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INTRODUCTION TO JOHN’S WRITINGS 

 
WHO IS JOHN? 

 

Family: 

a. We learn that John was the son of a man named Zebedee and that his mother’s 

name was Salome (cf. Matthew 27:56; Mark 15:40; John 19:25). It would also 
seem that Mary the mother of Jesus and Salome were sisters making John and 

Jesus cousins. 

b. John and his brother James earned the nickname “Sons of Thunder” perhaps 
indicating a fiery temper, or perhaps their father’s (Zebedee) personality. At one 

point these two were ready to call down fire on a Samaritan village that had not 
shown them hospitality (Luke 9:51-56). 

c. By trade John was a fisherman along with his father and brother. It was there 
besides the Sea of Galilee that Jesus called the two after Himself. Immediately 

they left their father with the hired servants. It would seem that they were 

prosperous fisherman by the presence of hired servants (Mark 1:19-20). 

d. As mentioned earlier, John’s brother James was martyred by Herod in Jerusalem, 

as recorded in Acts 12. 

 

Following Jesus: 

a. As a disciple of Jesus John was part of a small group that were taken aside on a 
number of occasions. This group of three (Peter, James and John) were allowed 

to a part of the Transfiguration, the raising of a young girl from the dead as well 
as prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane. 

b. John is connected with Peter before they were called as disciples (Luke 5), while 
they were disciples as well as after the ascension of Jesus.  

c. He referred to himself as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” (John 13:23; 19:26; 

20:2; 21:7, 20) in his Gospel account, denoting the special relationship he had 
with the Savior. 

d. It would seem that John was a leader of the church in Jerusalem. He is 
mentioned three times in Acts, each time alongside Peter. In Galatians 2 Paul 

indicates that John along with Peter (Cephas) and James (the brother of Jesus) 

were pillars in the Jerusalem church. These three encouraged Paul in his ministry 
to the Gentiles, which of course is of great importance to us Gentiles.  

e. For John following Jesus was not always easy. It would cost him the life of his 
brother. His close companions would be split up and most, if not all, would die a 

martyrs. Personally, John would eventually be exiled to the Isle of Patmos for his 

faith in Christ (Rev. 1:9), though he evidently died of natural cases later and was 
not martyred to death. 
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Godly Character:  John is a great encouragement to you and I. The effects of his 

sanctification are recorded for us across the New Testament. Originally we see John as a 
bit impulsive and even perhaps a bit short-tempered. As he grows older his godly 

character becomes such that he is perceived as a pillar in the church. By the end of his 
life his message is one of love, the fulfillment of God’s law. 

 

 
AUTHORSHIP OF 1st JOHN 

 
History has always held John the Apostle as the author of this letter, as well as 2nd & 3rd John, 

the Gospel of John and as the penman of the prophetic climax to the New Testament, the 
Revelation of Jesus Christ. (See your chart for dates.) 

 

Just as in his Gospel, John does not mention himself directly. It is obvious what the author was 
stating in 1:1-3: that he was an eyewitness and had close encounters with the “Word of life,” 

that is, Jesus. He is making a claim to have heard, seen and touched the Messiah.  
 

The Church and scholars have almost unanimously considered this letter the work of the Apostle 

John, at least until liberal textual criticism took the forefront in the 20th century. At the turn of the 
first century AD, one of John’s disciples was a man by the name of Polycarp (an apostolic father, 

as his generation is called). The godly Polycarp in-turn discipled a man by the name of Irenaeus 
who bore witness to John’s authorship in his writings. 

 
Some passages common to the First Epistle and the Gospel 

of John (compiled by Lehman Strauss1): 

 
 First Epistle  Gospel 

1:1; 5:7   1:1,14 
1:4   15:11  
1:8; 3:5   9:41; 15:22,24 

2:1   14:16,26; 15:26; 16:7 

2:11   12:35 
3:1,13   15:18,19; 17:14,25 

3:8   8:44 
3:16   15:13 

5:12   3:36 
 

 

THE PURPOSE & RECIPIENTS OF 1st JOHN 

 
Purpose/Occasion:  John writes with apparently five primary purposes in mind:  

 
(1) that the readers’ joy would be full (1:4); 

 

(2) that they would be victorious over sin (2:1); 
 

(3) to guard them from false doctrines and teachers (2:26); 
 

(4) for them to know full assurance of their eternal salvation (5:13). 
 

                                                 
1
 Lehman Strauss, The Epistles of John (Neptune, NJ: Loizeaux Brothers, 1972), p. 13.  
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(5) that they would uproot anything that would keep them from loving God and 

loving people (idols, 5:21) 
 

Related: The purpose statement of the Gospel of John (20:31) is “that you may believe 
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God,” and this is repeatedly worked into the 

assertions of the author of 1 John (1:3, 2:22-23, 3:8, 3:23, 4:9, 4:15, 5:1, 5:10-12, 

5:20). 
 

Genre:  the epistle flows more like a homily (sermon) than a letter. In a similar form to 
the epistle of James, it may be regarded as a letter-essay, though it nevertheless 

addresses the specific situation of the readers. 
 

 

Historical Background 
From the IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament2: 

 
If the setting of 1 John is the same as that of the Fourth Gospel, it is meant to 

encourage Christians expelled from the synagogues, some of whose colleagues 

have returned to the synagogue by denying Jesus’ messiahship (2:19, 22; 4:2-
3). The letter can be read in this way and makes sense on these terms. 

 
But John was concerned about situations in cities other than those addressed in 

his Gospel. While Christians were expelled from synagogues and betrayed by the 
Jewish community in Smyrna (Rev 2:9-10) and Philadelphia (Rev 3:7-9), they 

were tempted with the heresy of compromise elsewhere, including compromise 

with idolatry advocated by false prophets (Rev 2:14-15, 20-23; cf. 1 Jn 4:1; 
5:21). The form of idolatry may have especially been the imperial cult, to which 

people in the East needed to show their loyalty or pay serious consequences (cf. 
Rev 13:14-15), possibly including death (1 Jn 3:16). First John could address a 

community like Ephesus, where the church had expelled the false teachers but 

needed love for one another (Rev 2:2-4). 
 

On the one hand, the issue in view might be simply some false prophets (1 Jn 
4:1-6) advocating compromises with the imperial cult to save one’s life. On the 

other hand, the issue might be one of the heresies that was developing toward 

full-blown Gnosticism. Docetists believed that Christ was divine but only seemed 
to become human (cf. 4:2); Cerinthians (followers of Cerinthus) believed that the 

Christ-Spirit merely came on Jesus, but denied that he was actually the one and 
only Christ (cf. 2:22). Gnostics also tended to define sin in various ways, hence 

some Gnostics believed that they were incapable of committing real sins, 
although their bodies could engage in behavior non-Gnostic Christians considered 

sinful. Any of the above backgrounds fits the letter itself; thus the commentary 

mentions all of them at relevant points below.  
 

But one point is beyond dispute: the primary troublemakers are clearly 
“secessionists,” people who had been part of the Christian community John 

addresses but who had withdrawn from that community. John advocates testing 

the spirits by two main tests: a moral-ethical test (keeping the commandments, 
especially love of the Christian community) and a faith test (the right view of 

Jesus). 

                                                 
2
 Craig S. Keener, IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 1993), pp. 735-36. 
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Gnostics:  The false teachers referred to in much of the New Testament (see 
Colossians, 2 Peter & 1 John) were later known as Gnostics (from the Greek word “to 

know”) and purported to have special hidden knowledge concerning spiritual matters.  

Part of their error was to believe that all matter – all physical existence – was evil.  By 
stating this they attack the truth of the incarnation of Christ – How can a divine being 
take on a physical body and remain undefiled?  Because of this the Gnostics taught that 
there must be a distinction between the man Jesus and the spiritual Christ.  Jesus was a 

mere man, and the divine Christ (an emanation from the Divine, afar off) had rested 

upon Him for part of His earthly life. This Christ spirit left at the crucifixion, with Jesus 
leaving us no more than teachings and secret rituals to be learned to make one wise. 

Similar to the teaching of the Gnostics was a variant group known as Docetists (from the 
Greek word meaning “to seem”).  Those who held to the docetic school of thought 

taught that Christ only seemed to have a physical body (He was like a phantom).  The 
result in both cases was the same – a flat denial of the incarnation. 
 

 
Recipients of 1st John 
John’s first epistle appears to have been a circular letter, sent in all likelihood to the 

churches throughout the province of Asia (including the seven mentioned in Revelation), 
perhaps around the city of Ephesus since early Christian writers placed John at Ephesus 

in his later years.  Like the other two letters (2nd & 3rd), in this one John in concerned to 
counter false teaching concerning the person and work of Jesus Christ. As evidenced in 

the text, false teachers were arguing that Jesus had not come in the flesh (1 John 1:1, 

2:22; 2 John 7) and that moral purity was not a priority. 
 

 
DATE OF WRITING 

 
c. A.D. 90 

 

 
ANALYSIS 

 
THEME OF 1st JOHN 

 

Loving God and loving others 
 

• Fellowship with God 

• How to enjoy and abide in an intimate relationship with God through Jesus 

Christ 
• Right views of holiness and sin 

 

It is centered on a proper view of Jesus the Christ, how we are to live in and enjoy 
fellowship with God, and the three themes of Obedience, Love and Truth. 

 

 
Christ in 1st John 
This book focuses on the present ministry of the Savior in the life of believers and 
anticipates His coming again.  Jesus the Christ’s blood continually cleanses each believer 

from all sin (1:7), and from personal sins upon confession (1:9), even those sins not 

specifically known (“all unrighteousness” – which tends to mark those deeds done or 
omitted against others).  To this end, John declares that Christ is our righteous Advocate 
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before the Father (2:1; in the sense of being our legal defense) and the propitiation (or 

atoning sacrifice) not only for believers, but for all the world (2:2), that Jesus is the 
Christ (Messiah/Savior) who has come in the flesh (2:22; 4:2-3), that He came by water 

and by blood, a reference to His baptism and the cross (5:6), and that He is coming 
again when we shall see Him and be like Him (2:28-3:3).3 

 
 

KEY VERSES IN 1st JOHN 
 

1:5 God is LIGHT 
 
 
4:8 God is LOVE 
 
 
1:5-2:2 5 This is the message which we have heard from Him and declare to 

you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all. 6 If we say that 
we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie and do not 
practice the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light as He is in the light, we 
have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ His Son 
cleanses us from all sin. 
8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is 
not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us 
our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we say that we 
have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and His word is not in us. 
2:1 My little children, these things I write to you, so that you may not 
sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous. 2 And He Himself is the propitiation for our sins, 
and not for ours only but also for the whole world. 

 
4:7-11 7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who 

loves is born of God and knows God. 8 He who does not love does not 
know God, for God is love. 9 In this the love of God was manifested 
toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that 
we might live through Him. 10 In this is love, not that we loved God, but 
that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins. 11 
Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 

 
 
5:11-13 11 And this is the testimony: that God has given us eternal life, and this 

life is in His Son. 12 He who has the Son has life; he who does not have 
the Son of God does not have life. 13 These things I have written to you 
who believe in the name of the Son of God, that you may know that you 
have eternal life, and that you may continue to believe in the name of 
the Son of God. 

 
5:21  Little children, keep yourselves from idols. Amen. 
 
 
 

                                                 
3
 J. Hampton Keathley, III, The Non-Pauline Epistles (Dallas: Biblical Studies Press, 2004) 

www.bible.org. 
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Key Chapter: 
 

Surely, one of the key passages in 1 John, and even in the New Testament, is 

chapter 1 because of its truth regarding sin, even in the life of the Christian. To 
walk in the light means an honest acknowledgment (confession) of the problem 

of sin. Rather than the denial of sin, this chapter shows us the need for the 

confession of the principle of sin (1:8), confession of particular or personal sins 
(1:9), and confession of the practice of sin (1:10).4 

 
 
 

OUTLINE 
 

Summary Outline5 of 1st John 
 

I. Introduction (1:1-4) 
 

II. The Tests of True Fellowship: God is Light (1:5—2:29) 

A. Obedience (1:5—2:6) 
(“saying” vs. “doing”) 

B. Love (2:7-17) 
C. Truth (2:18-29) 

 

III. The Tests of True Sonship: God is Love (3:1—5:21) 
A. Obedience (ch. 3) 

B. Love (ch. 4) 
C. Truth (ch. 5) 
 

 

 
Detailed Outline of 1st John 

 

I. Prologue: the reality of the Word’s incarnation (1:1-4) 
 

 
 

 

II. Fellowship (1:5-2:17) 
 

 
 

A. Principles of fellowship: walking in the light (1:5-10) 
 

 

 
 

B. Provision for fellowship: the propitiation of Christ (2:1-2) 
 

                                                 
4
 J. Hampton Keathley, III, The Non-Pauline Epistles (Dallas: Biblical Studies Press, 2004) 

www.bible.org. 
5
 Warren W. Wiersbe, “1 John,” The Bible Exposition Commentary (Colorado Springs, CO: 

Chariot Victor Publishing, 1989), p. 473. 
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C. Imperatives of fellowship: obeying God’s commands (2:3-11) 
 

 
 

 

D. Prerequisites of fellowship: in the family of God (2:12-14) 
 

 
 

 
E. Impulses against fellowship: loving the world (2:15-17) 

 

 
 

 
III. False teachers: how to recognize their deception (2:18-27) 

 

 
 

 
A. First proof: their abandonment (2:18-19) 

 
 

 

B. Second proof: their denial that Jesus is the Christ (2:20-23) 
 

 
 

 

C. Third proof: our anointing of the Spirit (2:24-27) 
 

 
 

 

IV. Future hope: motivation for present holy living (2:28-3:10) 
 

 
 

 
A. Hope produces holiness (2:28-3:3) 

 

 
 

 
B. Practice of righteousness (3:4-10) 
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V. Love as basis of assurance (3:11-24) 

 
 

 
 

A. Definition (3:11-17) 

 
 

 
 

1. Negatively stated: the example of Cain (3:11-15) 
 

 

 
 

2. Positively stated: the example of Christ (3:16-17) 
 

 

 

 

B. Discernment: the witness of the Spirit (3:18-24) 

 

 
 

 
C. The condemnation by our hearts (3:18-20) 

 
 

 

 
D. The confidence we can have before God (3:21-24) 

 
 

 

 
VI. False teachers: discernment of false spirits (4:1-6) 

 
 

 
 

A. Objective test: Doctrine (4:1-3) 

 
 

 
 

B. Subjective test: witness of the Spirit (4:4-6) 
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VII. Love: essential to sanctification (4:7-21) 

 
 

 

 

A. Love displayed in the death of Christ (4:7-12) 
 

 
 

 

B. The death of Christ witnessed by the Spirit (4:13-16a) 
 

 
 

 
C. Love casts out fear (4:16b-18) 

 

 
 

 
D. Divine love prompts brotherly love (4:19-21) 

 

 
 

 
VIII. Faith: assurance in our hearts (5:1-12) 

 
 

 

 
A. Faith and external evidence: overcoming (5:1-5) 

 
 

 

 
B. Faith and internal assurance: witness of the Spirit (5:6-12) 

 
 

 
 

IX. Advocacy of Christ: believers’ basis for assurance before God (5:13-21) 

 
 

 
 

 

 
A. Advocacy of Christ (5:13-17) 
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X. Summary: assurances restated (5:18-21) 

 
 

 
 

A. Little children (coming back to the Gospel), v. 21a 

 
 

 

 

B. Keep yourselves from idols (anything that keeps us from loving God and 
loving people), v. 21b 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


