
 

 

 

 

The First Epistle of John: 
How Do We Know That we Know?  



Our Approach to the Epistles of John 

 We cannot understand what it means for us until we 
understand what it meant for them 

 We cannot understand what it meant for them until 
we have some understanding of the context in which 
it was written 

 Big picture (hermeneutics) governs  interpretation 
(exegesis of verses) and not the reverse 

 A discussion of application is the last step in the 
process 



The Evolution of the First Century Church 

 Jesus’ lifetime (no NT books written) 

 

 33-60 AD: Rapid Expansion in Roman Empire 

 

 60-100 AD: Doctrinal and Ecclesial Unification 

 Organized persecution 

 Heresy infiltrating the church 

 A crisis of leadership (Apostles dying, and Christ has not 
returned) 

 

 

 

 



Orthodoxy Orthopraxy 

 

 The nature of Christ (from 
Thomas to Phil 2 and Col 
1) 

 

 The basis of salvation (the 
tension between James 
and Galatians) 

 

 The nature of the Church 
(MT 16:18 to Eph 4) 

 

 

 

 Identification of 
Deacons and Elders 
(Acts 6 to 1 Tim 3) 
 

 Regulation of the 
Sacraments ( Acts 2:42 
to 1 Cor 11) 
 

 Discipline (Acts 5 to 1 
Cor 5) 

 
 
  
  

The First Century Church: “Routinizing the 
Charisma” 



A Few “Givens” 

 Probably written by the author of John’s Gospel, or a 
very close associate 

 Probably written very late in the first century, after 
John’s Gospel 

 All three Epistles are closely related, with the latter 
two likely sent to facilitate reception of the first’s 
teaching 

 The precipitant of the epistles is a schism that has 
occurred in the Church  

 



The Context Of First John 

 Written to people within the Church, not outside 
(cf.John’s gospel) – The Christ is Jesus vs. Jesus is 
the Christ 

 Written in response to people who have left the 
Church 

 Written to confront and combat heterodoxy  that is 
troubling the Church – probably proto-gnostics or 
neo-platonists 

 

 



What did Gnostics believe? 

 The primacy of the spirit over the flesh 

 

 The  need for mystic, revealed knowledge (gnosis) to link 
to the godhead-separation from the community of faith 

 

 Unpredictable effects on personal behavior (from 
asceticism to libertinism 

 

 An unwillingness to accept the idea of the doctrine of the 
incarnation 



What do Gnostics believe? 

 The primacy of the spirit over the flesh  1 John 1:1-4 

 

 The  need for mystic, revealed knowledge (gnosis) to link 
to the godhead-separation from the community of faith      
 1 John  4:1 

 

 Unpredictable effects on personal behavior (from 
asceticism to libertinism  1 John 3:21-24 

 

 An unwillingness to accept the idea of the doctrine of the 
incarnation  1 John 4:2-3 



The First Epistle of John: How 
Do We know That we know? 



An Outline of First John 

      
   
   

 I  The Preface (1:1-4) 
   
 II The Apostolic Message And Its Moral Implications (1:5-2:2) 
   
 III The First Application of the Tests (2:3-27) 
  -obedience, or the moral test 
  -love or the social test 
  -belief or the doctrinal test 
   
 IV The Second Application of the Tests (2:28- 4:6) 
   
 V The Third Application of the Tests (4:7- 5:5) 
   
 VI The Three Witnesses and Our Consequent Assurance (5:6-17) 
   
 VII Three Affirmations and a Concluding Exhortation (5:18-21) 
   
   
   
   
   
   

 



A Musical Analogy 

 

 “ In musical terms, 1 John is not a Brandenburg 
Concerto that chugs relentlessly along a straight line 
from start  to finish. The First Epistle is more like 
Ravel’s vertiginous Bolero, which repeats a few 
themes with increasingly complex orchestration.” 

 

CLIFTON BLACK 



P O S I T I V E  R E I N F O R C E M E N T  A C C O M P A N I E D  
B Y  S T R O N G  C O R R E C T I O N  

The Balance of First John 



Two Passages From John On  Sin and Obedience 

Positive Reinforcement(1 
John 1:8 ff) 

Strong Correction (1John 
2:4ff) 

  8-10If we claim that we're free of sin, 
we're only fooling ourselves. A claim 
like that is errant nonsense. On the 
other hand, if we admit our sins—
make a clean breast of them—he 
won't let us down; he'll be true to 
himself. He'll forgive our sins and 
purge us of all wrongdoing.   

  1-2I write this, dear children, to guide 
you out of sin. But if anyone does sin, 
we have a Priest-Friend in the 
presence of the Father: Jesus Christ, 
righteous Jesus. When he served as a 
sacrifice for our sins, he solved the 
sin problem for good—not only ours, 
but the whole world's.  

  4-6If someone claims, 
"I know him well!" but 
doesn't keep his 
commandments, he's 
obviously a liar. His life 
doesn't match his 
words. 



Two Words From John on Love 

Positive Reinforcement(1 
John 4:11 ff) 

Strong Correction (1John 
4:20 ff) 

  11-12My dear, dear 
friends, if God loved us 
like this, we certainly 
ought to love each other. 
No one has seen God, 
ever. But if we love one 
another, God dwells 
deeply within us, and his 
love becomes complete 
in us—perfect love!  

  20-21If anyone boasts, "I 
love God," and goes 
right on hating his 
brother or sister, 
thinking nothing of it, 
he is a liar.  



Two Words of John on Belief 

Positive Reinforcement(1 
John 1:1 ff) 

Strong Correction(1John 
4:1 ff) 


1-2From the very first day, we were there, 
taking it all in—we heard it with our own 
ears, saw it with our own eyes, verified it 
with our own hands. The Word of Life 
appeared right before our eyes; we saw it 
happen! And now we're telling you in 
most sober prose that what we witnessed 
was, incredibly, this: The infinite Life of 
God himself took shape before us.  3-4We 
saw it, we heard it, and now we're telling 
you so you can experience it along with us, 
this experience of communion with the 
Father and his Son, Jesus Christ. Our 
motive for writing is simply this: We want 
you to enjoy this, too. Your joy will double 
our joy!  
 


1 My dear friends, don't believe 
everything you hear. Carefully weigh 
and examine what people tell you. 
Not everyone who talks about God 
comes from God. There are a lot of 
lying preachers loose in the world.  2-

3Here's how you test for the genuine 
Spirit of God. Everyone who 
confesses openly his faith in Jesus 
Christ—the Son of God, who came as 
an actual flesh-and-blood person—
comes from God and belongs to God. 
And everyone who refuses to confess 
faith in Jesus has nothing in common 
with God. This is the spirit of 
antichrist that you heard was 
coming. Well, here it is, sooner than 
we thought!  
 



An Assignment for  Next Week: 
Read 1 John, and the first Chapter 

of John’s Gospel 


