
1 John Commentary

This letter is recorded as the first of the Apostle John's three 
letters. It was written to a Christian community with whom we can 
safely assume John had enjoyed a personal ministry. However, the 
particular community, or exact area of the world where they resided, 
remains obscured. Tradition posits that his three letters originated in 
Asia, but the lack of any internal references to known places or 
people or events ultimately makes this assertion speculative.

The main theological message of the letter is to convey that the life 
that is experienced through God's Son is true life, over and against 
any variety of counterfeits. This is discerned by noting the exceptional 
number of times John uses the word for “truth” or the adjectival “true.” 
(15 times in all). Other effective ways to translate the word for “truth” 
(aletheia in Greek) is to render it as “real,” or perhaps “genuine.” So, 
according to John, to possess the Son is to possess God's “real 
deal,” especially after the rejection of any and all counterfeits. This 
message is reiterated throughout the entire letter (c.f., 1:8, 2:16-17, 
2:19, 2:26-27, 4:6, and especially the summary statement of 5:20-21). 
Also, this life of God's is eternal, or age-enduring (c.f., 5:20). And this 
life is a life that is shared amongst believers (c.f., 1:3, 1:7, 5:11-12).

 
Another important message of the letter is to convey that Jesus 

was a flesh and blood person, and that God intervened into the 
human condition through the agency of a real human person (c.f., 
1:1, 4:2-3). This is important as John constantly indicates that it is 
Jesus' blood that acts to satisfy God's wrath against sin, as well as 
Jesus' advocacy on any believer's behalf (c.f., 1:7, 1:9, 2:2, 5:7-12). 
But at the same time, we also find a constant call to stop sinning, as 
sinful behavior is not in accord with the life that God has granted (c.f., 
2:1, 5:18). 

Finally, but hardly exhaustively, there is a constant call to believers 
to “love one another” (c.f., 2:5, 2:9-11, 3:11, 4:7-8, 4:11, 4:19-20). But 
interestingly, John stresses that this love must be rooted in, and 
display itself by, a love for God and obedience to his commandments 
(c.f., 3:10, 4:21, and especially 5:2). John's argument here is 



purposely circular: to love one another is to love and obey God, and 
vice-versa.

It is notoriously difficult to follow John's first letter in a thematic 
sense. This author subscribes to the camp that believes his style is to 
“weave” his various themes together (the important ones are 
mentioned above). Through this process, the themes then end up 
connected to one another to form a kind of tapestry. The genius of 
this device aids a hearer to reinforce the connectivity of the various 
themes by allowing them to be reiterated with different themes, so in 
the end, the hearer is presented with a strongly integrated and 
memorable message.

The occasion for John's letter, and the context for the message to 
keep holding on to God's real life, was that there was apparently a 
quite successful secessionist movement that threatened this 
community, and John was addressing the core group of believers to 
stand fast and maintain their faith and courage (c.f., 2:19-23). It is 
difficult to discern the exact shape of the teaching John was 
addressing when he warned against certain people who would “lead 
you astray” (vs. 2:26). His main tool to fight this was of course to 
encourage people to be so immersed in the “genuine” that any 
counterfeit would be easily spotted (in much the same way a Secret 
Service agent is trained to spot counterfeit money). But it seems John 
may have been dealing with an early form of Gnosticism, a teaching 
that downplayed, or even denied, Jesus' genuine fleshly humanity 
and the fact of his real, sacrificial death. We know this form of heresy 
became a major threat to the church in its early centuries, and its 
form may have been coming to shape during John's ministry as he 
witnessed the emergence of “antichrists” who denied Jesus' coming 
in the flesh (vs. 4:3). Another possibility is that the secessionists were 
teaching something like the Docetists (derived from the Greek dokeo, 
to “seem”), who taught that Jesus only “seemed” to die on the cross. 
But whatever the actual teaching, it clearly downplayed the genuine 
humanity of Jesus, a fact which would remove the very foundation 
God's redemptive activity on behalf of humanity. Because of this, 
John's language is particularly sharp towards these false teachers.

This situation also gives context to the strong eschatological 
underpinning of the letter. John makes a number of statements that 



indicate his awareness of the Lord's imminent appearance. He said 
“we will be like Him” when He appears (vs. 3:2). Also, in connection 
with the “antichrists” he said, “Children, it is the last hour, and as you 
have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have 
come. Therefore we know that it is the last hour.” (vs. 2:18) In verse 
4:3, John stated that “...every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not 
from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you heard was 
coming and now is in the world already.” This indicates that John was 
expecting, in keeping with a major theme of the letter, a counterfeit 
Christ to arrive in the guise of teachers and preachers who would 
deliver a deceptive form of teaching regarding Christ. This was in 
anticipation of Christ's eternal reign, which was to be commencing 
soon. Indeed, most of the great struggles that the early church 
endured involved fighting teachings that especially denied the full and 
genuine humanity of Jesus and the fact that He experienced a real 
death. These teachings, as noted, were found amongst the Gnostics 
and Docetists. So in context it makes sense that John had to deal 
with such teachings even before Christ's parousia. But other 
teachings, such as Arianism, denied the full deity of Christ, another 
teaching that is defended in much of John's writings. 

These various Christological heresies continue to plague us in 
different forms. John's letter, then, continues to serve the church of 
Jesus during His now eternal reign in reminding us to familiarize 
ourselves with, and to cling to, the genuine, as we strive to “keep 
ourselves from idols.”


