FAIR OAKS PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

1,2,3 John:Lesson 1

1 John 1:1-7

This short collection of letters have been traditionally attributed to the apostle John due to the style of the writing (note the obvious similarity of the opening of 1 John 1 and the gospel of John.)  He is also credited with the writing of Revelation, however commentaries point out that in none of these books does the author actually identify himself.  The writer of the gospel of John identifies himself only as “the disciple that Jesus loved”, 1 John gives no clue at all as to its author and in 2,3 John the author simply calls himself “the elder”.  These documents were well known in the early church and most of the church fathers did believe that all these letters were written by the apostle John but there is also mention, in early documents, of someone called John the Elder (or Presbyter John) and some attribute at least 2,3 John could have been written by him. Other theories are that 1 John was written as a homily or sermon against false doctrine and 2,3 John were written as “cover letters” when it was sent along to other churches.  

Church history tells us that the apostle John lived and ministered in Ephesus before and after he was exiled (presumably to Patmos, where he received and documented the book of Revelation) and that he died in Ephesus passing on his teaching to Polycarp who passed on these teachings to Irenaeus.  These early church father make reference to all of the books of John.  The letters of John are apparently written to churches where false doctrine was being taught causing arguments, division and finally splitting of some of the churches in Ephesus.  These are not the churches that Paul confronts/corrects in 1,2 Timothy.  Commentaries point out that Ephesus was a huge metropolitan area so it is no surprise that there were churches who focused on the teachings of Paul and some who followed the teachings of John—the first denominations!

The ministry of John was based on his very personal experiences not only with Jesus, but with 

the Holy Spirit.  He says more about the Spirit in his gospel than in any of the synoptic gospels. 

John alone records the special giving of the Holy Spirit to the disciples in John 20:22.  He also

records more of Jesus’ teaching about the Spirit as found in John 14:25-27 and John 16:12-15.  

John’s primary ministry seems to have been among Jewish converts to Christianity (unlike

Paul’s more cosmopolitan ministry) and may have focused more on the revelations that Jesus 

promised to the disciples, in addition to his own experiences with Jesus Himself.  This may have

led to a more “charismatic” tendency in his congregation—people teaching from their 

own personal revelation from the Spirit of God.  This led however to false doctrine as people 

began espousing personal revelation that John felt was completely wrong. Though John fights to 
correct false doctrine and save this church  (or churches) that he founded, he was ultimately 
unsuccessful in preserving them.  Do you think this makes his ministry a“failure”?  

How can we balance the idea of the Spirit giving us personal revelation or experiences with the 

need to keep correct doctrine?  How can this become a problem in a Christian community?
As John begins his letter, what things about himself does he emphasize?  How does he establish his authority?  Contrast this to the way Paul established in authority in the pastoral epistles.

Commentaries all note how similar the opening of 1 John is with the opening section of John’s gospel.  Read John 1:1-14 and compare them with 1 John 1:1-4.  What similarities do you see?  How about any differences?
Note the emphasis on the physical evidence for Jesus’ incarnation.  Like Paul, John does not spend a lot of time writing the specific false doctrines being taught in Ephesus but we get a clue from the things that John emphasizes.  In the second century the heresy of Gnosticism would cause division and strife in the church.  Just like in Paul’s churches, the forerunning ideas of this heresy may have been present in John’s churches as well.  Gnostics taught that God is entirely Spirit and could never touch or dwell in the physical world. How does John refute this idea?

John’s goal is writing this letter is found in verse 3, and it is one of the main themes of this letter.  John wants the church to be unified in fellowship with God, with Jesus and with each other.  What are some ways that false doctrine gets in the way of this?  (Note that John often says that the mark of true Christian fellowship is love but here he states that the character is joy.  Why is this important in the community of Jesus?)
John often wrote about the contrast of light and darkness both in this letter and in his gospel.  What does he say about that contrast here?  
See also

· John 8:12
· Psalm 36:7-9

· James 1:17

· John 3:19
