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Some of us can identify with the Apostle John as he sat down to write that day, probably in 
Ephesus, and referred to himself as the “Elder.” John had been around long enough to have 
walked with Jesus and to have had intimate conversations with Jesus. He was after all “the 
disciple whom Jesus loved.” Now he sits down, probably in about 95 AD, and shares the 
important lessons he has learned in his life from watching, listening to, and living with the 
Master. John was not an academic; he was not a scholar. Nor was he a rabbi. He was the 
humble son of a fisherman, but he has learned his life lessons well and he shares some of them 
in the epistles of 1 John, 2 John, and 3 John. 
 
In his gospel, John tells us that it was written “so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name.” (John 20:31) He was writing 
clearly to both believers and to unbelievers. His letters or epistles referred to as First, Second, 
and Third John were written to believers. "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.” (1 John 5:13) While the 
writings of his letters are unmistakably written by the same author as the gospel, they now 
display to be clearly written to a different audience. In his letters, John is writing to established 
Christians who are facing difficult theological challenges. He writes to them from his heart with 
multiple references to “my children” and “my dear children.” He writes as a loving father to 
children who need direction and correction. 
 
(If you have not read John’s letters lately, now would be a good time to pause and read them in 
their entirety. They can be easily read in less than one hour!) 
 
John’s letters suggest a very real awareness that the Christian church was facing many 
theological challenges. (Not unlike the church of today!) Divisions were rising in the churches, 
and John sought to correct them. The reader quickly sees a commonality with many of the 
letters of Paul which were written for correction of some of the same issues. Problems were 
present: gossiping, struggles over church leadership, and struggles to maintain correct teaching 
and doctrine. As the church was growing, quickly attracting both Jew and gentile, there was 
opportunity for false doctrines to disseminate. The original message of grace, forgiveness, 
resurrection, and salvation was now being challenged by new religions and distortions. An 
increasingly common move toward Gnosticism was occurring. Gnostics differentiated between 
the spiritual world and the physical world. They believed that the physical world was evil, and 
that the spiritual world was good and that their goal should be to divide the worlds and be 
freed from the physical world. To achieve this, they strived for “special knowledge” and 
challenged the physical reality of Christ so as not to corrupt their concept of the spiritual world. 
In their thinking they denied the real humanity (incarnation) of Jesus. John’s desire was to 



declare to them that God made the world and that He sent Jesus in human form to bear our 
sins to free the world from evil and reunite the physical world with God. 
 
The three epistles are commonly viewed as a trilogy but actually have major differences in 
format. First John takes the form of a sermon or a homily that was to be shared with multiple 
recipients. We do not know what churches John was considering. Perhaps it was the same 
seven churches he addresses in the book describing his revelation: Ephesus, Smyrna, 
Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. 
 
1 John 
 
The first letter lacks the typical salutation (Dear___) of a classical letter. It also lacks the words 
of a formal greeting and a formal closing. Additionally, the length and content of the first epistle 
suggest a circular letter to be shared. The second and third epistles describe in their salutations 
to whom the letter was to be sent. (Early church fathers [Irenius 180 AD] acknowledge John’s 
first letter in their armament to attack Gnostic “Christians.”) 
 
John wisely challenges the “knowledge” of the Gnostics. The NIV Study Bible counts 42 times 
that John uses a Greek form of the word “to know” to support his challenge. For example, “We 
KNOW that we have come to KNOW him if we keep his commands. 4 Whoever says, ‘I KNOW 
him’, but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in that person. 5 But if 
anyone obeys his word, love for God is truly made complete in them. This is how we KNOW we 
are in him: 6 Whoever claims to live in him must live as Jesus did.” (1 John 2:3-6) 
 
John challenges the Gnostics by emphasizing two attributes of God. The first is: God is light. 
“This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is LIGHT; in him there is 
no darkness at all.” (1 John 1:5,6) “Walking in the light means living here on earth the way Jesus 
lived when He was here and the way He is right now in heaven.” (Wiersbe) Additionally, John 
highlights a second attribute of God: God is love. “See what great love the Father has lavished 
on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world 
does not know us is that it did not know him.” (1 John 3:1) 
 
In acknowledging God’s love, we are challenged: “Beloved, let us love one another. For love is of 
God and everyone that loveth is born of God and knoweth God. He that loveth not, knoweth not 
God for God is love. Beloved, let us love one another! First John 4: seven and eight! (Can you 
sing it with me?!) 
 
2 John 
 
Most commentaries view 2 John and 3 John as “covering” letters for 1 John. While 1 John was 
to be shared with the entire group of churches, 2 John has a specific addressee: “the chosen 
lady and her children, whom I love in the truth.” There is no reason to believe that these were 
not specific people. Perhaps John knew them specifically from previous encounters. John 
exhorts them to abide in truth and to resist false teachers. He warns them to avoid false 



teachers lest they also be deceived. This is an important lesson for us in the 21st century when 
we encounter false teachings as well. 
 
3 John  
 
3 John is a very personal letter “to my dear friend Gaius” over whose shoulder we are privileged 
to read. John called out Diotrephes, an apparent leader in the church who is officiously denying 
welcome and gossiping about John and others. Gaius (and we) are reminded “... do not imitate 
what is evil but what is good. Anyone who does what is good is from God. Anyone who does 
what is evil has not seen God.” (3 John 11) 


