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THE FIRST GENERAL EPISTLE OF JOHN 

INTRODUCTION 

“Fallen man is not simply an imperfect creature who needs improvement; he is a 

rebel who must lay down his arms.… This process of surrender—this movement full 

speed astern—is what Christians call repentance. Now repentance is no fun at all. It 

is something much harder than merely eating humble pie … It means killing part of 

yourself, undergoing a kind of death.” 

C. S. Lewis 

Few books of the New Testament are more loved, memorized, or quoted than 1 John. On the 

other hand one is hard pressed to find any books of Scripture more ignored and taught less 

than 2 and 3 John (the OT book of Obadiah and the NT book of Philemon might give them a 

challenge). Their brevity makes them easy to overlook, and it is not unusual to hear that 

nothing is lost if they are skipped over, since, after all, anything in them is addressed in 1 John. 

This judgment, however, is too hasty. While the first epistle of John rightly occupies the 

primary position among the three, 2 and 3 John make their own unique and important 

contributions as well. To neglect them is to miss the more complete picture the Holy Spirit 

wished to paint when he moved the apostle to pen all three.…Many first year Greek students 

have cut their teeth on 1 John because of the simplicity of the grammar and vocabulary.1 

AUTHOR 

1 John 1:1 (KJV) That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have 

seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled, of the Word of 

life. 

The writer doesn’t identify himself by name. Rather, he identifies himself by his acts. The writer: 

• Heard Jesus speak. 

• Was a witness of the acts of Jesus 

• Witnessed Jesus resurrection. 

• Described Jesus as the “Word” (Jn 1:1; 1Jn 1:1 

I will make a very bold statement and say that 1 John is the work of the Holy Spirit and an Apostle…the 

Apostle John. Bold, you say. Well, it is a bold statement as the author does not identify himself. 

Therefore, theologians, commentators, and biblical scholars all agree that First John is the work of the 

Apostle John when considering the content of the letter, the writing style, and the Gospel of John. The 

early church fathers and witnesses point to John. However, modern scholarship denies that the writer of 

the Gospel and this epistle were written by the same man. Nevertheless, their arguments have been proven 

 

1 Daniel L. Akin, 1, 2, 3 John, vol. 38, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman 

Publishers, 2001), 21–22. 
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inconclusive through time. I will side with the early acceptance that the Apostle John was the author of 

these epistles and the early witness and inclusion of the letters in early writings of the church fathers. 

DATE 

Once again, the date is uncertain. However, most consider that these epistles were written after the Gospel 

of John and before John was tasked with writing the Revelation of Jesus Christ. There are two schools of 

thought concerning the date: early or late. Some believe John’s epistles were written between 60-65 AD, 

while others believe a much later, latter part of the century, 80-90 AD. After reading exhausting research, 

I lean towards the latter dates as I believe it is clear that the Revelation was written in the late 90’s AD. 

AUDIENCE 

The letter was almost certainly sent to Christians in Ephesus where John was ministering, to the churches 

in Asia Minor (western Turkey), and , in my opinion, to the churches mentioned in the Revelation of 

Jesus Christ, were included as the target audience.2 However, since the audience is not identified in the 

letter, this is pure conjecture on my part. 

THEME 

1 John 2:26 (KJV) These things have I written unto you concerning them that seduce you. 

27 But the anointing which ye have received of him abideth in you, and ye need not that any 

man teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things, and is truth, and is no lie, 

and even as it hath taught you, ye shall abide in him. 

PURPOSE AND CONTENT 

While the author and dating of the letter require greater investigation, the purpose of the letter is very 

clear. While reading 1 John, and 2 John, Gnosticism was making inroads in the local church. Docetism, a 

form of proto-Gnosticism, arose within the church. 

Gnosticism - A variety of second-century ad religions whose participants believed that people 

could only be saved through revealed knowledge, or γνῶσις (gnōsis). Gnostics also held a 

negative view of the physical or material world. Early church fathers, such as Irenaeus, deemed 

Gnosticism heretical.3 

They began to write their own epistles in support of their religious views. Some works by the Gnostics 

included the Gospel of Thomas and Gospel of Judas. 

The Gnostic’s therefore, were a threat to the young church. Gnosticism is based on the Greek 

dualistic concept that all matter is evil and only spirit is good. Following this thought, 

Gnosticism concludes that for God to be truly good, He had to be pure spirit and could not 

have created a material universe. Therefore, a lesser god, an emanation from the true God, 

must have created it. The God of the Old Testament was one of these emanations that are 

called demiurges, and so was a lesser god than the ultimate God. 

 

2 Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. 

3 Zachary G. Smith, “Gnosticism,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: 

Lexham Press, 2016). 

https://ref.ly/logosres/lbd?hw=Gnosticism
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This form of dualism influenced their view of Jesus. Recognizing His deity, they concluded 

that Jesus could not have had a physical body. Corporeality would require God to come in 

contact with the “evil” material world. This teaching was called Docetism (from dokeo, 

“seem” or “have the appearance”) and claimed that Jesus only appeared to have a physical 

body, but in reality was a spirit and so did not suffer and die on the cross. He only appeared to 

have done so.26 

This epistle was written to encourage and strengthen believers and churches. 

 

The Docetists denied that Jesus had actually become flesh and blood; they denied that God 

had come in a human body (see 4:1–3). According to Irenaeus, Cerinthus “represented Jesus 

as having not been born of a virgin, but as being the son of Joseph and Mary according to the 

ordinary course of human generation, while he nevertheless was more righteous, prudent, and 

wise than other men. Moreover, after his baptism, Christ descended upon him in the form of 

a dove from the Supreme Ruler, and that then he proclaimed the unknown Father, and 

performed miracles. But at last Christ departed from Jesus, and that then Jesus suffered and 

rose again, while Christ remained impassable, inasmuch as he was a spiritual being” (Against 

Heresies, 3.4). John refuted the Cerinthian heresy in 5:5–8 (see the comments at that point in 

the commentary). 

The heretical faction within the church (or churches) that John was addressing eventually left 

the fellowship. In so doing, they exposed the reality that they did not genuinely belong to 

God’s family (2:18–19). But their false teachings still lingered in the minds of the faithful. So 

John wrote to clear the air of all the falsehoods and bring the believers back to the pure 

beginning of the gospel and to the basics of the Christian life.4 

KEY THOUGHT/CENTRAL MESSAGE 

John’s task therefore was to urged his readers to maintain a proper relationship with those that had 

actually been with Jesus Christ. 

• to have fellowship with God in the light 

• to confess their sins 

• to love God 

• to love their fellow Christians 

• to abide in Christ 

• to purify themselves from worldly lusts 

• to know God personally and experientially 

• to appreciate the gift of eternal life 

• to follow the Spirit of truth (and the anointing) in discerning false teachings 

• to esteem Jesus Christ as the true God5 

PARALLEL PASSAGES 

 

26 BDAG, 254–55; G. Kittel, “δοκέω, δόξα, δοξάζω,” TDNT 2:233. 

4 Bruce B. Barton and Grant R. Osborne, 1, 2 & 3 John, Life Application Bible Commentary (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale 

House, 1998), 5–6. 

5 IBID, 6 
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Old Testament Quotes 1 John 

• Is 2:5; Ps 104:2 1Jn 1:7 

• Job 15:14; Jer 2:35 1Jn 1:8 

• Ps 32:5; 51:3; 143:1; Pr 28:13;  1Jn 1:9 

• Pr 4:19 1Jn 2:10 

• Ec 4:8; 5:11 1Jn 2:16 

• Deu 13:13 1Jn 2:19 

• Is 53:11-12 1Jn 3:5 

• Ge 3:15 1Jn 3:8 

• Ge 4:4, 8; Ps 38:20; Pr 29:10 1Jn 3:12 

• Deu 15:7 1Jn 317 

• Ez 33:31 1Jn 3:18 

• Jer 29:8 1Jn 4:1 

• Pr 10:24 1Jn 5:14 

THE KEY VERSE/PASSAGE 

Key Verse/s 

1 John 2:4 (KJV) He that saith, I know him, and keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and 

the truth is not in him. 

1 John 2:13 (KJV) I write unto you, fathers, because ye have known him [that is] from the 

beginning. I write unto you, young men, because ye have overcome the wicked one. I write unto 

you, little children, because ye have known the Father. 

1 John 2:18 (KJV) Little children, it is the last time: and as ye have heard that antichrist shall 

come, even now are there many antichrists; whereby we know that it is the last time. 

1 John 2:24 (KJV) Let that therefore abide in you, which ye have heard from the beginning. If 

that which ye have heard from the beginning shall remain in you, ye also shall continue in the 

Son, and in the Father. 

1 John 3:11 (KJV) For this is the message that ye heard from the beginning, that we should love 

one another. 

Key Word/s & Phrases 

• Jesus Christ 1Jo 1:3,7; 2:1, 22; 3:23; 4:2-3; 5:1, 6, 20 

• God 1Jo 1:5; 2:5, 14, 17; 3:1-2, 8-10, 16-17, 20-21; 4:1-4, 6-12, 15-16, 20-21; 

5:1-5 , 9-13, 18-20 

• Lord  

• Faith 1Jo 5:4 

• Grace  

• Word 1Jo 1:1, 10; 2:5, 7, 14; 3:18; 5:7 

• Righteousness 1Jo 2:29; 3:7, 10 

• Mercy  

• Love 1Jo 2:5, 15; 3:1,1,4,6-18,3; 4:7-12,6-21; 5:2-3 

• Works 1Jo 3:8, 12 

• Perfect 1Jo 4:17-18 

• Trial  
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• Salvation  

• Promise 1Jo 2:25 

• Heavens  

• False prophets 1Jo 4:1 

• Last days/time 1Jo 2:18 

• Knowledge  

• Destroyed/destruction 1Jo 3:8 

• Judgment 1Jo 4:17 

• Life 1Jo 1:1-2; 2:16, 25; 3:14-16; 5:11-13, 16, 20 

• Beginning 1Jo 1:1; 2:7, 13-14, 24; 3:8, 11 

• Light 1Jo 1:5, 7; 2:8-10 

• Children 1Jo 2:1, 12-13, 18, 28; 3:7, 10,18; 4:4; 5:2, 21 

OUTLINE 

I. PROLOGUE: THE CALL TO FELLOWSHIP (1:1–4) 

II. PREAMBLE: LIVING IN Fellowship with God (1:5–2:11) 

A. Staying on the Path: Walking in God’s Light (1:5–2:2) 

B. Reaching the Goal: Knowing the God of Light (2:3–11) 

III. PURPOSE: The readers must Resist the Antichrists 2:12–27) 

A. By Recognizing Their Spiritual Assets (2:12–14) 

B. By Recognizing Their Spiritual Adversaries (2:15–27) 

1. Resisting the World (2:15–17) 

2. Resisting the Antichrists (2:18–27) 

IV. Body of the Epistle: The Life That Leads to Boldness Before Christ’s Judgment Seat (2:28–4:19) 

A. The Theme Verse: Abide to Be Bold (2:28) 

B. By Learning to See God’s Children (2:29–3:10a) 

C. By Learning to See Christian Love (3:10b-23) 

1. What Love Is Not (3:10b-15) 

2. What Love Is (3:16–18) 

3. What Love Does for Believers (3:19–23) 

D. By Learning to See the God of Love (3:24–4:16) 

1. God’s Indwelling Affirmed (3:24) 

2. God’s Spirit Recognized (4:1–6) 

3. God’s Indwelling Recognized (4:7–16) 

E. Conclusion: Having Boldness at the Judgment Seat (4:17–19) 

V. Conclusion: LEARNING How to LIVE OBEDIENTLY (4:20–5:17) 

A. What Loving Our Brothers Means (4:20–5:3a) 

B. What Actually Empowers Our Love (5:3b-15) 
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C. What Faith and Love Can Do for Our Brother (5:16–17) 

VI. Epilogue: Christian Certainties (5:18–21)6 

 

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

Society, 1999), 40–41. 


