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INTRODUCTION TO THE GENERAL EPISTLES OF 

JOHN 

INTRODUCTION 

John was well advanced in years as he writes his “fatherly” epistles. In them, he shows his love and 

concern for “my little children” (1Jn 2:1). His letters centered on the importance that his readers not “love 

the world and the things in the world.” His call for them to stand fast in their faith and thereby, keep 

themselves from the lure of worldliness and the old life, as well as the treachery and deceit of false 

teachers is heard throughout the letter. 

John’s Gospel explains how Jesus Christ came to offer eternal life; his first letter tells how to 

know, by our experience and behavior, that we have eternal life. John’s Gospel tells us how 

Jesus came to reveal the Father; his letter shows how we can be confident in our relationship 

with him. John’s Gospel relates how Jesus gives the Spirit to each one who is born again; his 

letter explains daily life in the Spirit. John’s Gospel encourages Jesus’ disciples to practice 

spiritual unity by loving one another; his letter clarifies how to put that love into action. 

Setting 

John and the other apostles were probably forced to leave Jerusalem by ad 68, if not earlier, 

due to the mounting persecution against the church and the siege of Jerusalem by Roman 

armies. Sometime later (probably after ad 70), John migrated to the Roman province of Asia 

(the western region of modern Turkey) and began a successful ministry, primarily among the 

Gentiles. By ad 90, John had written his Gospel for these believers to whom he had been 

ministering. 

Soon after this, some members of the Christian community left to form a rival group. These 

rivals were a heretical faction that promoted teachings about Jesus Christ that later 

characterized Gnosticism, such as denying that Jesus was God in the flesh (see 4:1–3). By 

leaving the fellowship of the apostles, they demonstrated that they did not genuinely belong 

to God’s family (2:18–19). However, the effects of their false teachings still lingered in the 

minds of the faithful, so John wrote this letter to clear the air of these falsehoods, to bring the 

believers back to the basics of the Christian life, and to reinforce their faith.1 

A timeline: 

Passover, ad 30 or 33 - Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection 

by ad 68 - The apostles leave Jerusalem as persecution and the siege of Jerusalem begins 

about ad 70? - John settles in Asia Minor 

before ad 90 - John writes the Gospel of John; John writes 1–3 John, probably from Ephesus. 

ad 60s or 90s - John writes Revelation 

about ad 100 - John dies peacefully in Ephesus2 

 

1 New Living Translation Study Bible (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2008), 1 Jn. 

2 Ibed 
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Zane Hodges in his commentary, “The Epistles of John” gives great insight to the three general epistles of 

the Apostle John. 

The New Testament epistles that we know as First, Second, and Third John offer us an 

important glimpse into the life of the early Christian church, particularly as it struggled with 

teachers of false doctrine. Of the three, the only one which does not focus on false teachers is 

Third John, where the problem was an apparently orthodox church leader named Diotrephes, 

who had managed to become the first known church “dictator.” 

In modern times, however, these epistles have themselves been alleged to support a false 

doctrine. They have been used in this way chiefly for the purpose of teaching that a Christian’s 

assurance of eternal salvation must rest, at least in part, upon his or her good works subsequent 

to regeneration. Although this doctrine is widely popular today and is spread across many 

denominational lines, it is in direct conflict with the Gospel of John, written by the same 

author. For this reason, there is an urgent need that the epistles be re-examined and understood 

to be consistent with the theology of John’s Gospel. 

This requires us to challenge many of the assumptions that are the basis of a widespread 

misreading of these significant epistles. The following Commentary, therefore, is designed not 

only to expound the meaning of these letters, but also to correct many misapprehensions about 

them which are current today.3 

John Phillips writes in his introduction of “Exploring the Epistles of John”4 

John wrote for the third generation. Peter and Paul, and James and Jude all wrote for the first 

and second generations of believers. John however as a first-generation Apostle, passed over 

two generations to write for an increasingly apostate third generation. 

For by its third generation, every movement of God needs a fresh touch of the Holy Spirit. 

The first generation is motivated by conviction; great truths have been grasped and those who 

have espoused them have a compulsion to spread those truths about abroad. They will dare all 

and die for them. The second generation inherits these truths, but the conviction softens into 

belief. They believe the truths that they've been taught; they debate them, defend them, and 

disseminate them, but the fire and passion have gone. By the third generation, the belief 

becomes an opinion. The third generation will trade first generation truth, dilute it, change it, 

accept counterfeits, and make room for error. And that's why John wrote for the third 

generation - the third generation needed a fresh revival. 

All about him, John saw error in apostasy, the most flagrant deceptions accepted as gospel 

truth. John likely would have said “It wasn't like that at all. I was there. I knew him as well as 

anyone knew him. I was one of his chosen twelve. I remember it all as though it were 

yesterday. 

So out of his remarkable retentive memory – quickened, inspired, and energized by the Holy 

Spirit - John wrote his gospel to remind the Church of the essential in eternal deity of Christ. 

Then he wrote these three epistles to remind his readers of the true humanity of the Lord Jesus. 

Three major heresies made inroads in the church when John wrote toward the end of the 1st 

century of the Christian era. The Ebionites denied the deity of Christ-  to them he was just 

another created being. The Docetists denied the humanity of Christ. Believing that he had not 

 

3 Zane Clark Hodges, The Epistle of John: Walking in the Light of God’s Love (Irving, TX: Grace Evangelical 

Society, 1999), 19. 

4 John Phillips, Exploring the Epistles of John: An Expository Commentary, (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel 

Publications, 2003), 8-9. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/epjnhodges?ref=Page.p+19&off=34&ctx=f+John%0aIntroduction%0a~The+New+Testament+ep
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come in the flesh, they taught that he was some kind of phantom who had no corporal being. 

Then the Cerinthians deny the union of the two natures of Christ (the human and divine). Their 

notion was that “the Christ” descended upon the man, Jesus, at the time of his baptism and 

departed from him at the time of this crucifixion.  John indignantly denied all three heresies. 

Like the Apostle Paul, John had a number of characteristic words. Paul's favorite words for 

instance were faith, hope and love. John's words were light, life, and love. John also made 

frequent use of the expression “we know.” Moreover, he dwelt in the past - the characteristic 

of old people - referring to the past some fifty times in his three epistles. The word beginning 

occurs ten times, for that was John's ultimate answer to the heretics. He went back to the 

beginning and he says, “I was there.” 

AUTHOR 

The author, while not named in the three epistles, is named “John.” There is very little argument that 

these three epistles were written by the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, brother of James, and author of 

the Gospel that bears his name. In the Gospel of John as in these epistles, John does not name himself. 

(See the Author section of the New Testament Survey: Gospel of John by this author.) 

DATE 

The early church fathers, Polycarp and Papias, cite the epistles in their writings (c. 100 AD). Therefore, 

the date of their writing would date before 100 AD. It is generally agreed that they bear the date of mid to 

late 90’s AD. 

It is assumed that the Apostle John left Jerusalem prior to its destruction (70 AD) by Rome. It is also 

generally agreed that John settled in the city of Ephesus (western Turkey today). 

Therefore, it is likely that 1st John was written in the last third of the first century, followed by 2nd John 

and finally 3rd John. 

It is also agreed that these epistles and the Gospel of John were written before the Revelation of Jesus 

Christ, while John was on the isle of Patmos. 

AUDIENCE 

As cited above, it is likely that John wrote 1-3 John from Ephesus, his residence after leaving Jerusalem 

before its fall in 70 AD. Because the letter does not identify its audience, it was probably intended for the 

church in Ephesus, with the idea that it would be passed around (circular) to other churches in the 

surrounding cities.5  

 

5 Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea (Rev 1:12) 


