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Introduction to 1 John  
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Today we begin our study of 1 John. It is a 

book that is well known. Many people have 

favorite Bible verses found in this letter. Certainly 

one of the most familiar of all verses is found here, 

which many believers regularly quote, and rightly 

so, 1Jn. 1:9. 

It appears, however, that this may be one 

of the most misunderstood of all NT letters, along 

with James and Hebrews, and for many of the 

same reasons. The key reason is that many 

commentaries on 1 John end up compromising the 

doctrine of justification by faith. How does this 

happen? It is related to their overall view of what 

John is trying to accomplish by his letter. Here is 

an example of such error: “Just as children 

resemble their parents, so God’s children have His 

likeness too. This Letter describes the similarities. 

When a person becomes a child of God, he 

receives the life of God—eternal life. All who 

have this life show it in very definite ways. For 

instance, they acknowledge Jesus Christ as their 

Lord and Savior, they love God, they love the 

children of God, they obey His commandments, 

and they do not go on sinning. These, then, are 

some of the hallmarks of eternal life. John wrote 

this Epistle so that all who have these family traits 

may know that they have eternal life (1 Jn.5:13).”
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Here is generally how it happens. First, 

they read John’s purpose statement at the end of 

his gospel in Jn. 20:30-31, in which he states that 

his purpose there is bring people to “believe that 

Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that 

believing you may have life in His name” (Jn. 

20:31b). Then they go to John’s purpose statement 

in 1Jn. 5:13, and coming at the end of his letter as 

it does, they simplistically conclude that this is his 

purpose statement for his entire letter, as if the 

apostle could not use a different style here. 

Certainly his style differs dramatically in almost 

every respect in the book of Revelation, which has 

no such general purpose statement at all, at least 

not one that is so universally regarded as such. 

Because of this simplistic conclusion about John’s 

purposes in the gospel and his first letter, people 
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have said that the gospel was written so that 

people could get saved, and the letter was written 

so that people would know that they are saved; so 

the gospel is about salvation, the letter about 

assurance of salvation. 

Someone might well ask, “What’s wrong 

with that? Doesn’t everyone want assurance? And 

isn’t that precisely what John is talking about in 

1Jn. 5:13?” The answer to first question is, “lots”; 

the second question is, “of course”; and the third 

question is, “yes.” 

Why is there “lots” wrong with the view 

that John’s purpose in his letter is to offer the 

believer the ground of assurance of salvation? The 

answer is that it will make the believer’s ground of 

assurance to be works. Our knowledge of our 

salvation according to this view is derived from 

keeping “His commandments” (1Jn. 2:3; cf. 1Jn. 

2:5; 3:24; 4:13; 5:2), or practicing righteousness 

(1Jn. 2:29), and not sinning, “no one who sins has 

seen Him or knows Him” (1Jn. 3:6b; 5:18), and 

loving the brethren (1Jn. 3:14-15; 4:8). In 

addition, some would add that the inner witness of 

the Spirit is a part of John’s ground of assurance 

(1Jn. 4:13), an experientially based concept built 

partly off of Rm. 8:16. 

Yes, of course, everyone wants assurance, 

and ironically John tells us how to have it right in 

this letter in 1Jn. 5:13. The previous context of vv. 

11-12 tells us precisely what he had written, notice 

the word written, as a basis for certain knowledge: 

“And the witness is this, that God has given us 

eternal life, and this life is in His Son. He who has 

the Son has the life; he who does not have the Son 

of God does not have the life.” This corresponds 

nicely to what John wrote earlier in 1Jn. 2:25, 

“And this is the promise which He Himself made 

to us: eternal life.” The believer’s ground of 

assurance is the promise of God and nothing else. 

Apparently the false teachers denied this. How 

ironic it is that many moderns to the same thing, 

and they use this letter as one of their primary 

sources for doing so. 

Because John was indeed talking about 

assurance of salvation in 1Jn. 5:13, and many 

conclude that his reference is to the whole epistle 
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with its emphasis upon keeping the 

commandments, not sinning, and loving the 

brethren, we need to respond as to why this is not 

the case. Unlike the passage in Jn. 20:30-31, this 

verse does not refer to the whole letter. Here is 

why. Similar statements occur earlier in the letter 

about why he has written, having nothing to do 

with assurance as such, and they refer also to 

immediately preceding material. One is 1Jn. 2:1, 

“My little children, I am writing these things to 

you that (i{na) you may not sin.” Another is, 

“These things I have written to you concerning 

those who are trying to deceive you” (1Jn. 2:26). 

Notice also the causal statements of 2:12-14 

concerning why John has written, and whatever 

else he saying there, he does not seem to be 

presenting a ground of assurance to them. 

In fact, in this letter, John seems to present 

his purpose statement for his entire letter at the 

beginning rather than at the end: “And these things 

we write, so that (i{na) our joy may be made 

complete” (1:4). 

Very often, the titles of commentaries 

suggests the author’s view of the purpose of the 

book: Be Real, Turning from Hypocrisy to Truth 

(Warren Wiersbe), Tests of Life, (Theodore Epp), 

The Tests of Life (Law), The Joy of Fellowship: A 

Study of First John (J. Dwight Pentecost), 

Fellowship in the Life Eternal (Findlay). 

Author: The apostle John is the author. 

“This epistle does not contain the name of its 

writer, but from its very early history the church 

believed the Apostle John wrote it. Several ancient 

writers referred to this book as John’s writing. 

Though modern critics have challenged this view 

they have not destroyed it.”
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Recipients: No location is named, no city. 

“The letter contains no hint about the identity or 

location of the readers beyond the fact that they 

are Christians. Since early church tradition 

associates John with the Roman province of Asia 

(in western Turkey), it has often been thought that 

the readers lived there. This may well be true 

especially since this association is confirmed by 

Revelation 2 and 3.”
3
 “The false teachers and 

teachings to which he alluded suggest that John 
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wrote about conditions that existed in Asia: 

Judaism, Gnosticism, Docetism, the teachings of 

Cerinthus (a prominent Gnostic), and others. 

These philosophies extended beyond Asia, but 

they were present there during John’s lifetime.”
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“Cerinthian Gnosticism” was named “after its 

chief spokesman, Cerinthus of Ephesus, a 

persistent opponent of John the apostle.”
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“According to Irenaeus, it was at Ephesus that 

John ‘gave out’ the Gospel, and confuted the 

heretics, refusing to remain under the same roof as 

Cerinthus, ‘the enemy of truth.’”
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Date: “John evidently wrote this epistle 

about 90–95 A.D. from Ephesus.”
7
 Hodges says, 

“Virtually nothing in the epistle indicates a 

specific date or period for its writing. Many 

conservatives suggest a date late in the first 

century A.D., about the time of or shortly after the 

writing of the Fourth Gospel. But a good case can 

be made for dating the Gospel of John sometime 

prior to A.D. 70. If this is done, there is no 

particular reason why 1 John may not be assigned 

to the same period of time. If 2:19 suggests that 

the false teachers had seceded from the Palestinian 

churches which the apostles supervised, then this 

perhaps can be taken to indicate a time before the 

calamities of the Jewish revolt against the Romans 

in A.D. 66-70. After this period the influences 

(both good and bad) of Palestinian Christianity on 

the Gentile churches must have greatly decreased. 

If the reference of 2:19 is indeed to Palestine, then 

John may well have been writing from Jerusalem 

when he stated, “They went out from us.” 

These deductions are far from firm, but 

they might be taken to point to a date for the 

epistle somewhere between A.D. 60 and 65. But it 

must be admitted that an even earlier date cannot 

be excluded. Whatever the actual date of writing, 

the epistle gives truths of timeless value to the 

Christian church.”
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 That notwithstanding, the later 

date is fully acceptable and may be preferred. 

Background: “The readers had been 

confronted with false teachers, whom John called 

antichrists (1 John 2:18-26). The exact character 

of these false teachers has been much discussed. 
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Many have thought they were Gnostics who held 

to a strict dualism in which spiritual and material 

things were sharply distinguished. Others have 

seen the letter as directed against Docetism, the 

belief that Jesus’ humanity was not real and that 

He only appeared to have a physical body. Often 

too, the letter is thought to refute the heresy of 

Cerinthus. According to church tradition, 

Cerinthus lived in Roman Asia and was strongly 

opposed by the Apostle John. Cerinthus taught 

that Jesus was only a man and that the divine 

Christ descended on Jesus at His baptism and left 

Him before the Crucifixion. 

It is not possible to be precise about the 

exact character of the false teaching which John 

opposed in his letter. The only certain data is what 

is found in the epistle itself. It is clear that the 

antichrists denied that Jesus is the Christ (2:22). 

The statements in 5:6 may well be intelligible 

against the backdrop of a teaching like that of 

Cerinthus. The strong claims made in 1:1-2 about 

the physical reality of the Incarnation would be 

appropriate if Docetism were in view. The 

emphasis on “knowing” God fits the view that the 

heretics made special claims to “knowledge” as 

the Gnostics did. But Gnosticism is chiefly known 

from sources much later than 1 John and many 

characteristics of later Gnostic thought do not find 

reflection in the epistle.”
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Message: Dr. Constable says, “If I were to 

boil down the message of this epistle into one 

sentence it would be this. Fellowship with God is 

the essence of eternal life. 

Both the Gospel of John and the First 

Epistle of John deal with eternal life. John wrote 

his Gospel so his readers might believe that Jesus 

is the Christ, and that believing they might have 

life through His name (John 20:31). John wrote 

this epistle to Christians so we might enter into the 

fullness of the eternal life that we possess (1 John 

1:3; John 10:10). However the subject of this letter 

is not eternal life but fellowship with God. 

Fellowship with God is the essence of eternal life 

(1:3–4; John 17:3).”
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