
THE EPISTLES OF 1, 2 & 3 JOHN 
 

TITLE: These three short epistles bear the name of the likely author, the Apostle John. 
†  

AUTHOR: The Apostle John authored the Gospel of John, these three general epistles, and Revelation 

† These epistles do not bear the author’s name, but the longstanding eveidence is that the Apostle John composed them. 

† Internal Evidence: the author was well known by his audience evidenced by his tender and authoritative words. 

† The vocabulary, themes and style of the epistle are nearly identical to that of John’s Gospel. (circular writing style) 

† External Evidence: Early writers including Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Tertullian ascribe authorship to John. 

† John was formerly a fisherman whom Jesus called to be one of  His twelve discplies / apostles (Matt. 4:21; 10:2-3).  

† Jesus called John and his brother James “sons of thunder” because of their boldness for Christ (Mk. 3:17; Lk. 9:54). 

† John, Peter, and James made up the “inner circle” of Jesus’ disciples (Matt. 17:1, 26:37). 

† John reclined next to Jesus as the Last Supper and referred to himelf as the disciple “whom Jesus loved” (Jn. 13:23, 20:2; 

21:7, 20). He was also called upon by Jesus to care for His mother Mary at His crucifixion (Jn. 19:26-27). 

† John was a witness to the resurrected Christ on many occassions (Jn. 20:2-10, 21:7, 20; 1 Jn. 1-4).  
 

AUDIENCE: is not specified, but tradition considers believers in Asia Minor (Turkey) to be the most likely recepients.  

† The letters are written to people assumed to be Christians (1 Jn. 2:12-14, 2:20-21, 2:27, 5:13; 2 Jn. 1, 5 ; 3 Jn. 1, 2, 4). 

† Early church Fathers testify that John, and other Christians, fled from Jerusalem in 67AD before its destruction.  

† John settled and ministered in a region near Ephesus. The 7 churches of Revelation were located in this area (Rev. 2-3). 
 

DATE: Various opinions have been held by conservative scholars ranging from 60-97A.D. I am suspect a date around 90A.D.. 

† The Epistles have few indicators as to when the book was written. If the people who “went out from us” (1 Jn. 2:19) refers 

to people who departed from the apostles then a date before the Jewish revolts (66-70AD) would be probable.  

† Otherwise, it seems reasonable to assume the letters were written in the early 90’s, near the time he wrote Revelation.  

† Polycarp and Papias (c. AD 100) refer to 1 John which necessitate a date no later than the 90’s.  
 

PURPOSE: to promote true fellowship between God and His people while correcting false teaching about Jesus’ incarnation.  

† Fellowship: Jesus is the Son of God who was also fully man. Fellowship with God is founded on loving God through 

obedience. Love and fellowship with God cannot be separated from love and fellowship with other believers.  

† False Teachers: Some of the heretics had once been part of the church community, but had apostasized (1 Jn. 2:19, 4:1). 

† It is unnecessary to distinguish which error John was combatting since there were “many” false teachers (1 Jn. 2:18, 4:1), just 

as Jesus and other Apostles had warned (Matt. 7:15-20; Acts 20:28-29; Titus 1:9-11). 

† Gnosticism—taught a strict dualism in which the spiritual and material world were separate. The spiritual world was seen as 

good and the physical world was seen as evil. Salvation was attained through special knowledge that drew one upward to 

God, rendering the physical body unimportant. Jesus was said to have no physical body. 

† Docetism—taught that Jesus’ humanity was not real and that He only appeared to have a physical body. 

† Cerenthianism—taught that Jesus was a man on whom the “divine Christ” rested at His baptism until His crucifixion.  

† The false teaching undermined the need for practical love and obedience because it proposed that what we do in the body 

does not matter. This opposed the teaching and example of Christ who calls His church to love and obedience.  



 

KEY TERMS / IDEAS: These terms are repeated in 1 John and are helpful to understanding the book.1 

• “Son / Jesus” (x34) “Father” (x15) Jesus is the incarnate Son of God through whom we can have fellowship with the Father. 

• “see / seen / saw” (x13) John proivdes firsthand testimony that Jesus lived as a man on earth. He “saw, touched, heard” from Him. 

• “beginning” (x8) describes Jesus’ eternal nature (Jn. 1:1) as well as the fact that John’s Gospel is the orignal message from Jesus  

• “abide” (x23) Christians are to remain united with Jesus by believing (x9) and obeying the teachings of the Gospel 

• “fellowship” (x3) the mutual participation that beleivers have with God and each other is an invaluable product of the Gospel 

• “love” (x46) “hate” (x5) love for God is seen in our obedience to Him and through our love for others which is defined by His truth  

• “brother” (x15) “children” (x14) – the church is familial in nature—we are children of God as brothers and sisters in Christ 

• “know” (x23) “we know” (x14) false teachers claimed special knowledge, but belivers can know truth from the apostle’s teaching 

• “command” (x14) the Lord has given clear revelation about who He is and how we are to relate to Him and to one another  

• “truth” (x9) “lie, liar” (x9) God has revealed who He is and what He requires; all who deviate from this in word or deed are liars 

• “light” (x6) “dark” (x7) possibly playing off rhetoric of false teachers, John uses this language similarly to truth / lie, good / evil 

• “sin” (x27) “righteousness” (x8) obedience pleases God and reflects His character; disobedience is a serious rebellion 

• “practice” (x8) “walk” (v5) our lives are characterized by certain behavior that either reflects love for God or love for the world 

• “world” (x23) the satanic system that caters to the flesh by calling people to immediate gratification and godless ideologies  

• “born” (x11) because we are born under condemnation, we must be reborn by faith in Jesus, the God-man (Jn. 3:1-8) 

• “life” (x9) “eternal life” (x6) those who believe upon Christ prove that they have life now and the hope of eternal life forever after  

• “by this” (x11) John is proving points through out the book and does this by laying out evidence to instruct and reassure believers 
 

OUTLINE OF 1 JOHN: TRUTH AND LOVE 
 

1:1-4 – Witness to the Incarnation of the Word  

• The Apostle testifies to his personal witness of Jesus as the incarnate Word and calls them to the same belief. 

1:5-2:6 – Walk in the Light of the Word 

• Christians show their fellowship with Jesus by confessing sin, trusting in His advocacy, and imitating His obedience.  

2:7-17 – Walk in the Love of the Word 

• Christians are marked by living in light of the Gospel’s command to love Jesus rather than loving the world.  

2:18-27 – Warning about Liars against the Word 

• Deceivers will seek to lead God’s people into lies, but the church must abide in the apostle’s teachings about Jesus. 

2:28-3:23 – Waiting for the Return of the Word  

• As Christians abide in Christ, their purifying hope produces a practical love and righteousness in their lives.  

3:24-5:12 – Witness of the Spirit about the Word 

• The Holy Spirit seals, assures, enables, and protects believers as they strive to trust, love, and obey God. 

5:13-20 – Words of Assurance about Eternal Life 

• Confidence in being God’s children emboldens us to trust and pray to God in the face of all our many oppositions. 

																																																													
1 Many of these terms are also found throughout 2 and 3 John 


