Introducing 1 John – the Greatest Letter about Love

By Pastor Vernon Kleinig.

Author 

Despite the fact that the author is nowhere named in the epistle, it is highly probable that he is none other than the beloved apostle John, now an old man living in Asia Minor and pastoring the churches in and around Ephesus. There are a number of reasons for attributing this anonymous epistle to John including the following:

· A strong tradition dating back to the early days of the Church holds that John is the author;

· There are many similarities in style and content between the Gospel of John and this epistle. The same sharp contrasts appear in both – light and darkness, truth and falsehood, love and hate. The differences between them can be traced to differences in purposes and to the length of time that elapsed between the composition of each;

· The internal information in the epistle points to John. For example, the author tells us that he was one of the original eyewitnesses of Jesus. Also, the author writes with the air of authority that would be expected of an apostle.

Characteristics

First John was written in the simplest Greek of all the New Testament. Although 5,437 different Greek words appear in the New Testament, only 303 are used in the three Johannine epistles – less than 6% of the total. This is not to say, however, that 1 John is a superficial book. On the contrary, here the apostle John, now an old man, is writing a distillation of all he has learned.

He is saying, “This is what Christianity is all about. This is what it all boils down to: God is light; God is love; Jesus is the Messiah; the Son of God, who has come in the flesh, and we are to be his children. As such we have eternal life. We do not continue in sin, but we love one another. I repeat we are to love one another.”

A story is told by Jerome of “blessed John the evangelist”, an extremely old man, “being carried into the congregation at Ephesus, unable to say anything except ‘Little children, love one another.’  Having heard this same thing so often, they ask “Master, why do you always say this?’ He replied, “Because it is the Lord’s command, and if this only is done, it is enough.” (JRW Stott, The Epistle of John p.49)

Luther wrote: ”I have never read a book written in simpler words than this one, and yet the words are inexpressible.”

God’s Grace in 1 John

In his advanced age, the apostle John proclaims God’s grace to Christians in the Roman province of Asia, - particularly around Ephesus – through his Gospel, Revelation and three letters.

1 John expresses God’s grace very clearly. 

“… we have one who speaks to the Father in our defence – Jesus Christ, the righteous One. He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for our sins but also for the sins of the whole world”. 

“How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called the children of God!” 

“But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.”

“Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.”

“He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love; not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.”

Read: 1 John 1:1-10 Walking in the Light

1. Why does John tell us how he experienced “the Word” (v1-4)?

2. What does this show about Jesus? about John?

3. What does he mean by “God is light?”

4. What does it mean to “walk in the light”: as opposed to walking in the darkness?

What’s meant by darkness here?

5. How are light and love linked (2:9-11)?

How are hate and darkness linked?

6. What are the tremendous blessings that flow from confessing our sins (v9)?

Read 1 John 2:1-14  Christ our Helper
1. According to 2:1, what should we do when we sin?

2. Why does John emphasize that Jesus is the Righteous One? See 1 Peter 3:18, Romans 3:17.

3. What’s the old commandment (Leviticus 19:18)? The new one (John 13:34)?

In what way is it new? (v7, 8) How did Jesus make the old commandment new?

4. What characterises each stage of maturity in verses 12-14?

5. What’s meant in verse 14b?

Read 1 John 2:15-29 Beware of false loves

1. How is “world” characterised in verse 16? And then note 2:2 and John 3:16.

2. What’s meant by God’s will in verse 17? See John 6:40.

3. What’s meant by “the last hour” in verse 18?

4. Why is verse 19 such a sad one? Why is verse 23 so important?

5. What’s meant by “the anointing” in verses 20 and 27?

6. What’s the good news in verse 28?

Read 1 John 3:1-10  God’s Children

1. What motivations does John give for living a God-pleasing life in 3:1-3?

2. What implications would John have from verse 1 about God? about ourselves?

3. What do we have to look forward to in verse 2?

4. By “sin” here John means a habitual pattern or lifestyle of sinning. How does this help us understand verses 9-10?

5. Why did Jesus appear according to verse 8b?

Read 1 John 3:11-24 Love for Others

1. How do the messages of verse 11 and 15 complement and balance one another?

2. What in the story of Cain illustrates the general attitude of the world to God’s people? How does John use this as another test of a true Christian (v14-15)?

3. What’s meant by the amazing statement in verse 14a? See John 5:24, 1 Corinthians 13:13. “Love is the surest test of having life.”

4. Why does verse 15 link hate and murder?

5. How is verse 16 a match for John 3:16? 
What’s meant by “laying down our lives for our fellow Christians”? See 2 Corinthians 5:14-15.

6. What does true love involve (v16-18)?

7. What’s meant in verses 19-20?

8. How is loving others related to our prayers (v21-22)?

9. In verse 23, what’s central to true Christianity?

10. Why is the Holy Spirit introduced in verse 24? See Romans 8:15-16.

Read 1 John 4:1-6
Test the Spirits

1. How do people motivated by God’s Spirit differ from false teachers in their attitude to Christ? To fellow Christians?

2. How is it so essential to affirm Christ’s humanity in verse 2? Why is denying Christ’s Incarnation such a serious breech of faith?

3. How can we distinguish a true prophet from a false one? See 1 Corinthians 12:3, 14:3-5, 29-32; Revelation 19:10.

Read 1 John 4:7-21 God’s Love and Ours
1. Love is mentioned 27 times in this section. What do we learn about 
a. its origin?

b. Its motives?

c. its actions?

d. its effects in our everyday lives?
2. “God is love” in verse 8 has been called the greatest statement ever made about God. Why? See Deuteronomy 7:7-8; Jeremiah 31:3; Hosea 11:4-9; Romans 5:5, 8; 8:38-39; Titus 3:4-7; Ephesians 2:4-5.

3. What do verses 9 and 10 tell us about God’s love?

4. How can AGAPE love (putting others first) be made perfect or complete? (v12)

5. How does God live in us according to verses 12-13 and verse 15?

6. Why can we rely on the love God has for us (v16)?

7. Why does St. John repeat God is love” in verse 16?

8. How does perfect love drive out fear?

9. Why is verse 19, ”we love because He first loved us”, so important?

10. How does love for God eliminate hatred of a brother or sister (v20-21)?

Read 1 John 5:1-21 Faith in Christ, the Son of God
1. How does the new birth bring forth love (v1)?

2. How do we show love to fellow Christians in verse 2? See Romans 13:8-10.

3. Why are God’s commands no longer burdensome? 
See Romans 5:19; Galatians 5:14.

4. What’s the power source for overcoming the world? See John 16:33.

5. What do the water and blood refer to in verses 6-8? See John 19:34. What happened at Jesus’ Baptism (Matthew 3:13-17)?

6. What comforting assurance do verses 11-13 give you?

7. What’s the first thing we do when we see someone else sin (v16)?

8. What amazing claim does St. John make in the end of verse 20?

