1 JOHN
TITLE
The letter has always been known as ‘1 John’ and is the first and longest of three letters that bear John’s name. 

CONTENT
A letter that was designed to reassure a Christian community/communities, encouraging the believers to stand sure in what they believed and how they lived, following a number of ‘false prophets’ having divided and then pulled away from the community. Those who left challenged the community’s doctrine and understanding of what was truly ‘Christian’ behaviour.
AUTHOR AND DATE
While not identified in the letter, the strong, consistent and earliest testimony of the church ascribes it to John, one of the original disciples. This is the same John who wrote the two letters we know as 2 John and 3 John, the gospel of John (John 21:20,24) and the Revelation (Revelation 1:1). John and his older brother James were the sons of Zebedee (Matthew 10:2-4) but were ‘nicknamed’ the “sons of thunder” by Jesus (Mark 3:17)

While the date of writing is uncertain, some time towards the end of the first century (the late 80’s or early 90’s) is most likely. The heresy John combats was almost certainly the beginning of Gnosticism which was in its early stages in the latter part of the first century. No mention is made of the severe persecution under Domitian which began in 95AD. This adds weight to a pre 95AD time of writing.

The recipients were a community/communities of believers well known to the writer (“dear/little children” eg. 2:1,12,13,18,28; the false prophets defected “from us” 2:19) and was probably located in or around Ephesus.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING

At the time of writing, John was the last living apostle of the original twelve, the sole remaining apostolic survivor who had intimate, eyewitness association with Jesus throughout His earthly ministry, death, burial, resurrection and ascension. The early church fathers (Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria) all wrote that in John’s final years, he lived in Ephesus, evangelising and overseering many of the churches that had arisen.
This is the same Ephesus over whose church elders Paul had many years earlier prophesied that false teachers would arise from within their own ranks (Acts 20:28-31). False teachers did arise, advocating different teachings that eventually became known as Gnosticism (from the Greek word for ‘knowledge’). After the Pauline battle for freedom from the Mosaic Law, Gnosticism was the most destructive heresy that continued to threaten the church well into the third century. 
Gnosticism believed matter to be evil and spirit/Spirit to be good and had two basic forms. The first was that Jesus’ physical body was not real but only seemed to be physical (known as ‘Docetism’ from a Greek word meaning ‘to appear to be’). According to early tradition (Irenaeus), there was another form of the teaching taught by Cerinthus that Christ’s ‘spirit’ descended on the human Jesus at His baptism but left Him before His crucifixion. Note 5:6-8 where John refutes this by arguing that Jesus did not come by “water only” (water baptism) “but by blood” (the cross), truths the Spirit witnesses to. 

Either form of Gnosticism removed the true humanity of Jesus and so the efficacy of His atoning death. Jesus would not only have to have been truly God, but equally truly human to be accepted by the Father as the substitutionary sacrifice for human sin (Hebrews 2:14-17). The biblical view of Jesus emphatically affirms His complete humanity as well as His full deity.

EMPHASES

Jesus who came in the flesh is the Son of God; that God showed His love for us through the Incarnation (God becoming a Man) and crucifixion; that true believers love one another as God loved them in Christ; that God’s children do not habitually sin, but when we do sin, we receive forgiveness; that believers can have full confidence in the God who loves them; that by trusting in Christ we now have eternal life.

OVERVIEW

Although, like most of Paul’s letters, the aim of 1 John is to persuade, it doesn’t come in the form of a letter. There is no salutation at the beginning or final greeting. Most likely this is because John is writing to believers over whom he has direct oversight. What he writes includes teaching that “you have heard from the beginning” (1:1). Another theory, first presented by E.J. Godspeed, is that 2 and 3 John were ‘covering letters,’ 2 John to the church (the ”chosen lady and her children”), and 3 John to Gaius, the church’s pastor.
The primary concerns are threefold: the Incarnation, the relationship between sin and being God’s children and true love for each other (particularly for those in need).
The Incarnation is touched on in 1:1-4 and 2:20-25, and then specifically taken up in 4:1-6 and 5:1-12. If Christ is not God come in the flesh we not only lose the ultimate expression of God’s love for us, but more than that, there is no salvation.
The relationship between sin and being God’s children is first taken up in 1:5-2:2, and then again in 2:28-3:10 and forms John’s conclusion in 5:13-21. God’s children are not sinlessly perfect, but nor do they continue to live in sin. What ultimately matters is whether their obedience expresses itself in love for God’s people. God’s true children have already received eternal life (the very life of God) and so are already tasting the life of the age to come.

The third theme, true love for each other, is first spoken of in 2:7-11 and then specifically taken up in 3:11-24 and 4:7-21. Tying this and the first theme together: God’s love for us, which we in turn are to have for one another, is fully revealed in the Incarnation which made it possible for the Son of God to die for us (3:16;4:8-12).
UNDERSTANDING 1 JOHN
The single greatest key to 1 John is understanding the teaching and behaviour of the false prophets. John is responding to their impact on the community and so his response tells us much about them. They had recently left (2:19) but only after trying to lead the whole church into their thinking (2:26; 3:7; 4:1). They clearly believed their teaching to be Spirit-given (4:1) which is why John encourages the remaining believers to trust the Holy Spirit’s anointing over their own lives (2:20,27; 3:7). John calls these false prophets “antichrists” (2:18,22), a word play on the family of words derived from anointing ( = chrisma) ie. anti =  against, and Christos = Anointed One. So while they claimed to be the truly anointed ones, John says they stood against the truly Anointed One = Christ (Christos).

Working from John’s threefold emphasis, we can safely conclude these prophets denied the Incarnation, failed to show genuine Christian love (particularly to those in need) and possibly argued that they were sinless.
John uses repetition of words with some strong contrasts to paint a clear picture. To remain/continue/abide (24x) in the truth (9x) means to believe in or confess (5x) the Son (22x), to whom the Father (14x) and Spirit (8x) bear witness (12x); it means further to be born of God (10x) and so to walk (5x) in the light (6x), to hear (14x) and to know (40x) God, to keep (7x) the commandment (14x), to love (46x) the brothers and sisters (15x) and thus to have life (13x) which is from the beginning (8x), and finally, to overcome (6x) the world. This is in contrast to the lie (7x), deceit (4x), denying Christ (3x), having a false spirit (4x), thus being antichrist (4x), walking in darkness (6x), hating (5x) one’s brothers and sisters but loving the world (23x), and so being in sin (27x) which leads to death (6x).
1 John is in many ways a letter of tests. John outlines seven tests that one is truly born again (2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1[twice]; 5:4; 5:18), seven tests of Christian genuineness (1:6; 1:8; 1:10; 2:4; 2:6; 2:9; 4:20), seven reasons why the letter was written (1:3; 1:4; 2:1; 2:13-17; 2:21-24; 2:26; 5:13) and seven contrasts:
The Light and the Darkness (1:5-2:11)

The Father and the World (2:12-2:17)

Christ and the Antichrist (2:18-28)
Good Works and Evil Works (2:29-3:24)

The Holy Spirit and Error (4:1-6)

Love and Pretence (4:7-21)

The God-born and Everyone Else (5:1-21)

These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.411-413), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.495-503), “New Testament Survey” by M. Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.374-378) and “Explore the Book” by J.Sidlow Baxter (Marshall, Morgan and Scott 1966, pp.320-329) 
AN OUTLINE OF 1 JOHN

Following the three themes of 
(1) the Incarnation

(2)  the relationship between sin and the believer

(3)  and love for each other

 1 John breaks up as follows:
1:1-4 Life is ours through the Incarnated Word of life (1st theme)
1:5-2:2 Walking in light = walking in truth = fellowship through Christ’s continual 
             cleansing (2nd theme)
             To deny personal sin = not walking in the light 

2:3-11 Knowing (abiding in) God = obedience to Christ’s commands = loving one another
           (3rd theme)

           Walking in darkness = hating 

2:12-14 Reasons for writing – all designed to reassure readers that they are true

             children of God
2:15-17 Prelude to the warning: do not love the world
2:18-27 The warning: the false prophets have denied the Son (1st theme)
              Reassurance that those who remained have the true anointing of the Spirit  

2:28-3:10 Christ both has come and is coming to set us free from sin (2nd theme)

3:11-24 We need to love others as Christ has loved us (3rd theme) because we are the 

              true, obedient, children of God who are not part of this world 
4:1-6 The Holy Spirit bears witness to Christ having come in the flesh. Those who
         deny this are of the world and against Christ = antichrist (1st theme)

4:7-21 We need to love others as God loved us – by sending His Son into the world  

           (as a man) to  become  a sacrifice for us (3rd theme but related to 1st theme)

5:1-12 The true children of God believe Jesus is the Messiah (including His incarnation 

           and atonement), love others, and walk in obedience and victory (1st theme 
           concluded but related to 2nd and 3rd theme)

5:13-21 As true children of God we can pray with confidence.

              Loving others means caring if they fall into sin; God wants us free from sin, 
              the devil and the world (2nd and 3rd themes)
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.413-416)
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