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THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Lesson 25  Commentary  I, II, III John

THE CHRISTIAN MESSAGE IN JOHN’S LETTERS

I, II, III John

I. INTRODUCTION


Tucked away in the last pages of the Bible are three letters, thought to be by the same author, a John, either a disciple-writer of JOHN, or the Apostle himself. After Jesus left the Apostles with the Church, they found, like him, that their ministry was opposed and rejected. These letters were written in such a situation.

II. THE PROLOGUE (I John 1:1-4)


The writer of the letter claims to have known Jesus, to have seen and heard him; using the pronoun “we” as he teaches, he implies that he represents a group who “proclaim their knowledge of Jesus Christ that you may share life with us.” This reminds us of Acts 1:21 when the Apostles realize that someone who knew Jesus as they did, needed to replace Judas.


Jesus was visible, yet He was the Word of Life, the Eternal Son present to the Father. This is a statement of faith which seems to be in danger in the community. These letters are probably sent to three different Christian communities around Ephesus (on the coast of modern Turkey) where John the Apostle (and Mary, the mother of Jesus) lived in the days of the Church’s spread. Some scholars believe that the letters pre-dated the Gospel, for the theology in them seems to be more developed than the Gospel, which they resemble in vocabulary and theology. This is one of the arguments that the writer was a disciple of John, if not John, who wrote late in the first century, after the synoptic gospels were available. Apparently the community that received the letters did not yet have a structured authority, a reason for its disastrous schism. The author has authority and the letters are written to preserve that teaching.


The Prologue to the first letter is quite similar to the Prologue to John’s Gospel, which goes back “to the beginning,” to the Word in eternal life in God. The prologue to this letter points to the Word taking on a human nature in time: “We have heard, we have seen through our own eyes, have watched and touched with our own hands, the Word of Life” (1 John 1:1).

III. WALKING IN LIGHT OR IN DARKNESS (1 John 1:5-2:29)


A. “God is light; there is no darkness in him” (1 John 1:5). We cannot walk in darkness and have fellowship with Jesus and His followers. Jesus is now the intercessor in the presence of God the Father, for us and for the whole world. He is an offering for all sins. Walking in light is to acknowledge our sins, and truth in Jesus to forgive us and cleanse us from every wrong. There seem to be false teachers in the group who claimed to “be free of the guilt of sin” and “We have never sinned.”


On the contrary, says John, to be sure of our knowledge is to keep His word. “Truly the love of God has been made perfect in keeping his commandments; one who does so is ‘made perfect in him’” (1 John 2:4-5). “To conduct ourselves just as he did” is the proof of our faith. This gives us of today, a test for ourselves—the words of Jesus are found in our Gospels, the Bible. Studying them and checking ourselves against them is the way to “conduct ourselves as he did.” Do you check yourself according to these standards of Jesus? Do you read His words to learn those standards? At each stage of our life, our keeping of them will be different and their meaning different, as we live in various duties and states.


John speaks to “young” or “children” and “fathers” (mothers, too) as groups into which we fall. The “young” represent the spiritually immature, “fathers” as spiritually mature (1 John 2:12-14). The “anti-Christs” personify the world of anti-God, of unlove and untruth, but the spiritually mature are not of the “world,” meaning the world that is passing away. Those who love this passing world do not truly love God nor are they true followers who can be fully confident of the Lord Jesus’ return. They will endure forever with God.


The anti-Christs (1 John 2:18) have taken their leave from this community of followers. They deny that Jesus is the Christ, so deny the Father and the Son: they have become “Liars,” loving power, pleasure, and possessions, loving this world. But the “children of God” (1 John 2:28) remain in holiness, fully confident of this coming.


B. Belonging to Christ (1 John 3:1-24). As we live and belong to Christ and His Body the Church in this life, we shall in our future life be like Him, for we shall “see him as he is.” “Everyone who has this hope based on Christ, keeps himself pure, as Christ is pure.” “Which of you can convict me of sin?” asks Jesus (John 8:46). Here John categorized sin broadly. In 1 John 3:4 he says, “Everyone who sins acts lawlessly.” “The one who sins has not seen God nor known him.” To act in holiness is to be holy; but the man who sins belongs to the devil (1 John 3:8). It was to destroy the devil’s works that the Son of God revealed himself.


In 1 John 3:10, John specifies sin more clearly: “No one whose actions are unholy belongs to God, nor anyone who fails to love his brother” for “we have heard from the beginning that we should love one another.” To envy and to kill is to be like Cain, who saw his brother’s own deeds pleasing to God, while God showed no pleasure in Cain. So, writes John, “don’t be surprised if the world hates you,” but those who do are among the living dead; for those who hate are murderers.


Jesus, on the contrary, laid down His life for us; and we must lay down our lives for each other (1 John 3:16). Again John specifies: “How can God’s love survive in one who has enough of this world’s goods yet closes his heart to his brother when he sees him in need?” Here again, we need to meditate on where we are with that test. This can be a severe judgment on many of those who call themselves Christians! Yet in the verses following this passage, we are assured that “no matter what our consciences accuse us with; God is greater than our hearts” (1 John 3:20). If God is with us, we receive at His hands whatever we ask, says John, echoing Jesus in His words at the Last Supper discourse: “If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you will and it will be done for you” (John 15:7).

IV. TESTING THE SPIRIT (1 John 4, 5)


A. Recognizing the Spirit. Many false prophets appear in the world; we should test them to see if they belong to God. Do they acknowledge that Jesus has come in the “flesh”? Anyone who does not does not belong to God, for this is the spirit of the anti-Christ, and that spirit is “in the world already” (1 John 4:3). But we have conquered the false prophets through the presence in us of One who is greater than the one in the world. Those whose language is of the world, belong to it, and the world listens to them. Those who listen to “us” says John, “give us a hearing.” But those who refuse to hear us have the spirit of deception, not of truth (1 John 4:6).


John gives a simple, clear definition of God in verse 8, “for God is love.” The Son’s coming into the world is a mark of God’s love for us. From this fact should come a real trust in God; for He has “loved us first” as St. Paul said in one of his letters. Love for one another shows God’s Spirit dwelling in us. Again and again John describes the Spirit of love: “Love has no room for fear. Perfect love casts out fear, and since fear has to do with punishment, love is not yet perfect in one who is afraid” (1 John 4:18). How many times the Scriptures quote God: “Fear not,” “Don’t fear; what is needed is trust” (Luke 8:50). “Be not afraid,” as the modern hymn puts it. We can ask ourselves: How well have we cast out fear, and replaced it with love for the One who has so consistently loved us; nothing was too much, even His own self-sacrifice. To change our fear to trust, we need to read and re-read the Scripture statement on God’s love; on the value of trust.


B. Belief in Christ. Those who believe in Christ are begotten by God; if we love Him, we love them. But our love for Him is proven by our keeping His commandments. And we, begotten by God, will conquer the world through our faith, the power of Christ in us.


Jesus came to us through water and blood, says John (1 John 5:6), and His death on the cross testified to this, along with the Spirit who dwelt in Him as Man-God. These three are of one accord. Here, the word “water” alludes, scholars believe, to the water of baptism in bringing us Christ’s life, “welling up for eternal life,” as Jesus told the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:14). The Spirit is the source of Confirmation, filling us more abundantly and enabling us to be witnesses of Christ. The blood refers to the sacrament of the Eucharist, in which Jesus reenacts His shedding of blood for us. These three sources are the testimony of God to us on His Son’s behalf. Our refusal to believe in this testimony of love through His Son Jesus, is a great disappointment to God and to Jesus, who want to share with our spirits a loving exchange and gift. Without this, we shall not possess life. “I have written this to you to make you realize that you possess life—you who believe in the name of the Son of God (1 John 5:13). Our own hearts ring with a new joy in Christ, as we ponder on John’s last chapter.


Another joyful note is added in the prayer for sinners which concludes John’s first letter. “We have this confidence in God: that he hears us whenever we ask for anything according to his will.” Do we have this confidence? We can strengthen it by storing in our memories such words as this sentence in John; repeating them until we are reassured that we do really begin to trust God, we really believe in these words. That is the beginning of prayer of trust.


John then adds another hopeful point, in this letter that is so pointedly full of decisive statements: if we pray for those we see sinning (if the sin is not deadly) then life will come to the sinner. There is, then, such a thing as deadly sin, but not all sin is deadly, says John. The letter does not give an answer as a remedy for “deadly” sin. The faith, however, teaches us that sacramental confession, with confession and a firm decision to sin no more in this action, restores union with God in our baptized soul.


But prayer can cast out all sin that leads to deadly sin. John ends the letter with a positive note: “We are in his Son, Jesus Christ, we are in the One who is True” (1 John 5:20). So, be on your guard against “idols”—those false values you may have. “Find the true God and eternal life” (1 John 5:20-21).

V. THE SECOND AND THIRD LETTERS OF JOHN


2 John: This short letter comes from “the elder” who writes to a “Lady and her children.” This means the writer with authority to a Church that has members who profess Christ. It is very like the longer letter with its points, so the writer shows joy in the members; yet he warns against “not remaining rooted in the teaching of Christ.” The excesses of some in the community moves the author to bar house churches and their pulpits to such as do not remain in the truth taught them.


3 John: This is shorter still and addressed to Gaius whom he congratulates and encourages to welcome Joannine missionaries, such as Demetrius. He cautions Gaius against a leader who has taken on leadership of a wrong kind. He ends with a similar line in his Gospel: “You know that our testimony is true.”

* * * * * * *
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