a smorgasbord of theological concepts. It is virtually impossible 
to construct a convincing and decisive outline, and its themes/purposes are everywhere 
mentioned (cf., e.g., 1.3, 4; 2.1, 12, 13, 14, 21, 26; 5.13), yet no unifying theme or purpose can be 
easily construed from them. Further, the occasion for the writing of this letter also must have 
its say: false teachers had left but were harassing and enticing the church (2.19). In our 
approach, a combination of the occasion (2.19) and last purpose statement (5.13) yields the 
most satisfactory results: “Assurance of salvation in the midst of opposition.”  Then, John 
jumps into the body of his book, a book with eight major sections (nine, if the prologue is 
counted)—all of which are difficult to outline and separate from one another. In almost every 
section, themes that are key to other sections are found. Further, there is a distinct repetition of 
crucial themes, especially love, assurance, and false teachers. The construction of this book is 
analogous to someone throwing four or five stones into a pond within close proximity of each 
other: after a short time the ripples from one stone overlap with the ripples from another so 
that all lines become blurred. As such, it is next to impossible to outline that style of argument 
in a linear fashion. What is needed is a geometrical design!” 
 
Shepherding the Sheep: (What’s the NEXT STEP?) 
 
This letter is an excellent opportunity for today’s believer to arm himself against the deceiver’s 
onslaughts in his attempt to overthrow true faith. 
 
May God grant us eyes that see and ears that hear. 
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