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1 JOHN 

BELIEVE IT LIVE IT 
 

 

Date Passage 
BELIEVE IT 

Core Teaching About God 
LIVE IT 

Core Application 

11 April 
 
LIGHT 

1 John 
1:1-2:2 

God is Light vv.5-7 
The light has come into the 
world – Jesus.  
John is an eyewitness vv.1-4 

Open our lives to Jesus and his light.  
We then don’t have to pretend that 
we are good but confess our sin. 
vv.8-10 
God forgives 2:1-2 

18 April 
 
OBEDIENCE 

1 John 
2:3-14 

God issues commands for our 
good vv.3-8 

Keep his commands vv.3-8 
Walk in the light vv.8-14 
Love your brothers and sisters vv.9-
11 
Encouragements vv.12-14 

25 April 
 
TRUTH 

1 John 
2:15-29 

God is more important than the 
things of this world vv.15-17 
Jesus is God’s chosen one 
If you believe in the Son you 
also will know the Father vv.18-
25 

There are people who don’t love 
God and don’t love Jesus. Don’t 
follow them; follow Jesus vv15-29 

2 May 
 
PURITY 

1 John 
3:1-24 

God loves us so much he wants 
us to be his children vv.1-3 
God is sinless vv.4-6 
We know love because Jesus 
Christ laid down his life for us 
v.16 

Love others generously/lavishly 
because God has loved us.v16-18 
God’s children always seek to do 
what is right and purify 
themselves.vv1-3,9,10 

9 May 
 
LOVE 
 
MOTHERS 
DAY 

1 John 
4:1-21 

God is love v.16 
Jesus is God come to us as a 
human being v.2 

We love because he first loved us 
v.19 
Be aware there are people who 
don’t love Jesus vv.1,5,6 

16 May 
 
FAITH 

1 John 
5:1-21 

Believe Jesus is 
• the Christ vv.1,6 
• the Son of God vv.5,10,13,20 

Belief in Jesus means 
• born of God v.1,4,18 
• a desire to keep his commands 

vv.2-3 
• overcoming the world vv.4-5 
• we have eternal life vv.11,12,13,20 
• answered prayer vv.14-15 
• kept safe from the evil one v.18 
• being children of God v.19 
We have so many blessings when we 
believe in Jesus 
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NEW BIBLE COMMENTARY ON 1 JOHN 
by Rev’d Dr Leon Morris 

[adapted by Lynda Johnson 2021 for use within Noosa Anglican Church] 

 

Introduction 
 
This writing is usually called an ‘epistle’ or letter, but it has neither address nor 
signature. Indeed, it lacks so many characteristics of a letter that some scholars take 
‘epistle’ as no more than a courtesy title; they see it as a written sermon rather than 
a letter. Against this, however, now and then there appear passages which justify us 
in seeing it as a real letter (e.g. 2:1, 26), although a letter with some unusual features. 
Perhaps the explanation is that it was originally meant for more than one community. 
 
Authorship 
 
While the letter makes no claim about its authorship, and while the case cannot be 
proved beyond doubt, the most reasonable hypothesis is that it came from the pen 
of the apostle John. 
 
Occasion 
 
It is clear from the letter that its readers were being confronted with a form of false 
teaching which denied the incarnation. This error was evidently held by people who 
had been in the church but who had now seceded, for John speaks of them as ‘going 
out’ (2:19; 4:1). In the second century there appeared systems of thought now called 
Gnosticism, systems which took over both Christian and pagan ideas. They 
emphasized knowledge (Gk. gnōsis), and taught a way of salvation known only to the 
initiates. This included release from the material prison of the body, and an upward 
rise to God. There is dispute about how early Gnosticism appeared. It is very 
probable that it was much later than the time when this letter was written, but it did 
not spring out of empty air. Many of the teachings later included in the fully 
developed Gnostic systems were in circulation in the first century. 
 
John was opposing some such system, a system that included the idea that matter is 
inherently evil. God, being good, can have nothing to do with evil matter it was 
claimed. Therefore, he could not have been incarnate in Jesus Christ. Some held that 
Christ only seemed to live in the flesh (they were called ‘Docetists’ from the Gk. 
dokein, ‘to seem’). But it is probably too much to affirm that John is confronting 
Docetists, for there is nothing in this letter about a phantom body or the like. What 
he opposed seems to have been an early stage of the heresy that was to develop into 
Docetism. [p. 1397] People were denying the incarnation and John took this as very 
serious. Its effect was to take the heart out of Christianity, for if Christ did not really 
become a man and did not really die for us, then no atonement has been made for 
our sins. So John emphasized the reality of the incarnation. He also stressed the 
importance of upright living, and it appears that in their emphasis on knowledge 
some of the heretics held that conduct did not matter much. John made it clear that 
conduct is very important. 
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It would be wrong, however, to think that this letter is no more than a refutation of 
heresy. There is a very positive aim, as John tells us himself. He writes ‘so that you 
also may have fellowship with us... to make our joy complete’ (1:3-4). He makes this 
more specific when he says, ‘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’ (5:13). We may 
contrast this with the aim of the gospel: ‘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’ (Jn. 20:31). Whereas the gospel has an evangelistic aim, the letter is thus 
directed rather at bringing believers assurance and a true knowledge of what the 
faith implies. ‘The Gospel contains “signs” to evoke faith (20:30-31), and the letter 
tests by which to judge it’ (J. R. W. Stott, The Letters of John, TNTC [IVP, 1988], p. 26). 
John wrote to take away his readers’ anxieties as they came to realize what it meant 
to be a Christian. ‘In the first Epistle, John sets forth three marks of a true knowledge 
of God and of fellowship with God... These marks are, first, righteousness of life, 
second, brotherly love, and third, faith in Jesus as God incarnate’ (Search the 
Scriptures, 1967, p. 289). These three themes recur constantly. 
 
The letter is dominated by two great thoughts: God is light (1:5), and God is love (4:8, 
16). God is the source of light to the minds and of warmth to the hearts of his 
children. These children should accordingly live up to the highest standard; there is 
constant emphasis on this (e.g. 2:1-6; 3:3, 6, 9; 5:1-3). But the letter contains no 
harsh admonition. Rather, the writer addressed his readers with fatherly care and 
tender concern: ‘little children’; ‘beloved’; ‘little children, let no one deceive you’; 
‘little children, keep yourselves from idols’. 
 
Date 
 
There is very little by which to date the writing. The relation to the gospel is not 
definitive, for scholars differ as to whether it was written before or after the gospel. 
In any case the date of the gospel is uncertain. Many date 1 John towards the end of 
the first century, but J.A.T. Robinson argues for AD 60-65 (Redating the New 
Testament [SCM, 1976]). This may be right, but we cannot be sure. 
 
Outline 

 
April 11 1 John 1:1-2:2  Light 
April 18 1 John 2:3-14  Obedience 
April 25 1 John 2:15-29  Truth 
May 2  1 John 3:1-24  Purity 
May 9  1 John 4:1-21  Love 
May 16 1 John 5:1-21  Faith 
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WEEK 1 – LIGHT 
 
 
1:1-4 These verses, one highly compressed and complicated sentence in the Greek, 
form a prologue to the whole. John outlines some of the ideas he will develop as the 
letter unfolds. 
 
1:1 The opening Greek word, translated that which, is neuter. It thus appears to refer 
to the gospel message rather than to a person. But John goes on to speak of hearing, 
seeing and even touching, which makes it necessary for us to think of Jesus. This is 
the case also with the Word of life, for while this term might well mean the gospel 
message, we must bear in mind that Jesus is called both ‘the Word’ and ‘the life’ (Jn. 
1:1; 14:6), it is said that ‘in him was life, and that life was the light of men’ (Jn. 1:4). 
This unusual opening, then, reminds us both of the gospel and of him on whom the 
gospel centres. 
 
From the beginning shows that the gospel is no afterthought. It was always in God’s 
plan. John moves on to the factuality of it all, which is his main point. The gospel is 
concerned not with some mythical figure like the shadowy forms in the Greek 
mysteries, but with a genuine historical person. He had been heard and seen and 
touched (cf. Lk. 24:39; Jn. 20:20, 24-27). There is a steadily increasing emphasis on 
the reality of Jesus. John is referring not to visions, but to physical existence. So he 
refers to that which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we 
have looked at and our hands have touched. We is used frequently in this letter (it 
appears in 51 of 105 verses according to Brown, Epistles of John p. 158). The change 
of subject from we to our hands may be no more than stylistic, but there may be an 
emphasis on the physical contact; it was what our hands did. 
 
1:2 John has the habit of emphasizing an idea by the simplest of devices, repetition. 
Here he begins a little aside by taking up life, the last word of v 1, and repeating it 
three times in three lines. It is life that he is writing about, but not life in general 
terms. It is the life that appeared that is his interest; he is clearly referring to the 
coming of Jesus who could describe himself as ‘the life’ (Jn. 14:6). And not only did 
the life appear; the writer can say we have seen it. He has already spoken of seeing it 
(and will do so again in v 3; he loves to hammer in an idea). Further, he and those 
with him who saw it testify to it, and they proclaim it. He has already spoken of it as 
‘from the beginning’. Now he puts the same thought another way when he speaks of 
the eternal life. And he carries on with his repetitions when he says that the life 
appeared. In the gospel Jesus is called ‘the life’ (Jn. 14:6) and similarly here it is Jesus 
to whom witness is borne and who is proclaimed. This might be our conclusion also 
from the expression with the Father, where the construction is the same as that used 
of ‘the Word’ in Jn. 1:1. Father is, of course, the characteristic Christian designation 
of God. It is found twelve times in this letter. 
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1:3 Once again John speaks of what we have seen and heard. We should not overlook 
his emphasis on being an eyewitness nor the fact that this is linked with proclaim to 
you. It is impossible to make good sense of this if we think of we as meaning ‘we 
Christians’. It must mean only those believers who actually saw Jesus in the flesh. 
These proclaim what they saw to the rest of the church. Something of John’s aim 
follows: so that you also may have fellowship with us. He immediately goes on to 
speak of our fellowship as with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. The basic 
idea in fellowship (Gk. koinōnia) is that of possessing something in common, i.e. of 
partnership or sharing. It is often used of business affairs (cf. Lk. 5:10). Christian 
fellowship means sharing the common life in Christ through the Holy Spirit. It binds 
believers to one another, but the important thing is that it binds them also to God. 
We should not miss the fact that the fellowship is ongoing. The apostles had 
fellowship with Christ and thus with God. Then they brought others to believe and 
thus brought them into the same fellowship (a process which carries on to this day). 
The fellowship in question is fellowship... with the Father and with his Son, Jesus 
Christ. Thus, early in the letter Jesus Christ is linked closely with the Father. One of 
John’s strong emphases is on the high place of Christ and he loses no time in bringing 
it forward. 
 
1:4 There is some emphasis on both we and write. The message is in a precise and 
abiding form and it is written by those who had full authority to write. There is some 
MS support for reading ‘your’ joy, but our joy is probably correct. It is only as John 
brings his friends into the kind of fellowship of which he has just written that his own 
joy is full, and, of course, the same is true of them. ‘Your joy’ and ‘our joy’ go 
together. For both, true joy comes only from fellowship with God. John has made it 
clear that his purpose is to bring his readers into fellowship with God and with other 
believers. He proceeds to deduce from the nature of God the conditions of 
fellowship. 
 
1:5 God is light.  This is the message marks [p. 1399] what follows as important; 
indeed, it sums up the Christian message. That message is derivative (we have heard 
from him) and is not due to original thinking on the part of the apostles or others. 
The meaning of him presents us with a problem and one that will recur throughout 
this letter. There is no obvious antecedent. The Father and the Son were both 
mentioned in v 3 and either could be in mind here. Perhaps it is a little more likely 
that the Son is meant, but we can scarcely say more; the two are certainly closely 
connected. 
 
The content of the message is summed up in the words God is light (cf. Jn. 8:12; 9:5) 
to which is attached (in a manner reminiscent of the fourth gospel where the positive 
and the negative are often linked like this) in him there is no darkness at all (cf. Ps. 
27:1; Jn. 1:4-9). Light occurs often in the gospel, but there it tends to be linked to the 
Son rather than, as here, to the Father. It is found six times in this letter (1:5, 7 twice; 
2:8, 9, 10). To say that God is light is to draw attention to his uprightness, his 
righteousness. Light is a natural symbol for attractive righteousness, just as darkness 
is for the blackness of sin. There is an emphatic double negative with darkness; there 
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is no darkness whatever in God; he is all light. There is probably also the thought that 
our lives are exposed to the illumination that streams for God. Nothing is hidden 
from him (cf. Ps. 90:8). Because he is light it is important that his people ‘walk in the 
light’ (7). 
 
1:6-7 The first error.  John is fond of bringing out his point by making a supposition 
and here he has a string of clauses beginning with if (6-10; again in 2:1). He deals with 
three obstacles to fellowship, the first of which centres on the claim that we have 
fellowship with God. John has already said that his purpose is that his readers may 
enjoy this fellowship (3). Now he makes it clear that words alone do not bring 
fellowship with God. 6 If anyone claims to have this fellowship but walks (‘continues 
to walk’) in the darkness, then, since God is light, he lies (cf. 2:21-22). More than a 
comfortable religious feeling is needed. We must test our feelings by the revelation 
God has given. The error John is denouncing is that of refusing to accept the light God 
has given in the revelation made through the prophets, apostles and others, 
preferring the darkness of one’s own way. This positive is driven home with the 
negative: ‘we do not do the truth’ (the NIV paraphrases the Greek with do not live by 
the truth). This unusual expression is also found in Jn. 3:21 (and in the Qumran 
scrolls). We speak of ‘telling the truth’ but truth can be a quality of action as well as 
of speech. The truth that God has made known must be lived out in the lives of his 
servants. 7 Now comes the contrary supposition, namely that we really walk in the 
light. Walking is a metaphor for the whole way of life. It brings out the truth that the 
Christian should make steady, if unspectacular, progress. To walk in the light is to live 
righteously day by day. Here it is reinforced in the strongest way possible: as he is in 
the light (cf. Mt. 5:48). It is just not good enough to live with our eyes firmly fixed on 
some decent but merely human standard; the Christian is the servant of God and 
thus his standards are God’s standards. The Christian lives in a God–like way. After 
the denial of fellowship with God for those who walk in darkness (6) we expect the 
thought that those who walk in the light really do enjoy fellowship with God. Instead 
we find that they have fellowship with one another. They will, of course, have 
fellowship with God (cf. v 3), but the way John puts it brings out the truth that the 
fellowship believers enjoy with one another is of great worth. To this John adds, the 
blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin (or ‘every sin’, the Gk. could mean 
either). The word sin occurs in this short letter seventeen times (seventeen times also 
in John’s gospel; the only NT writings with more occurrences are Romans and 
Hebrews). The human name Jesus is coupled with his Son, which brings out the 
Saviour’s uniqueness; we should miss the significance of neither the name nor the 
title. Purifies is in a continuous tense; it conveys the thought of a purification that 
takes place day by day, not a once–for–all cleansing. John is not saying that believers 
attain sinless perfection (cf. vs 9-10), but that when they ‘walk in the light’ (i.e. live 
close to God) their sins are cleansed. Even the greatest of saints need cleansing. This 
cleansing comes from the atoning death of Jesus; the blood does not mean life 
released from the flesh as has sometimes been claimed, but life yielded up in death. 
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1:8-9 The second error. 8 John puts the second error simply: if we claim to be 
without sin. More literally this is ‘if we say that we have no sin’, an unusual 
expression (found elsewhere Jn. 9:41; 15:22, 24; 19:11; the NIV paraphrases). ‘To 
have sin’ means more than ‘to commit sin’; it refers to the inner principle of which 
sinful acts are the outward manifestation. Sin persists. Sin clings to the sinner. The 
positive statement is reinforced by a following negative, the truth is not in us (as also 
in the preceding and following statements). When we say that we have no sin we 
deceive ourselves (we certainly deceive no one else!), and the truth is not in us. Truth 
is viewed dynamically; it can take up its abode in people who love truth. But to say 
such a false thing as that we have no sin makes it impossible for truth to dwell in us. 
Modern fallacies claim that sin is a disease or a weakness, something due to heredity 
or environment, necessity or the like; people come to regard sin as their fate, not 
their [p. 1400] fault. Such people deceive themselves. 9 In contrast we may confess 
our sins. The plural is significant: we confess specific sins, not simply that we sin. And 
because God is faithful and just (cf. Dt. 32:4; Mi. 7:18-20; Rom. 3:25) he forgives. He 
can be thoroughly relied upon. Nothing is said as to the way in which he will purify us 
from all unrighteousness, but v 7 is still in mind. It is the blood of Jesus that cleanses. 
Nothing else can remove our stains. 
 
1:10 The third error. The next supposition is that we have not sinned. All God’s 
dealings with people rest on the basis that they are sinners in need of salvation (cf. 
Rom. 3:23). To deny that we have sinned is to make him out to be a liar. Put 
negatively this means his word has no place in our lives. In many parts of the Bible 
the ‘word’ has a dynamic character. It effects God’s purpose (cf. Is. 55:11). Those who 
deny that they are sinners thus make out that God is a liar and they show by that fact 
that God’s effectual word is not in them. 
 
2:1-2 The propitiation for sins. 1 John often calls his correspondents ‘children’; here 
he has the affectionate diminutive, ‘my little (NIV dear) children’ (Gk. teknia; the 
word occurs 7 times in 1 John and once, perhaps twice, in all the rest of the NT). He 
writes so that you will not sin. Earlier John told them that he and those with him 
proclaimed the message so that his readers may enjoy fellowship with them (1:3), 
and that he has written so that his joy may be complete (1:4). This third statement 
fits in with the others for sin disrupts fellowship and destroys joy. Sin and vital 
Christianity are incompatible (cf. 3:6, 9; 5:18). But, while Christians do not live in sin, 
they never in this life become completely sinless (1:8). The closer we come to God 
the more sensitive our consciences become and the more we realize that we are 
sinners. A paradoxical consequence of this is that we now come to appreciate the 
fact that in our sinful state we are unworthy to approach our great and holy God. We 
need help. And John assures us that we have the help we need. When we sin, we 
have one who speaks to the Father in our defence (Gk. paraklētos). The term has a 
legal ring; it often means the counsel for the defence; it is the friend at court. ‘The 
image is that of the royal court at which a suppliant needs someone greater than 
himself, one who has the ear of the king, to plead his cause’ (J. L. Houlden, A 
Commentary on the Johannine Epistles [Black, 1973], p.64). Its use shows that sinners 
are in no good case; they are in the wrong with the Father and they need 
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deliverance. Their deliverer is Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. We might have 
expected ‘the Merciful One’ or the like but it is consistent NT teaching that God 
forgives in a way that is just. Forgiveness does not avoid the moral law but 
establishes it.  
2 Christ is also ‘the propitiation for our sins’ (AV(KJV). Most modern translations 
obscure the meaning by choosing terms that refer to the removal of guilt or 
punishment, whereas the word (Gk. hilasmos) means the removal of wrath (cf. the 
NIV mg.). There is a divine wrath against all sin (cf. Rom. 1:18) and forgiveness does 
not mean ignoring this. Propitiation, the turning away of anger, is not the whole story 
of Christ’s saving work, but it is a genuine and important part of it, a truth which 
much modern theology overlooks. And Christ made ample provision; his propitiation 
avails for the sins of the whole world. 
 
Those who object to the idea of propitiation often do so on the grounds that this 
means pitting Jesus against the heavenly Father. This, of course, is not the case. The 
Father and the Son are at one in the way salvation is effected as in all else. There is a 
divine wrath against all evil and if sinners are to be forgiven something must be done 
about this. One aspect of God’s forgiveness concerns his anger against sin (Ps. 78:38), 
and one aspect of Christ’s atoning work concerns the divine wrath against evil. Both 
Father and Son see sin as serious, and in his atoning work Jesus was doing the will of 
the Father (cf. Heb. 10:7). 
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WEEK 2 – OBEDIENCE 
 
2:3-6 Obedience. 3 Now comes a test by which we can know whether, in spite of our 
failures, we are in right relationship with God, and this test is whether we obey his 
commands (again in v 4; 3:22, 24; 5:3; cf. 5:2). If we really know God, this will have a 
powerful effect on our daily lives. Knowledge is an important theme in this letter; the 
verb ‘to know’ (Gk. ginōskō) occurs twenty–five times (and oida, another verb 
meaning ‘to know’, fifteen times). The knowledge of God is not some mystic vision or 
intellectual insight; it is manifested when we obey his commandments. Obedience is 
not spectacular, but it is at the basis of all true Christian service. 4 Anyone who claims 
to have this knowledge but does not do what he commands, John says forthrightly, is 
a liar. He underlines this by adding, the truth is not in him. 
 
5 By contrast, God’s love is truly made complete in the person who obeys his word. 
This does not mean that Christianity is a form of legalism. It means that God has 
revealed himself in Christ who is his Word (1:1; Jn. 1:1), and that the coming of Christ 
is a challenge to our whole way of life. We are challenged to abandon all self–seeking 
and to take up our cross; nothing less will do. We anticipate that John will say 
something about the obedient person’s having the truth of God in him. Instead we 
find that God’s love is in that person and not only in him but ‘truly made perfect’ 
(REB) in him. Love (Gk. agapē) is stressed throughout this letter. It occurs eighteen 
times, which is more than in any [p. 1401] other book in the NT (next is 1 Corinthians, 
fourteen times). In such a short book this is very significant. Love is primarily seen in 
the divine self–giving of Christ (4:10), but the term can also signify the human 
response to what God has done; perhaps both are in mind here. Love is seen in 
obedience, for love delights to do God’s will. 
 
At the end of the verse John introduces a new concept: knowing that we are in him 
(in God? in Christ? John probably does not put much difference between the two at 
this point). He has spoken of fellowship with him (1:3), of walking in the light (1:7) 
and of knowing him (2:3), but we should not see these as so many different and 
unrelated ideas. If we are in him we enjoy fellowship with him, we know him, and we 
walk in the light. 6 We can be sure of all this if we walk as Jesus did. The Greek means 
‘he did’ but the NIV is probably right in saying Jesus did. 
 
2:7-11 Loving and hating. 7-8 Dear friends, an expression that occurs six times in this 
letter, accords with the writer’s stress on love. He does not spell out what he means 
by the command, but there is no doubt that he refers to the command to love (cf. 
4:21; Jn. 15:12). This is no novelty but the message you have heard. It is fundamental 
to the Christian way and thus was taught from the first. But there is always a 
freshness about it and thus it is a new command (cf. Jn. 13:34). The old 
commandment has a new urgency for those for whom Christ died. The command was 
first fulfilled by Christ (its truth is seen in him), who puts a like love into the hearts of 
his followers (and you). Thus, our attitude to other people shows whether we are in 
the darkness that is passing away or in the true light that is already shining. To live in 
love is to walk in the light, to walk surefootedly, for love rids the heart of all that 



 12 

would make us stumble. Love and light go together. 9-11 If anyone hates his brother, 
he is on the wrong track (let him say what he will), a track that can lead only to ruin 
for hatred blinds the eyes. The repetition of the darkness is important; we must not 
miss the connection between hatred and darkness. 
 
2:12-14 The family of faith. Two sequences, each with a threefold address, to 
children, fathers, and young men follow. Considerable ingenuity has been expended 
on the way we should understand these terms and on the change of tense from ‘I 
write’ to ‘I wrote’ (in the Gk. of vs 13c, 14). It may be argued that knowledge accords 
with fathers, and strength with young men. But as all the qualities ought to be found 
in all believers it is best to regard the division as a stylistic device, adding emphasis. 
‘All Christians are (by grace, not nature) children in innocence and dependence on 
the heavenly Father, young men in strength, and fathers in experience’ (C. H. Dodd, 
The Johannine Epistles [Hodder, 1946], pp. 38-39). John’s readers have the 
forgiveness of sins, the knowledge of God, the word of God abiding in them, and 
victory over the evil one. 
 
 

  



 13 

WEEK 3 – TRUTH 
 
 
2:15-17 Love for the world. 15 John emphasizes world by using the word three times 
in this verse and another three times in the two succeeding verses. It is an important 
concept (in this letter he uses the term twenty–three times). Do not love the world, 
he says, and some see a contradiction here with ‘God so loved the world’ (Jn. 3:16). 
But that passage speaks of God’s love for all people, whereas this one is concerned 
with setting one’s heart on worldliness. John makes two points: first, love for the 
world in this sense is incompatible with love for the Father (cf. Jas. 4:4), and 
secondly, in any case the world and all that is in it are temporary. 
 
16 The cravings of sinful man (lit. ‘the lust of the flesh’) points to the gratification of 
our fleshly desires. The lust of his eyes is the strong desire for what is seen, for the 
outward form of things; it is the lust after the superficial. The boasting of what he has 
and does (lit. ‘the boastfulness of life’) is the empty haughtiness of the worldly–
minded. (With these three things compare the three things that led Eve to disobey 
God; Gn. 3:6.) None of these has its origin in God (not from the Father). They are all 
from the world, that world that is but a passing show on its way to ruin. Everything 
points to totality: evil is found throughout the world. 
17 By contrast, whoever does the will of God lives for ever. Obedience is an important 
part of eternal life. 
 
 
2:18-27 The Christian and the antichrist 
 
2:18-19 Many antichrists. 18 There is no article with hour. John is saying ‘this is last 
hour’, by which he probably means ‘this is a last hour’. Human history proceeds by 
periods of slow unfolding until a crisis is reached, an age is ended, a new age begins, 
and we say, ‘It can never be the same again.’ John is affirming that such a last hour 
has come. He sees evidence in the appearance not simply of the antichrist, but of 
many antichrists. The early church clearly expected that a mighty figure of evil, the 
antichrist, would appear at the end of time (cf. ‘the man of lawlessness’, 2 Thes. 2:3). 
John uses the term four times (and once in 2 John) but he is not interested in the 
future evil individual. His concern is for his readers, and he stresses for them the fact 
that the spirit of antichrist is already abroad. The situation is the same today. 
 
19 These many antichrists had been members of the church. They had belonged to 
the [p. 1402] visible organization, but John is quick to say they did not really belong to 
us. Their membership had been purely outward. This surely implies the doctrine of 
‘the church invisible’ though that terminology is centuries later. 
 
2:20-21 Knowledge of the truth. 20 You have an anointing from the Holy One is 
another way of saying that all have received the gift of the Holy Spirit. The Holy One is 
an unusual expression but there can be no doubt but that it refers to the Holy Spirit. 
The result is that ‘all of you have knowledge’ (NRSV; the Gk. does not add ‘the truth’ 
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as the NIV does; the mg. ‘you know all things’ has less support). The illumination 
given by the Spirit means that in Christianity there is no enlightened elite on whom 
all others depend. Every believer has knowledge. 
 
21 John has this truth well in mind as he proceeds to the central teaching of the 
heresy he is opposing. While we do not know exactly what the false teachers taught, 
they clearly denied the reality of the incarnation. There were some false teachers in 
early days who held that there was a divine Christ who came down on the man Jesus 
at his baptism, but left him before the crucifixion. John was not perhaps opposed by 
people holding exactly this belief, but they held something like it. 
 
2:22-23 The lie. 22 They denied that Jesus is the Christ and this is fundamental. The 
person who goes wrong here is not to be depended on anywhere; that person is the 
antichrist—he denies the Father and the Son. The evidence that in Jesus of Nazareth 
God and humanity are indissolubly united is so strong that anyone who will not 
accept it is fundamentally astray and is guilty of the radical lie. 23 Without a right 
view of the Son we cannot have a right view of the Father. If Jesus is not the very Son 
of God and one with the Father, then it is not the love of God that we see revealed in 
his life and death; in that case it would be only the love of a good man that is seen. It 
is only as we receive Christ that we become children of God (Jn. 1:12), so that if we 
reject him we are not members of the family of God. We then have no right to call 
God our Father. 
 
2:24-27 Remaining in God. 24 What you have heard from the beginning points us 
back to the simple gospel message. If John’s readers let that remain (the Gk. verb 
occurs twenty–four times in this letter) in them then they will remain in the Son and 
in the Father. 
 
25 In this way God’s promise of eternal life is fulfilled. 26 What the false teachers 
were saying would lead the new believers away from the truth. That is why John is 
writing; he will not allow the false teachers to wreck the lives of the new believers 
who mean so much to him. 27 John has already spoken of the anointing (20). It is 
owing to the enlightenment given by the Holy Spirit within them that believers have 
the knowledge that matters and that they remain in God. 
 
2:28-29 Confidence. John appeals to family relationship with ‘little children’ (Gk. 
teknia) and urges his readers to behave in the way that is appropriate at Christ’s 
second coming and which shows that they have been born [better, ‘begotten’] of 
him. Believers are not simply people who are trying to live a little better. They have 
been radically renewed, born all over again. The habitual practice of goodness is 
evidence of what God has done in them. 
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WEEK 4 – PURITY 
 
 
3:1-3 What we shall be. 1 The wonder of it all grips John. ‘Look!’ he says (the NIV 
paraphrases with How great), ‘Look at what love the Father has given us, that we 
should be called the children of God!’ And not only do we have the name; John goes 
on, ‘And we are!’ He leaves us with no doubt but that the divine call is an effectual 
call; we are what God calls us. This has a consequence: The world does not know us. 
The incompatibility of the world and the Christian way comes again and again in 
John’s writings (e.g. Jn. 15:18-16:4). The world’s failure to know Christ’s followers is 
not to be wondered at for it did not know him. Grammatically him should refer to the 
Father, but clearly John is referring to Christ. 2 His recognition of our present sonship 
does not blind John to the fact that the best is yet to be. When he appears we shall 
be like him, for we shall see him as he is. Grammatically he and him should refer back 
to God but it is more usual to speak of seeing Christ. Probably not too much should 
be made of this, however, for anyone who sees the Son sees also the Father (Jn. 
12:45; 14:9). 
 
3 To see God is to be transformed. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies 
himself. This is the only place in John’s letters where the word hope occurs; his 
concern in this letter is mainly with the believer’s present situation rather than his 
future hope. But this passage shows that John is aware of the importance of hope. He 
speaks of the hope as being ‘on’ (rather than ‘in’) him; the believer’s hope has a 
secure base. Again it is not certain whether him means God or Christ; but perhaps 
here John is not making a firm distinction between them. They are at one in this 
matter. He is making the point firmly that the believer’s hope rests on a solid 
foundation and that this has consequences for Christian living. To know God does not 
bring spiritual complacency, but purity of life. It is the pure in heart who see God (Mt. 
5:8). 
 
3:4 The necessity for right conduct.  The false teachers seem to have held that 
knowledge was all–important and that conduct [p. 1403] was a minor matter. But 
John insists that sin is evidence of wrong relationship to God. Sin, he says, is 
lawlessness, where the Greek construction implies that the two words are 
interchangeable. The law here is, of course, the law of God and the essence of sin is 
disregard for that law of God. It is the assertion of oneself against God’s revealed 
way, the preference for selfishness over the service of God. It is unlikely that John is 
referring to the law in the OT, the Torah, for he nowhere mentions this law and he 
appears to be writing to Gentiles, who would not easily pick up such a reference. He 
means rather a defiant violation of God’s moral law. Sin sets the sinner in opposition 
to God. 
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3:5-7 Christ and sin are incompatible. 
5 Christ came to take away our sins. He is completely hostile to evil, and in him is no 
sin. 
6 This has effects in the Christian for no one who lives in him keeps on sinning. We 
must not water down statements like this; the Christian has no business with sin and 
must never be complacent about it, even about occasional sin. But we should also 
notice that the present tense in Greek often has a continuous force and this appears 
to be its significance here: ‘no one who continually lives in him makes a habit of 
sinning’ and again, no one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him. 
John is not writing about individual acts of sin, but about habitual attitudes. The life 
we live reveals the source from which we draw our life. 
 
7 To hold otherwise is to be deceived. It is not a matter of right thinking or of wide 
knowledge or of holding that the body is unimportant so that it does not matter what 
the body does as long as the soul is pure. John firmly sweeps aside all such specious 
arguments. He who does what is right is righteous. And the standard is Christ: just as 
he is righteous.  
 
3:8-10 Children of the devil.  8 The other side of this coin is that He who does what is 
sinful is of the devil. Both does and has been sinning point to the habitual practice. 
John is writing about the habitual trend of the life. He goes on to say that the reason 
for Christ’s coming was to destroy the devil’s work. Destroy is not specific; it tells us 
that Jesus came to do away with the devil, but does not say how. But clearly the 
believer must not do the works of the devil. The follower of Jesus must side with the 
destroyer of the devil. 
 
9 Born of God points to divine action. There is something supernatural about the life 
of believers. They have been regenerated by nothing less than the power of God. 
Again we must give the present tenses their full force: no one who is born of God will 
continue to sin. Indeed, he cannot go on sinning. John has already repudiated the 
doctrine of sinless perfection (1:8, 10) and we must not interpret these words in such 
a way as to contradict those. But we must see that sin and the Christian are radically 
opposed. ‘John is arguing rather the incongruity than the impossibility of sin in the 
Christian’ (J. R. W. Stott, The Letters of John, TNTC [IVP, 1988], p.131; see also his 
Additional Note, pp. 134–140). Should a Christian sin that would be an act completely 
out of character. On this occasion John gives a reason for the believer’s inability to 
sin: God’s seed remains in him. It is very unusual to have the metaphor pressed in this 
way (this is the one occurrence of seed in this letter, but it has the verb rendered 
born ten times). It emphasizes the fact that there is a divine power at work in the 
believer. Remains shows that this is not occasional. It is God’s continuing gift to his 
people. It is possible to take God’s seed in the sense of ‘God’s children’ and in him as 
meaning ‘in God’ (as Moffatt, for example, does). But this view is less likely and it is 
rejected by Marshall, Stott and others. 
 
10 John rounds off this section by contrasting the children of God and the children of 
the devil. The test is whether we do right and love our brother or not. 
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3:11-18 Love one another 
 
3:11-15 The opposite of love. 11 Again John insists that love is the first command 
(from the beginning). It is at the very heart of the Christian message. 12 Look at what 
the lack of love does: Cain, who belonged to the evil one... murdered his brother, the 
logical consequence of his refusal to love (cf. Mt. 5:21-22). John’s answer to the 
question why did he murder him? is a penetrating critique of fallen human nature. It 
was no offence of Abel’s but his righteous life in the face of Cain’s bad life. (This is the 
last use of the ‘righteousness’ words in the letter; from this point the ‘love’ words 
abound.) Evil people do not love the highest when they see it. It accuses them and 
they crucify it. 13 Thus, John can go on: Do not be surprised [‘stop marvelling’ is the 
force of it], my brothers, if the world hates you. Christians usually find it difficult to 
understand this. When they act from the best of motives, with love in their hearts for 
their fellows, when they look for nothing for themselves, but offer the priceless gift 
of the gospel, the world does not respond with gratitude. It hates believers. 
 
14 The love—hate contrast continues; life and love go together. We know, John says; 
the fact that all Christians have knowledge is important and he brings it out many 
times. We have passed from death to life (cf. Jn. 5:24) is expressive and unusual. 
Unbelievers live in a condition that can only be called death. Not so believers. 
Believers have passed clean out of death and they live the life that really is life. The 
test whereby we may know that this has happened is that we love our [p. 1404] 
brothers. John keeps coming back to this thought. He reinforces it here with the 
corresponding negative: Anyone who does not love remains (the verb signifies a 
continuing state) in death. 
 
15 This is spelled out with an emphatic declaration about hate: Anyone who hates his 
brother is a murderer. Jesus said that the lustful look is adultery and that the angry 
word breaks the command ‘Do not murder’ (Mt. 5:21-22). John follows this example 
and goes to the deep roots of our actions. Hatred is of the essence of murder, and no 
murderer has eternal life in him (‘to take life is to forfeit life’, J. R. W. Stott, The 
Letters of John, TNTC [IVP, 1988], p. 146). This does not mean that a murderer cannot 
repent and find forgiveness. It means that no one in whom is the attitude that brings 
murder is the possessor of eternal life. The two are mutually exclusive. 
 
3:16-18 Love is practical. 16 We can know what love (in the specifically Christian 
sense) is only because of what we see on Calvary, where Jesus Christ (John actually 
says ‘that one’ but the NIV correctly understands this to refer to Jesus) laid down his 
life for us. Since the Christ to whom Christians owe their inspiration died in this way 
for us, we in our turn ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. No less a quality of 
love is demanded of the Christian. 
 
17 The actual laying down of life has been rarely called for (even in the first century 
most Christians were not called upon to die for their faith). But love has other outlets 
and it is constantly needed in daily life. The word translated material possessions (Gk. 
bion; only found here and in 2:16 in this letter) is not commonly used in this sense; it 
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more usually means ‘life’. But the meaning here is plain. See (Gk. theōre) means more 
than a passing glance. The person sees his brother for long enough to be sure of the 
situation. But he has no pity on him, more literally ‘shuts up his entrails from him’. 
The Greeks held that this part of the body was the special location of the emotions so 
that the use of the term indicates that the person was emotionally involved. For the 
Greeks in general this meant that the person was angry (though sometimes other 
emotions were in mind). For the Christians, however, this same expression conveyed 
the idea of being moved with compassion. If anyone fails to show compassion this 
shows that the love of God (which might mean either God’s love for us or our love for 
God) is not in him. 
 
18 Again we have the address Dear children, as John urges them to real love. Love is 
not simply a matter of the words we say. Actions and truth count for more than 
words or tongue. 
 
 
3:19-24 Confidence 
 
John reassures sensitive consciences. Believers should live before God not in 
trembling anxiety, but in calm confidence. 
 
19 Another test: this is the way we know that we belong to the truth (Gk. ‘we are of 
the truth’), the only place in the letter where the expression is applied to people 
(though it is used of words in 2:21). It signifies complete and utter honesty, and 
points to the truth of the gospel. To know that we belong to the truth is to receive 
assurance. 
 
20 If our hearts condemn us this is not the significant thing. It is God’s condemnation 
or approval that matters and he knows everything. He knows our motives and those 
deeds of love for which we may not dare to take any credit (cf. Mt. 25:37-40). He 
knows that we are his and it is this that is important, not our misigivings. (A less likely 
interpretation is that God, the Judge, knows all our misdeeds and will punish us.) 
 
21 The promises of God are such that there is no reason for uncertainty. We can rely 
on God and have confidence before him. Since we are his we have nothing to fear. 
 
22 Receiving answers to prayer does not at first sight follow on from the fact that our 
heart does not condemn us. But confidence is common to both, and answered prayer 
inevitably increases our confidence. Both obey and do are in continuous tenses. 
Power in prayer does not come from occasional bursts of obedience, but from lives 
of habitual obedience. Further, believers do what pleases him. This goes beyond the 
keeping of the commandments. Just as in the Sermon on the Mount there is a 
concern for the spirit of the commandments; it is not enough to keep the letter of 
the law. 
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23 His command is defined in terms of faith and love. The singular may indicate that 
‘but one thing is needful’; there is no great list of burdensome requirements. Further, 
faith and love are included in the one command; they belong together. Faith is in the 
name of his Son, Jesus Christ, where the name stands for the whole person; it is faith 
in all that Jesus is and does. The second part of the commandment is that we love 
one another. Love and the reciprocal responsibility of believers are two of the great 
themes of this letter. As he commanded us reinforces his command and emphasizes 
the fact that God is not indifferent to the way we live. The tense of believe (the 
aorist) points to the decisive act of faith, while love is in the present tense, signifying 
the continuing attitude. 
 
24 After the singular of v 23 we return to the plural, his commands. All who keep 
them live in him, and he in them. This mutual indwelling is another characteristic 
theme of this letter. How do we know that it has taken place? By the Spirit he gave 
us. The Spirit is given (not earned), and the Spirit gives assurance. 
 
 
  



 20 

WEEK 5 – LOVE 
 
4:1-6 The spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood 
 
How can believers tell those who are truly inspired from those who falsely claim that 
the Spirit is in them? The problem was not new, for there were false prophets in OT 
times, and again, Paul had had to give a ruling on when a person was speaking ‘by the 
Spirit of God’ (1 Cor. 12:3). 
 
1 Many false prophets have gone out into the world (cf. Mt. 7:15; 24:11, 24; Acts 
13:6). The religions of antiquity commonly claimed to have spirit–possessed men, but 
John warns that not everyone who claims to speak under inspiration is to be 
regarded as truly inspired. Believers must not accept every claim to inspiration, but 
test the spirits. That the false prophets had gone out may well mean that they had 
been church members but had left the church (2:9). 
 
2 The test is the attitude to Jesus Christ. If the Spirit of God is in the claimant to 
inspiration he will affirm that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh. More exactly he 
‘acknowledges Jesus as Christ come in the flesh’; the human Jesus is nothing less than 
the divine Christ. In the flesh underlines the reality of the incarnation; it is not simply 
that Jesus took human nature, but flesh (cf. Jn. 1:14; 2 Jn. 7). The spirit that confesses 
that Jesus Christ has so come is from God. This is not a human discovery but 
something God reveals. 
 
3 But there is such a thing as a spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus, i.e. a spirit that 
does not acknowledge ‘that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh’ (2); to deny the 
incarnation is to deny Jesus. The spirit that refuses this confession is not from God. In 
fact it is the spirit of the anti–christ. John has already said that there are many 
antichrists (2:18) and has given something of a definition: ‘he denies the Father and 
the Son’ (2:22). The thought here is similar: the essential point about the antichrist is 
his refusal to acknowledge that Jesus is the Christ, ‘come in the flesh’ (2). John’s 
readers appear to have understood the antichrist’s coming as future, but John sees it 
as a present reality; his even now, his already, and his in the world combine to 
emphasize the present. 
 
4 But there is no need for Christians to be fearful. You is emphatic; believers are set 
in strong contrast to the antichrists. Believers are from God, and they have overcome. 
This short letter has the verb ‘to overcome’ six times, which is more than any other 
NT book other than Revelation (seventeen times); the note of victory is unusually 
prominent. Here the verb is in the perfect tense, which shows that the victory is 
more than a passing phase; it is decisive and continuing. It comes about because the 
one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. The first one could be 
any member of the Godhead; all that we can say is that it is a divine person. The 
second cannot be any other than the devil. John is saying that God is more powerful 
by far than the devil and that those in whom God dwells accordingly overcome evil. 
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5 Once again John repeats a word for emphasis; world is the last word in v 4 and it 
occurs three times in this verse. It is with the world that his opponents are 
associated: they are from it, they speak from its viewpoint, and it forms their 
audience. 
 
6 Christians should not be surprised if such people do not listen to them. They are of 
the wrong party. But Christians do have their hearers. We is emphatic and sets those 
who are from God in strong contrast with others. There is also a contrast in the 
hearers; those who are from God are set over against whoever is not from God. Since 
this is the way the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood (Brown translates, ‘Spirit 
of Deceit’) are known it is a fair inference that these spirits live in the people 
previously indicated. 
 
4:7-21 God is love 
 
Love is very important for John and he puts emphasis on it throughout this letter. 
Here he does this by drawing attention to the fact that love is rooted in God, who is, 
in fact, love. 
 
4:7-12 Love one another 
 
7 John reinforces let us love one another with the reminder that love comes from 
God. Love, as Christians understand it, is not a human achievement; it is divine in 
origin, a gift from God. If anyone loves in this sense it shows that that person has 
been born of God and knows God. 
 
8 The negative underlines the point: Whoever does not love does not know God. The 
reason for this is one of the greatest statements in the whole Bible: God is love. This 
means more than ‘God is loving’ or that God sometimes loves. It means that he loves, 
not because he finds objects worthy of his love, but because it is his nature to love. 
His love for us depends not on what we are, but on what he is. He loves us because 
he is that kind of God, because he is love. 
 
9 This kind of love is not found everywhere, or indeed anywhere as a human 
achievement. We know it only because God showed it when he sent his one and only 
Son into the world. His purpose in doing this was to give us life. Life in the full sense 
comes to us through him alone. 
 
10 The real meaning of love and the real source of life are discerned only in the cross. 
It is not that we loved God. We will never find what this love is if we start from the 
human end (we is emphatic; not that we loved). We find it in that God loved us and 
sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice (better as the NIV mg. ‘the one who would turn 
aside his wrath’). To see what love [p. 1406] means we must see ourselves as sinners, 
and thus as the objects of God’s wrath, and yet as those for whom Christ died. ‘So far 
from finding any kind of contrast between love and propitiation, the apostle can 
convey no idea of love to anyone except by pointing to the propitiation’ (J. Denney, 
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The Death of Christ [Hodder and Stoughton, 1905], p. 276). It is one of the NT’s 
resounding paradoxes that it is God’s love that averts God’s wrath from us, and 
indeed that it is precisely in this averting of wrath that we see what real love is. 
 
11 This has consequences. When we see that God loves like this we (the word is 
emphatic) also ought to love one another. The mainspring of our love for other 
people is the divine love shown to us in Christ’s atoning work. Christians should love, 
not because all those they meet are attractive people, but because the love of God 
has transformed them and made them loving people. They should love now not 
because attractiveness in other people compels their love, but because, as Christians, 
it is their nature to love. 
 
12 Love for other people is very important as is clear from the fact that it is this love 
and not love for God that shows that God lives in us. That no one has ever seen God 
(cf. Jn. 1:18) does not deny the visions in the OT (e.g. Ex. 24:11). But such visions 
were partial and incomplete. It is in Christ that we see God. And when we love, God 
lives in us. Indeed, his love is made complete (i.e. reaches its aim) in us, a staggering 
statement. 
 
4:13-16 Living in love 
 
13 John has already told us that it is ‘by the Spirit’ that we know that ‘he lives in us’ 
(3:24). He now adds the thought that we live in him. Both are important and both are 
emphasized in this letter. 
 
14 As in 1:2 the writer appeals to what we have seen. The thought of testimony 
looms larger as we approach the end of the letter. The verb ‘to witness’ occurs in 1:2, 
here, and four times in ch. 5, while the noun ‘witness’ is found six times in ch. 5. The 
content of the testimony is that God has sent his Son to be the Saviour of the world 
(an expression found only here and in Jn. 4:42 in the NT). Saviour covers all aspects of 
Christ’s work for sinners, and world the totality of the race. It is a great salvation. 
 
15 But not all are saved, Christ’s atoning act is adequate for the whole world, but it is 
necessary to confess that Jesus is the Son of God if one is to experience that 
salvation. Then there follows a mutual indwelling of God and the believer. 
 
16 We do not read elsewhere of ‘knowing’ and ‘believing’ love (the NIV has 
translated the Gk. pepisteukamen with rely on, but the meaning is ‘we have 
believed’). We may fairly say that the thought of ‘knowing’ love is found, as in v 10, 
but to ‘believe the love God has for us’ is a most unusual expression. The love of God 
is never demonstrated in such a way that the worldly–minded have to see it. It is the 
people of faith and the people of faith only who see it. John repeats the great 
thought of v 8, God is love, and he draws the conclusion that to live in love is to live in 
God. To love sinners is never a human achievement and where this is found it shows 
that God is present. 
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4:17-21 The perfecting of love 
 
17 The presence of God in us is the way love is ‘perfected among us’ (NRSV). This is 
with a view to confidence on the day of judgment, and confidence on that day is the 
ultimate in confidence. In this world we are like him: we are children of the Father 
and Jesus is our model. The world did not welcome Christ and it does not welcome 
Christ’s people. But on the day of judgment the Judge will understand all. 
 
18 The thought of confidence is developed with the repudiation of fear. This word 
occurs three times in this verse and the corresponding verb once, but neither is 
found elsewhere in the letter; there is emphasis here on fear. Believers need not be 
afraid, for perfect love throws fear out. Fear and love are incompatible, Fear, John 
proceeds, has to do with punishment, but God’s perfect love reassures us. His love 
ensures that we are saved, not punished. If we fear, that shows in itself that we have 
not been made perfect in love (the perfecting of love brings confidence even on the 
day of judgment; v 17). 
 
19 We love, in the sense of specifically Christian love, the love of the unworthy which 
proceeds from the nature of the lover and not the worth of the loved one, only 
because he first loved us. Some MSS read ‘we love him [or God]’ but this, while true, 
is not the sense of the passage. John is telling how we come to love at all, not how 
we come to love God. 
 
20 To say I love God, while having hatred for one’s brother (brother–Christian? 
brother–man?) is to show oneself for a liar. Love for God is shown by love for people; 
if the latter is lacking then so is the former. John goes so far as to say of anyone who 
does not love his brother that he cannot love God. He makes a distinction between 
the brother who is seen and God who is not. To affirm one’s love for the unseen 
while failing to love the seen is to enter the realm of fantasy. 
 
21 John rounds off this section by reminding his readers of the command that he has 
given, where he might refer to either God or Christ. As often, John does not 
differentiate sharply. He has already spoken of the commandment to love (3:23) and 
now he reminds us again that love is not merely an option. It is a positive command. 
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WEEK 6 – FAITH 
 
5:1-5 Faith’s victory 
 
The thought of love leads to that of relationship to God, and that in turn to victory. 
Love and [p. 1407] faith are closely connected (cf. 4:16), and the believer overcomes 
the world. 
1 Faith trusts Jesus as the Christ, a truth insisted upon throughout this letter, and the 
believer who so trusts is born of God. The confession that Jesus is the Christ is not the 
result of human insight, but of a divine work in the one who makes it (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3). 
And this divine work produces love for fellow–believers, for love for the father means 
love for his child as well. 
 
2 John keeps insisting that love for God and love for other people are closely 
connected. Usually he speaks of love for God as shown in love for people, but here he 
reverses the process: we know that we love the children of God when we love God. 
Love for God and love for people go together and form a unity. John’s practical turn 
of mind does not stop at the thought of love for God but goes on to include carrying 
out his commands. Real love is shown by a concern to do God’s will. 
 
3 Indeed John can say that love for God is to obey his commands. John is not a 
legalist, but he recognizes that love is busy; it finds its natural expression in doing the 
things that please the beloved, and where will we find these things better than in his 
commands? When John adds his commands are not burdensome (cf. Mt. 11:30), the 
thought is not that it is quite easy to discharge our obligations to God. Rather the 
thought is that God’s commands are not an irksome burden. They may be difficult 
but they are a delight. 
 
4 This leads on to victory. The neuter ‘whatever’ (NIV, everyone) makes the 
statement quite general (cf. 1:1). Our faith (the noun occurs only here in 1 John; it is 
not found in the gospel or 2 or 3 John) stands last with emphasis. Has overcome 
means that the decisive victory is in the past, when Jesus died to overcome evil, and 
in the case of the individual believer when that believer came to trust in him. 
 
5 The rhetorical question leads to emphasis on the place of faith. Victory comes to 
the one who believes that Jesus is the Son of God. Once more there is emphasis on a 
right view of his person. We see here again John’s habit of emphasis by repetition; in 
these two verses he has three references to overcoming the world. We cannot miss 
it. It is important. 
 
5:6-12 The witness to the Son 
 
Since a right view of Jesus matters so much it is important that it be attested. John 
cites some of the testimony that establishes who Jesus is. 
 



 25 

6 That Jesus came by water surely refers to his baptism, and likewise blood to his 
death. At his baptism he heard the heavenly voice and he solemnly entered his life’s 
work. Some heretics apparently held that the divine Christ came on Jesus when he 
was baptized, but left him before his death. John contests this with his emphasis on 
blood: not by water only, but by water and blood. It was (and is) this that is the heart 
of the gospel. There were apparently no doubts about the water but the blood seems 
to have been the stumbling block; heretics evidently found it impossible to hold that 
the divine Christ could die. John brings out the fact that the water did not stand 
alone. The water and the blood go together. Further, it is the Spirit who testifies (the 
present tense points to a continuing activity). He has an excellent qualification for 
this for the Spirit is the truth (as is Jesus; Jn. 14:6). 
7 The KJV includes additional material which the NIV puts in the mg. The words are 
rarely found outside the later Latin MSS and they are clearly no part of the true text. 
 
8 There are in fact three that testify. The Spirit is listed first, perhaps because he has 
just been mentioned, perhaps because he is a person and thus a more explicit 
witness than water or blood. But in any case the witness is harmonious. The inner 
witness of the Spirit, and all that is involved in Christ’s baptism and his death are not 
three unrelated items. Together they point to one great act of God in Christ for our 
salvation. 
 
9 John appeals to the well–known fact of human trust. We accept the testimony of 
other people and much more should we accept the testimony of which John has 
been speaking, for it is the testimony of God and God’s testimony is greater. The 
testimony in question is testimony about his Son. Now the giving of testimony 
commits, so this means that God has committed himself in Christ; he has borne 
witness that this is what he himself is like. 
 
10 Whoever trusts God’s Son has this testimony in his heart, which seems to show 
that the witness of the Spirit (6-7) is a witness to the believer’s own spirit. Anyone 
who believes in the Son of God and Anyone who does not believe God appear to be 
opposites, which means that John puts no great difference between believing in and 
believing, or between faith in the Son of God and faith in God. For him Jesus Christ 
was God incarnate, so that to believe in Christ is to believe in God. But to disbelieve is 
to make him out to be a liar (cf. 1:10). The perfect tense in has made him out views 
this as lasting. The unbeliever takes up the position of permanently having a wrong 
view of God. 
 
11 The content of the testimony is perhaps a little unexpected for it is what God has 
done, not what he has said: he has given us eternal life. Eternal life is God’s own deed 
and God’s own gift. As we contemplate it we see a revelation of God. The addition, 
this life is in his Son, is important. We cannot think of eternal life apart from the Son 
nor can we think of the testimony apart from him (cf. v 9). Life eternal is life with 
Christ and in Christ. 
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12 This is [p. 1408] emphasized in a crisp couplet. Life and the Son go together. It is 
impossible to have the one without the other. 
 
5:13-21 The knowledge of eternal life 
 
John’s gospel was written so that its readers might believe and so have life (Jn. 
20:31). By contrast this letter was written to readers who already believe in order to 
give them assurance, the certainty that they have eternal life. John brings this out as 
his letter draws to a close. 
 
5:13-15 Confidence  
 
13 This letter is written to you who believe; it is not an evangelistic tract, but a letter 
to Christians. There has been a good deal about knowledge and now we find that the 
whole is written so that you may know that you have eternal life. Assurance of 
salvation is important, important enough to have caused this whole letter. This is the 
only place in the letter where the writer speaks of believing in the name of Jesus, i.e. 
in his full person, all that the name stands for (in the similar wording of 3:23 the Gk. 
means ‘believe the name’). 
 
14 John moves to confidence in prayer. He sees prayer as having a wide scope for he 
speaks of asking anything, but he immediately qualifies this with according to his will. 
Prayer is not a device for inducing God to change his mind and do what we want. It 
must be offered in accordance with his will if it is to be effective. When it is offered in 
this way God hears us. Elsewhere we learn that prayer must be in faith (Mk. 11:24), in 
the name of Jesus (Jn. 14:14), offered by those who abide in Christ (Jn. 15:7), who 
have forgiven those who offend them (Mk. 11:25); it must be accompanied by 
obedience (1 Jn. 3:22), and it must not be for the gratification of one’s passions (Jas. 
4:3). All this is involved in praying according to the will of God. 
 
15 From the thought that God hears us we move to the consequences, namely that 
he grants our requests. 
 
5:16-17 Prayer for wrongdoers 
 
16 An abrupt change leads to the forgiveness of sin that can be brought about by 
intercessory prayer. John distinguishes between sin that leads to death and sin that 
does not (though he does not say what the difference is). He begins with the 
direction that when we see a brother sin a sin that does not lead to death we should 
pray for him. God will hear the prayer and give him life. If he was to be given life he 
was not up till then a Christian. He was not alive but dead ‘in transgressions and sins’ 
(Eph. 2:1) and in response to prayer God gives him life. We should regard sin that 
leads to death as a state rather than an act; in Scripture there is no one specific act 
people do which results in death, but there is a state of sin, of being in rebellion 
against God, which John elsewhere calls remaining in death (3:14). Jesus warned that 
anyone who blasphemes against the Spirit ‘will not be forgiven’ (Lk. 12:10), and it is 
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this kind of thing that is in mind here. John adds that he is not saying that believers 
should pray about sin that leads to death (though he does not say explicitly that they 
should not pray about it). This does not mean that we should try to calculate when 
we may and when we may not pray for others. It is a stern warning that sin damns 
people. 
 
17 All wrongdoing is sin. We must not take sin lightly. But the believer may sin a sin 
that does not remove him or her from the category of the saved. 
 
5:18-21 The believer’s knowledge. 18 Now come three statements in succession 
introduced by we know. The first is, anyone born of God does not continue to sin. 
Again it is the habitual attitude. The reason is that anyone born of God is kept safe by 
the one who was born of God, i.e. Jesus Christ. Accordingly, the evil one does not 
touch him, does not make effective contact with him. 
 
19 The second statement concerns the origin of believers; they are children of God. 
By contrast, the whole world is under the control of the evil one, lit. ‘lies in the evil 
one’. This is an unusual verb in such a connection and may point to the 
powerlessness of the world lying under Satan’s sway; perhaps, too, to its inertness, 
its refusal to assert itself against its master. 
 
20 The third of the trilogy directs us to the incarnation: the Son of God has come. 
There is some emphasis on the actuality of the arrival (Gk. hēkei conveys ‘the idea of 
having come in the past and still being present’, R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, 
[Doubleday, 1982], p. 623). The Son has given us understanding. The Christian faith is 
not a hindrance to intellectual activity but a stimulus to right thinking. The purpose of 
this is that we may know him who is true, and not only do we know him, but we are 
in him who is true, which is further explained as in his Son Jesus Christ. As often in this 
letter the Father and the Son are seen in the closest possible relationship. To be ‘in’ 
the Father is to be ‘in’ the Son. John goes on, He is the true God and eternal life. Once 
more it is not easy to see whether the Father or the Son is meant, but they are so 
close that there is little difference. For the people of the ancient world there were 
many gods. But John sees them all as false gods. There is but one true God and we 
have eternal life in him. 
 
21 As he concludes, John uses again the affectionate diminutive, Dear (lit. ‘little’) 
children. In view of the whole preceding discussion it is unlikely that we should 
understand idols in the sense of images used in worship. The term means ‘false gods’. 
John’s readers have been given many gifts by God, including ‘understanding’ (20). Let 
them then keep themselves from every false god. 
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