
Welcome to Living Way Bible Study 
Thank you for your order!  It is our prayer that the Holy Spirit will use this study to help you grow in 
your knowledge and appreciation of our God and His Word. “But grow in the grace and knowledge of 
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” 2 Peter 3:18

WHO WE ARE
Living Way Bible Study, Inc. is an auxiliary of the Pacific Southwest District of the Lutheran Church 
Missouri Synod (LCMS). All studies are written and/or edited by LCMS pastors. We have been 
providing studies to churches throughout the U.S. and Canada since 1982. 

YOUR ORDER
These studies are available by email (pdf-file) or snail-mail (hard copy). For a suggested donation 
of $1-per-lesson within a study (e.g., 23-lesson study of John is $23) you receive an original of the 
study, from which you are then free to make copies for your class. Please honor our copyright of 
these materials. 

All studies have the same basic format, using an effective four-step approach for Bible study. Please 
see the following pages for additional information on these four steps, as well as helpful hints for 
facilitating these studies. 

As a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that relies solely on freewill donations, additional donations are 
much appreciated and enable us to continue to produce and promote the study of God’s Word.

CONTACT US
If you have any questions or comments on this study or any part of it, please contact us. We are 
always eager to hear from “our students” and appreciate your comments.

May God bless you as you walk in His Living Way!

Living Way Bible Study, Inc.
16218 E. Olivemill Rd. La Mirada, CA 90638
562.947.2005
888.383.8119
info4LWBS@aol.com
www.livingwaybiblestudy.org
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LWBS Four-Step Method 
Living Way Bible Study suggests this four-step method:

1. PERSONAL – The student prays for guidance from the Holy Spirit and answers the Personal 
Application (P.A.) questions at home using only the Bible (no commentaries).

2. SMALL GROUPS – The class meets for an opening and divides into small groups of 8–10 
people. The small group leader guides the group through the P.A. questions, encouraging each 

to share their answers and discuss further as time allows.

3. THE MESSAGE – The lecture or message is given by a pastor or layperson who has 
researched the material and presents the study, giving personal insight and augmenting, but 

not duplicating, the author’s comments.

4. THE NARRATIVE – The author’s comments or narrative, along with the P.A. questions for the 
next lesson, are given out at the end of the class. At the next class meeting, before answering 

the P.A. questions, the small groups may choose to review the author’s comments of the last lesson, 
and share what each has highlighted as meaningful or important.

Each lesson should be stapled together according to the number of the lesson in the right-
hand corner of the page. The P.A. questions for the next week should be attached after the 
author’s narrative for the current week, as they will be the home study for the next class session.

The first meeting of the class is an introduction to the study. Since the members of the small groups 
have no P.A. questions to discuss at the first meeting, they may use the time to get acquainted or 
to tell what they hope to receive by studying this course. At the first meeting, the lecturer presents 
background information about the course, using the Introduction lesson as a guide.

With this four-step method the student has the opportunity to study the particular section of Scripture 
covered by the lesson from four different approaches. This emphasizes the Bible text and gives the 
student an understanding and ownership for each section studied. 
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Studies listed include the number of lessons (xx) and the author
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Lakeside Community Lutheran Church (Webster, 
WI):  “Our Bible Study in Genesis is in full swing and I had 
to let you know so far it is a great success.  We have been 
struggling for some time attracting people to our studies and 
finally I think we have hit the jackpot!  We have a full house 
(room) of enthusiastic, constant participants, including MEN!  
Our lessons are animated to say the least and everyone 
participates fully. … We have been using your studies since 
2003 and really enjoy them as they are very precise and 
informative, easy to understand and uplifting.”

Shepherd of the Valley Lutheran Church (Anza, CA): “We 
will be beginning our fourth year of Living Way Bible Study…
It has been such a blessing for our church…nurturing the 
women of our congregation and as an outreach to our 
community. The Lord has blessed us with women from 
the community and brought at least three of them into 
membership in our church.” 

Palisades Lutheran Church (Pacific Palisades, 
CA): “Our breakfast Prayer Group again finds your studies 
helpful and rewarding.”

St. John Evangelical Lutheran Church (Stryker, OH - 
Pastor): “Our group leaders are very pleased with the 
additional background information that is provided with Living 
Way courses.” 

Faith Lutheran Church (Sequim, WA): “Currently in our 
10th year …continue to be blessed… have between 70-90+ 
men and women… some are non-members of our church… 
use to plug new members in.”

St. James Lutheran Church (Cleveland, OH):  “…we 
greatly appreciate the ministry of Living Way Bible Study! 
They’re all very good! …” 

Faith Lutheran Church (Sequim, WA): “I’m looking 
forward to our study that your ministry has blessed us with … 
Your study allows one to go as deep as time permits or give 
the simplest most direct answer … providing materials for us 
to become proficient in His living and active Word.” 

Holy Cross Lutheran Church (San Diego, CA): “The 
women…continue to enjoy the lessons you provide. We have 
had many lively discussions over the questions in the lessons.”

Lakeside Community Lutheran Church (Webster, WI - 
ELCA): “Your studies are excellent and we look forward to 
each study we undertake.”

Lutheran Church of the Good Shepherd (Olympia, WA - 
ELCA):  “We’re starting into year 12!...We’ve been enjoying 
all of the studies and appreciate your service.”

Good Shepherd Lutheran Church (Tacoma, WA): “Living 
Way Bible Study has been an excellent study that we have 
used for almost 30 years.”

Bethany Lutheran Church (Long Beach, CA): “We are 
going on our 30th year in LWBS. Our group of about 40 really 
loves it and grows in our faith with each new study.”

Crown of Life Lutheran Church (Sun City, AZ): “I used 
the Thessalonians study for the Ministry Staff Retreat (7 of us) 
and will be repeating a small portion of the study for a three 
week session with approximately 50 adults. The material is 
excellent and very helpful to me as I prepare to teach.”

What our Students are Saying… 
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 2 JOHN 1:1-13 5

“First John is more like a tract or a sermon. It gives no explicit 
information identifying either author or reader. Second and 
Third John tell us, although in cryptic terms, who wrote and 
who received the letter and the names of people involved in the life 
of the church. I think that First John grows in meaning if studied 
after Second and Third John.”

The Letters of John deal with issues of life and death. Reading the letters 
makes one think that John writes in times much like our own. People seem to be 
forgetting the Gospel truths or reworking them to fit their own opinions. In such 
threatening times, John writes to defend Christian truth and to expose human 
error. God’s love for people stands affirmed again and again. The meaning of 
Jesus in human life is presented and explained as a precious truth. Christian 
love toward God and each other receives encouragement many times. As you 
read these letters note how many times the words dealing with life, love, truth, 
abiding (in God, in truth, or in love), and confessing appear. On the negative 
side, sin, deceit, and hate appear.

The Johannine letters speak to problems within a Christian community. Almost 
every group of Christians faces two challenges. On the one hand, the church 
proclaims the Gospel to people who do not hold the faith. It does mission work. 
On the other hand, the church must defend the faith even from enemies within. 
It deals with false teaching. The Johannine letters deal primarily with struggles 
within the church.

In most churches there occur two types of struggles. At times, a congregation 
faces stress because of personal differences. Two people may hold the same 
faith but they argue about ways and means to serve God. Sadly, a congregation 
may face serious divisions within over opinions about things as non-essential 
as the color of a new carpet, whether or not to buy a new hymnal, or what time 
to worship. At other times, a congregation faces conflict within because of a 
theological threat. People disagree on fundamental Christian truths. Although 
Second and Third John report some tension between people, the Johannine 
Letters mainly address theological conflict within the church. John’s readers 
face heresy. False teachers within the church threaten the faith. John wants 
bad theology recognized for what it is and stopped.
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The Let ters  of  John;  1 ,  2 ,  3   Dr .  Robert  Holst  In t roduct ion –  Lesson 1

“The Gospel’s goal was to share the life giving 
power of Jesus’ name so that people could believe 
and live. John’s Letters also want people to believe 
and have life.”

In some ways, the Johannine Epistles continue the 
tradition of Christian proclamation started in the Gospel 
of John. The Gospel stated, “These are written that you 
may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 
that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 
20:31). The Gospel’s goal was to share the life giving 
power of Jesus’ name so that people could believe and 
live. John’s Letters also want people to believe and have 
life. John’s First Letter begins by reminding people about 
the initial revelation and experience of Christians and the 
fellowship they have with each other in the Father and in 
Jesus Christ. The purpose? “We write this to make our joy 
complete” (1 John 1:4). There is joy in sharing the Gospel. 
Some early Greek manuscripts have “We write to make 
your joy complete.” The ancient variation also captures the 
purpose of the letter. Sharing the Gospel gives both giver 
and receiver joy.

First John begins its concluding remarks with the words, 
“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” (1 John 5:13, NIV). The letter concludes with three 
direct statements. “We know that anyone born of God does 
not continue in sin… We know that we are children of God 
and that the whole world is under the control of the evil 
one. We know also that the Son of God has come and 
has given us understanding so that we may know him who 
is true…” (1 John 5:18-20). John writes so that Christians 
may know their unique relationship to God.

On a more somber note, in his first letter John also writes 
because of a threatening theological problem, “I am writing 
these things to you about those who are trying to lead you 
astray” (1 John 2:26). The document’s last words present a 
poignant plea, “Dear Children, keep yourselves from idols.” 
The body of the document presents theological statements 
seeking to support the faithful and defeat the faithless. 
First John wants people to know the truth of God’s work in 
Jesus and to reject error.

The short letters of Second and Third John are more 
personal and direct although they also carry a forceful 
concern for life giving Christology. In both letters, the author 
identifies himself as “the elder” (2 & 3 John 1). Probably 
the self-designation reflects the office or honor given the 
author by the early Christians more than his age. Second 
John 1 addresses a chosen lady and her children which 
probably is reference to a congregation and its members. 
Third John 1 addresses a dear friend Gaius who is clearly 
an influential and hospitable Christian. Both letters offer 
personal suggestions but state that there is much more to 
write. The author prefers to make a brief written contact 
preliminary to a personal visit (2 John 12, and 3 John 13).

To be fair, I should note two assumptions lying behind my 
own approach to the Johannine Letters. In your reading of 
other scholarly writings you will find scholars who disagree 
with my conclusions. First, I think that the Gospel of John 
and the Three Johannine Letters have the same author. 
Various commentaries will describe the problem in detail. 
Concordia Study Bible gives a good summary on the 
authorship issues together with information supportive to 
my opinion.

“As the mission work progresses, John is 
inspired to write the Gospel.”

As a second working hypothesis, I think that the 
Johannine Letters were written after the Gospel of John. 
None of the documents is precisely dated so one must 
draw inferences from the writings themselves. I envision 
a historical process something like the following. John, 
the Son of Zebedee, begins mission work, probably in 
Ephesus, speaking the Gospel to Jews and Gentiles. As 
the mission work progresses, John is inspired to write the 
Gospel. The written word explains the life of Jesus in order 
to support the faith among new Christians and emphasizes 
the relationship of Jesus to the Father because people, 
especially the monotheistic Jews, found it hard to accept 
the divinity of Jesus.

Unfortunately, the Gospel was misused. The Gospel’s 
description of Jesus was not kept in historical perspective. 
People became so enamored with the divinity of Jesus 
that they down-played, and then denied, His humanity. 
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The Let ters  of  John;  1 ,  2 ,  3   Dr .  Robert  Holst  In t roduct ion –  Lesson 1

Tragically, the Gospel of John became the favorite Gospel 
of heretics who denied the humanity of Jesus and accepted 
only His divinity. I think that the Letters of John were written 
when that heresy began. The Letters note, describe and try 
to stop the tendency to deny the humanity of Jesus. The 
task is important because if one denies that Jesus came 
as a human being, then He could not suffer and die for 
sin. As Son of God He could reveal truth but He would 
not be the Suffering Servant and Savior sent by God. 
Without Jesus’ human blood, there is no atoning sacrifice. 
Ironically, therefore, the Johannine Letters seek to correct 
false thinking which arose from lack of care in reading the 
Gospel of John. In summary, our study proceeds on the 
premise that the readers of the Johannine Letters know 
the Gospel of John. I like the Concordia Self-Study Bible 
suggestion that John’s Gospel was written about AD 85 
and the letters within the next decade (p. 1925).

“First John makes historical and theological sense 
as a dynamic written response to people in the 
situation developing in Second and Third John.”

I believe there is a logical progression in the Letters of John, 
as well. For our Bible study we are going to study Second 
John and Third John before we study First John. Although 
that order may seem strange, there are good reasons 
for doing so. Reading the three letters carefully, we learn 
that Second John was written warning people about false 
doctrine and telling them to ostracize false teachers. Third 
John gives evidence that the advice was rejected. Instead 
of rejecting the false teachers, a church leader rejected the 
messengers of the truth. In such circumstances, it is logical 
and necessary to write a second letter, which is the letter we 
call Third John. I think John refers to Second John when he 
mentions a previous letter in 3 John 9. What if Third John also 
did not solve the problem? In both Second and Third John, 
the author notes that the letters are preliminary to a “hoped 
for” personal discussion. If the brief letters did not solve the 
problem, and, in fact, hostility grew, John may have been 
forced to set aside the desire not to use “paper and ink” but to 
have a face to face conversation. First John makes historical 
and theological sense as a dynamic written response to 
people in the situation developing in Second and Third John. 
First John may contain the “much” that John preferred to talk 
about rather than write (2 John 12 & 3 John 13).

My primary reason for not studying 1, 2, 3 John in the 
traditional order, is that First John seems easier to 
understand if Second and Third John are studied first. 
Second and Third John are genuine letters and provide 
information that gives a historical context for all the letters. 
First John is more like a tract or a sermon. It gives no explicit 
information identifying either author or reader. Second and 
Third John tell us, although in cryptic terms, who wrote and 
who received the letter and the names of people involved 
in the life of the church. I think that First John grows in 
meaning if studied after Second and Third John.

Furthermore, we are free to make such a change because 
the order in which the letters are printed in Greek or our 
English Bibles may not be the order in which they were 
written. Human tradition, not divine revelation, put them in 
the standard order of First, Second and Third John. The 
order may simply be based on length. It is true that for 
centuries early Christian theologians debated whether 
Second and Third John deserved to be in the Bible. The 
letters are therefore called “antilegomena,” or “spoken 
against.” I suspect the letters were debated not because 
they were written later or by a different author, as some 
theologians think, but because they are overshadowed by 
the great theological presentation of First John. Second 
and Third John do not carry much meaning when compared 
to First John but they do make First John more meaningful.

If reading the letters in the order of Second, then Third and 
finally First John disturbs you, by all means study the letters 
in the traditional way. On the other hand, remember that the 
order of the books in our Bible stands on human tradition and 
was not established by God. Many old Greek manuscripts, 
for example, have the Gospels in a different order than our 
modern sequence of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. As 
another example, the letters of Paul are printed in our Bibles 
by order of length, with one exception, and not according 
to the time of writing. The Pauline letters to churches 
are Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, 
Colossians, 1 & 2 Thessalonians. In fact, many scholars 
think that First Thessalonians was the first Biblical letter that 
Paul wrote. It seems certain that Romans was written after 
the Corinthian letters. Following the letters to churches come 
the Pauline letters to individuals (1 & 2 Timothy, Titus and 
Philemon). Listed last is Philemon although Philemon was 
written years before 1 & 2 Timothy and Titus.
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“First John warns about loving the world and 
not loving other Christians. Such love is not 
merely an attitude or emotion. It means actions 
such as sharing material things. Such love is 
possible because of God’s love.”

As stated above, First John is more like a tract or a sermon. 
Unlike a typical New Testament letter, the first four verses 
of First John give no information about who wrote or who 
received the letter. There is no salutation or blessing as 
in Second and Third John, or in the first verses of every 
Pauline letter. Instead, First John begins with words that 
remind one of the prologue of the Gospel of John (John 1:1-
18). The Word, from the beginning, appeared in this world. 
First John’s initial theological rebuke is for people who think 
that they have not sinned (1 John 1:5-8). Such an opinion 
makes God a liar. Weaving together Christological truths 
with warnings about antichrists and antichristian behavior, 
First John warns about loving the world and not loving other 
Christians. Such love is not merely an attitude or emotion. 
It means actions such as sharing material things. Such love 
is possible because of God’s love. Liars claim to love Jesus 
but do not carry out His commands. Children of God love 
God and live in love. They believe Jesus gives eternal life.

Second John makes two main points. First, live in love. 
Second, reject false teaching. In fact, do not even practice 
hospitality to a false teacher. Third John is a more 
complicated little letter. It notes rejection, warns about 
imitating evil, and seems to support a church leader. The 
letter ends with an exchange of friendly greetings.

In conclusion, read the Johannine Letters seeking God’s 
truth but bold enough to recognize that errors tempt us, 
and that we must rely on His unchanging Word. Regardless 
of the order in which we study the Bible, it is important 
to remember the words of Paul in 2 Timothy 3:16-17: 
“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that 
the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good 
work.” Listen to God’s love story and God’s call to us to love 
in a world filled with hate and hate makers. May the Letters 
of John affect you, on the one hand, like a loving letter from 
a dear friend. May you grow in awareness of how wonderful 

it is to be alive as a Christian. On the other hand, may the 
Letters of John affect you like a warning letter from a wise 
teacher. May you grow in alertness to threats to being alive 
as a Christian.
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The Let ters  of  John;  1 ,  2 ,  3   Dr .  Robert  Holst  2  JOHN 1:1-13  –  Lesson 1

PERSONAL APPLICATION – 2 JOHN 1:1-13

Dear Lord, open my thoughts, emotions and actions to be affected by 
God’s truth in the Letters of John. In Jesus Name. Amen.

1. In the Concordia Self-Study Bible or a different translation that has notes, read an introductory statement about 2 John. 
List information that seems important.

2. Read 2 John in its entirety.
 In general, what problem or problems does 2 John discuss?

 How does 2 John seek to solve the problem or problems?

3. Who wrote 2 John, verse one?

 Do you think the author’s title is meant to be understood literally or figuratively? Explain your answer.

4. Who receives the letter (v. 1)?

 How is the receiver’s description to be understood?

5. The word “truth” appears three times in verses 1 and 2.
 What do you think the word means in this context?

 Why might “truth” be so emphasized as 2 John begins?

 What does “truth” mean for your Christian faith and life?

6. Share what the blessing of 2 John v. 3 means to you.

7. How would you explain “walking in truth” (v. 4)?
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 What other expressions in verses 5 & 6 help interpret this phrase?

8. According to verse 4, how many people are “walking in the truth?”

 What church problem might arise from this situation?

9. In what specific ways can you apply verse 6 to your life?

10. What do the deceivers not acknowledge (v. 7)?

11. List ways in which people today practice the same deceit.

12. Apply the following references to how people “deny that Jesus came in the flesh” when they forget that God’s love 
applies to life now, and that faith is not simply about life after death in heaven? (Matthew 25:37-40, 44-46, Luke 19:10, 
John 1:14, 1 John 3:18)

13. What is the warning in verse 8 and how can you apply it to your life?

14. How do you interpret verse 9?

15. What is the directive of verse 10?

16. What people or things could pose such a threat today that we should not “take them into our house or welcome them?” Why?

17. Relate a time when a personal visit is “better” than writing someone. (v. 12)

18. If we relate “lady” (v. 1) and “sister” (v. 13) to Christian churches, what spiritual meaning do we express by calling them 
“God’s family” or “sister churches?”
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“Complete joy comes from sharing with others the love of 
Jesus Christ.”

The brevity of Second John underscores its urgency. Like a parent writing 
to a child urging cautious action before they have a long talk, Second John 
expresses concern quickly and concisely. The author asks that we love one 
another (v.5), watch out for deceivers (v.8) and avoid anyone who works evil 
(v.10). The advice is timely and timeless. Whatever our age or circumstance, 
the essential message of Second John is relevant. The message is as direct 
as the prophetic words of Amos, “Hate evil, love good” (Amos 5:15). Careful 
study of the letter, however, enables us to understand its teaching better and 
use it with more meaning.

Second John begins like a typical ancient letter. Like a business letter written 
in our culture, the sender and addressee are identified before the message of 
the letter begins. “The elder” writes to “the chosen lady and her children.” From 
our distant point in history, we wish the words would be more specific. Who is 
the elder and what does the term mean? “The elder” could literally refer to an 
“older” person. The same Greek word carries a literal meaning in I Timothy 5:1 
and describes an “older” brother in Luke 15:25. On the other hand, the Gospels 
show that the title identified religious leaders in the Jewish tradition (Luke 7:3, 
20:1, 22:52). The word is used also as a title of respect for a Christian leader 
not only in 1 Timothy (cf. 5:17 and 19) but frequently in Revelation. (Revelation 
4:4, 10; 5:5,6,8,11,14; 7:11,13; 11:16; 14:3 and 19:4). It seems certain that the 
author of Second John uses the title to address people in a relationship of love 
and respect.

The letter goes to “the chosen lady and her children.” Although this could 
literally address a woman and her family, almost certainly that is a lovely way 
of referring to a congregation and members of the congregation. The closing 
greeting seems to have the same meaning (2 John 13). In a similar way when 
Peter sent greetings to people in Asia Minor he talked of a “woman” who was 
“chosen” with them. Speaking of church members as children is somewhat 
parallel to when Peter and Paul referred to Mark and Onesimus respectively 
as their sons (I Peter 5:13, Philemon 10).

On the basis of tradition or scholarly theory, we might expect the letter to begin, 
“John, the son of Zebedee, to the church and its members at Ephesus.” Why 
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is such specific language not used? Reflect for a moment 
on what symbolic language means, not only for the ancient 
church, but for us today. The language of Second John 
seems to be terms of endearment and respect. There is a 
politeness or courtesy that must have blessed both author 
and reader. “Elder” leads us to think of experience, wisdom 
and dedication more than a mere name. “Chosen lady” 
makes us think of God’s electing grace and the church 
as the bride of Christ. “Children” reminds us that God’s 
people are a family with one God and Father of us all. In a 
sense, we remember our one spiritual mother when in the 
creed we confess faith in “one holy Christian Church.” In 
our culture of casual informality and instant usage of first 
names, can the initial words of Second John remind us of 
the dignity of our relationship with other Christians?

The word “truth” appears five times in the first four verses 
of Second John. The Elder and all who know the truth love 
the lady and her children in truth because of the truth that 
lives in us and he rejoices that some walk in the truth. His 
prayer or blessing is that grace, mercy and peace will be 
with them in truth and love. Such redundancy makes “truth” 
an important concept to understand. In English, truth can 
be an abstract term: truth is “conformity with fact or reality.” 
“They told the truth” means “They do not lie.” Truth can 
also have a more dynamic meaning having “the character 
of being true” or honesty and integrity. Some people 
live the truth; you can trust them. A Greek dictionary 
explains the term this way. Truth means “dependability, 
truthfulness, uprightness in thought and deed…truth has a 
strongly practical side, which expresses itself in virtue like 
righteousness and holiness.” (A Greek-English Lexicon of 
the New Testament, ed William F. Arndt, et al, 2nd edition, 
U. of Chicago Press, 1979, page 35-36).

“The first four verses of Second John draw all 
readers into the covenant relationship of grace, 
mercy and peace given us by God the Father 
and Jesus Christ.”

The word “truth” carries more meaning in the first four 
verses than claiming to be factually correct. It is helpful 
to recall that the Gospel of John states that “grace and 
truth” came through Jesus Christ (John 1:18) and Jesus 
claims to be “the way, the truth and the life” (John 14:6). 

Such words suggest that the word “truth” in Second John 
carries Gospel impact. The Elder loves in the name and 
way of Jesus. People who know the truth know the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ. Jesus and His love live in them. They walk 
in the truth which is a Hebraic way of saying that they live 
with Jesus as their Savior and their model for Christian 
living. The verses provide their own commentary on what it 
means to walk in truth as John tells us to love one another, 
to walk in love, or to live in love. To capture the vigor of 
the Gospel nuance, read the first four verses again and 
replace the words “The truth” with the word “Jesus.” The 
first four verses of Second John draw all readers into the 
covenant relationship of grace, mercy and peace given us 
by God the Father and Jesus Christ. “Truth” reminds us 
of God’s grace, Christian faith and Christ like faithfulness. 
Don’t overlook the Gospel basis for the call to walk in truth. 
Grace, mercy and peace from God stand as a blessing and 
truth not only for John’s readers but for all God’s people 
today.

“These are painful verses. They strip away 
idealistic hopes of a perfect congregation and 
make us face the reality that sin has an impact 
on the life of the church.”

The implications of Second John, verses four through six, 
carry a somber side. The joy of finding “some” walking 
in the truth also carries the sorrow of knowing “some” 
members of the congregation do not live in a God pleasing 
way. Here, for the first time, we realize the Johannine 
congregation is divided. Some walk in truth: some do 
not. Some walk in love: some do not. Some obey God’s 
commands: some do not. These are painful verses. They 
strip away idealistic hopes of a perfect congregation and 
make us face the reality that sin has an impact on the life of 
the church. We want our congregations to be places where 
Jesus’ love binds people in perfect love and unites them in 
harmonious evangelical purposes. Second John’s words 
remind us of what we have learned from experience. No 
congregation stands immune from the forces of sin.

The words challenge us in two ways. First, rejoice that 
some do walk in love. Second, remember that even in the 
church not all walk in truth. There is joy in John’s words. 
Rejoice in the faithful. Count the blessings. The words also 
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call for responsibility. Work needs to be done even in our 
congregations. The Gospel must be proclaimed in and to 
the church. Paradoxically, the church has mission work to 
do in the church itself. Walking in love means to care not 
only about people who give us joy but also people who do 
not walk in God’s truth.

John plunges us from the lofty joy of knowing that some 
live in God’s love to the deep grief of knowing that many 
deceivers have entered the world (2 John 7). John is not 
talking about a general human tendency to deceive. The 
specific lie is to deny that Jesus Christ came in the flesh. 
This is no small lie. If Jesus did not come in the flesh, he 
could not suffer and die for human sin. If Jesus was not 
human, one could not confess as First John 1:7 states, 
“The blood of Jesus… purifies us from all sin.”

Historical evidence suggests that John speaks to the 
initial stages of a theological heresy called gnosticism or 
docetism. Gnosticism called for “knowledge (about God)” 
rather than faith in Jesus’ death and resurrection as acts 
of God. Docetism taught that Jesus only seemed to be 
human. Concordia Self-Study Bible (p. 1925) presents five 
key doctrines of the early heresy. The human body is evil in 
contrast to the divine spirit which is good. Salvation means 
to escape the body by special knowledge. Christ’s humanity 
was denied, either by saying that he only appeared to be 
human, or that only for a limited period of time was he both 
human and divine. In either case, Jesus did not suffer and 
die to atone for sin. Finally, because the body was evil, 
gnostics either sought complete and often harsh control of 
the body to contain the evil, or they permitted the body to 
do all the evil it wanted because such evil would not harm 
the soul.

Whatever the specific historical heresy which Second John 
addresses there are ways in which we, too, can deny that 
Jesus came in the flesh. If someone does not forgive, that 
person denies that Jesus died on the cross to forgive sin. If 
someone seeks to dominate others, that person denies that 
Jesus humbled himself in order to serve, even to the extent 
of washing other people’s feet. If someone will not feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick, help the prisoners, 
that person denies that Jesus taught us to do such human 
things. As 1 John 3:17 reminds us, “If anyone has material 
possessions and sees his brother in need but has not pity 

on him, how can the love of God be in him?” It may be hard 
for us to identify people who deny the humanity of Jesus, 
although so many people in our culture deny the divinity of 
Jesus. John’s warning can be applied however by noting 
ways in which Christian people do not accept and practice 
the reality of God’s love. People who make Christianity 
merely an idea or theory, rather than a way of life, also 
deny that Jesus came in the flesh. Perhaps one way to 
apply this passage in a meaningful way is to state that not 
only did Jesus come in the flesh but He wants His disciples 
to continue to use human resources to meet human needs, 
to continue the ministry of Jesus in the world today.

“John next issues a personal warning about the 
threat these deceivers pose.”

John next issues a personal warning about the threat 
these deceivers pose. Watch out that you don’t lose all 
you worked for but that you may be rewarded fully (2 John 
8). This verse must be interpreted carefully. It cannot 
mean to watch out lest you lose the salvation you worked 
for. Salvation is God’s gift. If Second John 6 is properly 
interpreted in the light of the Gospel, John is warning the 
readers that their faith is in danger. Today we might catch 
the meaning of the verse if we say, “If you tolerate the 
deceivers with their false teaching, then all your hard work 
in Bible study, memorization and catechism instruction in 
order to understand the faith will be wasted time.”

Another way to interpret the warning is to state: The 
Christian way of life of the congregation, that the people had 
worked for, was put in jeopardy by the false teaching of the 
deceivers. The statement is like a warning to a congregation 
that if they let certain things happen, all the work they did 
over the years will be wasted. The congregation will die. 
Illustrating the truth on a very human level, if deceit is 
tolerated in marriage, even heroic efforts to create a happy 
home will fail. In summary, John teaches that deceit within a 
congregation will destroy laborious achievements.

With the warning, John also offers a promise. There will 
be a full reward for being aware of the deceivers (2 John 
8b). Dealing with deceit is seldom easy or enjoyable. Yet 
John promises that being on guard will have its full reward. 
John’s promise may be as lofty as reminding the people 
that God will give the crown of life to those who are faithful 
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unto death. On the other hand, John’s promise may be 
as simple as reminding people of the reward of living in 
Christian love rather than antichristian deceit. It may be like 
a wise church leader saying, “Solve this problem and your 
congregation will be rewarded with peace and harmony.” 
John’s words remind us that confronting tough issues may 
be essential in order to enjoy God’s blessings.

Second John nine describes the attitude of the deceivers 
and the heinous reality of sin. “Running ahead and not 
continuing in the teaching of Christ” reminds us that deceit 
or sin often comes disguised as “modern thought,” “current 
trends” or “advanced thinking.” “Adult bookstores” or 
“movies for a mature audience” falsely imply that Christian 
morality is wrong because it is old fashioned or childish. 
Peer pressures persuade too many people to sin because 
they don’t want to be left behind or left out.

John warns about new ideas that abandon old truths. 
John’s warning is not against new ideas per se, but 
about new ideas that do not continue in the teaching of 
Christ. Christians should celebrate creative, Spirit guided, 
innovative, ways of serving God. John warns of novelties 
that forsake the faith.

John offers a solution, in verses ten and eleven, to the 
deceptive antichristian threat. These are strong words. “If 
anyone comes…and does not bring this (original or true) 
teaching, do not take him into your house or welcome him” 
(2 John 10). And to underscore the seriousness of the 
threat, John continues, “Anyone who welcomes him shares 
in his wicked work” (2 John 11). The words remind us that 
some threats to the faith are so serious that they deserve 
quarantine. The directive is blunt but rests on protective 
love. The directive is as protective as a church council 
declaring, “Our church will not permit a drug dealer to enter 
our school grounds.” It is as responsible as a police officer 
telling children, “Don’t get into a car with a stranger.” It 
is as caring as parents forbidding their children to watch 
an unsavory movie. It is as loving as a pastor warning 
members not to cooperate with a Satanic cult. The drastic 
advice stands in line with the petition Jesus taught us, “our 
Father…lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.”

Now John draws his short letter to a close (2 John 12). 
John’s words sound like an admission that the topic is 

complicated and deserves more attention. John hints that 
the situation needs a personal exchange of ideas rather than 
a long, impersonal letter. I sense an urgency that calls for a 
quick, albeit inadequate, reply. Difficult problems cannot be 
ignored but personal involvement may also be necessary. 
There are times when a letter or a telephone call cannot 
replace a personal visit. In my ministry, frequently I have 
made a short telephone call simply to let people know that 
I knew of the crisis and cared. But I kept the conversation 
short because I knew the time and the dynamics of a face 
to face conversation were necessary. A misunderstanding 
between friends can be settled more effectively over a cup 
of coffee than with an exchange of letters. Yet a short note 
may be a necessary preliminary. A friend threatened by 
sin deserves a quick note of support followed by a time for 
sharing advice which rests on mutual respect.

“People chosen by God seek the blessing of living 
together in God’s love.”

Finally, the letter ends much like it began. A letter sent to 
a chosen lady and her children is also from a chosen lady 
and her children. It could be family writing to family but, as 
noted above, more likely it is one church sending greetings 
to another. There is a Gospel basis for the greeting. People 
chosen by God seek the blessing of living together in God’s 
love. The concluding remarks can summarize the purpose 
of the brief note. Complete joy comes from sharing with 
others the love of Jesus Christ.
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 3 JOHN 1-15

Dear Lord, as we study Third John, help us understand that difficult problems need your 
guidance and our patient faith as we search for solutions. In Jesus’ name. Amen

1. In the Concordia Self-Study Bible, or a different translation with notes, read an introductory statement about 3 John. 
List information that seems important.

2. Read 3 John in its entirety.
 In general, what problem or problems does 3 John seek to solve?

 How does 3 John seek to solve the problem or problems?

 List the names of people mentioned in 3 John. Who is mentioned in a favorable way and who is described in a critical 
way? Why were they praised or criticized?

3. Who wrote 3 John (v. 1)?

4. Who receives the letter?

 How do the readers of 2 and 3 John differ?

 How might awareness of different readers affect your interpretation of the two letters?

5. What is the purpose of the prayer of 3 John verse 2 and how is it a model for us?

6. What gives the elder great joy according to 3 John verses 3-4?

7. Can you relate when someone’s life in Christ gave you great joy? Briefly describe that person and how that joy affected 
you.

 How has your life in Christ brought joy to others?
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8. What is the theme of 3 John verses 5-8?

9. To whom in your life does this theme apply?

10. What is Diotrephes doing and why does he do it? (v. 9-10, 2 John 9)

11. Can you think of someone who seems or seemed to act the way Diotrephes did? If so how did that action affect your 
congregation, church workers, and leaders or you personally?

12. How does the elder plan to deal with Diotrephes?

13. How does the elder’s plan fit in with Jesus’ words in Matthew 18:15-17?

14. What is the advice of 3 John 11?

15. Note some practical ways in which 3 John 11 can be useful in your life.

16. What does the elder say about Demetrius?

17. It has been said that we live in an age without heroes or that children often grow up today without positive role models. 
Can you think of people today who, like Demetrius, can serve as role models for you personally or for people in our 
church? If so, note briefly who and why.

18. Note the differences in the closing of 2 John 12-13 and 3 John 13-14.

19. Summarize the purpose and goal of 3 John.
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 1:1-10 17

“Peace is now a blessed goal of the congregation.”
Third John does not address the subject of false teaching but expresses strong 
concern over lack of Christian hospitality. Unlike Second John which probably 
addressed a whole congregation, the same author, now writes to a single 
person named Gaius. The letter shows that the elder loves and trusts Gaius 
and we may speculate that he was respected in the congregation as well. The 
troubling issue revolves around four key people: the elder, Gaius, Diotrephes 
and Demetrius. The elder attacks divisive attitudes and hostile behavior 
and promotes harmony and peace. A man named Diotrephes embodies the 
problem. He has a bad attitude; he loves to be most important. He will have 
nothing to do with the elder and his people. Not only will he not welcome the 
other Christians but he stops others from doing so, and puts them out of the 
church if they want to help. Finally, he gossips maliciously about the elder (3 
John 9-10). The essence of the problem seems clear. John sent Christians to 
visit another Christian community and Diotrephes stymied the visit.

If we connect Third John with Second John the picture becomes more complex. 
The key question is, does Third John 9, which refers to a previous letter, refer 
to Second John? To be sure other historical possibilities exist but let us, at least 
for the sake of this study, assume that Diotrephes rejected 2 John. If he rejected 
2 John, our sense of history can envision a vivid historical background. When 
Diotrephes rejected the letter, he also repudiated the elder’s authority and the 
people carrying his mail. If Third John 9 refers to a lost letter, as many scholars 
think, then Second and Third John deal with separate issues. If Diotrephes 
rejected First John, which is also a possibility, he stopped circulation of a 
profoundly theological document. Since the elder does not call Diotrephes a 
deceiver who denies that Jesus came in the flesh, it seems unlikely that 3 John 
9 refers to First John.

In review, if the elder wrote the letter we call Second John to a congregation of 
which Gaius and Diotrephes were members, Gaius welcomed the letter carriers 
but Diotrephes did not. Diotrephes’ action must have had great impact on the 
congregation. It is noteworthy that John describes Diotrephes’ motivation to be 
personal popularity and influence. Third John does not mention the theological 
crisis of the Second (or First) John. Perhaps Diotrephes was not a good 
theologian. Maybe he simply did not know what difference it made if someone 
considered Jesus to be only God. Many people today seldom, if ever, talk about 
the humanity of Jesus but concentrate solely on His divine nature. We don’t find 
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them such a great threat to the church that we would not 
welcome them into our homes! If the original letter (Second 
John?) failed to alert the congregation to the false teaching 
and deceivers, John had to try again. I think that Third John 
is a more personal approach to the problem. Gaius is a 
sincere, loving Christian who can speak to people about 
the elder’s concerns. John writes to thank Gaius for his 
hospitality, to point out the error in the influential Diotrephes’ 
ways, and to insure Demetrius welcome or even to promote 
him as a helpful, respected Christian.

We don’t know who Demetrius was. Some scholars think 
that he carried the Johannine letters. John therefore writes 
so that his literary ambassador would be well received and 
could personally bear witness to the truth. It is possible 
that Demetrius is a quiet inconspicuous member of the 
Christian community (of Gaius and Diotrephes). In that 
case John identifies Demetrius as a person who can help 
effect reconciliation or exert beneficial leadership.

The uncertainty of the historical situation may be frustrating. 
If so, recognize that we know nothing beyond the letter. 
I hope that speculation on the possible background and 
relationships suggests insights into our own complicated 
congregational misunderstandings and hurts. There 
are a number of lessons to be learned from an analysis 
of the historical background of Third John. First, church 
problems are complicated by personalities and personal 
attitudes. Theological debate is seldom dispassionate but 
involves conflicting interests and subjective influences. 
Petty jealousies over who has the closest relationship to 
the pastor can turn simple problems into ugly issues. “In 
groups” versus “newcomers” can create terrible friction. 
The life of the church involves people and the relationship 
of people makes life in the church complex.

Second, sound advice by respected leaders is sometimes 
rejected. In fact, if the truths of Second John were rejected, 
we are reminded that sin sometimes thwarts even God’s 
inspired Word. Evangelical advice sometimes backfires. 
Parents warn children about sinful danger. Alienation 
results. Members of the Board of Elders visit delinquent 
members. The caring visitors are called judgmental. A Bible 
study group enjoys time in God’s Word. People call them a 
clique. Third John reminds us that service in the church can 
involve unfair pain.

Third, the writer’s approach dares us to try an indirect but 
personal approach in problem solving. Rather than drop 
the situation as irresolvable, openly complain, become 
cynical, or gossip about other people in the church, John 
informs his dear friend Gaius about the situation. Avoiding 
public gossip but sharing private opinions with a friend 
often provides a healthy way to find a solution to troubling 
issues. Giving a person a tract or encouraging them to read 
the Bible is important but a personal conversation may, at 
times, be more effective.

“The final lesson is a reminder that sometimes 
we can’t solve a problem by ourselves.”

The final lesson is a reminder that sometimes we can’t 
solve a problem by ourselves. The elder realizes that he 
might be more a part of the problem than the solution. 
Actions of Gaius and Demetrius, encouraged by the 
elder, will provide the solution. Congregational leaders 
may have offended someone and others might be able to 
help work reconciliation. An aunt or uncle, grandmother or 
grandfather may bridge a gap between parent and child. 
Sometimes a youth worker can communicate with a young 
person more effectively than parents. Sometimes we must 
recognize that we are part of a problem, even if unfairly 
misunderstood. Then we need to realize that someone else 
might have the answer. We may have to ask our pastor, 
church council, or a friend to seek a solution that we cannot 
find. On the other hand, we may need to defend an action 
of our pastor, church council or a friend in the face of unfair 
treatment or malicious gossip.

Returning to the beginning of Third John, we learn of the 
elder’s joy (3 John 3-4). His joy comes from knowing that 
Gaius, like other Christians, is walking in the truth, i.e., 
living a Christian life. The elder reminds us that Christians 
find joy in the lives of other Christians. Too often we fail 
to do this because neither they nor we are perfect. All 
Christians struggle daily with weaknesses, imperfections 
and sin. But we dare to rejoice in their God-given successes 
and even in their God-guided struggles. May John’s words 
inspire you to tell a friend today about the joy she or he 
gives you because of the love you share as a Christian. 
May John’s words provide a reminder to tell your teacher, or 
a member in your Bible study group, what joy their walking 
in Christ gives you. Tell someone today that their Christian 
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faithfulness makes you happy. Also accept the challenge for 
you implied in the elder’s praise. As a Christian, seek to bring 
joy to someone today.

Third John, verses 5-7, present the positive high point of 
the letter. Gaius receives praise for practicing hospitality. 
Furthermore, he is kind to Christian missionaries who are 
strangers to him. His hospitality promotes working together 
in the truth. Gaius’ kindness not only blesses the people 
involved but has blessed the church. Christians are talking 
about his love. John reminds us that being kind to Christians 
can have a multiple impact. First, it helps meet their basic 
needs. Second, it enables the missionaries to serve 
God. Third, it encourages them; they feel good about the 
kindness received and talk about it. Fourth, the hospitality 
serves as a model for other Christians. Fifth, such kindness 
enables the Gospel to be shared without need for help 
from non-Christians. Sixth, the kindness suggests that 
Gaius is ready to serve the Lord in other ways as well. 
Probably without his deeds of hospitality, the elder would 
not have written him this letter. His faithfulness in showing 
hospitality makes the elder bold enough to say, “You will 
do well to send them on their way in a manner worthy of 
God” (3 John 6b, NIV). “Send them on the way” can be a 
technical Greek term which means “support their mission 
ministry” (Acts 15:3, 1 Corinthians 16:6, 2 Corinthians 
1:16 and Romans 15:24). Before our eyes we see Gaius 
have a new opportunity in Christian service. Because of 
his kindness in welcoming Christian missionaries, the 
challenge of supporting them is also given. Likewise, his 
caring spirit makes the elder confident that Demetrius can 
receive special support from Gaius.

“Small acts of hospitality may be the starting point 
for even more significant ways of serving God.”

Seek to apply the lessons of Third John 5-7 to your 
life. Small deeds of kindness to your spouse, children, 
grandchildren, or a friend may not only help that person but 
will serve as a model and inspiration for others. Practicing 
kindness makes kindness increase. Small acts of hospitality 
may be the starting point for even more significant ways 
of serving God. For example, Mother Theresa’s influential 
international ministry began with simple deeds of kindness 
to humble individuals in isolated areas of urban poverty.

After the high point of the letter comes the low point. Third 
John 9-10 describes the hostile action of Diotrephes. In 
contrast to the hospitality of Gaius stands the opposition 
of Diotrephes. He actively oppresses the church in five 
ways. First, he either ignored or rejected a writing from 
the elder. Second, he spread gossip. Third, he refused to 
welcome other (Johannine) Christians. Fourth, he stopped 
the hospitality of others. Finally, he put out of the church 
anyone who dared to welcome the Christian strangers. 
Pride and separation motivate his actions. As noted in 
speculation on the historical context of Third John, there 
are important lessons - painful lessons - to be learned from 
Diotrephes. His pride and antagonism hurt the church. His 
actions create work for the elder who must try to solve a new 
problem. We can imagine the irreparable harm created by 
the gossip. What impact did his loveless actions have on the 
Christians that he put out of the church? What impact did his 
loveless actions have on those who were not Christians?

Diotrephes’ lack of love reminds us that our actions do not 
take place in a vacuum. Lovelessness hurts people. Conflict 
between Christians hurts congregational life and provides 
a negative witness to outsiders. Although it may sometimes 
be a convenient excuse, too often on evangelism calls I 
have heard someone who is living without Christ say, 
“When you Christians stop fighting each other, come back. 
Until then, I’m not interested.” Learn from Diotrephes how 
lack of love needs the correcting impact of the Holy Spirit.

The intent of the elder, I am certain, is not to complain but 
to correct. The Gospel, not gossip, motivates Third John. 
I think that the elder wants Diotrephes to stop hindering 
the Gospel by his actions and to become more like Gaius. 
Reflect for a moment on how you act like Diotrephes, 
and how your conduct needs to be changed in the love of 
Christ. Or, identify someone who, in your opinion, acts in a 
way similar to Diotrephes, and think of how you can act like 
the elder and seek to solve ugly problems.

Third John 11-12 tells Gaius to imitate good rather than 
evil. In light of the previous verses, John tells us, “Imitate 
Gaius, not Diotrephes.” John reminds Gaius that doing 
good or evil is more than a human decision. God causes 
good to be done. Blindness to God creates evil. Take the 
Gospel message to heart. First, ask what good is God 
doing through me? Then think of Gaius as a model to 
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imitate. In our complex age it is hard to know how to be a 
good friend, spouse, parent, child, or even a good church 
member. Let God give the power and set the goal for doing 
good. Search for human examples who provide models for 
doing good things. It is also helpful to mark or reject the 
models who do evil.

In your quest to serve, God may give you some surprising 
examples. The elder points to Demetrius as someone 
well spoken of and even certified by God’s truth. Maybe 
Demetrius carried John’s letter and John wants Gaius 
not only to welcome him but to get to know him better. 
It is also possible that Demetrius was a humble member 
of the Christian community who quietly, without public 
recognition, served God. In that case the elder is saying, 
“Don’t overlook the fact that someone with a good 
reputation, not well known for outstanding deeds, can also 
provide a model of Christian service.”

In our complex world of conflicting claims and false 
promises, simply to point to a Christian that others can 
trust may be a great Christian service. To find a Christian 
counselor who can be recommended with confidence is 
one of the great challenges of Christians today. If you 
know a good Christian counselor, act in a manner like 
the elder introducing Demetrius to Gaius. Think of how 
recommending a book, movie or television program that 
supports Christian values is also a way of promoting what 
is good. Recommending a school, a teacher, a program, 
a retirement community, a convalescent center, or even a 
vacation site can be God pleasing ways to help someone, 
and do godly good. A personal recommendation, like the 
elder’s “you know that our testimony is true,” may help a 
dear friend more confidently to know what is good.

Finally, we come to the concluding verses of Third John. 
A careful comparison with the ending of Second John 
shows minor variations. For example, Third John adds 
that he wants to see them “soon” but does not state the 
hopeful goal “so that our joy may be complete” (3 John 
14a and 2 John 12b). Second John ends stating that the 
children of the chosen sister send greetings, i.e., members 
of the Johannine congregation (2 John 12). Third John 
explicitly sends a greeting of “peace” but notes that the 
greeting comes from “friends” to “friends” (3 John 14b). 
The details may be insignificant variations that convey 

similar affectionate feelings. It is possible, however, that 
the slight variations carry profound implications. If Gaius is 
a member of the family of Christians addressed in Second 
John, the situation is dramatically worse. The advice 
to keep out evil teachers (2 John 10-11) was thwarted 
dramatically by Diotrephes. The church now stands 
divided. Gaius welcomed John’s missionaries. Diotrephes 
put out of the church people who wanted to welcome them, 
and spread malicious lies about the elder. Personality 
conflict overshadows the theological problem of Second 
John. Gaius may be wondering whom he can trust!

If this possible scenario is relatively accurate, the situation 
is more urgent, and there is good reason for John to hope 
to see them “soon.” The sooner the better because John 
may now face a hostile meeting rather than one in which 
“our joy may be complete.” Peace is now a blessed goal of 
the congregation. The good old days when one assumed 
that the whole membership of both congregations shared 
a common mission is gone. Friends supporting friends is 
now a realistic way to serve God in search for peace and 
the truth.

I find such speculation fascinating and helpful because I 
realize better how the Bible speaks to human situations 
similar to what I experience. In fact, let me push our 
historical musing one step more. What if John was unable 
to see the people “soon”? In a more urgent situation, if 
John could not visit Gaius, could it be that the God-inspired 
message found in First John was written in place of the 
personal conversation he had hoped to have? Is First John 
the blessed result? There is no proof that First John was 
written last or that it was originally intended to solve the 
theological and personal conflicts of Second and Third 
John. But, in fact, First John does deal with these same 
issues in a forceful and evangelical way. I pray that our 
study of Second and Third John has not only helped us 
to identify some of the theological and personal issues 
hurting our own congregations, but has also prepared us 
better to appreciate a more complete presentation of the 
Gospel Message in First John.
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 1:1-10

Dear Lord Jesus, help us read First John with minds open to learn your Truth, emotions 
eager to serve you, and actions that share your love with others. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

1. In the Concordia Self-Study Bible (pages 1924-26), or a different translation with notes, read an introductory statement 
about 1 John. List information that seems important.

2. Read 1 John in its entirety.
 In general, what problem or problems does 1 John present?

 How does 1 John seek to solve the problem or problems?

3. How would you describe the literary style of 1 John? (For example, is it direct, logical, repetitious, persuasive, inviting 
or subtle?)

4. How does the opening verse of 1 John differ from the opening verses of 2 John and 3 John?

5. Read carefully 1 John 1:1-4.
 What are some major theological teachings in the verses?

 What wrongs are these verses seeking to right?

6. Why do you think 1 John begins by emphasizing that which was heard, seen and touched?

7. With whom should 1 John’s readers have fellowship? (1:3)

8. What does church fellowship mean to you?

9. Why was 1 John written? (1 John 1:4, 1 John 2:26, 1 John 5:13)

10. Why do you want to study 1 John?
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11. 1 John 1:5 states that God is light; in Him there is no darkness at all. What does this mean to you?

12. What is the false claim exposed in 1 John 1:6?

13. How do people make that false claim today?

14. Relate what 1 John 1:7 teaches and tell what it means to you.

15. What is the false claim exposed in 1 John 1:8?

16. How do people today try to deny their sins?

17. What is the confession espoused in 1 John 1:9 and what is God’s reaction to that confession?

18. How have you experienced the truth of 1 John 1:9?

19. What is the false claim exposed in 1 John 1:10 and what is the consequence?

20. Reviewing the first chapter of 1 John, what did you personally find most important for your Christian life?
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“First John begins with reminders of the blessings of God which 
have been revealed, known, and proclaimed.”

In clear, powerful and numerous ways, First John shares the love of God and 
calls for the responding love of Christians. Warnings of error counterbalance 
proclamations of salvation. John writes to Christians much like ourselves. 
They, and we, know and love our Lord yet need frequent evangelical reminders 
of subtle temptations that threaten faithfulness. John reminds Christians of 
essential teachings and warns about the dangers posed by false teachers.

As stated in the previous lessons, to call this document the First Letter of John 
may mislead us. Is it a letter? The typical marks of a New Testament letter are 
missing. In form, the letter resembles more a tract or even a sermon. Unlike 
Second and Third John or the letters of James, Paul, or Peter, First John begins 
without mentioning author, recipients or a blessing. To look at it another way, 
the document unfolds in conversational form much like Jesus’ Upper Room 
Discourses in the Gospel of John (John 14-17).

Furthermore, we don’t know if this is the first of the three Johannine writings 
that we call letters. It appears first in our published Bibles because it is the 
longest and theologically most rewarding. For study purposes, we are reading 
it last, and that is historically possible. I find it intriguing to think of the content 
and form of First John as the “much” that the elder had to write but preferred to 
speak in face to face conversations (2 John 12 and 3 John 13). Perhaps John 
writes because problems described in Second and Third John threaten more 
than one congregation and church leader. Tradition connects John, the son of 
Zebedee, with Christian work in Ephesus, and it could be that John writes First 
John from Ephesus to a number of congregations in Asia Minor. Perhaps the 
circuit of congregations listed as recipients of Revelation, Smyrna, Pergamum, 
Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea, provides a helpful mental image 
of the people, places, and problems First John seeks to address (Revelation 
2:1-3:22).

As you read through First John, you may have been baffled by the literary 
logic. The letter seems redundant at times. The logic of First John has been 
compared to a circular stairway rather than a ladder. Unlike an instructional 
manual that gives directions in a straight, goal directed logic, First John often 
presents a truth, moves on to another idea, and then comes back to the first 
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point at a slightly higher level. In that way, First John 
reminds the reader of Jesus’ comments with His disciples 
in the upper room the night he was betrayed (John 14-17). 
Do not read First John like an instructional manual. Its goal 
is not simply to explain or to give directions. Read it like a 
counseling session with a beloved and respected church 
friend. Or, read it like a love letter. This communication 
wants to build relationships. Love is more important than 
logic. Concern outranks order. Repetition reinforces reality.

We will divide our study of chapter one of First John into two 
parts. The first four verses introduce the letter’s theological 
perspective and pastoral concerns. The letter proclaims 
the Word of Life that was from the beginning and has been 
seen and touched. The proclamation brings joy in fellowship 
with the Father, and His Son Jesus Christ, and between 
Christians. The last six verses of the chapter proclaim the 
faith in the face of three false claims. The message is that 
God is light (or good) and there is no darkness (or evil) in 
Him. Christians who live as God wills will have fellowship 
with each other. People who claim fellowship but deny their 
own faults offend God and deceive themselves.

1 JOHN 1:1-4
The complex grammar of the introductory verses of First John 
almost disguises its simple goal. John writes about the Word 
of life so that there can be fellowship with other Christians and 
with God. In some ways the verses remind us of the Prologue 
of the Gospel of John, i.e. John 1:1-18. Echoing Genesis 
1:1, John’s Gospel traced the Word, Jesus Christ, back to 
the beginning of creation and described Him as the source 
of life and light. The Word became flesh in Jesus Christ and 
showed forth the glory of the Father. Grace and truth came 
through Jesus Christ. The key theme of the prologue of the 
Gospel is that Jesus Christ reveals the glory of God.

Key themes in the introductory verses of First John are the 
visible, touchable reality of Jesus’ life, proclamation, and 
fellowship. First John teaches that Christian experience is a 
real part of the Word of life. As if reacting to deceivers who 
deny that Jesus came in the flesh (2 John 2; 1 John 4:2), 
John repeats the assertion that the Word of life has been 
seen, heard, and touched. First John reminds us that Jesus 
Christ is not an idea or simply something to think about. 
Jesus touches human beings and brings human beings into 
fellowship with each other and with God.

None of us can talk like John, the son of Zebedee who 
physically touched Jesus. Like the readers of First John, 
we must trust his testimony. Although we cannot see, hear, 
or touch the historical Jesus, holy things are real in our 
lives. The written Word enables us to hear Jesus speak. 
For Lutherans, and many other Christians, sacramental 
theology stands important in the reality of faith. The Word 
of life combined with water is seen, heard, and touched by 
human beings. God touches us in Baptism. The mystery of 
Salvation is seen and experienced in the Holy Communion. 
Bread, wine and the Word of life are seen, heard, and tasted 
so people know the reality of Jesus (God with us), and the 
human touch of the forgiveness of sins. The mystery of 
divine communion is shared.

As if new ideas present a threat, in the pursuit of joy (1 John 
1:4), John begins by going back to basics. The truth of the 
Word of life is not a novel idea (2 John 5, 1 John 2:7). It 
is grounded in fundamental Christian experience. To people 
who threaten Christian joy and fellowship, John reminds us 
that as long as this world has existed God has loved people 
with the perfect love seen and touched in Jesus Christ.

Reflect on the number of beginnings in your journey of faith. 
God’s creative love gave you life. Do you believe your life 
is precious because of that beginning? Jesus became flesh, 
lived, died, and rose again to forgive your sin and to give 
you life. Can you live in forgiven peace because of the 
beginning worked by Jesus? Were you baptized as a child 
or an adult? Does that beginning change your life every day? 
Christians shared the Gospel for the first time with you. Does 
that beginning still bring joy in the fellowship of God-given 
support and mission opportunity? How many beginnings can 
you think of that support the reality of your faith?

The word “fellowship” occurs two times in 1 John 1:3. The 
repetition and the prominent position near the end of the 
paragraph show the importance of the word. The Greek word 
used here, koinonia, has become frequently used in English. 
The word means association, communion, or close positive 
relationship. Koinonia means that Christians have a living 
relationship of love in Jesus. It means that spiritual values 
affect a person’s inner attitude and outer relationships. 
Koinonia describes how Christians and family care for and 
help each other because they know of God’s care for them.
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Christian fellowship is like the cross of Jesus in that there 
is a vertical and a horizontal relationship. Fellowship stands 
on the vertical relationship of God and people. Human 
beings want to live on their own in their own selfish sins, 
but God works through Jesus Christ to establish a saving 
relationship. Fellowship also has a horizontal dimension. 
Christians reach out to each other, care about each other, 
love each other, and help each other.

Reflection on the theme of fellowship will challenge and 
bless you. First, think about the fellowship with God. What 
does it mean to be a child of God? What does it mean to 
have a friend in Jesus? Then think about fellowship with 
other Christians. What does it mean to be brothers and 
sisters in Christ? What does it mean that your church is a 
place for human friendship and care?

Verse four explicitly tells why the letter is written. The real 
goal of First John is joy — “to make our joy complete.” It is 
not to serve as a gripe note telling people to change or face 
the consequences. The goal is not to frighten people. John 
wants Christians to be happy. Christian fellowship should 
ultimately be joyful. May the study of First John increase 
our joy in the Gospel and our joy in dear relationships with 
one another. Whenever you finish studying a section of First 
John, may God’s Word challenge you to ask yourself, “How is 
my joy more complete?”

1 JOHN 1:5-10
The second part of chapter one declares three true 
confessional statements and calls attention to three false 
claims. The three confessional statements proclaim that 
God is light and in Him there is no darkness at all (v 5b); if 
we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have fellowship 
with one another and the blood of Jesus Christ, God’s 
Son, purifies us from all sin (v.7); and if we confess our 
sins, God is faithful and just, He will forgive us our sins 
and purify us from unrighteousness (v.9). The three false 
claims to avoid are described: If we say we have fellowship 
with Him and yet walk in darkness, we lie and do not live 
in the truth (v.6). If we claim to be without sin, we deceive 
ourselves and the truth is not in us (v.8), and if we claim 
that we have not sinned, we make God out to be a liar 
and His word has no place in us (v.10). Let us think about 
the three confessional statements and then about the three 
false claims.

The three confessional statements stand closely related and 
build on each other. God is light (1 John 1:5b) is a metaphorical 
way of saying that God is good rather than evil. In God there 
is no darkness (1 John 1:5c) completes the metaphor by 
saying that God is in no way evil but is totally good. Reflect 
on the impact of that confession. God is good. Whatever 
good we experience in life has its origin in God. Evil, on 
the other hand, lies outside of God’s will and ways. The 
truth is an article of faith; it is a message revealed by Jesus 
and proclaimed by John (1 John 1:5a). It seems natural to 
blame God for our problems sometimes. Our pains tempt 
us to wonder if there is a mean streak in God. Perhaps the 
Johannine Christians needed a reminder because of the 
conflict in their church. People may cause and engage in 
conflict, but in God there is only light and goodness.

Having proclaimed the truth of God’s absolute goodness, 
John reminds us of the impact goodness has on Christians. 
“But if we walk in the light, as He is in the light, we have 
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ, 
His Son, purifies us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). God’s 
goodness, in Jesus Christ, takes away sin and creates 
community. One way to apply this truth in the context 
of the struggles we noted in Second and Third John is 
to remember the suffering and death of Jesus brings 
forgiveness of sins to people and enables them to live as 
brothers and sisters in caring peace. Let the goodness 
of God shine for a moment on your life. Think about how 
you have failed in sin and have been forgiven by God and 
God’s people. Then, get ready to share the same peace 
bringing love and forgiveness to others.

The third confession serves as a summary statement and 
a call for personal action. “If we confess our sins, He is 
faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us 
from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9). If we confess our 
sins, God promises that life will be different. God will make 
life better. Confession may happen on several levels. In 
the quiet time of prayer we may confess to God alone our 
wrongs. In the intimacy of a personal conversation we may 
share our guilt with our pastor or spiritual counselor. In a 
tense moment with a friend we may confess that it was our 
fault. A letter to an estranged acquaintance may provide the 
only way to admit sin. Whatever the situation, confession of 
sin carries a great promise. God forgives. God changes our 
lives. He purifies us from unrighteousness. To recognize and 
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confess a sin are the first steps on God’s road to forgiveness. 
Three little words, like “I was wrong” or “It’s my fault” or “I am 
sorry,” can provide God the opportunity to renew a friendship 
or even a marriage.

Interspersed with the three confessions stand the three 
false claims which can be applied at different levels. On 
the one hand, they may address the theological errors 
of heretics that will be called Gnostics in later centuries. 
On the other hand, the false claims may describe the 
interpersonal conflicts in the Johannine church as 
suggested in Second and Third John and remind us of life 
in our own congregations.

The first false claim is that “If we claim to have fellowship 
with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not 
live in the truth” (1 John 1:6). The claim could rest on the 
false theological opinion that faith is a matter of knowledge 
of the mind (or soul), and that the deeds of the body don’t 
really count. Gnostics taught such heresy in a variety of 
forms. We see that type of thinking exemplified today, 
perhaps, in cult leaders who claim to stand above moral 
standards. A religious fanatic may act as a terrorist or 
sexual pervert and kill people but claim no guilt because it 
was done for God. False thinking and teaching can lead to 
delusions in regard to moral responsibility.

There is another universally relevant way to test a false 
claim. If we claim to be Christians but walk in sin, we lie 
and do not live as Christians. Interpret the words as a 
challenge to hypocrisy. The blunt truth here was already 
taught by Jesus when He warned about false prophets: 
“by their fruit you will recognize them” (Matthew 7:20). 
People who say good things but do bad things are not 
God’s people. Christians not only know the will of God, but 
they also live as God’s people in the power, spirit, grace 
and forgiveness of God. The Johannine words are not a 
directive to be sinless which is impossible for a human 
being. They warn us not to think we can do what we please 
because God loves us anyway.

The second false claim uses different words but reinforces 
the warning about hypocrisy in Christian living. “If we claim 
to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is 
not in us” (1 John 1:8). Again, the words could apply to 
religious fanatics, like the ancient Gnostics or modern 

cult leaders, who claim to be above sin. Seek to apply the 
words on a more personal level. God warns us that in a 
troubled marriage relationship we are tempted to say, “I 
am without sin. It is completely my spouse’s fault!” When 
a friendship breaks down, John warns us not to say, “I am 
without sin.” If there is tension in your congregation, or even 
your Bible class, it is easy to say, “It’s not my fault.”

To make certain we face the reality of false thinking, for the 
third time John touches the same theme by writing “If we claim 
that we have not sinned, we make Him out to be a liar and His 
word has no place in our lives” (1 John 1:10). What a startling 
truth. How can we make God out to be a liar? We recognize 
that we can make ourselves liars. If we lie skillfully, we can 
also make others appear to be liars. Yet how can we make 
the God of truth appear to be a liar? If we claim that we are 
perfect, then we are saying the Father lied when He sent 
Jesus to die for our sins. If we are perfect, Jesus’ call to 
repent is a lie (Mark 1:15). If we claim to have no sin, we 
say John lied in his inspired statement that God is faithful 
and just and will forgive our sins (1 John 1:9).

Of course we cannot make God a liar for God is truth and 
reveals only the truth. But our false claims can make God 
look like a liar. The lovelessness of Christians makes many 
people think that God’s promise of love is a lie. Christians 
who fight other Christians make Jesus seem like a liar 
when He said, “Peace I give you” (John 20:19). Christians 
who live in sin make Jesus seem like a liar when He told 
His disciples, “You are the light of the world” (Matthew 
5:14). Christians who demonstrate prejudice make people 
think that God lied when He stated that people in Christ 
no longer judge on the basis of class, ethic or gender 
differences (Galatians 3:28). The false ideas and actions 
of Christians can lead unbelievers to doubt God’s truth.

In summary, First John begins with reminders of the 
blessings of God which have been revealed, known, and 
proclaimed. The reminders promise Christians the reality 
and joy of fellowship. The second half of the chapter 
balances divinely given truth to be confessed and human 
deception to be rejected. Ominous lies threaten us but we 
are to watch out for them and reject them. God’s goodness 
purifies us. The first chapter teaches us to learn the truth and 
to live it!
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 2:2-29

Dear Jesus, enable us to love rather than hate. Help us to love You and 
people instead of the things of this world. In Jesus’ Name. Amen.

1. Read 1 John 2:1-29. What seem to be the most important ideas?

2. Knowing that Scripture does not contradict Scripture, compare 1 John 1:8 and 1 John 2:1. What do you think 1 John 
2:1 means?

3. Describe something you have done in an attempt to keep a person from sinning.

4. From 1 John 2:lb-2, how would you explain to a child or an unbeliever what “atoning sacrifice for sin” is?

5. How can we be certain if someone tells the truth or lies about their relationship to God? (1 John 2:3-6)

6. Explain how the command in 1 John 2:7-8 can be not new and new at the same time.

7. What does 1 John 2:9 mean to you?

8. According to 1 John 2:10, what is the reason and the result of love?

9. Read 1 John 2:12 and the last part of verse 13. What is the message to children?

10. Read the first part of 1 John 2:13 and the first part of verse 14. What is the message to fathers?

11. Read the second part of 2:13 and the second part of verse 14. What is the message to young men?

12. How can you apply First John’s spiritual directives to your faith and life?

13. Explain what 1 John 2:15 means to you.



© living way bible study, inc. 24not to be reproduced in any form without permission.

The Let ters  of  John;  1 ,  2 ,  3   Dr .  Robert  Holst  1  John 2:1-29  –  Lesson 4

14. What three things come from the world according to 2:16?

 How does 2:17 help you in dealing with these three things?

15. What does “this is the last hour” in 2:18 mean to you?

16. Interpret 1 John 2:19 in light of our study of 2 and 3 John. Who might be the enemies of Christ for the first readers of 
this verse?

17. Have you known a former Christian who became a terrible enemy of Christ? If so, how did you deal with that enemy of 
Christ?

18. What does the Gospel message in 2:20 mean to you?

19. According to 2:22 who is a liar?

 Do you know such liars today? If so, describe their lies and how they are enemies of Christ.

20. What do verses 23 through 25 tell us about our relationship to God? How do the words make you feel?

21. What do verses 26-27 tell about the purpose of First John?

22. How do verses 28-29 apply to your LWBS class?
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“John writes to assure God’s people that they lack nothing in 
God’s eyes, nor are they somehow inferior Christians if they abide 
in Him.”

CONTEXT
The teaching of chapter two of First John builds on the emphasis in chapter 
one that God is good but that human beings, even Christian humans, are sinful 
(1 John 1:5 and 8). John stated that God is light, meaning that God is good 
and embodies goodness. God’s goodness, through the blood of Jesus, works 
to make people good. God purifies human beings from sin and gives them 
fellowship with each other. Any claim to live without sin is a denial of divine 
truth and rejection of God’s gift of salvation in Jesus Christ (1 John 1:10).

Having rejected hypocritical or false claims about living without sin, the letter 
now must face potential threats such as despair in the face of inevitable sin, 
casual acceptance of sin, passive surrender to sin, or a false notion that sin is 
not a troublesome thing for Christians in that more sin multiplies divine grace. 
Surrounded by sin, we today may be tempted to despair, or to regard sin as 
natural behavior, or ignore it as simply a different way of living and excuse 
it too readily since God is gracious. Today, even Christians excuse immoral 
conduct with words like, “It’s a sign of the times” or by claiming, “I can’t help 
it; it’s the way I was raised.” John now teaches us that although we must all 
confess that we are sinners, even as forgiven people, Christians need to fight 
sin. Having pointed out the reality of sin and salvation, John must warn about 
lack of concern for sin.

The first two verses of chapter 2 can serve as an introductory statement and the 
last two verses are a summary of the chapter. God wants people to oppose sin 
even though God gives Jesus Christ as the way for forgiveness of our sin and 
the sin of the whole world (1 John 2:1-2). The rest of chapter 2 can be divided 
into four small parts. In verses 3-11, careful observation of human behavior 
is held up as a way to test the validity of spiritual claims. Verses 12-14, like a 
love poem, encourage dear people to trust God and resist evil. Verses 15-17 
point to the folly of loving evil in the world rather than the things of God. The 
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last section (1 John 2:18-27) gives a painful warning of 
betrayal, rejection, testing, and uncertainty in relationship 
to people who in the past were trusted and loved. Verses 
28-29 summarize the message with encouragement to 
continue living in trust to our righteous Savior.

“God knows we will fall. Yet He calls for 
balanced holy living even as He promises 
healing ( forgiving.)”

INTRODUCTION – 1 JOHN 2:1-2
On the surface there seems to be a conflict. Chapter one 
warned about the deception of claiming to live without 
sin (1 John 1:8). Chapter two begins with a call to live 
without sin. The apparent conflict stands resolved in two 
ways. First, although all people sin, Christians seek to live 
as God’s people. God’s people fight sin and regard it as 
evil rather than fun. Second, God provides a way to live 
without sin. Jesus Christ, the Righteous One, forgives sins. 
Perhaps chapter one can be compared to a child coming 
to a meal with unwashed hands and claiming that they are 
clean. Proper hygiene depends on confessing unwashed 
hands are dirty. Chapter two is like a parent telling a child 
to avoid unhealthy filth. Yet even with that goal, the parent 
affirms that washing with soap and water gets rid of dirt. 
The truth stands that God wants people to resist sin even 
though God gives Jesus Christ as the way of forgiveness 
for the sin of all people. Christians live in the tension of 
confessing they are sinners and yet fighting sin. Another 
way to illustrate this paradox would be to remember how 
we teach children not to steal, lie, use destructive drugs 
or be sexually immoral. We want them to live without sin. 
Yet, we know they will sin and when they do, we work to 
rebuild their lives with the love and forgiveness of God 
and our own caring Christian support. As a final example, 
I remember teaching our children to ride a bicycle. I told 
them, “Keep your balance. Don’t fall over.” Yet, when they 
inevitably did fall, I helped with the hurts and urged them to 
try again. God knows we will fall. Yet He calls for balanced 
holy living even as He promises healing (forgiving.)

Two terms used to describe the work of Jesus deserve 
special thought in the first verses. In verse one, there is 
one Greek word which is translated as “advocate” in the old 
King James Version. It is translated in the New International 

Version with the phrase “one who speaks to the Father in 
our defense.” Some words, (like “Gesundheit” in German, 
“Aloha” in Hawaiian, or “Shalom” in Hebrew) are difficult to 
translate because they carry so many nuances and subtle 
shades of meaning. Because the Greek word in question 
has such rich meaning it is sometimes merely transliterated 
“Paraclete.” The word means one who stands by us, comes 
to help, speaks on our behalf, defends us, and works for 
reconciliation when we are dangerously alienated. Jesus 
knows what is wrong but does not abandon us. Instead 
He helps. Like a lawyer solving a legal problem, like a 
doctor giving medical help, like a counselor working to end 
estrangement, like a friend being there in a time of need 
and knowing what to say, or like a pastor working to renew 
life, so Jesus is “the one who speaks to the Father in our 
defense.”

“Whatever the illustration, the truth must be 
clearly stated that Jesus lovingly died for us.”

The second term is “atoning sacrifice” (1 John 2:2, NIV). 
The King James Version translated the underlying Greek 
word “propitiation” and there was quite a stir when the 
RSV used the word “expiation.” We must recognize that 
the average person understands neither word today. Yet 
the term had powerful significance to the original readers 
of First John who knew the pagan and Jewish religious 
practice of sacrificing animals. As an “atoning sacrifice” an 
animal dies so that the person may live. A Biblical way to 
illustrate the meaning is to remember how God provided 
a ram to Abraham in place of his son Isaac (Genesis 
22:13). Because people in our culture find animal sacrifice 
repulsive, and because it is sometimes used in satanic 
cults, it is important to explore different ways of explaining 
this important Biblical truth. As one possible example, 
today a person may donate a vital organ like a heart so 
that through their death another person will live. I know 
someone who gave a kidney to his brother to enable his 
brother to live. As another example, we read of people 
who heroically risk (and sometimes give) their lives to 
save someone helplessly trapped in a dangerous situation. 
Soldiers die in war so that civilians can live in peace. 
Whatever the illustration, the truth must be clearly stated 
that Jesus lovingly died for us. As God’s atoning sacrifice, 
He died for our sin — for the capital crimes that we commit.
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“Living without God leads to destruction, John 
warns, but one who does the will of God will live 
forever.”

1 JOHN 2:3-17
Having reaffirmed the Gospel truth that Jesus forgives 
sinners, John explains the impact that truth must have on 
Christian behavior. John writes to encourage people to 
obey God and live in love. At the same time, he exposes the 
lie of living in sin while claiming to follow Christ. The verses 
call us to check our attitude and compare it with our actions. 
Does the way we act correspond to what we believe?

In 1 John 2:3-11, human behavior tests the validity of 
spiritual claims. The test is deceptively simple. Anyone 
who knows God, that is, has a loving relationship with God, 
will obey God. Whoever ignores the will of God clearly 
does not care about God’s loving nature. The theological 
contradiction is like someone saying, “I love my family and 
know they don’t want me to ‘drink and drive’ but I do it all 
the time anyway.”

John’s words carry general truth but, for more meaning, 
place them in the context of the congregational lovelessness 
described in 2 and 3 John. Everyone in that struggle, I 
presume, claimed to be a Christian. How can one examine 
the claims? John said, “Look at what people do as well as 
what they say.” Examine your own life under that principle but 
think as well about life in your Bible class and your Christian 
congregation. If we say that we love God, but ignore how 
Jesus loved, forgave, helped and cared about people, our 
words are hollow. A vivid test of faith comes when one is 
asked, “Do you live as Jesus lived?” (1 John 2:6). As St. 
Paul wrote, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of 
Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1). People who delight in rejection, 
lies, slander, or unfair negative criticism of other Christians, 
do not “walk as Jesus did.” Jesus repeatedly taught God’s 
will, demonstrated God’s love, and even humiliated Himself 
on behalf of His disciples and others.

John catches our attention, in verses 7-8, by stating that 
he is not writing a new command — yet he is writing a 
new command. How can that be? I understand it as John’s 
inspired way of saying that the truth about Jesus being 
the love of God was part of the initial message to them. 

Therefore the truth is not new. On the other hand, he writes 
a new directive to make the love which was visible in Christ 
also visible in their lives. Like baptismal grace, every day 
God renews the gracious call to walk in newness of life. I 
compare John’s apparent contradiction to a wedding vow. A 
wedding vow is not new on a tenth or twentieth anniversary. 
Yet, everyday is a new call to live in that old vow.

Conflict creates confusion but John shows how to 
distinguish between truth and hypocrisy. True Christians 
do not hate other Christians. People show themselves to 
be outside the family of God, despite pious claims, by their 
hate of other Christians. Charles Schultz, artist and creator 
of Peanuts, early in his career drew cartoons for a Christian 
youth magazine. If my memory is accurate, in one cartoon 
two young people were looking at another young man 
angrily and pointing to the Bible. The caption read, “Bill 
is a great Christian. He argues about God with everyone.” 
The suggested irony is that Christian love is not angry or 
argumentative. Around the world and throughout history we 
see terrible examples of people in the name of God hating 
and hurting people — even other Christians. For example, 
the crusades of medieval Europe combined hate and greed 
with lofty ideals and Christian fought Christian. Sadly, the 
dark side of petty jealousy, personal vanity, malicious 
gossip, and ugly name calling exists in many Christian 
congregations today. John reminds us such conduct is 
sinful. On the other hand, do not lose sight of what is good. 
Try to count the love, sacrifice, commitment, and dedication 
of people in your congregation. By the grace of God, it is a 
mission impossible. As a pastor, I have seen innumerable 
quiet deeds of love done by humble Christians. Sadly, it 
is true that hypocrisy in the form of hate haunts too many 
congregations but let us celebrate how the light of God’s 
love results in individuals and congregations living in love.

Poets remind us that love is personal and John gives 
a personal word in carefully structured form to dear 
children, fathers, and young men in 1 John 2:12-14. 
Scholars wonder to whom John refers with each term 
and a good commentary, such as Johannine Epistles by 
Raymond Brown, will help you understand the issues. 
Some interpreters think that John writes to three groups 
within the congregation, that is, new (babies) in the faith, 
mature in the faith and those somewhere in between. Other 
interpreters think that children (different Greek words in 
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verses 12 and 14) refers to the congregation as a whole 
(as in 1 John 2:1, 18, 28) and that fathers and young men 
refer to parts of the whole. I like the second interpretation, 
among other reasons, because it shows the common 
bond before recognizing divisions. Divisions in the church 
challenge all God’s children to remember the truth that 
our sins have been forgiven because of Jesus’ name and 
that we know the Father. John’s trilogy of concern begins 
by reminding us that the Gospel unites what human sin 
wants to divide. That common God-given bond affects the 
relationship of fathers and young men. The words refer 
either to difference of age or spiritual maturity and, if taken 
literally (to mean gender categories), suggests that the 
women of the congregation were not responsible for the 
love-hate situation.

Seek creative and meaningful ways in which the 
encouragement to fathers and young men can be applied. 
To be relevant to most typical congregations, I suggest 
thinking of “fathers” as members who appreciate traditions. 
They like old hymns, treasure the traditional liturgy, and 
appreciate inspiring customs. Think of “young men” as the 
members who create new traditions. They like new hymns, 
treasure new ways of sharing the faith, and appreciate 
innovative spiritual vitality. Or, think of “fathers” as people 
in responsible leadership positions and “young men” as 
people outside elected office. Does your congregation 
have an “in group” and a “fringe group?” If so, may that 
stimulate thought on congregational unity in diversity.

Note that whatever differences, John points to the positive 
in each group, all dear children whose sins are forgiven 
in Jesus’ name. Faithful traditionalists, thank God for your 
long experience with God. Creative innovators, thank God 
that you have conquered Satan and are strong in the Word 
of God. The church is blessed with people who know and 
treasure the blessings of the past. The church is also 
blessed with people who eagerly pursue the blessings of 
years to come.

After the encouraging words (1 John 2:12-14), John warns 
about loving the world and things of the world. “The world” 
can have different meanings referring to the universe or 
to people. God sends His son to the world means Jesus 
enters the universe that humans experience. God so loved 
“the world” means that God loved “people.” “The world” 

can also symbolize evil and stand in contrast with God. 
Such is the meaning in 1 John 2:15 (Also 1 John 3:1, 13, 
4:4f, 5:4f and 19). “Do not love the world or anything in 
the world” means “Do not love the things that are against 
God.” Sinful cravings, exploiting lust, and boasting self-
glorification (1 John 2:16) begin to describe “the world.” 
These words recall John’s reference to Diotrephes (3 John 
11). The desire to “do things my way,” the temptation to put 
down others, the urge to get rid of people who disagree, 
and the willingness to speak unkindly and even untruthfully 
are worldly things that separate us from God.

There are two reasons to distrust the world or evil. Evil is 
not from God and it faces destruction. On the other hand, 
living in God’s will promises eternal life. In the context of 
1 John 2:3-11, we can summarize the verses by saying, 
“Living in hate leads to destruction. Living in God’s love 
lives for eternity.”

One way to illustrate the truth of this saying is to remember 
how taking pride in possessions loses all importance 
when health is threatened. As another example, how sad 
it is to see family feuds exist until death and then hear a 
survivor weep and say, “I wish I could apologize. I was so 
proud. So stubborn.” How terrible to see someone seek 
worldly success but, in the process, destroy close family 
relationships. Life without God can seem as exciting as 
speeding on a winding road at one hundred miles an hour 
laughing at the thrill. In the end, however, irresponsible 
speed kills. Living without God leads to destruction, John 
warns, but one who does the will of God will live forever.

“It is easy to slip into bad habits and a sharp 
warning of dire consequences may be the only 
hope of motivating corrective action.”

1 JOHN 2:18-27
The final major section (1 John 2:18-27), begins with a 
sense of crisis. This is the “last hour.” “Time is running out” 
would be another way to describe the threat. “Wake up 
before its too late” provides another paraphrase. Unless 
we become mission minded, “this is the last hour” may be a 
proper warning of a congregation about to die. A marriage 
counselor may warn, “Unless you face the facts, ‘this is the 
last hour’ of your marriage.” It is easy to slip into bad habits 
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and a sharp warning of dire consequences may be the only 
hope of motivating corrective action.

As evidence of the emergency, John reports that many 
antichrists have come. Second John warned about 
deceivers who denied that Jesus had come in the flesh. 
Such heretics qualify as antichrists. Third John described 
Diotrephes as a person standing in opposition to John’s 
proclamation of Christ. He and his actions are antichristian. 
First John gives vivid additional evidence to antichristian 
forces. People have left the church but their conduct 
proved they were never really part of it (1 John 2:19). They 
were hypocrites and, it is implied, used the church for their 
own advantage. They deny basic Christian truth, that is, 
that Jesus is the Christ. What could be more antichrist 
than to deny that Jesus was the “one anointed” to do God’s 
saving work? Do they then suggest that they are the ones 
anointed to save others? In opposing Jesus, they stand 
against God the Father (1 John 2:22-23).

The pain in the Johannine warning about antichrists 
touches our lives too. Christian promises broken and 
faithful lives abandoned hurt individuals and congregations 
with antichristian force. Like the prodigal son, children 
raised in Christian homes sometimes forsake the faith and 
ridicule the Lord. Christians hurt over the number of people 
confirmed who seem to consider it “graduation” from 
the faith. Cultic leaders and members of Satanic groups 
sometimes have Christian roots.

Despite threats, all the promises of God remain secure 
and unthreatened (1 John 2:23-25). Trusting Jesus as the 
Christ means having the blessings of the Father. So much 
in life, even the life of a Christian, seems uncertain and 
even threatened. In the face of such instability, the stability 
of God’s gift of salvation grows in personal meaning and 
comfort. As a favorite hymn states, “When other helpers fail 
and comforts flee, Help of the helpless, oh, abide with me.”

“As Jesus was anointed to bring God’s salvation 
into the world so Christians are anointed to 
remain in Christ. ”

1 JOHN 2:28-29
The last two verses of our chapter serve as a benediction 
and a summary. John writes in love to warn about threats. 
John writes to assure God’s people that they lack nothing 
in God’s eyes, nor are they somehow inferior Christians if 
they abide in Him. As Jesus was anointed to bring God’s 
salvation into the world so Christians are anointed to 
remain in Christ. In a world filled with antichristian claims 
and forces, it is easy for a Christian to feel irrelevant, out 
of touch with reality, and wondering if the faith is genuine. 
As the chapter began, John wrote so that we will not sin. 
As the chapter ends, he writes that we remain firm in our 
Christian faith.
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 3:1-24

Dear Jesus, thank You for calling us Your friends. Thank You for teaching us how much You love 
us. Help us now to trust You and live in love for each other. We ask this in Your name. Amen.

1. Read all of 1 John 3. What seem to be the most important ideas?

2. What does it mean to you to be called a child of God?

3. To what does 1 John 3:3 refer and what impact does that hope have on our lives now?

4. How would you explain “No one who lives in Him (God) keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen 
or known Him.” (1 John 3:6, NIV)

5. Apply 1 John 3:7 to your life. Who tempts you to go astray and who gives you a God-like model of righteous living?

6. What is the difference between a child of God and a child of the devil? (1 John 3:8-10)

7. Read Genesis 4:1-16 and describe what Cain did.

8. On the basis of 1 John 3:12 give three reasons for Cain’s evil.

9. According to verses 13 & 14, why would people hate Christians? (John 15:19, 17:14)

10. Apply 1 John 3:13-14 to your life. Have you or someone you know ever been hated because of Christian ways? If so, 
explain why and how the hatred was expressed.

11. What does 1 John 3:16 mean to you?

12. Interpret 1 John 3:17, first as law showing our failure, and then as Gospel showing how God enables us to love.
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 Give examples of extraordinary pity shown by God’s people. (See Luke 10:29-37)

13. Give ways you can apply verse 18 in your relationship to:
 Your family

 Your friends

 People in your Living Way Bible Class

 People in your congregation

 People in your community

 People in different ethnic groups than your own

14. What do you think 1 John 3:19-22 means when it talks about “our hearts condemn us?” Give an example.

15. What is the Gospel message in 1 John 3:20?

16. Give the twofold command found in 1 John 3:23.

17. How does Galatians 5:22f help you understand and apply 1 John 3:24?

18. Read again 1 John 3. What does the chapter make you think about your life as a child of God?
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The Letters of John; 1, 2, 3  Lesson 6
Dr. robert Holst  1  JoHn 3 :1 -24

“One wonderful thing about love active in deeds is that 
it demonstrates even to ourselves the reality of God’s love. 
Our good deeds do not earn salvation but they prove that 
we belong to the truth.”

CONTEXT
Chapter three of First John begins by building on the two summary verses 
of chapter two (1 John 2:28-29). First John 2 ended by urging Christians to 
continue in God. The righteousness of God gives Christians confidence at 
Christ’s return. Christians do what is right because God is righteous and they 
are born of God.

Chapter three begins with an exclamation about the love of God, and in 
essence explains what that love is all about. As noted in the introduction, John 
uses a repetitious style or circular logic. Not all the ideas in chapter three are 
new. John is not giving directions as much as sharing vision and inspiration. 
John doesn’t merely want to explain God. He wants God’s people to know 
God and to live as Christians. The love of God, combined with the purity of 
God, calls Christians to a different way of life. God’s children, or God’s dear 
trusting people, have a different basis for life and live differently. The world, 
or evil people, neither understand nor appreciate Christian goodness. As you 
gather in Bible class or read these notes, ponder what the Gospel means in a 
practical sense in your daily life. How is your daily life different because you 
are a Christian? How do you relate to people differently because you are a 
child of God?

First John 3 is not an evangelistic chapter introducing the Gospel and calling 
people to faith. It reminds us of the goodness of God and shows how life in 
God makes us a different kind of people, that is, good people. The good life, 
in a Christian sense, is not automatic. It meets resistance and temptations. 
In a nutshell, 1 John 3 reminds us that God is love and that love is good or 
right. God’s people live in love or righteousness. Other forces, human and 
superhuman, oppose the goodness and love of God, and the goodness and 
love of God’s people.
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“When God appears, His children will be like 
Him and will see Him as He is. Children of God 
have responsibility and hope.”

1 JOHN 3:1-10
What does it mean to be a “child of God?” Three times in 
1 John 3:1-10 John speaks of “children of God” (1 John 
3:1,2,and 10). Second and Third John spoke of Christians 
as children of the church (2 John 1,4,13) or as the Elder’s 
children (3 John 4) but only here and in 1 John 5:2 are they 
described as children of God. In a variety of ways, John 
explains what it means to be called children of God. We are 
called children of God because of the great love God has 
given us (1 John 3:1). Being a child of God means that the 
world, evil people and wicked forces, do not like us as they 
did not like Jesus. However, being children of God gives 
us a present and a future. When God appears, His children 
will be like Him and will see Him as He is. Children of God 
have responsibility and hope. The pure goodness of God 
gives them hope and the responsibility to be like God.

Think about what it means to you to be identified as one 
of God’s children. First of all, the identification expresses 
endearment. If you are a parent and a neighbor’s child 
plays in your home frequently, it is like saying that child is 
like a daughter or son to you. Being children of God implies 
protection on the part of God, and trust on the part of 
God’s people. In that way, being “children of God” can be 
compared to homeless, orphan refugees who are brought 
into a loving, nurturing family. To have a wholesome family, 
parent or parents provide love and support and the children 
accept, respect and respond to the loving ways of the 
family. The plural term (“children” rather than “child”) also 
implies unity in community. Not only do Christians have an 
individual relationship with God but, because of God’s love, 
there is a relationship to other children as well.

A statement of Martin Luther explaining the introductory 
words of the Lord’s Prayer helps us understand the love of 
God and the trust of God’s people caught up in the terms 
“children of God.” Luther wrote, “God would… tenderly 
invite us to believe that He is our true Father and that we 
are His true children, so that we may with all boldness and 
confidence ask Him as dear children ask their dear father.” 

John now will teach us what dear children ask of God, their 
dear Father, and the impact that dear relationship has on 
their lives.

Children of God live in hope. Hope contains at least four 
elements. Hope has content. There is a reason or goal of 
hope. Children of God hope to see the reality of God. Hope 
also implies desire. People who hope want something. 
Hope includes time: hope looks to the future. Finally, at 
least in the Biblical sense, hope includes confidence. Hope, 
in English usage may suggest uncertainty, for example, “I 
hope we’re not lost again!” Here in First John, however, 
hope expresses certainty. Saying “God is our hope” means 
trusting God much as an airplane passenger might express 
trust in a veteran pilot during turbulence by saying, “Our 
pilot is our hope.” Having hope in God means that we know 
God will give us the love, help, protection and salvation 
that His love promises. For further insights read Romans 
8:18-39 as an inspired commentary on the concept of 
Christian hope.

John reminds us that having hope changes our lives. Since 
our hope is based on Christ who is pure, so a child of God 
purifies her or himself (1 John 3:3). Christ’s pureness 
means that He is holy and good. Our purity does not come 
from making ourselves holy and good but from the pure 
God who calls us His children. We purify ourselves in trust 
of God rather than in trust in evil things. We become pure 
when God makes His ways become our ways.

In review, 1 John 3:1-3 makes us think about the goodness 
of God, God’s relationship to us, evil that continues to hurt 
us, and the way we live. Celebrate the Gospel! God is good 
and loves us enough to call us His children. There is a 
description of reality. The evil world does not know us as it 
did not know Christ. In other words, the world of evil does not 
like us any better than it liked Jesus. The concluding thought 
compels us to think about the pure (or impure) way we live.

First John 3:4-6 historically may address a false claim of 
an antichristian deceiver. It is possible that someone is 
proclaiming that God’s people may continue in sin if they 
have either seen or known God. The Concordia Self-Study 
Bible introductory comment on First John briefly described 
Gnosticism. People who thought like the Gnostics believed 
that the human body was inherently evil. The body could 
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not be made good. It would not be saved. Logic then 
dictated, in their false opinion, that either the body should 
be mistreated as a rejected evil or, at the opposite extreme, 
permitted to have as much pleasure as it wanted. Evil was 
automatic rather then a moral decision.

Such logic may appear strange but there are somewhat 
comparable debate on issues today. For example, some 
Christians consider it permissible to cheat on taxes 
because they claim the government is corrupt. Can 
Christians watch corrupt or violent plays because it is just 
entertainment and doesn’t affect morals? Is ruthlessness 
a necessary (and acceptable) part of “business as usual” 
with no relation to Christian faith? Perhaps you can think of 
better analogies where seemingly reasonable and faithful 
Christians tolerate immorality. Whatever the historical 
debate and the reasons, John’s purpose is to remind 
Christians that people who live in God do not keep on 
sinning (1 John 3:6). Another way to paraphrase John’s 
concern would be to say that God’s people sin, confess 
their sin and seek God’s power in not continuing in it. 
John warns against sinning and accepting sin as natural 
or inevitable. To see God means to understand that God’s 
ways are different from and better than evil. To know God 
means to know that God’s love makes impossible living 
in selfish lovelessness and hate. To know and see God is 
like a person experiencing successful cataract surgery. No 
reasonable person who receives clear vision will choose to 
walk around blindfolded.

“God’s words describe the ugly reality of 
human behavior and the need for change, 
spiritual change.”

The warning of 1 John 3:7 applies to young and old 
alike. Be careful about who or what influences you! We 
often tell children to choose friends wisely and we warn 
of peer pressure. Regardless of our age, the approval or 
disapproval of others affects our judgments. John warns 
us. Don’t let anyone lead you away from God! How do we 
let someone lead us astray? Listening to a word of gossip, 
a negative attitude, a dirty joke, or a shady plan can lead 
us astray — from bad thoughts into bad actions.

John next tells how to identify tempting, misleading talk (1 

John 3:7b-8). A child of God is good and promotes good. A 
child of the devil is evil and promotes evil. John understood 
Jesus’ warning about false prophets, “You will know them 
by their fruits” (Matthew 7:16ff). John connects faith, 
character, and life style in his battle against sin. Know that 
there are good and bad people. Follow the good. Avoid the 
evil. A person with a bad attitude and bad behavior can 
have a negative influence on good people. A person with 
the mind of Christ will do what is right because of the power 
of Christ within. The struggle is not simply a human issue. 
Human beings battling sin conflict with people of the devil. 
The good news is that they do not fight alone. The Son 
of God fights for them and with them because He came 
to destroy the devil’s work. The truth is simple and blunt. 
God’s people do good things. Satan’s people do not. John 
has prepared us for the next question in God’s lesson of 
truth. What is good?

1 JOHN 3:11-24
The second section of chapter three begins with the 
directive, “We should love one another” and the reason 
for the exhortation. This is the message you heard from 
the beginning (1 John 3:11). In other words, to love 
one another is part of the essential Christian message. 
Christian doctrine may have some complex truths, like the 
revelation of the Trinity. Yet even a child can understand 
the essence of Christianity. God loves people. God’s 
people love people. In the context of the Gospel, it is 
proper to use the words to call us to love all people, even 
our enemies. On the other hand, in the historical context 
of the letters of John, the words issue a special call for 
peace in the congregation and love for other Christians. 
Use the words of Paul in Galatians 6:10 as a commentary 
on 1 John 3:11. “Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us 
do good to all people, especially those who belong to the 
family of believers.”

Having stated the positive call to love, John probes the 
reality of hate, as murder. It is easy to dismiss hate as just 
one of those human weaknesses that must be tolerated. 
Too often we hear people dismiss congregational conflict or 
ignore the reality of a family estrangement, or fail to accept 
responsibility for bigotry as just “part of the game.” John 
uses Cain as an example in his call not to be a murderer. 
Cain was the first person to take another person’s life when 
he killed his brother Abel (Genesis 4:1-8). John knows that 
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Cain’s hate for his brother comes from his lack of love of 
God. Abel loved God to such an extent that he sacrificed 
the best from his flock. Cain showed his limited love of 
God or, as John would say, his belonging to the evil one, 
simply by sacrificing “some” fruit — not necessarily the 
best (Genesis 4:3-4). The fact that Cain did not love God 
with all his heart, soul, and mind was step one on the road 
to demonic murderous tragedy. Cain did not love another, 
even his brother, because he belonged to the evil one, 
lived an evil life, and resented the goodness of his brother 
(1 John 3:12).

John also builds on the teaching of Jesus who included angry 
hateful insults in his comments on the divine prohibition of 
murder (Matthew 7:21-22). Jesus taught that murder is a 
physical act but that hate is the underlying demonic spiritual 
force which threatens all of us.

Together with the call to love and avoid the conduct of 
Cain, John tells God’s people not to be surprised if they are 
victims of Cain-like hate. Shockingly, people who love are 
hated. Christians, who like Abel love God and God’s people, 
experience the hate of evil people. John had experienced 
that hate on many levels. Jesus, his Lord of love, had been 
rejected, mocked, and killed by evil people. John’s brother 
James not only was arrested and killed by a hateful king, 
but the action pleased hate filled people (Acts 12:1-3). John 
had been the victim of malicious gossip and people whom 
he supported were mistreated (3 John 10). Family members, 
friends, missionaries, and evangelists often painfully learn 
how people meet love with hate and rejection.

John’s inspired words remind us of the double burden of 
love. First, we must love, but second, the response to our 
love may be hate. As human beings, we Christians need 
encouragement to love. Differing personalities, opinions, 
even appearances may tempt us to not love some people, 
even other Christians. John reminds us to resist the 
temptation. As human beings, we like acceptance and 
even praise when we show love or help someone. It is hard 
to be enthusiastic or to continue to help if one gains neither 
appreciation or respect. May God give us the strength to 
carry that burden. May we continue to show love even 
when others show hate.

“Jesus’ death on behalf of people is the epitome of 

love. It is the basis of human love.”
The focus shifts slightly in 1 John 3:16. Love receives 
an exemplary definition. Christians know what love is in 
that Jesus Christ died for us. John had exhorted people 
to love one another (1 John 3:11) and now the greatest 
model of love is given. Jesus’ death on behalf of people is 
the epitome of love. It is the basis of human love. It is the 
model of Christian behavior. Just as Jesus died for us, so 
His people are willing to die for others. Undoubtedly John 
and his readers could think of many examples of such love 
ranging from Stephen to perhaps already Peter and Paul, 
and including many now unknown saints. Just as hate was 
equated with murder (1 John 3:5) so now sharing material 
things illustrates the love involved in laying down one’s 
life for another (1 John 3:17). John’s words are a practical 
application of Jesus’ summary of God’s will. Jesus taught 
that the primary and greatest commandment is “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart, and all your soul and 
mind” and paradoxically, equal to it, is the command, “Love 
your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39).

Consider carefully John’s words. Think of them in terms 
of our world and also of the church. There is good news 
here. Christians are generous people. Christian volunteers 
provide the largest numbers of volunteer services in the 
United States. Christian individuals and institutions help 
countless people. There is also bad news here. Even 
Christians can be selfish. Will Christians more readily 
raise money for church buildings and furnishings than for 
mission offerings or help for the needy? Do even Christians 
sometimes selfishly resist paying taxes necessary to 
support good schools or other programs that might help 
others? Do Christians tolerate discriminatory practices 
which hinder human development and impoverish people? 
Will a congregation expect a pastor or teacher to live on 
substandard salaries rather than increase stewardship 
practices involving individual and congregational support?

As you ponder practical application of 1 John 3:17, you will 
benefit from study of James 2:1-17 and 5:1-6. As James 
wrote that faith without deeds is dead so John reminds us 
that love without deeds is dead. God-based love is not a 
matter of words or tongue but actions and reality (1 John 
3:18). John challenges Christians to demonstrate genuine 
love for our family, friends, and other people. Real love 
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may involve money but sometimes human contact may 
be more important. Children need parental involvement in 
their lives more than lavish allowances. A healthy marriage 
needs kind acts of acceptance and appreciation more 
than expensive gifts. Yet real love may involve money. 
Generous financial support for human needs ranging from 
a community food shelf to a college scholarship fund may 
display authentic Christian love.

One wonderful thing about love active in deeds is that it 
demonstrates even to ourselves the reality of God’s love. 
Our good deeds do not earn salvation but they prove that 
we belong to the truth (1 John 3:19). Our heart or our 
conscience may condemn us when we see terrible scenes 
of suffering. “Our hearts condemn us” means that we feel 
guilty. For example, we hurt when we can’t stop human 
suffering. Our limited deeds may leave us sad and frustrated 
because there is so much more to be done. Yet rejoice in 
the love that is done. Hear the Good News. God knows 
everything. “Our hearts are at rest” means that Christians 
experience peace. When we feel guilty remember that God 
calls us to live motivated by love rather than guilt.

“God’s command rests on the love of Jesus Christ 
who laid down His life for people. God’s people 
live in Him as He lives in them.”

The final paragraph (1 John 3:21-24) reviews Christian 
reality and hope. Christians are confident people because 
they know what to do, why to do it, and how to do it. They 
are called to believe in the name of Jesus Christ and love 
one another. They believe and love because it is God’s 
command. God’s command rests on the love of Jesus 
Christ who laid down His life for people. God’s people live 
in Him as He lives in them. The living relationship of God 
and His people is obvious because of the Spirit that lives 
in them. Can you anticipate the question of John’s curious 
or confused readers? What do you mean the Spirit lives in 
us? John has introduced the theme of chapter four.

“Real love which is the fruit of the spirit is 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

In conclusion, think of the Holy Spirit who changes our 
motivation and our actions. God’s Word in Galatians 5:19-
26 not only illustrates the real love called for in 1 John 3 
but prepares us to think about the next chapter. Real love 
which is the fruit of the spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-
control. Living without the Spirit is sexual immorality, 
impurity, debauchery, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, discord, 
jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissension, faction, 
envy, drunkenness, orgies and the like. God’s words 
describe the ugly reality of human behavior and the need for 
change, spiritual change. John has outlined the invitation 
and gracious obligation of living in that Spirit-given change 
as children of God.
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 4:1-21

Dear Jesus, we praise Your name because You enable us to believe we are people of God. Give us 
wisdom from above to test the spirits and know if they are from God. Give the people of God the 

spirit to love one another because love comes from You. We pray this in Your name. Amen.

1. Read all of 1 John 4. What seem to be the most important ideas?

2. What two things are the readers told to do in verse one?

 Why should they do this?

 How can this verse be applied to your life today?

3. According to verse 2, what is one way to test the spirits?

4. According to verses 4-6, what is the difference between people in the spirit of truth and those in the spirit of falsehood?

5. Give the basic directive found in verses 7-12.

 Summarize the Gospel message of verses 7-12.

6. What difference does it make to you to know that God loved you before you loved God?

 If you are able, share how knowing God’s prior love changed you.

7. What are the actions of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit in verses 13-16?

8. How do Christians know that they live in God?

9. What does verse 16 mean for your daily life?
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10. Interpret 1 John 4:16 in light of the following references. State what they say about living in God’s love.
 Matthew 25:34-40

 Luke 10:29-37

 James 2:1

 Romans 12:9-21

 I Corinthians 13

11. Can you think of a person who has been an example of living in God’s love? Reflect on how that person was able to live 
that way and how you can use that person as a saintly model.

12. According to verses 17-18, what does “complete” love enable people to do?

13. How does knowing God’s love affect your attitude toward dying and facing the judgment of God?

14. How do verses 19-21 summarize the chapter?

15. Apply your summary statement to your life. Examine yourself for hate, prejudice, envy or a desire to get revenge. 
Discuss which one of these attitudes is the most troublesome to your Christian living.

16. Reviewing the whole chapter, how does recognizing “lovelessness” lead one to think more deeply about God’s prior 
love?
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1 JOHN 4:7-21 40
PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 5:1-21 42

“We love because God first loved us. ”

CONTEXT
Like a person in love who never tires of singing familiar love songs, so John in 
chapter four continues many of the familiar themes from the previous chapters. 
John repeats and reinforces his message of love and hate, truth and falsehood, 
trust and suspicion, confidence and fear, Christ and antichrist, as well as God and 
the evil world. The third chapter ended with the confident assertion that God’s 
people have the Spirit that God gave them. Chapter four will build on, but also 
cautiously qualify, that confidence. Life for Christians also includes identifying 
deceptive spirits. Sadly, not all spirits are genuine. Christians are warned about 
naive love. John writes to balance the pursuit of Christian love with support 
of Christian truth. The call of the Gospel will ring equally clear in this chapter. 
Because of God’s love we love one another. The problem is that some people do 
not love and that there are also false prophets.

For our study, we will divide chapter four into two main parts, that is 1 John 4:1-6 
and 4:7-21. The Concordia Self-Study Bible labels 1 John 4:1-6, “Test the Spirits.” 
The text focuses on what people say about Jesus. The second longer part of 
the chapter returns to and reaffirms the themes of God’s love for people and the 
Christian life in response to that love (1 John 4:7-21). First John 4:19 presents a 
Christian treasure: “We love because God first loved us.”

TEST THE SPIRITS – 1 JOHN 4:1-6
John begins with a term of endearment, “Dear Friends,” but then gives two 
dreadful warnings. First, do not trust every spirit. Second, test the spirits to 
see if they are true or false, from God or Satan. John must have dreaded 
giving such advice. In chapter three he called people away from Cain-like hate, 
warned about not sharing material blessings, and called for genuine active 
love, not just talk. Now John must warn his beloved readers, and us, that 
indiscriminate love can be harmful. Loving the wrong person or thing can be 
bad. Love does not mean abandoning values or pretending that there is no 
difference between good and evil. Even Christian love, or maybe especially 
Christian love, must determine what is good and what is bad — what is right 
and what is wrong.

The reason for the advice is simple. Not every spirit is good. Not every spirit 
is from God. There are false prophets. Loving the wrong person or thing can 
be dangerous. There is truth in the proverbial warning, “All that glitters is not 
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gold.” Living in love and yet with caution stems from our 
Lord Himself. In the Gospels, Jesus’ call to love the enemy 
is tempered by the directive to be careful of evil people 
who look as gentle as sheep but are actually vicious as 
wolves (Matthew 5:44 & 7:15).

John’s painful warning can be applied in very human ways. 
Christian parents tell their children to be kind to strangers. 
In Sunday school we teach children the parable of the Good 
Samaritan in which a stranger is a model of love. At the 
same time, Christian parents tell their children to be careful. 
They warn about talking to strangers unless Mom or Dad 
is present. “Don’t get into a car with a stranger.” “Don’t 
accept food from a stranger unless Mom or Dad is present.” 
Christians may encourage a friend to develop a relationship 
but with that encouragement may come the warning, “Be 
careful. Get to know the person better.” John bluntly tells us 
to distinguish right from wrong.

John also invites us to seek a more spiritual application. 
Love every member of your congregation. Join a Bible study 
group. But, test what is being taught. Read good Christian 
literature. But, don’t read uncritically. Good people may 
have bad ideas and bad people may tell appealing lies. 
Sad to say, most of us can share stories of clergy abuse 
of people, congregational corruption, or hypocrites who 
destroy faith. Discerning the evil of cultic activity serves as 
another application of testing the spirits.

We are given a very simple way to test the spirits. In a 
sense, watch how they celebrate Christmas! Do they 
acknowledge that Jesus Christ was a real human being? 
The ancient false teaching is hard for us to understand 
because an opposite heresy plagues our times. Today, 
many people deny the divinity of Jesus but few will deny 
His humanity. In John’s era, many accepted the divinity of 
Jesus but thought that God was too good to be human. As 
the notes in the Concordia Self-Study Bible (page 1925) 
state, Gnostic heretics denied the full humanity of Jesus. 
The strange teaching may not sound that important but 
the implications deny the Gospel. If Jesus was not human, 
he could not suffer and die for the sins of others. If Jesus 
did not actually die, then he did not rise from the dead. 
Therefore, Christians have no assurance of resurrection 
from the dead. If Jesus, who did good things, had no human 
body, divine love did not use a human body. If so, can any 

human body do God’s will? If Jesus had no body, Christian 
love and ethics become questionable.

Few people today doubt that Jesus was actually a human 
being although New Age thinking and some other false 
theologies, tempt people to make the mind more important 
than the body. One good way to follow the Johannine call 
to test the spirits is to ask if our love of God is real and 
active because of Jesus’ real and active love. Jesus, as a 
real human being, expects and enables love as real as that 
described in 1 John 3:16-18.

Speaking almost like a military commander, John 
encourages his dear Christian readers in 1 John 4:4-6. He 
promises them victory. He points out that they are stronger 
because God is on their side. God listens to them because 
they are from God. Despite all the power and appeal of the 
world, God and God’s people will triumph. Do not look for 
clear, precise definitions of good and evil in these verses. 
John offers words of encouragement, not critical analysis. 
The viewpoint of the world is noted as wrong, but we are 
not told how it is wrong. Sometimes, in a time of danger it 
is important to state clearly, “We are right; they are wrong. 
We follow God. They do not.” Read John’s words as if 
listening to a parent speaking to a child in high school who 
is tempted to do something wrong. Today the world may 
tell a high school student, “Take the easy way to success. 
Cheat on tests. Lie to people. Steal. Enjoy immorality.” A 
parent’s urgent love may simply say, “That’s wrong. God 
knows it’s wrong and you do too.”

1 JOHN 4:7-21
Like listening again and again to a favorite record or 
compact disk, John returns to familiar themes in 1 John 
4:7-12. In fact, a Greek version of the First John prints 1 
John 4:7-10 in verse form suggesting that it was originally 
used as a Psalm or a hymn. Following the Greek form 
the NIV translation would make the following meaningful 
versicle and response for a devotion: 

“Dear Friends, let us love one another for love 
comes from God.

Everyone who loves has been born of God and 
knows God.

Whoever does not love does not know God, 
because God is love.

This is how God showed His love among us. He 
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sent His one and only Son into the world that we 
might live through Him.

This is love; not that we loved God, but that He 
loved us and sent His Son as an atoning sacrifice 
for our sins.”

Meditate on the inspired truth. Human comments add 
nothing. Hear verses eleven and twelve repeat and 
summarize the divine message. God’s love enables and 
obligates Christians to love each other. Christian love is 
proof that the invisible God is active and powerful. Where 
there is Christian love there is evidence that God is in 
Christians. Their lives complete God’s love by accepting 
the love and showing the impact of it. Just as grandparents’ 
love is incomplete if a grandchild selfishly ignores it, so 
God’s love is incomplete in the lives of people who ignore 
God. Just as grandparents’ love is complete when a 
grandchild accepts and enjoys it, so God’s love is complete 
in the lives of people who love God and God’s children.

Having emphasized the confessional truth that Jesus is 
human (1 John 4:2), now John gives equal time to the truth 
that Jesus is divine. Christians know that they live in God 
and God lives in them because the Holy Spirit enables them 
to confess that God sent His Son into the world to be Savior 
of the world (1 John 4:13-16). Such faith comes only by the 
power of the spirit. As Martin Luther wrote in his explanation 
of the Third Article of the Apostles Creed, “I believe that I 
cannot by my own reason or strength believe in Jesus Christ, 
my Lord, or come to Him; but the Holy Ghost has called me 
by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and 
kept me in the true faith.” As John has taught us that what 
we do is important, so now he reminds us that what we think 
is vital. If our attitude, our faith, or our creed is wrong, then 
our actions will be wrong too. When God has given us the 
right faith, then we will live properly as His children.

“God is love” (1 John 4:16b) expresses the divine and 
human unity created by God’s love. Love for Christians is 
not a power or end in itself. Love comes from God. God 
generates love. Christians respond to love. Then Christians 
generate love. Without conscious planning, Christians care 
for the needy, the weak, and the helpless. As if automatic, 
God’s people give time, money, and talents to help others. 
To be a Christian is to be a loving caring person.

Christian love finds expression in actions, and in attitudes. 
Like the good Samaritan, Jesus wants us to help the hurting. 
People that are hungry, thirsty, naked, in prison, and aliens 
receive Christian help. Honoring others, showing joy, being 
patient, living in harmony, being humble, or overcoming evil 
by doing good proves that God lives in His people. Read 1 
Corinthians 13 and replace the word “love” (and the pronoun 
“it”) with the word “God.” Then think of your life in Christ, 
and praise God that, in many ways, you can use your name 
as a synonym for “love.” Being patient, kind, not envious, 
not boasting, not proud, not rude, not self-seeking, rejoicing 
in the truth, protecting, trusting and persevering are not only 
marks of God but also of God’s people. Gather together any 
group of Christians and ask what God’s love means to them. 
Soon they will be talking about people. They will remember 
a saintly relative, a kindly friend, a concerned teacher, a 
loving pastor. John would have us never forget that in our 
deeds, we vividly confess our creeds. In our lives, God’s 
love lives publicly.

As noted before, according to God’s plan for us, His love to 
be complete must be accepted. Love is incomplete until it is 
appreciated, trusted, enjoyed, and creates an appropriate 
response. One appropriate response is that it casts out fear. 
People who do not know God’s love fear God. Their own evil 
torments them in fear that God will punish them. Complete 
love removes fear. A child may fear a stranger, but when the 
child learns that the stranger is a loving family friend, fear 
disappears. God is the greatest friend of His family. His love 
casts out fear and creates love.

The last three verses summarize the chapter well. John 
reminds us of the origin of love. We love because God first 
loved us. Like a child responding to the prior love of a parent, 
so we respond to God’s love. If God’s love depended on our 
prior love, there would be reason for fear. Our love too often 
fails. Like naughty children, we act without love. But God’s 
love is primary and it keeps forgiving, giving a model of love. 
It is an empowering, perfect love.

John reminds us that love is real. Loving God requires 
loving God’s people. The truth is blunt and simple. It is 
a lie to say, “I love God but I hate people.” It is false to 
claim, “I am a Christian but I don’t like other Christians.” 
The Good News is that people who know God’s love are 
loving people. And that’s the truth!
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PERSONAL APPLICATION – 1 JOHN 5:1-21

Dear Jesus, thank You for coming into our world and giving us the victory over the world. Keep us from 
idols, and from things that tempt us to forget to serve You and to love our Christian brothers/sisters. We 
ask this in Your name. Amen.

1. Read all of 1 John 5. What seem to be the important ideas?

2. What does it mean to you that one is “born of God?” (Compare John 3:3-21)

3. Give the two titles given to Jesus in verses 1 and 5, and tell what these titles mean to you.

4. How has faith, including your faith, overcome the world?

5. What do you think of when you read that Jesus came “by water and blood?”

6. Tell what verse 7 and 8 says to you.

7. Who is the testimony that God has given people and what promise comes through this person? (John 3:16-18)

8. What does it mean to you to have eternal life in the Son of God?

9. Why was 1 John written, according to verse 13?

10. Have you communicated the message of 1 John 5:13 to others? If so, describe when, how, and the results of your efforts.

11. According to verses 14 and 15, what is the proper attitude and expectation in prayer?

12. What two types of sin are noted in 1 John 5:16-17?

13. Explain how there are “good” or “helpful” ways to be aware of the two kinds of sin?
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14. Summarize the promise of verse 18 and tell what it means to you personally.

15. What does it mean to you that the “world is under the control of the evil one?”

16. Write verse 20 in your own words.

17. List some idols in our lives today and tell how we can keep ourselves from such idols.

18. Review all of the three letters of John and write a sentence theme for each.

19. How does First John solve the problems described in Second and Third John?
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1 JOHN 5:13-21 46
SUMMARY 47

“The Letters of John focus on the person and saving work of 
Jesus. It reminds Christians of the impact that their trust in Jesus 
should have on their lives.”

CONTEXT
As we prepare to study the last chapter of First John, think about the content 
and form of the letter thus far. The letter is filled with terms of endearment. Like 
a concerned responsible leader, six times in the letter including three times in 
chapter four alone, John addresses his readers as “dear friends” or “beloved.” 
Like a beloved pastor at a congregation’s anniversary service, John builds on 
past experiences while pointing to the future. First John has enabled us to 
review our lives and think about how we will live in the future.

The constant underlying central theological theme was succinctly stated 
in 1 John 4:19. “We love because He (God) first loved us.” John reminds 
us repeatedly that God’s love, manifested in Jesus Christ, is the power of 
salvation which enables us to love God and the power of life which enables us 
to love people, especially other Christians. Yet, First John paints a picture that 
includes the ugly forms of lovelessness. The letter has warned of wrong deeds 
and bad creeds. The goal of our study of the last chapter will be to remember 
again the love of God and the way God wills that love to affect us.

Our study of chapter five will be in two main parts. First, we will think about 
1 John 5:1-12 and, then 5:13-21. The Concordia Self-Study Bible entitles the 
first section “Faith in the Son of God.” The section reviews the person and 
mission of Jesus and calls for faith. The final eight verses of first John begin 
with an explicit statement of purpose of the whole 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.” Writing to Christians, John wants to confirm their faith. May 
the words of this concluding chapter also confirm our faith.

1 JOHN 5:1-12
The first five verses of this section form a unit calling for faith and explaining 
the reason and result of faith. This section begins by calling for trust that Jesus 
is the Christ, that is, the Messiah (1 John 5:1). The section ends by calling for 
trust that Jesus is the Son of God (1 John 5:5). The title “Christ” or “Messiah” 
reminds us that Jesus was “anointed” or chosen by God to do God’s saving 
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work. The title “Son of God” reminds us that Jesus had the 
divine power to destroy sin and to work salvation. “Son of 
God” makes us think of Jesus’ divinity, His holiness, and 
His divine perfect love. “Messiah” helps us think about what 
Jesus did. God chose Jesus to suffer and die for human 
sins. “Messiah” reminds us of the pain Jesus experienced 
because of his divine mission.

John does not want us to think about Jesus in isolation. 
John calls us again to think about what Jesus means to 
us. The call to believe or trust in Jesus is ultimately a call 
to trust in God. One who believes is “born of God.” What 
does that mean? Jesus’ words to Nicodemus, recorded in 
the Gospel of John, help us understand (John 3:3-21). To 
be born of God, according to Jesus, is to be born again of 
water and the Spirit. Our first birth is a human birth. Born 
of a human being means, among other things, that we 
will get sick, commit sin, and die. To be “born again” or 
“born of God” means that we know God’s blessings, live 
in love, and have eternal life. Peter also gives us an idea 
of what it means to be “born of God.” He writes, “Praise 
be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his 
great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope 
through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and 
into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil, or fade — 
kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by 
God’s power until the coming of salvation that is ready to be 
revealed in the last time” (1 Peter 1:3-5, NIV).

In our texts, John explains “born of God” to mean two 
specific things. First, born of God means that one believes 
that Jesus is the Messiah (1 John 5:1). Second, born of 
God means loving God and carrying out his commands 
(1 John 5:2). The result of being born of God is victory 
over the world. The Word of God in the first five verses of 
chapter five present three clear and logical truths. Jesus is 
the Messiah and Son of God. God’s children believe that 
truth and live accordingly. There is victory over the world 
for God’s children.

The inspired words of John remind us that we should be 
people involved in God’s work. In the idiom of our language, 
we may say that someone was “born to sing” meaning that 
the person loves to sing and does it well. We may joke, “I was 
born to shop” to express the pleasure we get and the time 
we spend shopping. Now tell yourself, “I am born of God.” 

May the statement give you pleasure, renewed commitment 
to doing God’s will, and confidence that you have God’s 
eternal victory. Faith that we are children of God enables 
us to overcome the world, that is, to know that evil does not 
control us. We do not serve evil causes. We are not enslaved 
to evil attitudes which dominate the world. The love of Jesus 
enables us to love God, love good, and serve God and people 
in good and loving ways.

To have faith to overcome the world can be compared to 
having faith in oneself. A person lacking self-confidence will 
admit defeat even before trying. “I just know that I can’t do 
it” rings like a creed of defeat. If a parent, teacher, friend, or 
coach gives that person self-confidence, suddenly the will 
and way to overcome appears. In a more gracious sense, 
trusting Jesus enables us to overcome. Without God, we 
know that “we can’t overcome sin, death, and the power of 
Satan” and would not try. The things of the world overcome 
us. Evil wins. We are losers. But trusting Jesus gives us 
the confidence that God and good will ultimately triumph. 
So we face life with confidence, hope, and joy. In faith we 
have overcome.

The African American spiritual “We Shall Overcome” helps 
us apply the message of victory in Jesus Christ. In time 
and eternity, “we shall overcome” the world of evil because 
we believe that in Jesus Christ, Son of God, “God is on our 
side.” As faithful children, born of God, “we’ll walk hand in 
hand, “we shall all have peace,” and “we are not afraid.”

After calling for faith in Jesus, 1 John 5:6-12 reviews why 
we should have faith in Jesus. The words serve as inspired 
commentary explaining the meaning of the titles of Jesus 
as “Christ/Messiah” and “Son of God.” The section begins 
with the strong but mysterious claim that Jesus came by 
water and blood, not just by water only. “Water” probably 
refers to Jesus’ baptism (Matthew 3:13-17, Mark 1:9-11, 
Luke 3:21-22, John 1:29-34). “Blood” refers to His death. 
Especially helpful is a note in Bible for Today’s Family: New 
Testament (Contemporary English Version) American Bible 
society, New York 1991, p.381. The note states, “It is also 
possible to translate, ‘Jesus Christ came by the water of 
baptism and by the blood of his death! He was not only 
baptized but he bled and died.”

Earlier in the letter, John wrote that “the blood of Jesus 
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purifies us from all sin” (1 John 1:7) meaning that Jesus’ 
suffering and death forgives sin. In Revelation 12:11, a 
loud voice from heaven proclaims how Christians by the 
blood of the lamb have overcome the evil accuser. Paul’s 
letter to the Romans proclaims the Good News that Jesus 
is God’s “sacrifice of atonement” through faith in His blood 
(Romans 3:25). The same truth is expressed in different 
words when Paul writes, “The death He (Christ) died, He 
died to sin once for all” (Romans 6:10). John may allude to 
the water and blood that came from Jesus’ side when He 
was stabbed after death (John 18:34). The water and blood 
may have symbolic meaning but it certainly proved that He 
was a human being who had died.

John’s emphatic reference to water and blood may well 
attack deceitful anti-Christian teachers who claimed that 
Jesus became Christ or divine Messiah when the Spirit of 
God came upon Him in the water of Baptism. The sentence 
“He did not come by water only, but by water and blood” 
suggests that “coming by water” was accepted but “coming 
by blood” was questioned. Deceitful anti-Christian spirits 
who denied that Jesus came in the flesh (1 John 4:2) would 
have taught that Jesus as Messiah never shed blood to 
save people. For more information on this strange teaching 
read the Concordia Self-Study Bible note on 1 John 1:5-6 
on page 1931, introductory note number 3 on Gnosticism 
on page 1925, or a good commentary. “Water and blood,” 
referring to Jesus’ baptism and death remind us that Jesus’ 
purpose and His actual work bring salvation. “Water,” or the 
baptism of Jesus, shows that He is the beloved of God doing 
God’s work with sinful people. “Blood,” or the death of Jesus, 
shows that in the love of God He suffered to save people.

How can we be certain that Jesus came by water and 
blood? Or, how can John’s readers, including us, be 
certain of salvation? How do we know He was baptized 
into God’s saving work and painfully completed that work? 
Having proclaimed the truth about Jesus’ ministry in “water 
and blood,” John now certifies it by reminding us of the 
power of the Spirit (1 John 5:7-10). Like responding to a 
judge asking for an oath to tell the truth, the whole truth, 
and nothing but the truth, John swears to the truth with 
reference to the Holy Spirit. Three witnesses certify that 
eternal life comes to people in Jesus Christ. The first 
witness is “water.” This means that the baptism certifies 
Jesus’ relationship with God and His mission. The second 

witness is the “blood.” This means that the death of Jesus 
completes God’s act of saving people. The Spirit refers to 
the power of God to create faith in individuals. The witness 
of the Spirit lies revealed in Jesus’ words to His disciples on 
the day he rose from the dead. The disciples, afraid behind 
locked doors, knew of Jesus’ baptism and death but they 
needed the Spirit. Jesus came to then and said, “Peace 
be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending 
you… Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his 
sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they 
are not forgiven.” John 20:21-23. In His teaching to the 
disciples at the Last Supper, Jesus taught the important 
role of the Holy Spirit which He would send (John 14:16 
and 26, 15:26-27 and 16:7-14).

John reminds us of the importance of God’s Spirit in these 
verses. It has been said that there are three proofs for the 
resurrection of Jesus. The first two are historical proofs, 
the empty tomb and Jesus’ appearances to people. As 
important as those proofs are, the third stands even more 
important. The third proof for Jesus’ resurrection is the 
living impact He has on people. We know that Jesus lives 
because the Spirit of God motivates our lives in light of His 
“water and blood,” that is, His ministry and death.

If you used an old King James translation for your Bible study, 
or if you looked at the notes in most modern translations, you 
will see an improper addition between 1 John 5 verses 7 and 
8. Someone long after John had been inspired to write the 
letter wanted even more proof. Some words were added so 
that in heaven the Father, Son/Word and Holy Spirit certified 
the truth of salvation and on earth the water, blood, and Spirit 
gave testimony. Although the words were improperly added, 
they clarify the purpose of these verses. God’s people are 
confident that “God has given us eternal life and this life is in 
his Son” (1 John 5:11).

1 JOHN 5:13-21
As First John reaches its end, John describes his readers 
and states the purpose (1 John 5:13). He writes to people 
who believe in the name of the Son of God so that they 
know they have eternal life. The letter is like a revival 
meeting or a mission festival. The words revive our faith 
and encourage our mission. John’s inspired words have 
led us to consider the most important topic in the world. 
Who is Jesus? He is the Son of God and our Savior. 
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The implications of that faith changed our lives. We have 
eternal life. Notice that John does not use the future tense 
by stating that after the universe’s last day we will have 
eternal life. In God’s grace, we already have it. Like having 
a check waiting to be cashed we already hold God’s rich 
blessings. Like an inheritance waiting to clear formal legal 
hurdles, the heritage of eternal life is certain.

May the explicit purpose of John’s writing provide a model 
for the way we live. Today, may we live as people who have 
eternal life and, like John, encourage the faithful with the 
Good News. We should share God’s Good News-not only to 
call unbelievers to faith but with other Christians to confirm 
and celebrate the faith. The challenge is great. But God 
promises help when we ask (1 John 5:14-15). If we fear 
failure, it may be because we are depending on our own 
ideas and talent. John reminds us that trusting confident 
prayer lies behind effective witness.

John also warns about lack of concern for other Christians 
(1 John 5:16-17). Scholars debate the precise meaning of 
the words and Christian tradition has even listed mortal 
and venial sins. A sin unto death can be interpreted 
several ways. It may refer to a sin that the Old Testament 
considered a capital crime. Certain sins were punished with 
death. It may refer to resisting the work of the Holy Spirit. 
Unbelief leads to eternal death. It may refer to those who 
deny Jesus as the Son of God. 1 John 5:12 states that those 
who believe have eternal life; therefore those who engage 
in sin or unbelief do not have eternal life. The Concordia 
Self-Study Bible note interprets the verse as follows. “In the 
context of this letter directed against Gnostic teaching, which 
denied the incarnation and threw off all moral restraints, it 
is probably that the ‘sin that leads to death’ refers to the 
Gnostics’ adamant and persistent denial of the truth and 
their shameless immorality. This kind of unrepentant and 
persistent sin is a sin against the Holy Spirit and leads to 
spiritual death.” John is not speaking against a specific 
sinful deed but rather a sinful condition.

Above all, however, note that John’s primary teaching 
is encouraging prayer. John urges Christians to pray for 
Christians. I interpret the verses to mean that when a 
Christian sins but that person does not separate her or 
himself from the faith, then Christians pray that the person 
would repent of that sin and seek, by God’s grace, to live 

a God-pleasing life. John, in my opinion, is not forbidding 
prayer even for the worst sinner. Other parts of Scripture 
teach us to pray for our enemies. Rather, John wants 
us to concentrate on prayer for Christians, even sinful 
Christians. The message of law here is that when we are 
quick to condemn another Christian’s sin, gossip about it, 
and feel “holier than thou,” John directs us, instead, to pray 
that the person be restored to the faith.

Finally, John reviews the faith with three “we know” 
affirmations (1 John 5:18-20). Like confessing a creed, we 
know that anyone born of God does not sin. We know that 
we are children of God. We know that the Son of God came 
to give us understanding. The words summarize the letter. 
Jesus is true God and those who believe in Him are children 
of God. Children of God understand the gift of salvation in 
Jesus and know that they have eternal life.

The letter is filled with Good News of God’s love and 
salvation. Yet, like a loving parent as a child leaves 
home, John lovingly ends with a warning. “Keep yourself 
from idols.” In evil times, John wants his beloved friends 
to be careful. There are attractive idols to lead one away 
from Jesus,. Don’t settle for deadly trash. Idols range 
from rejecting the truth of Jesus, living a loveless life, to 
enjoying sin. Keep yourself from idols rests on the prayer, 
“Keep yourself for Christ.”

SUMMARY
The Letters of John focus on the person and saving work 
of Jesus. It reminds Christians of the impact that their trust 
in Jesus should have on their lives. The explanation Martin 
Luther gave to the Second Article of the Apostles’ Creed 
can serve as a review and commentary on the Johannine 
Letters. “I believe that Jesus Christ, true God, begotten of 
the Father from eternity, and also true man, born of the 
Virgin Mary, is my Lord, who has redeemed me, a lost 
and condemned creature, purchased and won me from 
all sins, from death and from the power of the devil; not 
with gold or silver, but with His holy precious blood and 
with His innocent suffering and death, that I may be His 
own, and live under Him in His kingdom, and serve Him 
in everlasting righteousness, innocence and blessedness, 
even as He is risen from the dead, lives and reigns to all 
eternity.” I pray that your reading of the Johannine Letters 
has been a celebration of God’s gift of eternal life.
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