JOHN’S LETTERS
(1) The Errors of the Opposition
The first letter is clearly addressed to a church or churches in which ‘false prophets’ (4:1) have initiated a schismatic movement (2:19). They claimed a special anointing and revelation by the Holy Spirit (2:20,27) that gave them God’s true knowledge. This explains John’s strong emphasis on the real knowledge of God.
 He opposes the apostates’ claim to knowledge as contrary to the church’s tradition. They claimed to have attained a state of sinless perfection (1:8-10) but unlike those addressed in 2 Peter, there is no evidence this had led to moral license. Their error has led to pride and judgement of those who disagree with them. This in part accounts for John’s emphasis of love for the brethren.

Their error, in contrast again to 2 Peter, was Christological. They denied the incarnation (2:22; 4:1). We know from the early church fathers that an early form of Gnosticism was docetism. The Gnostic docetics held to the Greek contrast between spirit and matter and that because matter was evil, God could not have come into direct contact with the natural world. They therefore either denied the incarnation in general terms, or taught that Christ’s body was only ‘apparent’ and not real. They further denied the reality of Christ’s sufferings. They accepted His baptism but denied His suffering as part of the messianic work of salvation. He came by water but not by blood (5:6). In refuting the Gnostic denial of Jesus’ sufferings, John emphasises the atoning effect of Jesus’ death. He says nothing about the resurrection which was probably not in question. It is by the blood of Jesus that we are cleansed from sin (1:8). Jesus laid down His life for us (3:16). By His death He has made propitiation for the sins of the whole world (2:2). Christ’s propitiatory death is the supreme proof of God’s love for us (4:10).
John writes to urge his readers to ‘test the spirits to see whether they are from God’ (4:1). They are to measure everything being presented as truth by the norm of Christian tradition, at the centre of which is Christ’s real incarnation (4:2,3).
‘But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the truth’ (2:20). This verse at least means that one does not have to pursue the Gnostic separatist movement to attain the true knowledge of God. The gift of the Holy Spirit is itself an anointing that enables the Christian to have true knowledge. The Spirit is given to all believers; all share the true knowledge of God, not just a few who have been specially enlightened.

‘As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you [such as gnostic pneumatics]. But as his anointing teaches you about all things and as that anointing is real and not counterfeit – just as it has taught you, remain in him’ (2:27). This is very similar to Jesus’ words ‘But when he, the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all truth’ (John 16:13). Truth is all that pertains to the gospel. Truth might register in the mind but requires an inner work of the Spirit to be effective.
The denial that Jesus has come in the flesh is also a denial that Jesus is the Son of God (4:15; 5:5). The Gnostic thinking was that God is light and so could not dwell among humans. Because Christ dwelt among humans, He could not be God’s Son.

‘Who is the liar? It is the man who denies Jesus is the Christ’ (2:22). In a Jewish context this would have a definite meaning: Jesus could be a prophet but not the messiah of Old Testament hope. In a Hellenistic context, “Christ” distinguishes the divine Christ, conceived as an emanation of the eternal Deity and the man, Jesus. Their dualistic view of the universe prevented the Gnostics from accepting a real union between the heavenly Christ and the human Jesus. The two were only temporarily, externally connected. At some point in Jesus’ life (His baptism), the divine Christ descended upon Him, but left Him again before His suffering. John is refuting this or a very similar view and insisting on a real incarnation of God’s Son. Jesus and the Christ are one and the same.
(2) John’s Response to the Heresy
John does not attack the false teachers, as 2 Peter does. John’s concern is largely pastoral. He wants his readers to abide in sound Christian faith and live a consistent lifestyle.
The Gnostics believed that God was light but the visible material world was the realm of darkness. The way of salvation was found by obtaining gnosis, a direct mystical experience by which the soul could escape the bondage of darkness, and at death take flight to the world of light. John’s answer is: ‘the true light is shining already’ (2:8). Rather than escape from darkness, people are to welcome the light that has already shone in the darkness of this world (John 1:9). Darkness for John is not the physical world; it is spiritual and ethical. ‘Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness’ (2:9). ‘But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded him’ (2:11). Because the true light is already shining, the darkness is passing away (2:8). With the coming of Christ into the world a new age has dawned and night is yielding to day. The realms of light and darkness are not two static realms of above and below, as in Gnosticism. The world is God’s world but is characterised by darkness. The “world” in 1 John (as in John’s gospel) is not creation but the world of humanity seen in their rebellion and hostility to God. Believers are still in the world (4:17) but ‘the whole world is under the control of the evil one’ (5:19). John speaks several times of the world as humanity. Christ is the propitiation for our sins ‘and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world’ (2:2). Again, ‘many false prophets have gone out into the world’ (4:1). ‘The Father has sent his son to be the savior of the world’ (4:14).
But the main use of the term is the world of contemporary pagan society, addicted to the pursuit of the satisfaction of sensual pleasure (‘the lust of the flesh’ 2:16 [NASU]), to a materialistic view of life and values (‘the lust of the eyes’ 2:16 [NASU]) and to self glorification (‘the boastful pride of life’ 2:16 [NASU]). John strikes an absolute contrast between this evil world and the new order inaugurated by Christ. Whatever is of the world is not of God (2:16). The false prophets are of the world and the world listens to them (4:5). The world does not understand Christians anymore than it understands Christ (3:1). The world hates Christians (3:13). In response the Christian is not to love the world. The believer is to set their affections on an entirely different set of values than pleasure, possessions and prominence (2:16). But the negation of the world does not mean denying love to the people of the world. Christ came to be the Saviour of all people; He is the Saviour of the world (4:14). 1 John, like John’s gospel, encourages love for the brethren but makes no clear mention of love for non-Christians. But love remains the essence of Christian conduct. Because Christ has introduced Christians into a new order where the light shines, through the power of faith in Christ as the Son of God, the believer is to conquer the world (5:4). The evil world won’t last forever. ‘The world and its desires pass away’ (2:17). Only the one who does the will of God (2:17), walking in the light of Christ, will live forever.
While John uses dualistic language – light and darkness, God and the world – he is not dualistic in thought but stands squarely in the centre of Christian tradition. His theology is structured in the dualism of the past and the future – the already and not yet. The heart of the gospel is something the church has possessed ‘since the beginning’ (2:7). John uses the same Logos theology that appears in the Gospel, although this letter speaks of the ‘Word of life’ (1:1). The divine Word, like the Logos of John 1:1 ‘was from the beginning’  but was made manifest in history in the person of Jesus. John emphasises the objective historical reality of the incarnation. It meant the appearance in flesh of a life that could be seen and touched and heard (1:1-3)
(3) Antichrist
The appearance of the antichrists is one of the phenomena that characterises the last hour. The word antichristos occurs only in John’s letters in the New Testament (2:18,22; 4:3; 2 John 7) but the idea is found elsewhere. Antichrist is the adversary of the Messiah, either opposing Him or replacing Him. John sees antichrists as false prophets who deny that Jesus is the Messiah (2:22) and who separate themselves from the church (2:19), leading astray all who will listen to them. Another interpretation of antichrist (although the word is not used) appears in 2 Thessalonians 2 – a single antichrist who openly opposes worship of Christ and sets himself up as an object of worship. So the spirit of antichrist manifests itself everywhere in heretical, schismatic false teachers, but will be embodied in a single evil person at the end of the age
(4) Sin

What John says about sin is tempered by the Gnostic teaching that once someone has been enlightened, they can attain to a perfection that places them beyond temptation to sin. This is the first step toward antinomianism, which had proceeded much further in the Gnostic heresy addressed in 2 Peter. John refutes this belief with ‘If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us’ (1:8). John does not see sinless perfection a possibility in this life. Perfection awaits the parousia (3:2). The claim to perfection now is treated sharply by John. ‘If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives’ (1:10). God has made provision for the sin of the believer ‘If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness’ (1:9). ‘But if we walk in the light … the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin’ (1:7).
But John is also concerned that his opposition to Gnostic sinless perfection not lead to a soft attitude toward sin. ‘I write this to you so that you will not sin’ (2:1). Victory over sin is the Christian ideal. But he immediately adds ‘… if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense – Jesus Christ the Righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins’ (2:1,2). Here Jesus is our parakletos, the One sent to our side to help us. Jesus is our parakletos in heaven in the presence of God. The word technically meant an advocate – one representing another person and pleading their case. Salvation from sin in the present is based not only on the propitiatory work of Christ on the cross, but also on His exalted status in the presence of God (cf. Hebrews 7:25; 9:24; Romans 8:34).
A number of John’s statements in 1 John seem to contradict his position on sinless perfection. ‘He who does what is sinful is of the devil’ (3:8). ‘No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God’s seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning because he has been born of God’ (3:9). ‘We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who was born of God keeps him safe, and the evil one cannot harm him’ (5:18). There are two possible interpretations. In 3:8 and 9 the verbs are present tense throughout meaning the one born of God cannot continue to live in sin because a new principle of life has been implanted in them. The NIV favours this view in its wording. There must be an obvious change in conduct. When people follow Christ, they will of necessity break with their past. This same idea is expressed in Jesus’ words ‘A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit’ (Matthew 7:18) and Paul’s words ‘… anyone who has died has been freed from sin …Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal bodies’ (Romans 6:7,12). The tense of 1 John 2:1 is aorist; the goal of the Christian life is that the believer will not sin. The dominance and practice of sin is broken, but this does not mean sinless perfection.
Another interpretation goes back to Augustine. “Insofar as one abides in him, to this extent he does not sin.”
 John’s statement ‘No one who lives in him keeps on sinning’ (3:6 present tense) adds credibility to this second view.
Another passage warrants comment ‘If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should pray and God will give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying he should pray about that’ (5:16). The clause ‘sin that leads to death’ must be interpreted in the context of the whole letter. It seems here to be apostasy by deliberately and defiantly repudiating one’s Christian faith. John neither forbids nor commands prayer in such a case; he only discourages it. He does not expressly say that such a sin places an individual beyond redemption but only expresses the conviction that this radical sin excludes one from being targeted for prayer
(5) The Christian Life
John’s letter, like the Gospel (3:3), speaks of entering the Christian life as a new birth, being born of God, having God’s seed implanted (2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1,4,18). John, like 2 Peter 1:4, uses language familiar to Gnostics to express Christian truth. This is metaphysical language. By the new birth we have entered into a new relationship. We have become children of God (3:1,2,10; 5:2). Paul also sees believers as children of God, but by adoption rather than new birth (Romans 8:15).  However, by the new birth and the implanting of the divine seed, John means more than just a new relationship. It means a new dynamic, a new power, has entered the human personality, reflected in a change of conduct. There is a new orientation of the will. The non-Christian is happy to pursue sinful behaviour and ignore God’s claims, but the child of God has a new orientation – to do the will of God, to love and serve Him, to break with sin and follow righteousness.

John uses slightly mystical terminology. One of his characteristic words is ‘abide.’ God abides in believers (4:16); Christ abides in them (3:24); God’s word abides in them (2:14); life abides in them (3:15); love abides in them (3:17); truth abides in them (2 John 2); the anointing (of the Spirit) abides in them (2:27). Believers, in turn, abide in God (2:24); in Christ (2:5,6,24,27); in light (2:10), in sound doctrine (2 John 9). By contrast, unbelievers abide in death (3:14).
John’s meaning relates to Christian conduct, particularly to showing love ‘Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus walked’ (2:6). ‘Whoever loves his brother lives in the light’ (2:10). ‘No one who lives in him keeps on sinning’ (3:6). ‘Anyone who does not love remains in death’ (3:14). ‘Those who obey his commandments live in him and he in them’ (3:24). Abiding in Christ means living a life of love in unbroken fellowship with other believers. Abiding means obedience to the law of love.

Abiding in Christ also means following the Christian understanding of truth which the Gnostics had not done. ‘See what you have heard from the beginning remains in you. If it does you also will remain in the Son and in the Father’ (2:24). False teaching that ruptures the fellowship of God’s people means a rupture with God and with Christ.

John’s ethic is a repetition of what is found in the Gospel; it is the new commandment of love (John 13:34). The verb agapao (to love) occurs twenty-eight times. The totality of the Christian life is summed up in shunning love for the world (2:15), in loving God (4:21) and expressing this love for God by loving fellow Christians (4:20). This is the message heard from the beginning that we should love one another (3:11). This is both the old commandment and the new commandment (3:7,8). This new love means following Christ’s example to love to the point of being willing to ‘lay down our lives for our brothers’ (3:16). Love is a proof that we have passed from death to life (3:14), that we have been born of God (4:7), that we know God (4:7), that God abides in us (4:12). This love is a response to the love of God. ‘This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his son to be an atoning sacrifice for our sins. Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another’ (4:10,11). ‘We love because he first loved us’ (4:19). ’And he has given us this command. Whoever loves God must also love his brother’ (4:21).
2 and 3 John
2 John is a letter to a particular church, called ‘the chosen lady and her children’ (1:1) to warn them not to give hospitality, as the custom was, to any itinerant Christian teacher who does not proclaim sound teaching (vs.8-11). They are not true ministers but deceivers, because they ‘do not acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh’ (v.7)
3 John was written to advise one Gaius how to deal with Diotrephes (v.9). It is neither known nor clear whether his divisiveness was due to his adherence to Gnostic teaching or was primarily personal. 

This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 44 ‘The Johannine Epistles’
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