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PREFACE
BY THE GENERAL EDITOR.

The

General Editor of The Cambridge Bible for

Schools thinks

it

right to say that he does not hold

himself responsible either for the interpretation of
particular passages which the Editors of the several

Books have adopted, or
doctrine that they

for

any opinion on points of

may have

In the

expressed.

Testament more especially questions

arise

New

of the

deepest theological import, on which the ablest and

most conscientious interpreters have
always

will

differ.

cases to leave each

exercise of his

His aim has been

in all

own judgment, only taking

has contented

and
such

Contributor to the unfettered

mere controversy should as

He

differed

far as possible

himself chiefly with

care that

be avoided.
a

careful

revision of the notes, with pointing out omissions, with

PREFACE.
suggesting occasionally a reconsideration of some
question, or a fuller treatment of difficult passages,

and the

like.

Beyond
feeling
its

own

it

this

he has not attempted to

better that each

Commentary should have

individual character, and

that freshness

interfere,

being convinced

and variety of treatment are more

than a compensation for any lack of uniformity in
the Series.
Deanery, Peterborougu.
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INTRODUCTION.
CHAPTER

I.

The Last Years of

A SKETCH

of the

life

John.

S.

of S. John as a whole has been given in

Here

the Introduction to the Fourth Gospel.

it

will not

be

necessary to do more than retouch and somewhat enlarge what

was there said respecting the closing years of his life, in which
period, according to all probability, whether derived from direct
In order
or indirect evidence, our three Epistles were written.
to understand the motive and tone of the Epistles, it is requisite
to have some clear idea of the circumstances, local, moral, and
intellectual, in the midst of which they were written.
(i)

The Local Siirroiindmgs

—Ephesus.

Unless the whole history of the century which followed upon
is to be abandoned as chimerical
and untrustworthy, we must continue to believe the almost uni-

the destruction of Jerusalem

versally accepted statement that S.

John spent the

last portion

Asia Minor, and chiefly at Ephesus. The sceptical
spirit which insists upon the truism that well-attested facts have
nevertheless not been demonstrated with all the certainty of a
of his

life

in

proposition in Euclid, and contends that

it is

therefore right to

doubt them, and lawful to dispute them, renders history imThe evidence of S. John's residence at Ephesus is too
possible.
strong to be shaken by conjectures.
state the

main elements of it.

It will

be worth while to
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(i)

The opening

chapters of the

Book of Revelation

are

written in the character of the MetropoHtan of the Churches of

Asia Minor.

Even

if

we admit

that the

Book

is

possibly not

by S. John, at least it is written by some one who knows
Had S. John never lived in
that S. John held that position.
Asia Minor, the writer of the Apocalypse would at once have
been detected as personating an Apostle of whose abode and
position he was ignorant.
(2) Justin Martyr (c. A.D. 150) probably within fifty years of
written

Among us also a certain man named
S. John's death writes:
John, one of the Apostles of Christ, prophesied in a Revelation
made to him, that the believers of our Christ shall spend a
^'-

These words occur in the
thousand years in Jerusalem."
Dialogue with Trypho (lxxxi.), which Eusebius tells us was
held at Ephesus so that 'among us' naturally means at or near
Ephesus.
:

(3)

Irenaeus, the disciple of Polycarp, the disciple of S. John,

writes thus

(c.

A.D. 180) in the celebrated Epistle to Florinus,

of which a portion has been preserved by Eusebius

(//.

E.

V.

"These doctrines those presbyters who preceded us,
who also were conversant with the Apostles, did not hand down
For when I was yet a boy I saw thee in lower Asia
to thee.
with Polycarp, distinguishing thyself in the royal court, and
endeavouring to have his approbation. For I remember what
happened then more clearly than recent occurrences. For the
experiences of childhood, growing up along with the soul, become
part and parcel of it so that I can describe both the place in
which the blessed Polycarp used to sit and discourse, and his
goings out and his comings in, the character of his life and the
appearance of his person, and the discourses which he used to
deliver to the multitude and how he recounted his close intercourse with John, and with the rest of those who had seen the
Lord." That Polycarp was Bishop of Smyrna, where he spent
most of his life and suffered martyrdom, is well known. And
Still more
this again proves S. John's residence in Asia Minor.
"Then John,
plainly Irenaeus says elsewhere {Haer. iii.
i)
the disciple of the Lord, who also leaned back on His breast, he

XX. 4, 5):

:

;

i.

:

EPHESUS.

II

too published a gospel during his residettce at Ephesus in
Asia."
(4)

Polycrates, Bishop of Ephesus, in his Epistle to Victor

—

(A.D. 190
200) says: "And moreover John
back upon the Lord's breast, who was a priest
bearing the plate of gold, and a martyr and a teacher, he lies
asleep at Ephesusr
have been Presbyter of
(5) Apollonius, sometimes said to
Ephesus, wrote a treatise against Montanism (c. A.D. 200),
which Tertullian answered and Eusebius tells us that Apollonius related the raising of a dead man to life by S. John at
Ephesus {H.E. V. xviii. 14).
There is no need to multiply witnesses. That S, John ended
his days in Asia Minor, ruling 'the Churches of Asia' from
Ephesus as his usual abode, was the uniform belief of Christendom in the second and third centuries, and there is no sufficient

Bishop of

Rome

also that leaned

—

;

reason for doubting

its truth.

We shall find that

S.

John's resi-

dence there harmonizes admirably with the tone and contents of
these Epistles.

Ephesus was situated on high ground in the midst of a fertile
from the mouth of the Cayster. As a centre of
Three rivers drain
commerce its position was magnificent.
western Asia Minor, the Maeander, the Cayster, and the Hermes,
and of these three the Cayster is the central one, and its valley
The
is connected by passes with the valleys of the other two.
trade of the eastern Aegean was concentrated in its port.
Through Ephesus flowed the chief of the trade between Asia
Minor and the West. Strabo, the geographer, who was still
living when S. John was a young man, had visited Ephesus, and
as a native of Asia Minor must have known the city well from
Writing of it in the time of Augustus he says
reputation.
plain, not far

:

"Owing

to its favourable situation, the city is in all other re-

spects increasing daily, for

it is

the greatest place of trade of

the cities of Asia west of the Taurus."

The

all

vermilion trade of

Cappadocia, which used to find a port at Sinope, now passed
What Corinth was to Greece and the Adri-

through Ephesus.
atic,

and Marseilles

to

Gaul and the western Mediterranean,
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Asia Minor and the Aegean. And its
corn in abundance grew in its
plains, and wine and oil on its surrounding hills.
Patmos, the
scene of the Revelation, is only a day's sail from Ephesus, and
it has been reasonably conjectured that the gorgeous description
of the merchandise of 'Babylon,' given in the Apocalypse (xviii.
12, 13) is derived from S. John's own experiences in Ephesus:
*
Merchandise of gold, and silver, and precious stone, and pearls,

that

Ephesus was

home products were

and

fine linen,

to

considerable

and purple, and

:

silk,

and

scarlet

;

and

all

thyine

wood, and every vessel of ivory, and every vessel made of most
precious wood, and of brass, and iron, and marble and cinna;

mon, and spice, and incense, and ointment, and frankincense,
and wine and oil, and fine flour, and wheat, and cattle, and
sheep and merchandise of horses and chariots and slaves and
;

;

The last two items give us in terrible simplicity
human beings which treated them as body and soul

souls of men.'

the

traffic in

the property of their purchaser. Ephesus was the place at which

Romans

visiting the

cities of the

and

Roman

greatest,'

East commonly landed. Among all the
it ranked as ^first of all

province of Asia

and was

called *the Metropolis of Asia.'

In his

Natural History Pliny speaks of it as Asiae lu?nen. It is quite
in harmony with this that it should after Jerusalem and Antioch
become the third great home of Christianity, and after the death
of S. Paul be chosen by S. John as the centre whence he would
direct the

Churches of Asia.

the Apocalypse

(i.

11,

ii.

It is

i).

If

the

first

Church addressed

we had been

in

entirely without

information respecting S. John's life subsequent to the destruction of Jerusalem, the conjecture that he had moved to Asia

Minor and taken up

his

abode in Ephesus would have been one

of the most reasonable that could have been formed. With the
exception of Rome, and perhaps of Alexandria, no more im-

portant centre could have been found for the work of the last

There

nothing either in his writings or in
John with Alexandria
and not much, excepting the tradition about the martyrdom near
If
the Porta Latina (see p. 22), to connect him with Rome.
surviving Apostle.

traditions respecting

S.

John ever was

in

him

is

to connect S.

Rome,

it

was probably with

;

S.

Peter at the

EPHESUS.
time of
xviii.

S. Peter's death.

are influenced

by

Some have thought
It is

death of his companion Apostle (Luke
I, iv.

13, viii. 14)

that Rev.

xiii.

and

recollections of the horrors of the perse-

cution in which S. Peter suff"ered.

iii.

13

not improbable that the

xxii.

may have been one

8

;

John

xx. 2

;

Acts

of the circumstances

which led to S. John's setthng in Asia Minor. The older friend,
whose destiny it was to wander and to suffer, was dead the
younger friend, whose lot was 'that he abide,' was therefore free
to choose the place where his abiding would be of most use to
;

the Church.

The Church

of Ephesus had been founded by S. Paul about
and some eight years later he had written the Epistle
which now bears the name of the Ephesians, but which was

A.D. 55,

apparently a circular letter addressed to other Churches as well

Timothy was left there by S. Paul,
Macedonia (i Tim. i. 3) to endeavour
to keep in check the presumptuous and even heretical theories
in which some members of the Ephesian Church had begun to
indulge. Timothy was probably at Rome at the time of S. Paul's
death (2 Tim. iv. 9, 21), and then returned to Ephesus, where,
according to tradition, he suffered martyrdom during one of the
great festivals in honour of the great goddess Artemis,' under
Domitian or Nerva. It is not impossible that 'the angel of the
Church of Ephesus' praised and blamed in Rev. ii. i 7 is
Timothy, although Timothy is often supposed to have died
before the Apocalypse was written.
He was succeeded, according to Dorotheus of Tyre (c. A.D. 300), by Gaius (Rom.
as to that at Ephesus.

when

the latter went on to

'

—

23; I Cor. i. 14) but Origen mentions a tradition that
Gaius became Bishop of Thessalonica.

xvi.

;

this

These particulars warrant us in believing that by the time
John settled in Ephesus there must have been a considerable number of Christians there. The labours of Aquila and
Priscilla (Acts xviii. 19
2 Tim. iv. 19), of S. Paul for more than
two years (Acts xix. 8—10), of Trophimus (Acts xxi. 29), of the
family of Onesiphorus (2 Tim. i. 16—18, iv. 9), and of Timothy
for a considerable number of years, must have resulted in the
conversion of many Jews and heathen. Besides which, after

that S.

;
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the destruction of Jerusalem not a few Christians would be likely
to settle there

from Palestine.

ganised under presbyters in

A

Church which was already

S. Paul's day, as his

own speech

or-

to

them and his letters to Timothy shew, must have been scandalously mismanaged and neglected, if in such a centre as
Ephesus, it had not largely increased in the interval between
S. Paul's departure and S. John's arrival.
(ii)

—Idolatry.

The Moral Siwrounditigs

If there was one thing for which the Metropolis of Asia was
more celebrated than another in the apostolic age, it was for the
magnificence of its idolatrous worship. The temple of Artemis,
its tutelary deity, which crowned the head of its harbour, was

one of the wonders of the world. Its 127 columns, 60 feet high,
were each one the gift of a people or a prince. In area it

was considerably larger than Durham Cathedral and nearly as
and its magnificence had become a proverb.
The gods had one house on earth, and that was at Ephesus.'

large as S. Paul's

;

'

The

architectural imagery of S. Paul in the First Epistle to the

Corinthians

(iii.

9

—

17),

which was written

at

Ephesus, and in

—

Ephesians (ii. 19 22), and to Timothy
(i Tim. iii. 15, vi. 19; 2 Tim. ii. 19, 20), may well have been
suggested by it. The city was proud of the title Temple-keeper
of the great Artemis' (Acts xix. 35), and the wealthy vied with
one another in lavishing gifts upon the shrine. The temple thus

the

Epistles to the

'

became a vast treasure-house of gold and silver vessels and
works of art. It was served by a college of priestesses and of
" Besides these there was a vast throng of dependents,
priests.
who lived by the temple and its services, theologi^ who may
have expounded sacred legends, hymnodi, who composed hymns
in honour of the deity, and others, together with a great crowd
of hierodtdae^ who performed more menial offices. The making
of shrines and images of the goddess occupied many hands....
But perhaps the most important of all the privileges possessed
by the goddess and her priests was that of asylinn. Fugitives
from justice or vengeance who reached her precincts were per-

IDOLATRY.
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from all pursuit and arrest. The boundaries of the
space possessing such virtue were from time to time enlarged.
fectly safe

Mark Antony imprudently allowed them

to take in part of the

which part thus became free of all law, and a haunt of
thieves and villains.. ..Besides being a place of worship, a museum,
and a sanctuary, the Ephesian temple was a great bank. Nowhere in Asia could money be more safely bestowed than here "
city,

(P. Gardner).

S. Paul's

advice to Timothy to 'charge them that

and 'communicate'
up in store for themselves a good foundation,' for 'the life which is life indeed' (i Tim. vi. 17
19), acquires
In short, what
fresh meaning when we remember this last fact.
S. Peter's and the Vatican have been to Rome, that the temple
of Artemis was to Ephesus in S. John's day.
It was in consequence of the scandals arising out of the abuse
of sanctuary, that certain states were ordered to submit their
are rich' not to amass, but to 'distribute'

their wealth, 'laying

—

Roman

charters to che

Senate (A.D.

22).

As Tacitus remarks,

no authority was strong enough to keep in check the turbulence
of a people which protected the crimes of men as worship of the
gods. The first to bring and defend their claims were the
Ephesians. They represented "that Diana and Apollo were
not born at Delos, as was commonly supposed the Ephesians
possessed the Cenchrean stream and the Ortygian grove where
Latona, in the hour of travail, had reposed against an olive-tree,
still in existence, and given birth to those deities
and it was by
the gods' command that the grove had been consecrated.
It
was there that Apollo himself, after slaying the Cyclops, had
escaped the wrath of Jupiter and again that father Bacchus in
his victory had spared the suppliant Amazons who had occupied
;

;

:

his shrine" (Tac. Ajin.

iii.

61).

We have only to read the first
Romans

(21

Galatians

—

(v.

32), or the

19

— 21) and

in the first century of the Christian era

especially when, as in Ephesus,
rites of Oriental

—

(iii. 5
8) to know enough
commonly accompanied Greek

Colossians

of the kind of morality which

and Roman idolatry

chapter of the Epistle to the

catalogue of vices in the Epistles to the

polytheism,

it

amid

was mixed up with the wilder
all

the seductiveness of Ionian
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and

luxury,

in a climate which, while

unnerved the
all its

will.

Was

it

attendant abominations in his

the Gentiles wrote Eph.

v.

it

enflamed the passions,

not with the idolatry of Ephesus and

i

mind

that the Apostle of

— 21?

A few words

must be said of one particular phase of superconnected with idolatry, for which Ephesus was
magic. " It was preeminently the city of astrology,

stition, closely

famous

;

—

its

and every form of
magical imposture." About the statue of the Ephesian Artemis
were written unintelligible inscriptions to which mysterious efficacy was attributed. 'Ephesian writings,' or charms ('Ec^eVia
sorcery, incantations, amulets, exorcisms,

ypafxiiaTa)

were much sought

after,

as senseless as Abracadabra.

Heraclitus the

unknown

and seem

to

have been about

In the epistles of the pseudo-

writer

why

explains

Heraclitus

of

weeping philosopher." It was because
of the monstrous idiotcy and vice of the Ephesian people. Who
would not weep to see religion made the vehicle of brutal superThere was not a man in
stition and nameless abominations ?
Ephesus who did not deserve hanging. (See Farrar's Lz/e of
Wicked folly of this kind had tainted
S. Patilj Vol. II. p. 18.)
the earliest Christian community at Ephesus. They had accepted
Hence the
the Gospel and still secretly held fast their magic.
bonfire of costly books of charms and incantations which followed
upon the defeat of the sons of Sceva when they attempted to use
the name of Jesus as a magical form of exorcism (Acts xix. 13 20).
Facts such as these place in a very vivid light S. John's

Ephesus was

called "the

—

upon the necessity of holding steadfastly the
and the incarnate Son, of keeping oneself
pure, of avoiding the world and the things in the world, of being
on one's guard against lying spirits, and especially the sharp
final admonition, 'Guard yourselves from the idols.'
stern insistence

true faith in the Father

(iii)

It is

heresies

The

common
;

Intellectual

— Gnosticisjn.

Surroundings

to speak of the Gnostic heresy or the Gnostic

but such language, though correct enough,

be misleading.

We

commonly think

is

apt to

of heresy as a corrupt

GNOSTICISM.

17

growth out of Christian truth, or a deflection from it as when we
call Unitarianisni, which so insists upon the Unity of God as to
;

denythe Trinity, or Arianism, which so insists upon the Primacy
of the Father as to deny the true Divinity of the Son, heretical
systems or heresies. These and many other corruptions of the
They are onetruth grew up inside the bosom of the Church.
sided and exaggerated developments of Christian doctrines.
But corruption may come from without as well as from within.
It may be the result of impure elements imported into the
system, contaminating and poisoning it. It was in this way
that the Gnostic heresies found their way into the Church. The
germs of Gnosticism in various stages of development were in
the very air in which Christianity was born. They had influenced
Judaism; they had influenced the religions of Greece and of the
East and the Christian Church had not advanced beyond its
infancy when they began to shew their influence there also.
While professing to have no hostility to the Gospel, Gnosticism
proved one of the subtlest and most dangerous enemies which
:

it

has ever encountered.

On

the plea of interpreting Christian

doctrines from a higher standpoint

demolished them

With a promise
catholic basis,

rested

it

them

in explaining

;

really disintegrated
it

and more
away the very foundations on \vhich it
sin, and the reality of redemption.

of giving to the Gospel a broader

it

cut

—the reality of

not easy to define Gnosticism.

It is

so were

many

and

explained them away.

of

its

name is Greek, and
much also that

Its

elements; but there was

was Oriental in its composition and before long, first Jewish,
and then Christian elements were added to the compound. It
has been called a ^philosophy of religion.' It would be more
;

true perhaps to call

it a philosophy of being or of existence ; an
attempt to explain the seen and the unseen universe. But this
again would be misleading to the learner. Philosophy with us

presupposes a patient investigation of facts it is an attempt to
rise from facts to explanations of their relations to one another,
:

and

their causes, efficient

and

final.

almost in vain for any appeal to
place of investigation, and what
s.

JOHN

(ep.)

facts.

In Gnosticism we look
Imagination takes the

may be

conceived

is

made
2

the
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and sometimes almost the only test, of what is. Gnosticism,
though eminently philosophic in its aims and professions, was
yet in its method more closely akin to poetry and fiction than
to philosophy. While it professed to appeal to the intellect, and
in modern language would have called itself rationahstic, yet it
perpetually set intelligence at defiance, both in its premises and
test,

in its conclusions.

We may describe

it

as a series of imagina-

tive speculations respecting the origin of the universe

Supreme Being.
Gnosticism had in the main two ground

and

its re-

lation to the

principles which

run through all the bewildering varieties of Gnostic systems
A. The supremacy of the intellect, and the superiority of
enlightenment to faith and conduct. This is the Greek element
in Gnosticism.

B.

The

everything material.
A.

absolutely evil character of matter and

This

is

the Oriental element.

In the N. T. knowledge or gnosis means the profound

apprehension of Christian
of stupidity.

It offers

truth.

Christianity

is

not the Gospel

the highest satisfaction to the intellectual

powers in the study of revealed truth and theology in all its
branches is the fruit of such study. But this is a very different
thing from saying that the intellectual appreciation of truth is
the main thing. Theology exists for religion, and not religion
The Gnostics made knowledge the main thing,
for theology.
indeed the only thing of real value. Moreover, as the knowledge
;

was

difiicult

of attainment, they completely reversed the principle

of the Gospel

and made

'the

Truth' the possession of the

privileged few, instead of being open to the

simplest.

The

and moral character of the Gospel, which brings it
within the reach of the humblest intellectual power, was set on
historical

one side as valueless, or fantastically explained away.
excellence was

made

to consist, not in a holy

life,

Spiritual

but in know-

ledge of an esoteric kind open only to the initiated, who " knew
the depths" and could say "this is profound." (Tert. Adv.
Valent.

I.

37.)

In the fragment of a letter of Valentinus pre-

served by Epiphanius this Gnostic teacher says

:

"

I

come

to

speak to you of things ineffable, secret, higher than the heavens,
which cannot be understood by principalities or powers, nor by

GNOSTICISM.
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anything beneath, nor by any creature, unless it be by those
intelligence can know no change " (Epiph. Contra Haei'.

whose

adv. Valait.

31).

I.

This doctrine contained three or four errors

Knowledge was placed above virtue. (2) This
knowledge treated the facts and morality of the Gospel as matter
in one.

(i)

which the ordinary Christian might understand literally, but
which the Gnostic knew to mean something very different.
Besides which, there was a great deal of the highest value that
was not contained in the Scriptures at all. (3) The true meaning of Scripture and this knowledge over and above Scripture
being hard to attain, the benefits of Revelation were the exclusive
property of a select band of philosophers. (4) To the poor,
therefore, the Gospel (in its reality and fulness) could not be
preached.

That the material universe is utterly evil and impure in
is a doctrine which has its source in Oriental Dualism,
which teaches that there are two independent Principles of
existence, one good and the other bad, which are respectively
the origin of all the good and all the evil that exists. The
material world, on account of the manifest imperfections and
evils which it contains, is assumed to be evil and to be the
B.

character

product of an evil power. This doctrine runs through almost all
Gnostic teaching. It involves the following consequences
(i)

The world being

the

Supreme God.

a limitless gulf hes between it and
cannot have created it. Therefore

evil,

He

The God of the O. T., who created the world,
Supreme God, but an inferior, if not an evil power.
(2)

Incarnation

is

incredible

;

for

how

difficulty

drove

many

Gnostics into what

is

not the
(3)

The

Word

con-

body? This

last

could the Divine

sent to be united with an impure material

is

called Docetism,

i.e.

body was not a real one, but only
appeared (doKelv) to exist in short, that it was a phantom. The
gulf between the material world and the Supreme God was
commonly filled by Gnostic speculators with a series of beings
or aeons emanating from the Supreme God and generating one
from another, in bewildering profusion and intricacy. It is this
portion of the Gnostic theories which is so repugnant to the
the theory that Christ's

;

2

—
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modern

student.

speculation

;

It

seems more

and one

a nightmare than sober

like

feels that to call

such things

*

fables

and

endless genealogies, the which minister questionings rather than
(i Tim. i. 4) is very gentle condemnation.
But we must remember (i) that these were not mere wanton
They were attempts to
flights of an unbridled imagination.
bridge the chasm between the finite and the Infinite, between
the evil world and the Supreme God, attempts to explain the
We must
origin of the universe and with it the origin of evil.
remember (2) that in those days any hypothesis was admissible
which might conceivably account for the facts. The scientific
principles, that hypotheses must be capable of verification, that
existences must not rashly be multiplied, that imaginary causes
The
are unphilosophical, and the like, were utterly unknown.
unseen world might be peopled with any number of mysterious
beings ; and if their existence helped to explain the world
of sense and thought, then their existence might be asserted. If
the Supreme God generated an aeon inferior to Himself, and
that aeon other inferior aeons, we might at last arrive at a being
so far removed from the excellence of God, that his creation of
Thus the Gnostic
this evil world would not be inconceivable.
cosmogony was evolution inverted it was not an ascent

a dispensation of God'

:

from good to better, but a descent from best to bad. And
the whole was expressed in a chaotic imagery, in which allegory,
symbolism, mythology and astronomy were mixed up in a way
that sets reason at defiance.

These two great Gnostic principles, the supremacy of knowand the impurity of matter, produced opposite results in
If
ethical teaching; asceticism, and antinomian profligacy.
knowledge is everything, and if the body is worthless, then the
body must be beaten down and crushed, in order that the
emancipated soul may rise to the knowledge of higher things
" the soul must live by ecstasy, as the cicada feeds on dew." On
the other hand, if knowledge is everything and the body

ledge,

:

worthless, the

be made to undergo every kind
how shameless and impure, in order
may increase its store of knowledge. The body

body may

of experience, no matter
that the soul

rightly

GNOSTICISM.
cannot be

made more

enlightened

is

vile

than

it
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is,

and the soul of the

incapable of pollution.

Speculations such as these were

among Jews and

rife

in

Asia Minor, both

That S. John would offer the most
uncompromising opposition to them is only what we should
expect. While professing to be Christian and to be a sublime
Christians.

interpretation of the Gospel, they struck at the very root of all

Christian doctrine and Christian morahty.

the O. T., for they asserted that
good,' but very evil,

They contradicted

all

They contradicted

things were made, not 'very

and that the Maker of them was not God.

the N. T., for they denied the reality of the

Incarnation and the sinfulness of

sin.

Morality was undermined

when knowledge was made of far more importance than conduct
it was turned upside down when men were taught that crimes
which enlarged experience were a duty.

The

fantastic speculations of the Gnostics as to the origin of

the universe have long since perished, and cannot be revived.

Nor is their tenet as to the evil nature of everything material
much in harmony with modern thought. With us the danger is
the other

way

;

— of deifying matter, or materialising God.

the heresy of the supremacy of knowledge

We

ever.

still

is

But

as prevalent as

need an Apostle to teach us that mere knowledge
men's moral natures any more than

will not raise the quality of

light without food

We

and warmth

will raise the quality of their

need a Bishop Butler to assure us that information is "really the least part" of education, and that religion
" does not consist in the knowledge and belief even of fundamental truth," but rather in our being brought "to a certain
temper and behaviour." The philosophic Apostle of the first
century and the philosophic Bishop of the eighteenth ahke
contend, that light without love is moral darkness, and that not
he that can 'know all mysteries and all knowledge,' but only 'he
bodies.

who

still

doeth righteousness

is

righteous.'

one have not become obsolete,
other.

still

less

If the

Sermons of the

have the Epistles of the
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(iv)

The Traditions

The century succeeding

respecting S. John.

Nero (a.d. 65
exceedingly tantahzing to the ecclesiastical historian and exceedingly perplexing to the chronologer.
The historian finds a very meagre supply of materials facts are

— 165)

is

a period that

the persecution under

is

:

neither abundant nor, as a rule, very substantial.

And when

the

historian has gleaned together every available fact, the chrono-

loger finds his ingenuity taxed to the utmost to arrange these
facts in a

manner

that

is

at

once harmonious with

itself

and

with the evidence of the principal witnesses.

The

John share the general character
and not always
and they cannot with any certainty be put into

traditions respecting S.

of the period.

trustworthy

;

They

are very fragmentary

The

chronological order.

following sketch

is

offered

as

tentative arrangement, in the belief that a clear idea, even

wrong

a
if

in details, is a great deal better than bewildering con-

fusion.

The roughest map

gives unity

and

intelligibility

to

inadequate and piecemeal description.
S.

which

John was present

at the Council of

Jerusalem (Acts xv.),
between Jewish and
was at Jerusalem as one of the 'pillars'

settled for the time the controversy

Gentile Christians.

Church

He

6), and in all probability Jerusalem had
been his usual abode from the Ascension until this date (a.d. 50)
and for some time longer. It is by no means improbable that he
was with S. Peter during the last portion of his great friend's
life and was in Rome when he was martyred (a. d. 64).
Here
will come in the well-known story, which rests upon the early
testimony of Tertullian {Praescr. Haer. xxxvi,), and perhaps
the still earlier testimony of Leucius, that S. John was thrown
into boiUng oil near the site of the Porta Latina and was preserved unhurt. Two churches in Rome and a festival in the
Calendar (May 6th) perpetuate the tradition. The story, if untrue, may have grown out of the fact that S. John was in Rome
during the Neronian persecution. The similar story, that he
was offered poison and that the drink became harmless in his
hands, may have had a similar origin. In paintings S. John is

of the

(Gal.

ii.

TRADITIONS.
often represented with a

viper

too soon to take S. John to Ephesus immediately after

It is

Let us suppose that he returned to Jerusalem

and remained there until A.D. 67, when
numbers of people left the city just before the siege. If

he had ever

large

cup from which poison in the form of a

departing.

is

S. Peter's death.
(if
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left it)

the very questionable tradition be accepted, that after leaving
Jerusalem he preached to the Parthians, we must place the
departure from Judaea somewhat earlier. Somewhere in the
next two years (A.D. 67 69) we may perhaps place the Revela-

—

exile, enforced orvoluntary, in Patmos.
This exile over, S. John went, or more probably returned, to
Ephesus, which henceforth becomes his chief place of abode
until his death in or near the year A.D. 100.

lation, written

Most

during the

of Asia

him are connected with this
government of the Churches

of the traditions respecting

last portion of his life

as

and with

his

Metropolitan Bishop.

Irenaeus,

Polycarp, the disciple of S. John, says

:

the disciple of
"All the presbyters,

who met John the disciple of the Lord in Asia, bear witness that
John has handed on to them this tradition. For he continued
with them until the times of Trajan" (a.d. 98
And
117).

—

again

:

"Then John,

the disciple of the Lord,

who

also leaned

back on His breast, he too published a gospel during his residence at Ephesus." And again " The Church in Ephesus
founded by Paul, and having John continuing with them until
:

the times of Trajan,

Apostles" {Haer.

remained "a

is

a truthful witness of the tradition ot

II. xxii. 5

;

III.

i.

i, iii. 4).

Here, therefore, he

priest," as his successor Polycrates tells us,

"wearan expression wdiich some people consider to be merely figurative.
"John, the last survivor of the
Apostolate, had left on the Church of Asia the impression of a
pontiff from whose forehead shone the spiritual splendour of the
ing the plate of gold

;"

And here, according to the antiMontanist writer Apollonius, he raised a dead man to life (Eus.
H. E. V. xviii. 14).
It would be in connexion with his journeys through the
Churches of Asia that the beautiful episode commonly known as
holiness of Christ" (Godet).
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*S.

John and the Robber' took

mended a

place.

The Apostle had comwho had in-

noble-looking lad to the local Bishop,

and baptized him. After a while the lad fell away and
became a bandit-chief. S. John on his next visit astounded the
Bishop by asking for his 'deposit;' for the Apostle had left no
money in his care. "I demand the young man, the soul of a
brother:" and then the sad tale had to be told. The Apostle
called for a horse and rode away to the haunts of the banditti.
The chief recognised him and fled. But S. John went after him,
and by his loving entreaties induced him to return to his old home
and a holy life (Clement of Alexandria in Eus. H.E. iii. xxxiii.).
structed

The

incident of S. John's rushing out of a public bath, at the

"Let us fly, lest even the bath fall on
because Cerinthus, the enemy of the truth, is within,"
took place at Ephesus. Doubt has been thrown on the story
sight of Cerinthus, crying,
us,

because of the improbability of the Apostle visiting a public
and because Epiphanius, in his version of the matter, substitutes Ebion for Cerinthus.
But Irenaeus gives us the story

bath,

on the authority of those who had heard iif?'om Polycarp : and
must be admitted that such evidence is somewhat strong. If
Christians of the second century saw nothing incredible in an
Apostle resorting to a public bath, we cannot safely dogmatize on
The incident may doubtless be taken as no more
the point.
than " a strong metaphor by way of expressing marked disapBut at any rate, when we remember the downright
proval."
wickedness involved in the teaching of Cerinthus, we may with

it

Dean

Stanley regard the story " as a living exemplification of

the possibility of uniting the deepest love and gentleness with

the sternest denunciation of moral evil." The charge given to
the elect lady (2 John 10, 11) is a strong corroboration of the
story.

that

Late versions of it end with the sensational addition
the Apostle had gone out, the bath fell in ruins, and

when

Cerinthus was killed.

Another and
Irenaeus {Haer.

and
the

(if

story comes to us through
on the authority of the uncritical

far less credible
V. xxxiii. 3)

Eusebius

is to

be believed) not very

companion of Polycarp.

intelligent Papias,

— The elders who had seen John, the
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heard from him how the
Lord used to teach about those times and say, "The days will
come in which vines shall grow, each having 10,000 stems, and
on each stem 10,000 branches, and on each branch 10,000
shoots, and on each shoot 10,000 clusters, and on each cluster
10,000 grapes, and each grape when pressed shall give 25 firkins
of wine. And when any saint shall have seized one cluster,
another shall cry, I am a better cluster, take me through me
disciple of the Lord, relate that they

;

In like manner that a grain of wheat would

bless the Lord."

produce 10,000 ears, and each ear would have 10,000 grains, and
each grain 5 double pounds of clear, pure flour and all other
:

fruit-trees,

and

and

seeds,

grass, in like proportion.

And

all

animals feeding on the products of the earth would become
peaceful and harmonious one with another, subject to man with
subjection.

all

And he added these words "These things
And he says that when Judas
:

believable to believers."
traitor did not believe

and asked,

"How then

shall such pro-

duction be accomplished by the Lord.?" the Lord said,
shall see

who come

are

the

"They

to those [times]."

This extraordinary narrative

is

of great value as shewing

the kind of discourse which pious Christians of the second

century attributed to Christ,
things.

Can we

when they came to inventing such
who credited the Lord with

believe that those

millenarian utterances of this kind could have written a single

chapter of the Gospels with nothing but their
to

draw upon

?

no better than

Even with
this.

the Gospels before

Possibly the whole

enlargement of Matt. xxvi.

is

own imagination
them they can do
only a grotesque

29.

Of S. John's manner of life nothing trustworthy has come
down to us. That he never married may be mere conjecture
but
if

it

not

looks like history.
all,

S.

Paul certainly implies that most,

of the Apostles did 'lead about a wife'

(i

Cor.

ix. 5).

But the tradition respecting S. John's virginity is early and
general.
In a Leucian fragment (Zahn, Acta Joha7i7iis, p. 248)
the Lord is represented as thrice interposing to prevent John
from marrying. We find the tradition in Tertullian {De Monog.
XVII.), Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, and Epiphanius.
It may
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well be true that (as Jerome expresses

it)

to a virgin Apostle the

(a. D. 375) is much
It
too late to be good authority for S. John's rigid asceticism.

Virgin Mother was committed.

Epiphanius

mentioned by no earlier writer, and would be likely enough
assumed; especially as S. James, brother of the Lord and
Bishop of Jerusalem, was known to have led a life of great

is

to be

rigour.

The

story of S. John's entering a public bath for the

purpose of bathing

is

against any extreme asceticism.

We may

conclude with two stories of late authority, but
Internal evidence is strongly in favour of the
possibly true.
second. Cassian (a.d. 420) tells us that S. John used sometimes to amuse himself with a tame partridge.

A

hunter

expressed surprise at an occupation which seemed frivolous.

The Apostle
their

in reply

bows always

shewed.

It is

reminded him that hunters do not keep

bent, as his

own weapon

at that

moment

not improbable that Cassian obtained this story

from the writings of Leucius, which he seems

to

have known.

In this case the authority for the story becomes some 250 years
earlier.

In

a Greek fragment

it

is

an old priest who

is

scandalized at finding the Apostle gazing with interest on a
partridge which

is

rolling in the dust before

him (Zahn,

p. 190).

by Jerome {In Gal. vi. 10). When
the Apostle became so infirm that he could not preach he used
to be carried to church and content himself with the exhortation, "Little children, love one another."
And when his
hearers wearied of it and asked him, "Master, why dost thou
always speak thus?" "Because it is the Lord's command," he
said, "and if only this be done, it is enough."
Of his death nothing is known but the Leucian fragments
contain a remarkable story respecting it. On the Lord's Day,

The

other story

is

told

;

Sunday of the Apostle's life, "after the celebration of
and awful mysteries and the breaking of the bread,"
S. John told some of his disciples to take spades and follow
him. Having led them out to a certain place he told them to
dig a grave, in which, after prayer, he placed himself, and they
buried him up to the neck. He then told them to place a cloth
over his face and complete the burial. They wept much but

the last

the divine
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obeyed him and returned home to tell the others what had
Next day they all went out in prayer to translate

taken place.

But when they had opened the

the body to the great church.

And

grave they found nothing therein.

the words of the Christ to Peter, 'If

come, what

I

The

still

is

I

(Zahn,

that to thee?'

stranger story, w^hich

S.

they called to mind

p.

191

Augustine

believe^, that the earth over his grave

he abide till
comp. p. 162.)

will that
;

is

moved with

disposed to
his breathing

—

and shewed that he was not dead but sleeping, is another, and
probably a later outgrowth, of the misunderstood saying of
Such legends testify to the estimaChrist respecting S. John.

man

living who had seen the Lord was
away people refused to believe that
no such person remained alive. The expectations respecting
Antichrist helped to strengthen such ideas.
If Nero was not
dead, but had merely passed out of sight for a time, so also had
If the one was to return as Antichrist
the beloved Apostle.

which the

tion in

to

last

After he had passed

held.

vex the Church, so also would the other to defend her.

Appendix

One

point in the above sketch requires a few words of

explanation,

This

(See

B.)

— the early date assigned to the Book of Revelation.

sets at defiance the express

the vision

"was seen almost

in

statement of Irenaeus, that

own days, at the end of the
i), who was killed A.D. 97.
belongs to the commentary on
our

reign of Domitian" {Hae?-. v. xxx.

The

discussion of this point

Revelation.

Suffice to say that the present writer shares the

opinion which seems to be gaining ground

among

students,

that only on one hypothesis can one believe that the Fourth

Gospel, First Epistle, and Apocalypse are

all by the same
was written first, and that a
good many years elapsed before the Gospel and Epistle were
written.
The writer of the Apocalypse has not yet learned to
write Greek.
The writer of the Gospel and Epistle writes
Greek, not indeed elegantly, but with ease and correctness.

author

;

viz.,

that the Apocalypse

Viderint enim qui locum sciunt, utrum hoc ibi faciat vel patiatur
quod dicitur, quia et re vera non a levibus hominibus id audivimlis {Tract, cxxiv. in Johann. xxi. 19).
1

terra
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CHAPTER

II.

The First Epistle of
The
In
it

all

First Epistle of S.

probability, as

we

John has an

S.

John.

interest

which

is

unique.

shall hereafter find reason for believing,

contains the last exhortations of that Apostle to the Church

And

of Christ.

as he long outlived

all

the rest' of the Apostles,

was written near the end of his long life, we
may regard it as the farewell of the Apostolic body to the
whole company of believers who survived them or have been
born since their time. The Second and Third Epistles may
indeed have been written later, and probably were so, but they
are addressed to individuals and not to the Church at large.
and as

An

this Epistle

Introduction to this unique Epistle requires the discussion

of a variety of questions, which can most conveniently be taken
separately, each under a heading of

confronts us

that of

is

of the Apostle

its

genuineness.

whose name
T/ie

(i)

among

own.

The

first

which

Is the Epistle the

work

?

Authorship of the Epistle.

Eusebius {H. E. in. xxv.)
Epistle

bears

it

its

is

fully justified in

reckoning our

those canonical books of N. T. which had been

by the Churches. The obEpiphanius with a scornful double ente?idre

universally received {6n.o\oyovyi,€va)

scure sect,
calls

whom

the Alogi

('devoid of [the doctrine of] the Logos,' or

it, for the same reason as
because they distrusted
And MarS. John's teaching respecting the Word or Logos.
cion rejected it, as he rejected all the Gospels, excepting an

*

devoid of reason') probably rejected

they rejected the

expurgated

S.

Fourth Gospel;

Luke, and

all

the Epistles, excepting those of

not because he believed the books which he discarded

S.

Paul

to

be spurious, but because they contradicted his peculiar views.

;

Neither of these rejections, therefore, need have any weight
with us.

The

objectors did not contend that the Epistle

was

FIRST EPISTLE— AUTHORSHIP.
not written by an Apostle, but that

some

of
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contents were

its

doctrinally objectionable.

On

was received
abundant and satisfacIt begins with those who knew S. John himself and goes
an unbroken stream which soon becomes full and strong.
the other hand, the evidence that the Epistle

ApostoUc from the earhest times

as

tory.

on

in

POLYCARP, the
by

Epistle to the

of S. John, in his

disciple

Philippians writes in a

is

way which needs only

to

be placed side
any

side with the similar passage in our Epistle to convince

unprejudiced mind that the two passages cannot have become
so like one another accidentally,
is

Polycarp who borrows from
I

Every

God

of

:

confesseth

God

and

:

and that of the two writers
John and not vice versd.
Polycarp, Phil.

John.

spirit

Jesus Christ as
is

S.

Every one

which confesseth

come

that Jesus Christ

which

flesh is Antichrist

spirit

not Jesus

is

not

this is the spirit of

of

An-

vii.

that confesseth not

in the flesh

and every

it

is
:

come

in

the

and whosoever

confesseth not the witness of the

Cross

is

of the devil.

tichrist (iv. 2, 3).

He
devil

that doeth
(iii.

sin

is

When we remember
is

of

the

8).

that the expression ^Antichrist' in N.T.

peculiar to S. John's Epistles, that

literature of the sub-Apostolic age,

and

'

to

be of the

and

it

is

that

not
'

common

confess,'

devil' are also expressions

'

in the

witness,'

which are very

characteristic of S. John, the supposition that Polycarp

knew

be placed beyond reasonable
doubt. Therefore about fifty years after the date at which the
Epistle, if genuine, was written we have a quotation of it by a
man who was the friend and pupil of its reputed author. Could
Polycarp have been ignorant of the authorship, and would
he have made use of it if he had doubted its genuineness?
Would he not have denounced it as an impudent forgery 1
Eusebius tells us {H. E. III. xxxix. 16) that Papias (c. A.D.
140) "made use of testimonies from the First Epistle of John."
Irenaeus tells us that Papias was "a disciple of John and a
companion of Polycarp." Thus we have a second Christian

and accepted our Epistle seems

to
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writer

among

When we

of that age has

come down

we may

consider
to us,

well be surprised at having two such early witnesses.

Eusebius
(c.

knew S. John, making use
how Httle of the literature
and how short this Epistle is,

the generation which

of this Epistle.

A.D. 140

also

— 202)

states {H. E. v. viii. 7) that IRENAEUS
" mentions the First Epistle of John, citing

very many testimonies from it."
In the great work of Irenaeus on Heresies, which has come down to us, he quotes it

—

xvi. 5 he quotes i John ii. 18
22, expressly
comes from the Epistle of S. John. In III. xvi. 8
he quotes 2 John 7, 8, and by a slip of memoiy says that it
comes from "the Epistle before mentioned" {praedicid epistola).
He then goes on to quote i John iv. i 3. This evidence is
i.
Irenaeus, being the disciple of
strengthened by two facts,
Polycarp, is in a direct line of tradition from S. John. 2. Irenaeus gives abundant testimony to the authenticity of the
Fourth Gospel; and it is so generally admitted by critics of all
schools that the Fourth Gospel and our Epistle are by the
same hand, that evidence to the genuineness of the one may be

twice.

In in.

stating that

it

—

used as evidence to the genuineness of the other.

Clement of Alexandria

(fl.

a.d. 185

— 210) makes repeated

use of the Epistle and in several places mentions it as S. John's.
Tertullian (fl. 195 215) quotes it 40 or 50 times, repeat-

—

edly stating that the words he quotes are S. John's^.

The Muratorian Fragment

is

a portion of the earliest

attempt known to us to catalogue those books of N.T. which
were recognised by the Church. Its date is commonly given
as

c.

— 215.

A.D.
It

intelligible

— 180;

now prefer to say A.D. 200
barbarous and sometimes scarcely
Latin, having been copied by an ignorant and very
170
is

written

but some
in

It says: "The Epistle of Jude however and
two Epistles of the John who has been mentioned above are
received in the Catholic (Church)," or "are reckoned among the

careless scribe.

1 The frequency with which Clement and Tertullian quote this
Epistle is sufficient answer to the empty argument, that the Catholic
Epistles are not often quoted by eai'ly writers, and that therefore the
fact that I John v. 7 is never quoted is no proof of its spuriousness.
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It is uncertain what 'two Epistles' means.
But if, as is probably the case (see p. 52), the Second and
Third are meant, we may be confident that the First was
accepted also and included in the catalogue. The opening
words of the Epistle are quoted in the Fragment in connexion
with the Fourth Gospel. We know of no person or sect that
accepted the Second and Third Epistles and yet rejected the

Catholic (Epistles)."

First.

Origen

— 265),

(fl.

A.D. 220

— 250)

frequently cites the Epistle as

DiONYSius OF Alexandria,

S. John's.

his pupil

in his masterly discussion of the

(fl.

a.d. 235

authenticity of the

Apocalypse argues that, as the Fourth Gospel and First Epistle
are by S. John, the Apocalypse (on account of its very different
CYPRIAN,
style) cannot be by him (Eus. H. E. Vll. xxv).

Athanasius, Epiphanius, Jerome, and
Greek and Latin, accept the Epistle as S.

The

Epistle

the Second

is

in short all Fathers,

John's.

found in the Old Syriac Version, which omits

and Third as

well as other Epistles.

In the face of such evidence as this, the suspicion that the

may have been written by some careful imitator of the
Fourth Gospel does not seem to need serious consideration. A
Epistle

by any evidence, has no claim to be
admitted as a rival to a sober theory, which is supported by
all the evidence that is available, that being both plentiful
guess, not supported

and trustworthy.

The

student must, however, be on his guard against uncritical

overstatements of the case in favour of the Epistle. Some
commentators put forward an imposing array of references to
Justin

Martyr,

the

Epistle of Barnabas,

Hermas, and the Ignatian

Epistles.

All that such references prove

leading.

the

This
is

is

Shepherd of

altogether mis-

that early Christian

writers to a large extent used similar language in speaking of
spiritual truths,

and that

this

language was influenced by the

writers (not necessarily the writings) of the N.T.

Where
and

the resemblance to passages in the N.T.

is very slight
be found to be the case in these referat least as possible that the language comes from

indistinct (as will

ences),

it

is

INTRODUCTION.
the oral teaching of Apostles and Apostolic

men

as from the

writings contained in N.T.

The author of the Epistle to Diognetus knew our Epistle
but the date of that perplexing treatise, though probably anteNicene, is uncertain.
That the mter7ial evidence in favour of the Apostolic authorwhen we

also very strong, will be seen

ship of the Epistle

is

consider in Sections

iv.

and

v. its relatio7i to the

Gospel and

its

characteristics.

(ii)

The

Epistle

is

The Persons addressed.

rightly called catholic or ge7ieral, as being

It was probably written with
Church of Ephesus and the other
Churches of Asia, to which it would be sent as a circular letter.
The fact of its containing no quotations from the O.T. and not
many allusions to it, as also the warning against idolatry (v. 21),
would lead us to suppose that the writer had converts from
heathenism specially in his mind.
S. Augustine in the heading^ to his ten homilies on the Epistle
styles it *the Epistle of John to the Parthians' {ad Parthos), and
he elsewhere {Quaest. Evang. II. xxxix.) gives it the same title.
In this he has been followed by other writers in the Latin
Church. The title occurs in some MSS. of the Vulgate. The
Venerable Bede states that "Many ecclesiastical writers, and
among them Athanasius, Bishop of the Church of Alexandria,
witness that the First Epistle of S. John was written to the
But
Parthians" (Cave Script. Eccles. Hist. Lit. ann. 701).
Athanasius and the Greek Church generally seem to be wholly
ignorant of this superscription although in a few modern Greek

addressed to the Church at large,
special

i

reference to the

;

MSS.

'to the Parthians'

Epistle.

Whether the
grew out of

in Parthia

produced the
^

tradition that S.

John once preached

this Latin superscription, or the latter

tradition, is uncertain.

More probably

is by some considered not to be original
Indiadus Operum S, Augustini of his pupil Possidius.

This heading

in the

occurs in the subscription of the second

:

the

it

title

occurs

PLACE AND DATE.
originated in a mistake

and then gave

birth to the tradition.

Gieseler's conjecture respecting the mistake

sonable, that

it
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seems

to

be rea-

arose from a Latin writer finding the letter

designated 'the Epistle of John the Virgin'' (tov irapOivov) and

supposing that this meant 'the Epistle of John to the Parthians''
From very early times S. John was called
{npoi rrapdovs).
'virgin' from the belief that he never married.
J ohaimes aliqui
Christi spado^ says

Tertulhan {De Mo7togam. xvii).

In the

longer and probably interpolated form of the Ignatian Epistles

we read "Virgins, have Christ alone before your
and His Father in your prayers, being enlightened by the
Spirit. May I have pleasure in your purity as that of Elijah
who departed this
as of the beloved disciple, as of Timothy
life in chastity."
But there is reason for believing that Ad
Virgines (7rp6s irapdevovs) was an early superscription for the
{Philad. IV.)

eyes,

second Epistle,

Some

transcriber, thinking this very inappro-

may have
and then the cor'Parthians' {napdovs) would

priate for a letter addressed to a lady with children,

transferred the heading to the

first

ruption from 'virgins' (napdevovs) to

Epistle,

be easy enough.

Other variations or conjectures are Ad Spartos, Ad Pathand Ad sparsos. None are worth much consideration.

iniosy

(iii)

The Place atid Date,

Neither of these can be determined with any certainty, the
containing no intimations on either point. Ireus that the Fourth Gospel was written in Ephesus,
and Jerome writes to the same effect. In all probability the
Epistle was written at the same place. Excepting Alexandria,
Epistle

naeus

itself

tells

no place was so distinctly the home of that Gnosticism, which
S. John opposes in both Gospel and Epistle, as Asia Minor, and
We know of no tradition connecting S.
in particular Ephesus.
John with Alexandria, whereas tradition is unanimous in connecting him with Ephesus. In the next section we shall find
reason for believing that Gospel and Epistle were written near
about the same time; and this in itself is good reason for
S.

JOHN

(ep.)

3

INTRODUCTION.

34

same

believing that they were written at the

place.

Excepting

occasional visits to the other Churches of Asia, S. John probably
rarely

As

moved from Ephesus.
we cannot do more than attain to proba(i) Reason has been given above why as long an interval

to the date also

bility,

as possible ought to be placed between the Apocalypse on the

one hand and the Gospel and Epistle on the other. If then the
Apocalypse was written about A.D. 68, and S. John died about
A.D. loo, we may place Gospel and Epistle between A.D. 85 and
(2) Moreover, the later we place these two writings in S.
95.
John's lifetime, the more intelligible does the uncompromising
and explicit position, which characterizes both of them in reference to Gnosticism, become. (3) Again, the tone of the Epistles
We can
is that of an old man, writing to. a younger generation.
scarcely fancy an Apostle, still in the prime of life, writing thus
But those who see in this forcible and
to men of his own age.
out-spoken letter, with its marvellous combination of love and
sternness, signs of senihty and failing powers, have read either
without care or with prejudice. *The eye' of the Eagle Apostle
is not dim, nor his natural force abated.' (4) No inference can be
drawn from 'it is the last ihour' (ii. 18) these words cannot refer
And perhaps
loco).
to the destruction of Jerusalem (see note
'

:

m

it is

not wise to dwell

much on

the fact that the introductory

imply that the seeing, hearing, and handling of
This will not
help us to determine whether S. John wrote the Epistle forty or

verses

the

seem

Word

to

of Life took place in the remote past.

sixty years after the Ascension.

(iv)

The

The Object of the Epistle:

its

Relation to the Gospel.

Epistle appears to have been intended as a cojnpa?iion to

No more definite word than 'companion' seems to
be applicable, without going beyond the truth. We may call it
"a preface and introduction to the Gospel," or a "second part"
and "supplement" to it; but this is only to a very limited extent
the Gospel.

true.

verses,

The Gospel has
and

its

its

supplement

proper introduction in
in its last chapter.

It is

its

first

18

nearer the

RELATION TO THE GOSPEL.
truth to speak of the Epistle as a

sermon with the Gospel for

comment on

its text."

the Gospel,

"a

References to the Gospel

are scattered thickly over the whole Epistle.
If this theory respecting its
coiTect,

we

connexion with the Gospel be
Gospel and

shall expect to find that the object of

Epistle is to a large extent one and the same. This is amply
borne out by the facts. The object of the Gospel S. John tells
us himself; 'these have been written that ye may believe that
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believi7ig ye viay
have life in His name' (xx. 31). The object of the Epistle he

1

us also 'These things have I written unto you, that ye may
know that ye have eternal life, even unto yoic that believe on the
name of the Son of God' (v. 13). The Gospel is written to shew
the way to eternal life through belief in the incarnate Son. The
tells

;

Epistle

is

written to confirm and enforce the Gospel

;

to assure

who believe in the incarnate Son that they have eternal
The one is an historical, the other an ethical statement of
life.
the truth. The one sets forth the acts and words which prove
that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God the other sets forth
the acts and words which are obligatory upon those who believe
this great truth.
Of necessity both writings in stating the truth
those

;

oppose error but with this difference. In the Gospel S. John
simply states the truth and leaves it in the Epistle he commonly
over against the truth places the error to which it is opposed.
The Epistle is often directly polemical: the Gospel is never
:

:

more than
S.

indirectly so.

John's Gospel has been called a

Theology, his
his

first

Epistle a

summary

summary

Apocalypse a summary of Ch?'istian

much

of Chj-istian

and
There is

of Christian Ethics,
Politics.

truth in this classification, especially as regards the

two members of

first

help us to give definiteness to the
statement that the Epistle was written to be a companion to the
Gospel.

it.

It will

They both supply us with the fundamental

of Christianity.

But

in the

doctrines

Gospel these are given as the foun-

dations of the Christian's /rtzV/zy in the Epistle they are given as

The one answers the
life.
beheve about God and Jesus Christ?'

the foundation of the Christian's
question,

'What must

I

'^
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The

'What

other answers the question,

and towards man?'
treatment of error

is

It is

is

my

duty towards

God

obvious that in the latter case the direct

much more

in place than in the former.

If

what to believe, we may leave on one side the
consideration of what 7iot to believe. But inasmuch as the world
contains many who assert what is false and do what is wrong, we
cannot know our duty to God and man, without learning how
we are to bear ourselves in reference to falsehood and wrong.
Again, it has been said that in his three works S. John has

we know

clearly

given us three pictures of the Divi7te

life

or

life itt

In the

God,

Gospel he sets forth the Divine life as it is exhibited in the
person of Christ. In his Epistle he sets forth that life as it is
exhibited in the individual Christian. And in the Apocalypse
he sets forth that life as it is exhibited in the Church. This
again is true, especially as regards the Gospel and Epistle. It is
between these two that the comparison and contrast are closest.

The Church
body of
ideal,

as

it is

in the field

we

Body

So

far as

it

and

of Christ,

So

Christians.

will present the life in

it

Himself.
life

the

is

individual

falls

God

short of

it is

also the collective

comes up

far as

it

as

exhibited in Christ

it, it

it is

will present the

exhibited in the ordinary Christian.

to its

Divine

It is therefore

occupied by the Gospel and Epistle respectively that
amount both of similarity and difference. In

find the largest

the one

we have

historical

the perfect

reproducing that

in

life

In the other

Person.

life

as

it

God as it was realised in an
we have the directions for

might be realised by an earnest but

necessarily imperfect Christian.

X

To sum up

the relations of the Gospel to the Epistle,

say that the Gospel
is historical,

is

objective, the Epistle subjective

the other moral

we may
the one

the one gives us the theology of

;

the Christ, the other the ethics of the Christian
didactic, the other polemical

;

;

;

the one

is

the one states the truth as a

an antithesis the one starts from the human
from the divine the one proves that the Man
Jesus is the Son of God, the other insists that the Son of God is
come in the flesh. But the connexion between the two is intimate and organic throughout. The Gospel suggests principles
thesis, the other as
side, the other

;

;

RELATION TO THE GOSPEL.
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explicitly; the Epistle

implies facts which the Gospel states as historically true.

would perhaps be too much

It

to say that the Epistle "

written designedly as the supplement to

ment

all

extant

New

was

Testa-

Scripture, as, in fact, the final treatise of inspired reve-

lation."

But

will

it

be well

to

remember

matter of fact the letter is that
venture to say that in penning it

in studying

final treatise.
S.

it

We

that as a

can hardly

John was consciously putting
New Testament and

the coping stone on the edifice of the
closing the Canon.

But

in

it

the leading doctrines of Christi-

anity are stated in their final form.

and

The teaching

of S. Paul

James are restated, no longer in apparent opposition, but in intimate and inseparable harmony.
They are
but two sides of the same truth.
But though S. John's hand was thus guided to gather up and
consummate the whole body of evangelical truth, it seems
evident that this was not his own intention in writing the
The letter, like most of the Epistles in N. T., is an
Epistle.
occasional one. It is written for a special occasion to meet a
that of S.

;

definite crisis in the

Church.

the seductive assumptions

Gnostic error

;

It is

a solemn warning against

and deductions of various forms of

an emphatic protest against anything like a com-

promise where Christian truth

is

in question.

The nature

of

can be grasped by man the nature of Christ
the relation of man to God, to the world, and to the evil one
God, so

far as

it

;

hand to meet the shifty theories of false
have been very jealous for the Lord God of hosts"
(i Kings xix. 10) is the mental attitude of this polemical element
"We hear again the voice of the *son of
in the Epistle.
thunder,' still vehement against every insult to the majesty of
are stated with a firm

"

teachers.

I

his Lord."

The connexion between Gospel and Epistle is recognised by
who probably lived within
a century of the writing of both. We have no means of veri-

the writer of the Muratorian Canon,

fying his narrative, but must take it or leave it as it stands.
" Of the fourth of the Gospels, John one of the disciples [is the
author].

When

his fellow-disciples

and bishops exhorted him
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[to write

and

he said; *Fast with

it],

On the same

each.'

me

days from to-day,

for three

us relate to each other whatever shall be revealed to

let

night

Apostles, that, though

everything in his

all

it

was revealed

And

own name.

supreme

Andrew, one of the

therefore,

difference to the faith of believers, seeing that

Spirit there are declared in all all things

Birth, the Passion, the Resurrection, the

and His double Advent

the

;

life

concerning the

with His disciples,

humility, despised, which

first in

past; the second glorious in kingly power, which

What

wonder, therefore,

is

it,

own

is

is

to come.

John so constantly

if

Epistles also puts forward particular [phrases],

our

down

though various

books of the Gospels, yet it
by one

principles are taught in the separate

makes no

to

should revise, John should write

in

his

saying in his

what we have seen with our eyes a?id heard with
and our hajids have handled^ these things have we
to you^

person,
ears,

written

The

following table of parallels between the Gospel

Epistle will go far to convince anyone;

(i)

and the

that the two writings

by one and the same hand; (2) that the passages in the
Gospel are the originals to which the parallels in the Epistle
have been consciously or unconsciously adapted (3) that in a
number of cases the reference to the Gospel is conscious and inare

;

tentional.

Gospel.
i.

Epistle.

In the beginning was the

I.

i.

Word.

I

.

ginning... concerning the

of
14.

We beheld

XX. 27.

Reach

i.

and put
iii.

II.

it

into

We

My

we have

Word

life.

That which we beheld.
And our hands handled.

His glory.

hither thy hand,
side.

speak that

we do

know, and bear witness of
xix. 35.

That which was from the be-

that

i.

We

2.

witness,

have seen, and bear
and declare unto you.

seen.

He

that hath seen hath

borne witness.
i.

I.

The Word was with God.

The

eternal

life,

the Father.

which was with
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one
in

Epistle.

That they may all be
even as Thou, Father, art

21.

xvii.

;

Me, and

also
xvi.

I in

may be

i.

Thee, that they

The

5.

darkness

this is the witness of

i.

i.

it

shall

that

walk
have that

He

21.

Cometh
xiv.

followeth

Me

i.

shall give

we

say that

we have

fel-

we

as
ii.

He

and do not the

we walk

in light,

in the light...

is

We have

I.

an Advocate with

Father, Jesus

the

you another

lie,

if

Christ

the

righteous.

Behold, the

29.

all.

truth; but

Advocate,
i.

If

6.

darkness

light of life,

that doeth the truth,

I will pray the Father

He

And this is the message
5.
which we have heard from Him,
God is light, and in Him is no

lowship with Him, and walk in

in darkness, but

to the light,

16.

and

ful-

not.

shall not

iii.

That our joy may be

4.

darkness at

and the darkness ap-

He

12.

shineth in the

light
;

prehended
viii.

Son Jesus

Christ.

John,
i.

with the

is

filled.

And

19.

fellowship

Father, and with His

fulfilled,
i.

Our

3.

in Us.

That your joy may be

24.

39

Lamb

of (lod,

which taketh away the

ii.

And

I.

not for ours only, but

also for the

sin of

whole world.

the world,

The Saviour

24.

iv.

xiv.

If ye love

15.

keep

of the world,

Me, ye

will

ii.

my commandments.

Hereby know we

3.

know Him,

if

that we
we keep His com-

mandments.
xiv. 21.

He

that hath

My

com-

mandments and keepeth them,
he it is that loveth Me.
XV. 5.
He that abideth in Me,
and I in him, the same beareth

much
xiii.

34.

ii.

9.

v. 17.
xi. 9.

commandment

Him

He

I

ii.

man walk

8.

keepeth His word,

verily hath the love of

perfected.

that saith he abideth in

ought himself also to walk

He

walked.

A new commandment write

I unto you.

There was the true
Even until now.
If a

6.

even as

give unto you.
i.

Him

God been
ii.

fruit.

A new

Whoso

5.

in

The

light.

in the day,

he stumbleth not, because he

ii.

9.

ii.

10.

true light already shineth.

Even

until

He that

now.

loveth his brother

abideth in the

light,

and there
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Epistle.

Gosj^el.

seeth the light of this world.

none occasion of stumbling

is

in him.
xii.

He

35.

that walketh in the

ii.

He

II.

that hateth his brother

darkness knoweth not whither

is

he goeth.

in the darkness,

and walketh
and knoweth

in the darkness,

not whither he goeth, because the

He hath blinded their eyes.

40.

xii.
xiii.

Little children {reKvia).

33.

darkness hath blinded his eyes,
ii.

I,

Little children (t6k-

12, 28.

pia).

In the beginning was the

I.

i.

ii.

Word.

Ye have

38.

V.

not His word

ii.

is

xxi. 5.

Children

vi. 39.

This

Me,

that sent

hath

ii.

{iraLSla).

the will of

is

14.

The word

of

God

abideth

in you.

abiding in you.

He

Ye know Him which

13.

from the beginning.

that of all

Me

given

I

Him

ii.

18.

Little children (TratSt'a).

If they

19.

had been of

us,

they would have abided with us.

which
should

lose nothing.
vi.

The Holy One of God

69.

ii.

20.

The Holy One

(Christ).

(Christ),
xvi.

13.

truth,

When
is

you into

My
xiv.

Ye have an

Spirit of

He

Me hateth

ii.

that hath

If a

-

keep

23.

the

also.

seen

He

Me

Whosoever denieth the Son,
same hath not the Father.
that

confesseth

hath the Father

man

love Me, he
word; and My
Father will love him, and We
will come unto him, and make
will

all

things.

hath seen the Father.
xiv. 23.

anointing from the

Holy One, and ye know

shall guide

that hateth

Father

9.

He

all truth.

He

XV. 23.

He, the

come,

ii.

My

the

Son,

also,

If that which ye heard
24.
from the beginning abide in you,

ye also shall abide in the Son,

and

in the Father.

Our abode with him.
xvii.

2.

That whatsoever Thou
Him, to them He

ii.

hast given

should give eternal
xvi. 13.

When

truth, is

you into

life.

He, the

come.

He

all truth.

Spirit of

shall guide

ii.

25.

And

which

He

eternal

life.

27.

this is

the

promised

As His

promise
us,

even

anointing teacheth

you concerning

all things.
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These are but gleanings out of a couple of chapters, but they
are sufficient to shew the relation between the two writings.

Some

of

them are mere reminiscences of particular modes of
But in other cases the passage in the Epistle is a

expressions.

deduction from the passage in the Gospel, or an illustration of
it,

or a development in accordance with the Apostle's

rience in the half century which

But the

sion.

expe-

had elapsed since the Ascen-

fact that the Epistle at

the Gospel, does not prove beyond

all

every turn presupposes

question that the Gospel

was writte7i first. S. John had delivered his Gospel orally over
and over again before writing it and it is possible, though
hardly probable, that the Epistle was written before the Gospel.
In this abundance of parallels between the two writings,
especially between the discourses of the Lord in the Gospel and
the Apostle's teaching in the Epistle, "it is most worthy of
notice that no use is made in the Epistle of the language of the
discourses in John iii. and vi."
" Generally it will be found on a comparison of the closest
parallels, that the Apostle's own words are more formal in
expression than the words of the Lord which he records. The
Lord's words have been moulded by the disciple into aphorisms
:

in the

Epistle."—Westcott.
(v)

The Plan of the

Epistle.

John had a plan, and a very carefully arranged plan,
who have studied its structure will
scarcely be able to doubt.
It is far otherwise with the Epistle.
Here we* may reasonably doubt whether the Apostle had any
systematic arrangement of his thoughts in his mind when he
wrote the letter.
Indeed some commentators have regarded
it as the rambling prattle of an old man, " an unmethodised
effusion of pious sentiments and reflections." Others, without
going quite these lengths, have concluded that the contemplative
and undialectical temper of S. John has caused him to pour
forth his thoughts in a series of aphorisms without much

That

S.

in writing his Gospel, those

sequence or logical connexion.

Both these opinions are erroneous.

It is

quite true to say
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a compound of doctrine and exis not?
But it is a mistake to
suppose with him that the composition is confused. Again, it is

with Calvin that the Epistle
hortation

:

what Epistle

is

N. T.

in

quite true to say that the Apostle's

method

not dialectical.

is

But it cannot follow from this that he has no method at all. He
seldom argues one who sees the truth, and believes that every
sincere believer will see it also, has not much need to argue he
merely states the truth and leaves it to exercise its legitimate
power over every truth-loving heart. But in thus simply affirming what is true and denying what is false he does not allow his
thoughts to come out hap-hazard. Each one as it comes before
us may be complete in itself; but it is linked on to what precedes and what follows. The links are often subtle, arid sometimes we cannot be sure that we have detected them but they
are seldom entirely absent.
This peculiarity brings with it the
further characteristic, that the transitions from one section of the
subject to another, and even from one main division of it to
another, are for the most part very gradual. They are like the
changes in dissolving views. We know that we have passed on
to something new, but we hardly know how the change has
;

:

;

come

about,

A writing of this

kind

exceedingly

is

feel that there are divisions

to

make them,

or

how

to

;

difficult to analyse.

We

but we are by no means sure where

name them.

We

are conscious that

the separate thoughts are intimately connected one with another

but

we cannot

we have discovered the
At times we hardly know whether we

satisfy ourselves that

exact lines of connexion.

moving forwards or backwards, whether we are returning to
an old subject or passing onwards to a new one, when in truth
we are doing both and neither for the old material is recast and
made new, and the new material is shewn to have been involved
in the old.
Probably few commentators have satisfied themselves with their own analysis of this Epistle still fewer have
satisfied other people. Only those who have seriously attempted

are

;

:

it

know

the real difficulties of the problem.

the face of the sky or of the sea.

harmony; variety and yet order;

There

It is like
is

fixedness,

analysing

and yet
and yet ceaseless
contrast,
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change; a monotony which soothes without wearying
cause the frequent repetitions

come

us, be-

to us as things that are

both

But about one point most students of the Epistle
that it is better to read it under the guidance of any
will agree
scheme that will at all coincide with its contents, than with no
guidance whatever. Jewels, it is true, remain jewels, even when

new and

old.
;

piled confusedly into a heap: but they are then seen to the very
least advantage.

Any arrangement

is

So

better than that.

with S. John's utterances in this Epistle.

They

also

are robbed of

their power if they are regarded as a string of
detached aphorisms, with no more organic unity than a col-

more than half

lection of proverbs.

It is in

the conviction of the truth of this

opinion that the following analysis
attempts,

them.

and possibly

It has,

the Epistle,

One

it

and

if it
it

no great improvement upon any of

helps any other student to frame a better
will

or two divisions

all

is

however, been of service to the writer in studying

analysis for himself,

yond

offered for consideration.

is

of course, to a considerable extent based upon previous

It is,

question the

analogous to the

first

have served

may be

first

its

purpose.

asserted with confidence.

four verses are introductory,

eighteen verses of the Gospel.

Be-

and are
Equally

beyond question the last four verses, and probably the last nine
This leaves the
verses, form the summary and conclusion.
intermediate portion from i. 5 to v. 12 or v. 17 as the main
body of the Epistle and it is about the divisions and sub:

divisions of this portion that so

much

difference of opinion

exists.

Again, nearly every commentator seems to have

felt

that a

division

must be made somewhere near the end of the second

chapter.

In the following analysis this generally recognised

landmark has been adopted as central.
Logically as well as
locally it divides the main body of the Epistle into two fairly
equal halves. And these two halves may be conveniently designated by the great statement which each contains respecting
the Divine Nature 'God is Light' and 'God is Love.' These

—

headings are not merely convenient

;

they correspond to a very

considerable extent with the contents of each half.

The

first
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half, especially in its earlier portions, is

of

'

hght

'

the second half

:

dominated by the idea of

As regards
that

more

dominated by the idea
clearly

safe to affirm is this

;

may

given to them,

titles

all

— that, like trees in a well-

wooded landscape, the Apostle's thoughts
groups, and that it conduces to clearness
But

and thoroughly

love.'

the subdivisions and the

would be

it

'

is still

evidently

fall into

to distinguish the

what to one eye is
two or three clusters, and
that there may also be a difference of opinion as to where each
cluster begins and ends.
Moreover the description of a particular group which satisfies one mind will seem inaccurate to
another. The following scheme will do excellent service if it
provokes the student to challenge its correctness and to correct
groups.

it

easily be the case that

only one cluster, to another eye

it, if

is

necessary, throughout.

An Analysis of the Epistle.
i.

I

—

Introduction.

4.

I.

The

Subject-matter of the Gospel employed in the

Epistle

i.

a.

i.

5

5—

—

ii.

—

(i.

4).

Light.

is

and Conduct of the

Believer.

God and

with the Brethren

I.

Fellowship with

1.

Consciousness and Confession of Sin

3.

Obedience to

4.

12

V5.

of the Epistle

Wliat Walking in the Light involves: the Con-

dition

b. ii.

God

28.

II.

ii.

1—3).

(i.

The Purpose

1.

28.

(i.

8

God by Imitation of Christ
Love of the Brethren (ii. 7 11).

10).

(ii.

i

—

What Walking

5

(i.

—

—

—

7).

6).

in the Light excludes: the Things

and

Persons to he avoided.
1.

Threefold Statement of Reasons for Writing

2.

The Things

3.

The Persons

4.

(Transitional)

(ii.

ii.

29

—

V. 12.

to

be avoided

;

be avoided

;

— the

12

(ii.

World and

—

its

14).

Ways

15—17).

God

to

is

—Antichrists 18 —
— Christ

The Place jjf^afety ;
Love.

(ii.

(ii.

26).

27, 28).

ANALYSIS.
c.

ii.

29— iii.

45

The Evidence of SonsMp

24.

;

—Deeds of righteousness

before God.

The Children

1.

(ii.

iv.

I

—

—

God and

of

the Children of the Devil

12).

iii.

Love and Hate;

2.

d.

29

and Death

Life

(iii.

13

—

24).

—

The Source of Sonship; Possession of the
as shewn hy Confession of the Incarnation.

V.

12.

Spirit

2.

The Spirit of Truth and the Spirit of Error (iv. 1—6).
Love is the Mark of the Children of Him who is Love

3.

Faith

1.

(iv. 7

V. 13

—

—

21).

Source of Love, the Victory over the
World, and the Possession of Life (v. i 12).
the

is

—

21.

Conclusion.
Love the Fruit of Faith

1.

Intercessory

2.

The Sum

3.

Final Injunction

Perhaps our

first

(v.

of the Christian's Knov^^ledge

13
(v.

— 17).
18

—

20).

(v. 21).

impression on looking at the headings of the

smaller sections would be that these subjects have not

much

connexion with one another, and that the order in which they
come is more or less a matter of accident. This impression

would be erroneous. Fellowship with God involves consciousThis
ness of sin, and its confession with a view to its removal.
implies obedience to God, which finds its highest expression in
love.

Love of God and of

world, which
antichrists.

With

is

the brethren excludes love of the

shewn by the appearance of
away must abide in Christ.
introduced by the expression 'begotten

passing away, as

He who would

the idea of j^;w/w)^,

is

not pass

of God,' the Epistle takes a fresh
implies ?mitual love

among God's

Christ to which the Spirit

start.

testifies.

leads on to the distinction between true
rather subtle connexion (see on
topic of mntiial love,

as

shewn

and

iv. 7)

spirits.
By a
once more leads to the

andfalse

this

io faith as the source

in intercessory prayer.

mary of the knowledge on which
in the Epistle are based,

This Divine sonship

and the indwelling of
The mention of the Spirit

children

The whole

of love, especially

closes with a

sum-

the moral principles inculcated

and with a warning against

idols.
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The Characteristics of the

(vi)

Epistle.

John it is always with me as though I saw him
before me, lying on the bosom of his Master at the Last Supper:
as though his angel were holding the light for me, and in certain
passages would fall upon my neck and whisper something in
mine ear. I am far from understanding all I read, but it often
seems to me as if what John meant were floating before me in
the distance; and even when I look into a passage altogether
dark, I have a foretaste of some great, glorious meaning, which
I shall one day understand " (Claudius).
Dante expresses the same feeling still more strongly when he
represents himself as blinded by the radiance of the beloved
" In reading

disciple {Pa7'adiso, xxv. 136

"Ah, how much

When

I

That her

in

—xxvi.

6).

my mind was

I disturbed,

turned round to look on Beatrice,
I

could not see, although

Close at her side and in the

I

was

Happy World

!

While I was doubting for my vision quenched,
Out of the flame refulgent that had quenched
Issued a breathing, that attentive

Saying

Of

— 'Whilst

thou recoverest the sense

seeing which in

me

thou hast consumed,

'Tis well that speaking thou should'st

compensate

(Longfellow's Translation

Two

it

made me,

:

it.'"

see notes.)

characteristics of this Epistle will strike every serious

the almost oppressive majesty of the thoughts which are
put before us, and the extreme siinplicity of the laJigiiage in
which they are expressed. The most profound mysteries in the

reader

;

Divine scheme of Redemption, the spiritual and moral relations
between God, the human soul, the world, and the evil one, and
the fundamental principles of Christian Ethics, are all stated in
words which any intelligent child can understand. They are
the words of one who has 'received the kingdom' of heaven
into his inmost soul, and received it as a little child.' They are
'

the foolish things of the world putting to
wise.

shame them

Their ease, and simplicity, and repose

that are

irresistibly attract.

CHARACTERISTICS.
Even

us.

the unwilling ear

is

47

and

arrested

listens.

We

are

and ponder, we
find that the simple words, which at first seemed to convey a
meaning as simple as themselves, are charged with truths which
are not of this world, but have their roots in the Infinite and
Eternal. S. John has been so long on the mount in communion
held as by a

God

with
shine

:

And

spell.

as

we

that his very words,

listen,

when

and

stop,

the veil

is

taken off them,

and, as Dante intimates, to be brought suddenly face to

face with his spirit

is

well-nigh too

Another characteristic of the
haps, but indisputable,

is

\\.%

much

mortal eyes.

for

Epistle, less

finality

.

As

S.

conspicuous per-

John's Gospel, not

merely in time, but in conception and form and point of view,
the last of the Gospels, so this

is

the last of the Epistles.

is

It

above and consummates all the rest. It is in a sphere in
which the difficulties between Jewish Christian and Gentile
Christian, and the apparent discords between S. Paul and S.
James, are harmonized and cease to exist. It is indeed no
rises

handbook or summary of Christian doctrine; for it is written
and therefore much
expressly for those who know the truth
'

'

unstated, because

may be

;

taken for granted.

But in
no other book in the Bible are so many cardinal doctrines
touched, or with so firm a hand. And each point is laid before
us with the awe-inspiring solemnity of one who writes under the
profound conviction that it is the last hour.'
Closely connected with this characteristic of finality is another
which it shares with the Gospel
the tone of magistej'ial aiiihority which pervades the whole.
None but an Apostle, perhaps we may almost venture to say, none but the last surviving
Apostle, could write like this. There is no passionate claim to
authority, as of one who feels compelled to assert himself and
ask, Am I not an Apostle 1
There is no fierce denunciation of
those who are opposed to him, no attempt at a compromise, no
anxiety about the result. He will not argue the point; he states
the truth and leaves it. Every sentence seems to tell of the
conscious authority and resistless though unexerted strength of
one who has seen, and heard, and handled the Eternal Word,
and who knows that his witness is true.'
is left

it

'

;

'

—

'

'

'

'
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Once more,
and spiritual

there

throughout the Epistle a love of moral
Over against each thought there is

is

antitheses.

Thus light and
and death, love
of the Father and love of the world, the children of God and the
children of the devil, the spirit of truth and the spirit of error,
sin unto death and sin not unto death, to do righteousness and
The
to do sin, follow one another in impressive alternation.
movement of the Epistle largely consists of progress from one

constantly placed in sharp contrast

opposite.

its

darkness, truth and falsehood, love and hate,

And

opposite to another.
the antithesis

it

will nearly

life

always be found that

not exact, but an advance beyond the original

is

statement or else an expansion of

*

it.

brother abideth in the light, and there

But he that hateth

stumbling in him.

He

is

that loveth his

none occasion of

his brother

is

in the

darkness, and walketh in darkness, and knoweth not whither he

goeth because the darkness hath blinded his eyes' (ii. lo, ii).
The antithetical structure and rythmical cadence of the sen-

commend them "to the ear and to
To Greek readers, familiar with
arrangements of the Greek Drama, this mode of
much

tences would do
the

memory

the lyrical

to

of the hearers.

writing would have a peculiar

recognise in

own

it

charm

;

and Jewish readers would

a correspondence to the style and diction of their

Prophetical Books" (Wordsworth).
If

we

We
And

He
And
If

we have no

the truth

we

If

say

sin,

deceive ourselves,
is

not in us.

confess our sins,

is faithful

and righteous

to forgive us our sins,

to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.

we say that we have
make Him a liar;

not sinned,

We

And His word
In this instance

it

will

is

not in us.

be noticed that we pass from one
but that to which we

opposite to another and back again

more ground than the
advance upon it.

return covers

a distinct

:

original position

and

is
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For other characteristics of S. John's style which are common
both Gospel and Epistle see the Introduction to the Gospel,
chapter v. Many of these are pointed out in the notes on these

to

see in particular the notes on

Epistles

:

3,S, 24,

iii.

The

i

John

i.

2, 4, 5, 8,

ii.

i,

9, 15, 17, iv. 9, V. 9, 10.

following characteristic words

and phrases

are

common

Gospel and Epistles
ah'de, Advocate, be of God, be of the truth, be of the world,
believe on, children of God, darkness, do sin, do the truth,
eternal life, evil 07ie, joy be fulfilled, have sin, keep His com-

to

;

majidments, keep His woj'd, lay down o?te's life, life, light, love,
manifest, murderer, new coinmandnient, 0?ily-begotten,pass over

out of death into
Word, world.

The
in the

life,

walk in darkness,

true, truth,

witness.

following expressions are found in the Epistles, but not

Gospel

;

anoi7iting. Antichrist, deceiver, fellowship, lawlessness, lust of

the eyes, lust of the fiesh, message, presence or co7ning (of the

Second Advent), propitiation, sin unto death, walk in

CHAPTER
THE SECOND

Short as this
common to

truth.

III.

EPISTLE.

and having more than half of its conSecond Epistle, our loss
would have been great had it been refused a place in the Canon,
and in consequence been allowed to perish. It gives us a new
aspect of the Apostle it shews him to us as the shepherd of individual souls.
In the First Epistle he addresses the Church at

tents

letter

is,

either the First or the

:

be addressed to a local
a Christian
lady, it is certain definite individuals that he has in his mind as
he writes. It is for the sake of particular persons about whom
he is greatly interested that he sends the letter, rather than for

large.

In this Epistle, whether

Church, or

s.

JOHN

(as

we

(ep.)

it

shall find reason to believe) to

4
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the sake of Christians in general.

It is

a less formal and less
see the Apostle at

We

public utterance than the First Epistle.

rather than in the Church, and hear him speaking as
a friend rather than as a Metropolitan. The Apostolic authorityThe letter beseeches and
is there, but it is in the background.
warns more than it commands.

home

The Authorship of the

i.

Just as nearly

all critics

First Epistle are

Epistle.

allow that the Fourth Gospel and the

by one hand, so

it is

generally admitted that

the Second and Third Epistle are by one hand.

The

question

whether all four writings are by the same person whether
*the Elder' of the two short Epistles is the beloved disciple of
If this question is
the Gospel, the author of the First Epistle.
answered in the negative, then only two alternatives remain;
either these twin Epistles were written by a person commonly
known as 'John the Elder' or 'the Presbyter John,' a contem-

is

;

porary of the Apostle sometimes confused with him or they
were written by some Elder entirely unknown to us. In either
case he is a person who has studiously and with very great
;

success imitated the style of the Apostle.

The External Evidence.

The

voice of antiquity

simplest hypothesis; that

when we

first and
work of the

strongly in favour of the

all

four writings are the

The evidence

Apostle S. John.

unanimous as

is

is

not so

full

or so indisputably

for the Apostolicity of the First Epistle;

but,

take into account the brevity and comparative unim-

portance of these two

Irenaeus, the

the

letters,

disciple

amount

is

of Polycarp,

considerable.

the

disciple

of

S.

of the Lord, intensified their
condemnation by desiring that not even a 'God-speed' should
be bid to them by us; For., says he, he that biddeth him God

John, says;

speed.,

'•''John, the disciple

partakcth in his evil works'" {Haer.l.

xvi. 3).

And

again,

he resumes a little further on;
" These are they against whom the Lord warned us beforehand
and His. disciplej in his Epistle already mentioned, commands

after quoting

i

John

ii.

18,

AUTHORSHIP.
us to avoid them,
into this world,

This

flesh.

when he

who

says;

gone forth

not that Jesns Christ

is coine

and the

Looh

co?ifess

the deceiver

is

SI

Many deceivers are
Antichrist.

that ye lose not that which ye have wronghf''

(ill.

xvi. 8).

to

in the

them,
In one

be observed, Irenaeus must have had a
but these quotations shew that he was
well acquainted with the Second Epistle and believed it to be
by the beloved disciple. And though in the second passage he
or two respects,
different text

it

:

Second Epistle and calling it the
more plainly how remote from
mind was the idea that the one Epistle might be by S. John

makes

the slip of quoting the

First, yet this only

his

will

from ours

and the other

shews

all

the

not.

Clement of Alexandria, and
school generally (a.d. 200

second

letter is

— 300),

He

by the Apostle.

"John

the introductory words,

indeed the

Alexandrian

testify to the belief that the

quotes

i

John

v. 16

in his longer Epistle (eV r^

with
/xei-

seems to teach «S:c." {Strom. II. xv), which shews
that he knows of at least one other and shorter Epistle by the
same John. In a fragment of a Latin translation of one of his
works we read, "The Second Epistle of John, which is written
^ovi iiricrToXfj)

is very simple
it is written indeed to a certain
Babylonian lady, Electa by name but it signifies the election
of the holy Church." Eusebius {H. E. VI. xiv. i) tells us that
Clement in his Hypotyposes or Oiitlines commented on the
'disputed' books in N. T. viz. "the Epistle of Jude and the

to virgins,

:

;

other Catholic Epistles."

DiONYSius OF Alexandria

H,E.
title

VII. XXV.) so far

be taken by

to

is like

S.

in his famous criticism (Eus.
from thinking 'the Elder' an unlikely

John, thinks that his not naming himself

the Apostle's usual manner.

Thus we have witnesses from two very different centres,
Irenaeus in Gaul, Clement and Dionysius in Alexandria.
Cyprian in his account of a Council at Carthage, A.D. 256,
gives us what

we may

fairly consider to

North African Church.
Bishop of Chullabi, quoted 2 John 10,

belief of the

"

John

the Apostle laid

it

down

be evidence as to the

He
11

says that Aurelius,

with the observation,

in his Epistle."

4—2
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The

evidence of the

Muratorian Fragment is by no means

We

have seen (p. 38) that the writer quotes the First
Epistle in his account of the Fourth Gospel, and later on speaks
of " two Epistles of the John who has been mentioned before."

clear.

This has been interpreted in various ways,

(i)

That these

*two Epistles' are the Second and Third, the First being
omitted by the copyist (who evidently was a very inaccurate and
incompetent person), or being counted as part of the Gospel.
That these two are the First and the Second, the Third
(2)
being omitted. (3) That the First and the Second are taken
together as one Epistle and the Third as a second.

And

it is

remarkable that Eusebius twice speaks of the First Epistle as
^^
the former Epistle of John" {H. E. III. xxv. 2, xxxix. 16), as if
But in
in some arrangements there were only two Epistles.
spite of this the first of these three explanations

The context
Origen knows of

ferred.

in the

is

to

Fragment decidedly favours

be preit.

the two shorter letters, but says that "not
admit that these are genuine " (Eus. H. E, VI. xxv. 10). But
he expresses no opinion of his own, and never quotes them. On
the other hand he quotes the First Epistle " in such a manner
as at least to shew that the other Epistles were not familiarly
all

known

"

(Westcott).

Eusebius, who was possibly influenced by Origen, classes
these two Epistles among the disputed books of the Canon,
and suggests (without giving his own view) that they may be the
work of a namesake of the Evangelist. " Among the disputed
{dvTik€y6iJ.eva) books, which, however, are well known aad recognised by most, we class the Epistle circulated under the name of
James, and that of Jude, as well as the Second of Peter, and the
so-called second and third of John, whether they belong to the
Evangelist, or possibly to another of the same name as he"
Elsewhere he speaks in a way which leaves
(//. E. III. xxv. 3).
one less in doubt as to his own opinion {Dem. Evan. in. iii.
p. 120), which appears to be favourable to the Apostolic authorship he speaks of them without qualification as S. John's.
The School of Antioch seems to have rejected these two
'disputed' Epistles, together with Jude and 2 Peter.
'

;

'

AUTHORSHIP.
Jerome

(Vi'r. Illust. ix.)

approved by

all

says that, while the First Epistle

tomb was

Ephesus as well as that of the Apostle.
The Middle Ages attributed all three to
this

is

Churches and scholars, the two others are

ascribed to John the Presbyter, whose

From
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summary

S.

who

shewn

at

John.

of the external evidence

that precisely those witnesses

still

it

is

apparent

are nearest to S.John in time

are favourable to the Apostolic authorship, and seem to know of
no other view. Doubts are first indicated by Origen, although
we need not suppose that they were first propounded by him.
Probably the belief that there had been another John at Ephesus, and that he had been known as 'John the Presbyter' or
the Elder,' first made people think that these two comparatively
insignificant Epistles, written by someone who calls himself
the Elder,' were not the work of the Apostle.
But, as is shewn
in Appendix E., // is doubtful^ whether any such person as John
'

'•

from

the Elder, as distinct
existed.

In

all

the Apostle

probability those writers

and
who

Evangelist, ever
attribute the

shorter letters to John the Presbyter, whether they

or not, are really attributing

them

two

know

it

to S. John.

The Internal Evidence.

The

hardly less strong than the external evidence
ApostoHc authorship of the Second, and therefore of the Third Epistle
for no one can reasonably doubt that
the writer of the one is the writer of the other.
We have seen
internal

is

in favour of the

:

in the preceding sections that Apostles

Elders.

were sometimes called
would not be likely to be assumed
pass himself off as an Apostle all the

This humbler

title

by one who wished to
less so, because no Apostolic writing
appellation, except the Epistles in

;

N. T. begins with this
question.
Therefore these
in

work of a forger imitating S. John in
On the other hand an ordinary
Presbyter or Elder, writing in his own person without any wish
to mislead, would hardly style himself The Elder.'
Assume,
however, that S. John wrote the Epistles, and the title seems to
Epistles are not like the

order to be taken for S. John.

'
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The

be very appropriate.

member

oldest

of the Christian

Church and the last surviving Apostle might well be
and call himself, with simple dignity, The Elder.'

called,

'

The

following table will help us to judge whether the simi-

larities

between the four writings are not most naturally and

reasonably explained by accepting the primitive (though not
universal) tradition, that all four proceeded

same

from one and the

author.

Gospel and First

Third Epistle.

Second Epistle.

Epistle.

The Elder unto the

Let us
not love in word,

elect lady...

whom

tongue,

love in truth

:

John

I

iii.

i8.

neither

in

but in deed and truth.

John

My

ye

shall

ye

If

31.

viii.

abide in

I only,

know

and not

but also

Gaius

Elder
the

unto

beloved

whom I love in truth.

all

know

they that

word...

I

The

the

truth.

the

truth.

This commandment received I from

X. 18.

My
I

I

4.

rejoiced greatly

when

thy children walking

greatly

brethren came

This

in truth,

even as we

and bare witness unto thy truth, even as

commandment have
we from Him.

received

command-

thouwalkestin truth.

Father.

John

iv.

21.

ment from the Father.

ii.

I rejoiced

that I have found of

No new

7.

com-

mandment

write

unto

you,

but

old

commandment

5.

an

thee

xiii. 34.
A new
commandment I give

John

that

a

I

as
to

new

com-

mandment, but that
which we had from

which ye had from

you,

not

wrote

lady,

though

the beginning.

unto

And now I beseech
thee,

I

the beginning,

we

that

love one another.

ye

love one another.
xiv. 21.

He

that hath

My

commandments,

and

keepeth them,

6.

And

this

is

love,

we should walk
after His command-

that
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Gospel and First

Second

Epistle,

I

he it
Me.

is

John

V.

ments.

loveth

that

Third Epistle.

Epistle,

This

is

the

commandment, even
This

as

the

is

we
keep His command-

ye

from

heard

the beginning,

love of God, that

that

ye should walk in

it.

ments.

Let that abide

24.

ii.

you which ye heard

in

from the beginning.

—

Many

false

are

gone

are gone forth into

out into the world.

the world, even they

iv.

I

3.

prophets

,

Hereby know ye the
Spirit of

God

:

that confess not that

Jesus Christ cometh

every

which confess-

spirit

in the flesh.

come

is

of

in the flesh

God and
:

is

Antichrist.

every

which confess-

spirit

eth not Jesus

God

of

This

the deceiver and the

eth that Jesus Christ
is

For many deceivers

:

and

is

not

this is

the spirit of the

An-

tichrist.

nieth

Whosoever dethe

the

Whosoever goeth
onward and abideth

same

hath not the

not in the doctrine

Father he that con-

of Christ, hath not

23.

ii.

Son,

:

fesseth the

Son hath

9.

God: he

that abideth

in the doctrine, the

the Father also.

same hath both the
Father and the Son.

Every one

29.

ii.

doeth
is
iii.

that

righteousness

Him.
Whosoever sin-

begotten of

6.

neth hath not seen

II.

He

good

is

that

doeth

of God: he

that doeth evil hath

not seen God.
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Gospel and First

Him,
eth Him.

know-

neither

John

This

xxi. 24.

witness

beareth

these things

that his

ness

true.

is

John
joy

i.

knowest

of

witness

12,13.

4.

That our
fulfilled.

Having many

things to write unto

fulfilled.

may be

our

that

is

true.

wit-

That your joy

1 1.

may be

Yea, we also bear
and thou
;

witness

and we

know
XV.

I

:

12.

is

which

disciple

the

Third Epistle.

Second Epistle.

Epistle.

.

would not
I
them with paper and ink: but I
hope to come unto
you, and to speak

13,

I

14.

had many

things to write unto

am

you,

thee, but I

write

willing to write

:

shortly to see thee,

face to face that your

and we

may be fulfilled.
The children of thine

face to face.

joy

elect

sister

salute

un-

them
to thee with ink and
pen
but I hope
speak

shall

Peace

be unto thee.
friends

salute

The
thee.

Salute the friends by

thee.

name.

The
is

brevity

and comparative unimportance of the two

another point in favour of their Apostolicity.

letters

What motive

could there be for attempting to pass such letters off as the

work of an Apostle ? Those were not days in which the excitement of duping the literary world would induce anyone to make
the experiment.
Some years ago the present writer was disposed
two Epistles very doubtful.
Further study has led him to beheve that the balance of pro-

to think the authorship of these

bability is very greatly in favour of their being the writings,

probably the

last writings, of the

Apostle S. John.

and
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The Person or Persons addressed.

ii.

seems to be impossible to determine with anything like
certainty whether the Second Epistle is addressed to a co?nmuniiy, i. e. a particular Church, or the Church at large, or to
It

an

individiial,

i.e.

some lady personally known

In favour of the former hypothesis
" There

to the Apostle.

argued as follows
one person on the conmutual love is enjoined;
it

is

:

no individual reference to
trary, the children *walk in truth';
there is an admonition, *look to yourselves'; and ^the bringing
of doctrine is mentioned. Besides, it is improbable that the
children of an elect sister would send a greeting by the writer
A sister church might
to an 'elect Kyria and her children.'
is

;

'

'

'

naturally salute another" (Davidson).

A

very great deal will depend upon the translation of the

To the
(i)
Kvpia), which may mean
To an elect lady; (3) To the elect Kyria j (4) To
The first two renderings leave the question
the lady Electa.
the last two
respecting a community or an individual open
opening words {€k\€kt§
elect

lady J

:

(2)

:

close

it

in favour of

an individual.

But the fourth rendering,

though supported by the Latin translation of some fragments of
Clement of Alexandria (see p. 5 1), is untenable on account of ver.
It is incredible that there were two sisters each bearing
13.

name of Electa. The third rendering is more
The proper name Kyria occurs in ancient docu-

the very unusual
admissible.

ments.

Like Martha in Hebrew,

common word

it

is

the feminine of the

and some have conjectured that the
Lord
But, had Kyria been
letter is addressed to Martha of Bethany.
a proper name, S. John would probably (though not necessarily)
have written 'to Kyria, the elect,' like 'to Gaius, the beloved.'
Moreover, to insist on this third rendering is to assume as certain two things which are uncertain: (i) That the letter is addressed to an individual
(2) that the individual's name was
Kyria. We therefore fall back upon one of the first two renderings and of the two the first seems preferable. The omission of
the Greek definite article is quite intelligible, and may be compared with ArNQSTQ GEQ in Acts xvii. 23, which may quite
for

'

'

;

;

;
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correctly be rendered,

'

To

the

Unknown

absence of the

article in the original.

That the

Lady' may be a

'

elect

God,' in spite of the

figurative

name

or for the Church, must at once be admitted

may go

further

and say

:

for a

Church,

and perhaps we

would not he unlikely
symbolism as S. John. But is
kind likely in the case of so slight a

that such a figure

in the case of a writer so fond of

a sustained allegory of this
Is not the form of the First Epistle against it?

letter.?

there any parallel case in the literature of the
turies

?

No

individual.

one doubts that the twin Epistle
In letters so similar

the one case the person addressed

it is

is

Is

three cen-

first

addressed to an

scarcely probable that in

be taken literally, while
be taken as the allegoriIt seems more reasonable to
cal representative of a Church.
suppose that in both Epistles, as in the Epistle to Philemon, we
have precious specimens of the private correspondence of an
Apostle. We are allowed to see how the beloved Disciple at
the close of his life could write to a Christian lady and to a
in the other the

person addressed

is

is

to

to

Christian gentleman respecting their personal conduct.

Adopting, therefore, the
tenable but probable,

who

'the elect lady'

Lord

is

literal

interpretation

as

not only

we must be content to remain in ignorance
That she is Mary the Mother of the
is.

not merely a gratuitous but an incredible conjecture.

The Mother

of the Lord, during S. John's later years, would be

from a hundred and twenty
iii.

Place,

to

a hundred and forty years

old.

Date and Contents.

We can do no more than frame probable hypotheses with regard to place and date. The Epistle itself gives us vague outBut it will give
lines and these outlines are all that is certain.
;

and life to the letter if we fill in these outlines with
which may be true, which are probably like the truth, and
which though confessedly conjectural make the drift of the letter

reality

details

more

intelligible.

—
—

The

Apostle, towards the close of his life for the letter presupposes both Gospel and First Epistle has been engaged

upon

his usual

work of supervision and

direction

among

the

THIRD EPISTLE.
Churches of Asia.

In the course of

whom

of the lady to

the letter

they are living Christian
are other

And on

members

his return to

is

59

he has seen some children

it

addressed, and has found that

lives, steadfast in

the faith.

whom

of her family of

Ephesus the Apostle,

this

But there

cannot be

said.

in expressing his joy

respecting the faithful children, conveys a warning respecting
their less steadfast brothers.

'

Has

their

mother been as watch-

she might have been to keep them from pernicious

ful as

Her

in-

must be exercised with discretion
for her guests may contaminate her household.
There is no
real progress in advancing beyond the limits of Christian truth.
There is no real charity in helping workers of evil to work sucfluences

?

On

cessfully.

Near the

hospitality

;

his next Apostolic journey

Apostle's abode are

he hopes to see

some nephews

dressed, but their mother, her sister,

is

her.'

of the lady ad-

dead, or

is

living else-

These nephews send their greeting in his letter, and
thus shew that they share his loving anxiety respecting the
elect lady's household.
It was very possibly from them that he
had heard that all was not well there.
where.

The

letter

may

—
—

Address and Greeting.

I

4

3.

II.

be subdivided thus

Main Body

of tlie Epistle.

1.

Occasion of the Letter

2.

Exhortation to Love and Obedience

3.

4.

12, 13.

{v. 4).

For beyond

all

not an

of the private correspondence

we may think
addressed to an individual.

question, whatever

of the Second Epistle, this letter
it is

IV.

EPISTLE.

we have another sample

of an Apostle.

And

9).

11).

Conclusion.

THE THIRD
this

(5, 6).

—

Warnings against False Doctrine (7
Warnings against False Charity (10,

CHAPTER

In

:

is

official letter, like

the Epistles to

Timothy and
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one, like that to Philemon. While the
mainly one of warning, the Third is one of
As in the former case, we are conscious of the

Titus, but a private

Second Epistle

is

encouragement.

writer's authority in the tone of the letter

which, however,

;

is

friendly rather than official.

i.

On

The Authorship of

the Epistle.

need be added to what has been
Second Epistle. The two
Epistles are universally admitted to be by one and the same
But it must be pointed out that, if the Second Epistle
person.
did not exist, the claims of the Third to be Apostolic would be
more disputable. Neither the external nor the internal evidence
It is neither quoted nor mentioned
is so strongly in its favour.
this

point very

little

said respecting the authorship of the

so early or so frequently as the Second.
closely akin to the First Epistle

It

is

not nearly so

and the Gospel.

It

labours

under the difficulty involved in the conduct of Diotrephes for
it must be admitted that "there is something astonishing in the
notion that the prominent Christian Presbyter of an Asiatic
:

Church should not only repudiate the authority of St John, and
not only refuse to receive his travelling missionary, and prevent
others from doing so, but should even excommunicate or try to

excommunicate those who did so"
different authors.

Nevertheless,

(Farrar).

impossible to separate these two twin

letters,

it is

and assign them to

And, as has been seen already, the balance

of evidence, both external and internal, strongly favours the

Apostohcity of the Second

;

and

this,

culty about Diotrephes, carries with

notwithstanding the
it

diffi-

the Apostolicity of the

Third.

ii.

The Perso7i Addressed.

The name Gaius was so common throughout the Roman
Empire that to identify any person of this name with any other
of the same name requires specially clear evidence.
In N.T.
there are probably at least three Christians who are thus called.

THIRD EPISTLE.
Gains of Corinth, in whose house S. Paul was staying when
1.
he wrote the Epistle to the Romans (Rom. xvi. 23), who is
probably the same as he whom S. Paul baptized (i Cor. i. 14).
2. Gains of Macedonia, who was S. Paul's travelling-companion
at the time of the uproar at Ephesus, and was seized by the mob
Gains of Derbe, who with Timothy and
(Acts xix. 29).
3.
others left Greece before S. Paul and waited for him at Troas
But these three may be reduced to two, for i
(Acts XX. 4, 5).
and 3 may possibly be the same person. It is possible, but
nothing more, that the Gaius of our Epistle may be one of these.
Origen says that the first of these three became Bishop of Thessalonica.

The

Apostolical

Constitutions

(vii.

46)

mention a

Gaius, Bishop of Pergamos, and the context implies that he was
the

first

city.

S.

Bishop, or at least one of the earliest Bishops, of that

Here again we can only say that he may be the Gaius of

John.

The

Epistle leaves us in doubt whether Gaius

time a Presbyter or not.

iii.

The

place

may

Apparently he

Place, Date,

and

is

is

at this

a well-to-do layman.

Contents.

with probabihty be supposed to be Ephesus

the letter has the tone of being written from head-quarters.

:

Its

its opening and conclusion,
was written about the same time as
the Second Epistle, i.e. after the Gospel and First Epistle, and
therefore towards the end of S. John's life. The unwillingness
to write a long letter which appears in both Epistles (vv. 12, 13)
would be natural in an old man to whom correspondence is a

strong resemblance, especially in

inclines us to believe that

it

burden.

The

Gaius is commended
which he resembles his namesake of
Corinth (Rom. xvi. 23); is warned against imitating the factious
and intolerant Diotrephes and in contrast to him is told of the
excellence of Demetrius, who is perhaps the bearer of the letter.
In his next Apostolic journey S. John hopes to visit him. Meanwhile he and 'the friends' with him send a salutation to Gaius
and 'the friends' with him.

for his

contents speak for themselves.
hospitality, in

;
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The

Epistle

1

may be

thus analysed.

Address.

I.

—

12.
I.

1.

3.

4.

13, 14.

Main Body of the Epistle.
Personal Good Wishes and Sentiments (2 4).
Gaius commended for his Hospitality (5 8).
Diotrephes condemned for his Hostility (9, 10).
The Moral (11, 12).

—
—

Conclusion.

"The Second and Third Epistles of
own place in the sacred Canon, and

S.

John occupy

contribute

their

and

peculiar element to the stock of Christian truth

their

own

practice.

They lead us from the region of miracle and prophecy, out of an
atmosphere charged with the supernatural, to the more average
every-day life of Christendom, with its regular paths and unexciting air. There is no hint in these short notes of extraordinary
charismata.

The tone

of their Christianity

is

deep, earnest,

Church
and home very much as at present constituted.
The religion which pervades them is simple, unexaggerated, and
The writer is grave and reserved. Evidently in the
practical.
possession of the fulness of the Christian faith, he is content to
rest upon it with a calm consciousness of strength.. ..By the conception of the Incarnate Lord, the Creator and Light of all men,
and of the universality of Redemption, which the Gospel and
severe,

devout, but has the quiet of

the First Epistle did so

much

to bring

the

home

Christian

to all

who

received

germs were deposited in the soil of Christianity which
necessarily grew from an abstract idea into the great reality of
In these two short occasional letters
the Catholic Church.
S. John provided two safeguards for that great institution.
Heresy and schism are the dangers to Avhich it is perpetually exposed. St John's condemnation of the spirit of heresy is recorded in the Second Epistle; his condemnation of the spirit of
schism is written in the Third Epistle. Every age of Christendom
up to the present has rather exaggerated than dwarfed the sigChrist,

nificance of this

condemnation" (Bishop Alexander).
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V.
EPISTLES.

The Greek Text.

i.

Our authorities for determining the Greek which S. John
wrote are various and abundant. They consist of Greek MSS.,
Ancient Versions, and quotations from the Epistles in Christian
Quotations by
writers of the second, third and fourth centuries.
writers later than the middle of the fourth century are of little or
no value. By that time corruptions of the text had become

widely diffused and permanent. The Diocletian persecution
had swept away most of the ancient copies of N.T., and a
composite text emanating mainly from Constantinople gradually

became the
It will

text generally accepted.

be worth while to specify a few of the principal

MSS.

and Versions which contain these Epistles or portions of them.
Greek Manuscripts.

Codex

Sinaiticus

4th

(N).

century.

Tischendorf in 1859 at the monastery of
Sinai,

and now

Discovered

Catherine on

by

Mount

All three Epistles.

at Petersburg.

Codex Alexa^drinus

S.

(A).

5th century.

Brought by Cyril

Lucar, Patriarch of Constantinople, from Alexandria, and afterwards presented by him to Charles I. in 1628. In the British

Museum.

All three Epistles.

Codex Vaticanus
the Sinaiticus.

(B).

4th century, but perhaps later than

In the Vatican Library.

Codex Ephraemi

(C).

All three Epistles.

5th century.

A

palimpsest: the

been partially rubbed out and the works of
Ephraem the Syrian have been written over it. In the National
Library at Paris. Part of the First and Third Epistles ; i John
Of the whole N.T. the only Books
15.
i. I— iv. 2; 3 John 3

original writing has

—

entirely missing are 2

Codex Bezae

John and

(D).

2 Thess.

6th or 7th century.

the University Library at Carnbridge in 1581.

Given by Beza to
The Greek text
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The Greek

has a parallel Latin translation throughout.
the Catholic Epistles
tion only 3

John

ii

—

text of

missing, and of the servile Latin transla-

is

15 remains.

Codex Mosquensis

(K). 9th century.

All three Epistles.

Ancient Versions.

Vulgate
'faithful').

(Peschito = simple,'

Syriac

Philoxenian Syriac.
of Scripture ever made."

Vulgate Latin
Thebaic

or

First Epistle.

"Probably the most
6th century.

servile version

All three Epistles.

(mainly a revision of the Old Latin by

— 385).

Jerome, A.D. 383

meaning perhaps

'

The

3rd century.

4th century.

Sahidic (Egyptian).

All three Epistles.

3rd century.

All three

Epistles.

Armenian.

5th century.

All three Epistles.

Aethiopic.

5th century.

All three Epistles.

ii.

It is

well

known

The English

that

Versions.

Wiclif began

his

work of

translating

the Scriptures into the vulgar tongue with the Apocalypse
that S. John

was the

English people.

first

inspired writer

made known

;

so

to the

A version of the Gospels with a commentary was
A complete N. T. in

given next; and then the rest of the N. T.

English was finished about 1380. This, therefore, we may take
as the date at which our Epistle first appeared in the English

The whole was revised by John Purvey, about 1388.
But these early English Versions, made from a late and
corrupt text of the Latin Vulgate, exercised little or no influence
on the later Versions of Tyndale and others, which were made
from late and corrupt Greek texts. Tyndale translated direct
from the Greek, checking himself by the Vulgate, the Latin of
Erasmus, and the German of Luther. Dr Westcott in his most
valuable work on the History of the English Bible^ from which
the material for this section has been mainly taken, often takes
the First Epistle of S. John as an illustration of the variations
between different versions and editions. The present writer
gratefully borrows his statements. Tyndale published his first

language.

ENGLISH VERSIONS.
and
making many

edition in 1525, his second in 1534,

his third in 1535

time, especially in

alterations

"

tions.

Of the

1534,

thirty-one changes which

later (1534) version of

mations to the Greek

i
:

I

;

each

and correc-

have noticed

in the

John, about a third are closer approxirather more are variations in connecting

argument of the
and in
one passage it appears that Luther's rendering has been substituted for an awkward paraphrase. Yet it must be remarked
that even in this revision the changes are far more frequently at
variance with Luther's renderings than in accordance with them"
" In his Preface to the edition of 1534, Tyndale had
(p. 185).
expressed his readiness to revise his work and adopt any changes
particles or the like designed to bring out the

original

more

clearly

;

three

new

readings are adopted

;

which might be shewn to be improvements. The edition
however enigmatic it maybe in other respects, is a proof
of his sincerity. The text of this exhibits a true revision and
differs from that of 1534, though considerably less than the text
In i John I have noted sixteen
of 1534 from that of 1525.
variations from the text of 1534 as against thirty-two (thirtyone ?) in that of 1534 from the original text" (p. 190). But for the
ordinary student the differences between the three editions of
Tyndale are less interesting than the differences between Tyndale
and the A.V. How much we owe to him appears from the fact
that "about niiie-tenihs of the A.V. of the First Epistle of S. John
are retained from Tyndale" (p. 211). Tyndale places the three
Epistles of S. John between those of S. Peter and that to the
Hebrews, S. James being placed between Hebrews and S. Jude.
in

it

of

1

535,

This

is

the order of Luther's translation, of Coverdale's Bible

(1535)? of

Matthew's Bible

(1537),

The Great Bible, which
(Cromwell's, April,

1539;

and Heath's, Nov. 1540)

is

and

also of Taverner's (1539).

exists in three typical

editions

Cranmer's, April, 1540; Tunstall's
in the

N. T. "based upon a careful

An analysis of
may furnish a type

use of the Vulgate and of Erasmus' Latin Version.
the variations in the First Epistle of S. John

its general character.
As nearly as I can reckon there are
seventy-one differences between Tyndale's text (1534) and that of
the Great Bible
of these forty-three come directly from Cover-

of

:

S.

JOHN

(ep.)

5
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measure indirectly from

dale's earlier revision (and in a great

the Latin)

seventeen from the Vulgate where Coverdale before

:

had not followed

it

the remaining eleven variations are from

:

Some

other sources.

new readings from

of the

important, as for example the additions in
rejoice

and

that your joy

may be

ledgeth the Soil hath the Father

full.'

also.''

ii.

iii.

i,

i.

the Vulgate are

4, 'that

'

the witness

is

of

7) are

Latin readings

Coverdale one

:

marked

of the renderings adopted from

very important and holds

is

i?iay

knoiv-

we should be

that

and be hideed the sons of God.' v. 9, 'this
God that is greater.'' All these additions (like v.

called

distinctly as

ye

23, ''he that

its

place in our

Hereby we know that he abideth in us,
which he hath given us,' for which Tyndale

present version,

iii.

even by the Spirit

24,

'

we know that there abideth in us ^the Spirit
One strange blunder also is corrected
us.'
'that old commandment which ye heard'' (as it was in the earlier
texts) is replaced by the true reading
'that old commandment
which ye have had'' (ii. 7). No one of the new renderings is of
any moment" (pp. 257, 258).
The revision made by Taverner, though superficial as

reads

:

''thereby

which he gave

:

regards the O. T., has important alterations in the N. T.

shews an improved appreciation of the Greek

article.

"

He
Two

consecutive verses of the First Epistle of S. John furnish good

examples of his endeavour to find English equivalents for the
terms before him. All the other versions adopt the Latin ''advocate'' in
''

I

spokesma7i.^

John

ii.

i,

for

which Taverner substitutes the Saxon

Tyndale, followed by Coverdale, the Great Bible,

&c. strives after an adequate rendering of
in the

awkward

periphrasis

'

he

// is

'CKa(T\x.os

(i

John

ii.

2)

that obtaineth grace for our

Taverner boldly coins a word which if insufficient is yet
worthy of notice
he is « mercystock for our sins'" (p. 271).
The history of the Geneva N. T. " is little more than the
sins:'

:

'

record of the application of Beza's translation and commentary
to

An

Tyndale's Testament

analysis of the changes in one

short Epistle will render this plain.

accurate a calculation as
the

new

renderings in

i

I

Thus according

to

as

can make more than two-thirds of

John introduced

into the revision of
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1560 are derived from Beza, and two-thirds of these then for the
first

time.

The

rest are

due

to the revisers themselves,

and of

these only two are found in the revision of 1557 " (pp. 287, 288).
The Rhemish Bible, like Wiclif's, is a translation of a

based upon the Vulgate. It furnished the
many of the words of Latin origin
which they employ. It is "simply the ordinary, and not pure,
Latin text of Jerome in an English dress. Its merits, and they
translation, being

revisers of 161

1

with a great

are considerable,
it

has a

style, is

but the language

The

in its vocabulary.

lie

unnatural, the phrasing
is

is

style,

so far as

most unrythmical,

enriched by the bold reduction of innumera-

ble Latin words to English service"

(p.

328).

Dr Westcott gives

no examples from these Epistles, but the following may serve as
such.

In a few instances the Rhemish has given to the A. V. a

word not previously used
propitiation for our sins'

in
(ii.

English Versions.
2).

'And

*

sent his son

And he
"a.

is

the

propitiation

'But you have the unction from the Holy
These things have I written to you concerning
them that seduce you (ii. 26).
for our sins'

one'

(ii.

(iv. 10).
'

20).

'

In some cases the

one that committeth
iniquity^

(iii,

4).

seduce ourselves'

many

Rhemish

The
(i.

is

superior to the A. V.

sin, cominitteth also

8).

^

following also are worthy of notice.

'Let no

man

seduce

Every

iniquity: a?td sin

^oW

(ii.

seducers axe gone out into the world' (2 John

6).

'

is

We

'Because

7).

But we may be thankful that King James's revisers did not
adopt such renderings as these.
That you also may have
society with us, and our society may be with the Father and with
his Son' (i. 3).
'And this is the aniiirntiation^ (i. 5, iii. 11).
'That he might dissolve the works of the devil' (iii. 8). ''The
'

generatioji of

God preserveth him'

lady elect' (2 John

i).

(v. 18).

'The Senior

to

'The Senior to the
Gaius the dearest^

John i). ' Greater thajike have I not of them' (3 John 4).
That we may be coadjutors of the truth (3 John 8).
This is not the place to discuss the Revised Version of
1 88 1.
When it appeared the present writer had the satisfaction
of finding that a very large proportion of the alterations which
(3
*

'
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he had suggested in notes on S. John's Gospel in this series in
1880 were sanctioned by alterations actually made by the revisers.
In the notes on these Epistles it will be found that in a
large number of cases he has followed the R. V., of the merits of
which he has a high opinion. Those merits seem to consist not
so much in skilful and happy treatment of very difficult passages
as in careful correction of an enormous number of small errors
and inaccuracies. The late Dr Routh, of Magdalen College,
Oxford, when some one asked him what he considered to be the
best commentary on the N. T., is said to have replied, The
Vulgate.'
If by that he meant that in the Vulgate we have a
faithful translation made from a good Greek text, we may say in
a similar spirit that the best commentary on the N. T. is now
the Revised Version.
'

CHAPTER

VI.

THE LITERATURE OF THE

EPISTLES.

Although not so voluminous as that of the
the literature of the Epistles

is

Gospel of S. John,

nevertheless very abundant.

It

would be simply confusing to give anything approaching to an
exhaustive list of the numerous works on the subject. All that
will be attempted here will be to give the more advanced student
some information as to where he may look for greater help than
can be given in a handbook for the use of schools.
Of ancient commentaries not a very great deal remains. In
his Outlines (YnorvTrcoacis) CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA (c. A.D.
200) commented on detached verses of the First and Second
Epistles, and of these comments a valuable fragment in a Latin
translation is extant.
Didymus, who was placed by S. Athanasius in the catechetical chair of Clement at Alexandria a
century and a half later (c. A.D. 360), commented on all the
Catholic Epistles
and his notes as translated by Epiphanius
Scholasticus survive. "The chief features of his remarks on S.
;
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John's three Epistles are (i) the earnestness against Docetism,
Valentinianism, all speculations injurious to the Maker of the
world, (2) the assertion that a true knowledge of God is possible
(3) care to urge the necessity

without a knowledge of His essence,

of combining orthodoxy with right action" (W. Bright). The
commentary of DiODORUS OF Tarsus (c, a.d. 380) on the First
Epistle

is lost.

First Epistle
at

John

I

;

V.

We

have ten Homilies by S. Augustine on the
but the series ends abruptly in the tenth Homily

They

3.

are translated in the Libi'ary of the

Fathe7's, vol- 29,

Oxford 1849.

commentary

that of the

is

written in Latin.
tory

:

Like

S.

^^^

o^^ O'^^ country the earliest

Venerable Bede

Augustine's,

it is

(c.

a.d. 720),

doctrinal

and horta-

quotations from both will be found in the notes.

Of the

reformers, Beza, Calvin, Erasmus, Luther,

and Zwingli

commentaries on one or more of these Epistles.
Besides these we have the frequently quoted works of Grotius
(c. A.D. 1550), of his critic Calovius (c. A.D. 1650), and of Bengel
Bengel's Giiomon N. T. has been translated into
(c. A.D. 1750).
English but those who can read Latin will prefer the epigram-

have

all left

;

matic terseness of the original.

The following foreign commentaries have been published in
Braune,
an English form by T. and T. Clark, Edinburgh
Ebrard, Haupt, Huther, Llicke. Of these that of Haupt on the
First Epistle may be specially commended.
Among original English commentaries those of Bishop
:

Alexander in The Speaker's Commentary^ Alford, Jelf, Sinclair,
Westcott, and Bishop Wordsworth are well known.
Other works which give valuable assistance are Cox's Private
a?id S. John, F. W. Farrar's Early Days of
D. Maurice's Epistles of S. John, and various
articles in the Dictiona7y of Christian Biography edited by
Smith and Wace.
The present writer desires to express his obligations, which
in some cases are very great, to many of the works mentioned
His debt to Dr Westcott would
above, as well as to others.
no doubt have been still greater had not the whole of this
volume been in print before Dr Westcott's invaluable com-

Letters of S.

Paul

Christiajiity, F.
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^o

mentary was published: but he has been able to make much
Almost
it both in the way of correction and addition.
all that can be said with truth about S. John's writings
has already been said, and well said, by some one. The
most that a new commentator can hope to do is to collect
together what seems to him to be best in other writers,
to think it out afresh, and recoin it for his own and others'
use.
What might have remained unknown, or unintelligible,
or unattractive to many, if left in the original author and
language, may possibly become better known and more intelligible when reduced to a smaller compass and placed in a
new light and in new surroundings. Be this as it may, the
use of

writer

who

undertakes, even with

all

the helps available, to

must know that he incurs serious
responsibility.
He will not be anxious to be original. He will
not be eager to insist upon views which have found no favour
among previous workers in the same field. He will not regret
that his conclusions should be questioned and his mistakes exposed. He will be content that a dirge should be sung over the
results of his own work, if only what is true m.ay prevail.

interpret S.

John

to others,

diKivov aCkivov

ftTre,

to

S*

eu viKaroi.

FIRST EPISTLE GENERAL OF

THE

JOHN.
The

First Epistle General of St John]

This

title exists in

very different forms both ancient and modern, and is not original. As
we might expect, the oldest authorities are the simplest; thus, i. Of
John A.; 2. First Epistle of ohn ; 3. Catholic Epistle of the Holy
Apostle John ; 4. First Epistle of the Evangelist and Aposde John. So
also with the English Versions.
'General' means Catholic or Universal. The Epistle is not addressed to any particular Church or individual, but to the whole Church
It is as suitable to the Church of England in the
throughout all ages.
nineteenth century as to that of Ephesus in the first.

J

Chap.

I.

1

—

4.

The Introduction.

four verses are introductory is generally admitted.
They are analogous to the first eighteen verses of the Gospel and to the
Like the Prologue to the Gospel,
first three verses of the Revelation.
this Introduction tells us that what the Apostle purposes to write about
At the same time it states the authority
is the Word who is the Life.
with which he writes, an authority derived from the irrefragable evidence of the closest personal experience and it states also the purpose

That the

first

—

:

to complete their joy in the Lord.
of the letter,
1 4.
The construction is somewhat involved and prolonged. Such
complicated sentences are not common in S. John: but we have similar
Va4.
sentences, extending over three verses, John vi. 22—24, xiii. 2
rious ways of connecting the clauses have been suggested, making *is'
understood, or 'handled', the main verb, thus; ' Tiiat which was from
the beginning is that which we have heard', or That which was from
But beyond all
the beginning, which (S:c., our hands also touched'.
reasonable doubt 'we declare' is the main verb, and, 'that which' in
each case introduces the thing declared. Verse 2 is a parenthesis, and
then part of v. i is repeated for emphasis and clearness. The compli-

—

—

'

cation is due to the crowding of profound thoughts which almost strangle the Apostle's simple command of language.
" S. John throughout this section uses the plural as speaking in the
name of the apostolic body of which he was the last surviving representative" (Westcott).
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1

I.

JOHN,

[v. I.

I.

^HA T which was from the beginning, which we have heard,
-^

which we have seen with our

eyes,

which we have looked

That which wasfrojn the beginmng\ The similarity to the open1.
ing of the Gospel is manifest but the thought is somewhat different.
There the point is that the Word existed before the Creation ; here
With the neuter that
that the Word existed before the Incarnation.
which' comp. John iv. 22, vi. 37, xvii. 2; Acts xvii. 23 (R. V.). The
'
that
that
which
means
the doctrine of Jesus,
interpretation,
Socinian
and not the Incarnate Word, cannot stand: the verbs, 'have seen',
In using the neuter S. John takes
'beheld', 'handled', are fatal to it.
the most comprehensive expression to cover the attributes, words and
works of the Word and the Life manifested in the flesh.
The
7vas\ not 'came into existence', but was already in existence.
difference between 'to be' (i. 2) and 'to come to be' or 'become' (ii. 18)
must be carefully noted. Christ was from all eternity; antichrists have
:

'

'

have come into existence in time.
from the beginning] The meaning of 'beginning' must always depend upon the context. Here it is explained by was with the Father'
inv.2. It does not mean the beginning of the gospel, or even of the

arisejt,

'

from all
It is equivalent to
world, but a beginning prior to that.
The Gospel is no new-fangled invention, as Jewish and
eternity'.
heathen philosophers contended. The same Greek phrase is used in
LXX. for 'Art Thou not from everlasting, O Lord my God?' (Hab.
See on
i.
12), and when this is denied of idols (Wisd. xiv. 3).
'

John i. I.
which we have heard]

With this clause we pass from eternity into
clause refers to something prior to the Creation.
Here both the Creation and the Incarnation have taken place. The
second clause refers to the teaching of all the Prophets and of the
There is no need to make 'which' (better, that which, to
Christ.
bring out the exact similarity of the first four clauses) in the different
e.g. the words, miracles, glory, and
refer
to different things
clauses
body of Christ. Rather, each 'which' indicates that collective whole
of Divine and human attributes which is the Incarnate Word of Life.
seeing is more than
have seen with our eyes] Note the climax
hearing, and beholding (which requires time) is more than seeing

The

time.

first

;

:

With
(which may be momentary) while handling is more than all.
our eyes' is added for emphasis. The Apostle would have us know
that
see' is no figure of speech, but the expression of a literal fact.
With all the language at his command he insists on the reality of the
Incarnation, of which he can speak from personal knowledge based on
The Docetic heresy of supthe combined evidence of all the senses.
posing that the Lord's body was unreal, and the Cerinthian heresy of
supposing that He who 'was from the beginning' was different from
Him whom they heard and saw and handled, is authoritatively condemned by implication at the outset. In the Introduction to the
Gospel there is a similar assertion ; The Word became flesh and dwelt
among us and we beheld His glory' (John i. 14). Comp. 2 Pet. i. 16.
'

;

'

'

—

JOHN,

I.

V. 2.]
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1.

upon, and our hands have handled, of the Word of life;
(for the life was manifested, and we have seen //, and bear
which we have looked upon &c.] Rather, that which we beheld and
hands handled: we have first an imperfect, then a pair of perfects,
then a pair of aorists.
Beheld' implies deliberate and perhaps pleasurWe can hear and see without
able sight (John i. 14, 34; Acts i. 11).
intending to do so; but we can scarcely behold and handle unintentionally.
The aorists probably refer to definite occasions on which the
'Handled' seems to be a direct
beholding and handling took place.
reference to the test demanded by S. Thomas (John xx. 27) and offered
to the other disciples (Luke xxiv. 39, where the same verb is used as
" The clear reference to the Risen Christ in ''handled'' makes it
here).
probable that the special manifestation indicated by the two aorists is
that given to the Apostles by the Lord after the Resurrection, which is
in fact the revelation of Himself as He remains with His Church... The
tacit reference is the more worthy of -notice because S. John does not menotir

'

Tertullian
tion the fact of the Resurrection in his Epistle" (Westcott).
is very fond of insisting on the fact that the Lord was 'handled': Adv.
Uxorem iv.
Prax. XV. twice; De Afii??id XVII.; Be Pat. iii. ; comp.
So also Ignatius {S77iyr. iii.); "I know and believe that He was in the
flesh even after the resurrection
and when He came to Peter and his
company, He said to them. Take, haiidle Me, and see that I am not a
bodiless demon."
Bede points out that the argument has special force
as coming from the disciple who had lain on the Lord's breast.

Ad

:

No

greater proof of the reality of His Body before and after the Resurrection could be given.
of the word of life'\ Better, concerning the Word of life ; it is not
the single genitive, but the genitive with a preposition.
The preposition is strongly in favour of
Word ', i.e. the personal Logos, rather
than 'word', i.e. doctrine.
For this preposition used of testimony
'

concerning persons comp. v.
.^i' 32» 36, 37, 39, 46, &c.

10;

9,

John

i.

We

15, 22, 30,

48,

ii.

25,

v.

can hardly doubt, moreover, that
'
Word or Logos in this Introduction has the same meaning as in
the Introduction to the Gospel especially as the Epistle was written
as a companion to the Gospel.
The Word', therefore, means the Son
of God, in whom had been hidden from eternity all that God had to
say to man, and who was the living expression of the Nature and Will
of God.
See on John i. i for the history of the term, which is peculiar
to the phraseology of S. John. But of the two terms, Word and Life, the
is
here
the emphatic one as is shewn by v. 2 and by the fact that
latter
the Life' is one of the main topics of the Epistle (ii. 25, iii. 14, v. 11,
'The Word of
12, 20), whereas 'the Word' is not mentioned again.
life' may be analogous to 'the tree of life', 'the water of life', 'the
bread of life', where 'of life' means 'life-giving'; but more probably
to the temple of His body ', the sign of heahng ', where the genitive
is one of apposition.
'The Word which is the Life' is the meaning.
Christ is at once the Word of God and the Life of man.
'

'

'

;

'

'

'

2.

'

For the

life

was

inanifestcd'\

Better,

And

the

life

Szc.

It

is

2
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I.

witness,

S.

JOHxNT,

I.

[v. 2.

and shew unto you thai eternal

life,

which was with

John's characteristic use of the simple conjunction.

'Manifest'

also is one of S. John's characteristic words, frequent in
Gospel and Epistle and occurring twice in Revelation. Words and
phrases which connect the Epistle with the Gospel, or either of these
with the Apocalypse, should be carefully noted.
Was manifested
means became such that He could be known by man. Note that the
sentence does not begin with a relative,
which was manifested', but
This repetition, carrying on a part of one
that the noun is repeated.
sentence into the next for further elucidation and development, is quite
{(pauepovu)

'

'

in S. John's style.
/lave seen]
This is the result of the manifestation

the Divine Life
has become percepti ble by the senses. In what way this took place is
told us in iv. 2 and "J ohn i. 14. v
and bear %uitness\ The simple connexion of these sentences by 'and'
is also in S. John's style; and 'bear witness' {/xaprvpeTv) is another of
his favourite words, occurring frequently in Gospel, Epistle, and ApoTestimony to the truth, with a view to producing belief in
calypse.
the Truth, on which eternal life depends, is one of his frequent thoughts.
But the frequency of bear witness' in his writings is much obscured in
A. v., where the same verb is sometimes rendered bear record (v. 7),
'give record' (v. 10), and 'testify' (iv. 14, v. 9), and so also in the
Gospel and the Revelation. Similarly the substantive witness {/J.apTvpia) is sometimes translated 'record' (v. 10, i i) and sometimes
'testimony'. The R.V. in this respect has made great improvements.
Comp. 'This Jesus did God raise up, whereof (or, of whom) we all
are witnesses'' (Acts ii. 32).
and shew tinto you] Better, and declare tinto you : it is the same
verb as occurs in the next verse; rare in S. John (xvi. 25, but not
In this parenthetical verse,
iv. 51 or XX. 18) but frequent in S. Luke.
as in the main sentence of z>v. i and 2, the Apostle emphatically reiterates that what he has to communicate is the result of his own personal
He that hath seen hath borne witness, and his witness is
experience.
true
and he knoweth that he saith true, that ye also may believe
(John xix. 35: comp. xx. 30, 31, xxi. 24).
that eternal life]
Rather, the life, the eternal {life). " The repeti:

'

'

'

'

'

'

:

tion of the article brings forward separately and distinctly the two
It is well known that the translanotions of life and eternity" (Jelf).
Sometors of 161 1 did not perfectly understand the Greek article.

times they ignore it, sometimes they insert it unwarrantably, sometimes
(as here and v. 18) they exaggerate it by turning it into a demonstrative
pronoun. Comp. that Prophet ', that Christ ', that bread (John i.
21, 25, vi. 14, 48, 69, vii. 40). For the Life as a name for Christ comp.
•
I am the Resurrection and the Life
I am the Way, and the Truth,
and the Life' (John xi. 25, xiv. 6). 'Eternal life' is another of S.
John's characteristic phrases, a fact somewhat" obliterated in A.V. by
life everthe Greek phrase being often rendered everlasting life or
lasting '.
Eternal is better than everlasting ', although in popular
'

'

'

'

:

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

JOHN,

I.

V. 3-]

I.
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the Father, and was manifested unto us ;) that which we
have seen and heard declare we unto you, that ye also may
language the two words are synonymous. S. John's 'eternal life has
nothing to do with time, but depends on our relation to Jesus Christ.
S. John tells us over and over again that eternal life can be possessed
in this world (v. 11, 13, 20, iii. 15: see on John iii. 36, v. 24, vi. 47).
He never applies eternal (aicoj^ios) to anything but life, excepting
in Rev. xiv. 6, where he speaks of an 'eternal gospel'.
which zuas with the Father^ Or, which ijideed was ivith the Father:
it is not the simple but compound relative, denoting that what follows
which was stick as to be with the Father '. For
is a special attribute ;
'With the Father' is exactly parallel to 'with
the 'was' see on z'. i.
God' in John i. i. It is anticipated in the passage on the Divine
Wisdom; 'Then I was by Him as one brought up with Him' (Prov.
'

'

'

'

Had
It indicates the distinct Personality of the Life '.
30).
which was in God ', we might have thought
the Apostle written
'With the Father' is aptid
that he meant a mere attribute of God.
Patrem, 'face to face' or at home with the Father'. Comp. 'to
tarry a while with you' (i Cor. xvi. 7); 'when we were tvith you*
(i Thess. iii. 4); 'whom I would fain have kept zvith me' (Philem. 13).
was manifested tuito 2{s'\ Repeated from the beginning of the verse.
In both cases we have a change from the imperfect tense (of the continuous preexistence of Christ) to the aorist (of the comparatively
momentary manifestation). But S. John's repetitions generally carry
us a step further.
The manifestation would be little to us, if we had no
share in it. But that Being who was from all eternity with the Father,

viii.

'

'

'

made known, and made known to tis.
That which we have seen and heard'\ In returning to the main
sentence he repeats a portion of it. The ideas of the first half and of
the second half of the main sentence are not the same.
In v. i he is
thinking mainly of what he has to declare, viz. One existing from all
eternity and intimately known to himself in z/. 3 he is thinking mainly
of tvhy he declares this, viz. to promote mutual fellowship.
declare %ve unto yon\
you as well as we', or possibly,
Add, also
you as well as others, who have already been told', must have a share
in the good tidings.
Comp. We cannot but speak the things which
we saw and heard (Acts iv. 20). Where does S. John declare Him
who was from the beginning and was so well known to him and to
others ? Not in this Epistle, for no such declaration is found in it ; but
in the Gospel, which consists of such a declaration.
We shall miss the
purport of the Epistle if we do not bear constantly in mind that it was
written as a companion to the Gospel.
Parallels between the two
abound: in what follows we have a striking one. Note the sequence of
ideas: i. the evidence on which their conviction was based, 'have seen';
has been
3.

:

'

;

'

'

'

2.

their declaration of these convictions as Apostles^ 'bear witness';
declaration of them as Evangelists, declare'.
that ye also may have fellozuship with zis\ Comp, that they may be

3. their

'

'

one, even as

We

are' (John xvii. 11).

Christ's prayer

and

S. John's

3
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have fellowship with us
4
5

JOHN,

I.

the Father,
things write

and with

we unto

:

his

[vv. 4, 5.

I.

and truly our fellowship is with
Son Jesus Christ. And these

you, that your joy

purpose are one and the same.

See on

v. 4.

may be
*Ye

This

full.

also',

who have

not heard, or seen, or handled.
fellowship] Or, comnm7iioji ; almost always used of fellowship with
persons (i Cor. i. 9) or with things personified (3 Cor. vi. 14). The
word is rare in N. T. outside S. Paul's writings. It "generally denotes
the fellowship of persons with persons in one and the same object,
always common to all and sometimes whole to each " (Canon Evans on
This is S. John's conception of the Church: each memI Cor. X. 16).
ber of it possesses the Son, and through Him the Father ; and this
common possession gives communion with all other members as well as
with the Divine Persons.
and tndy our fellowship'] Or, yea, and our fellowship : there is a
double conjunction in the Greek, as in John vi. 51. The Apostle will
fellowship with us' really means: but ^z/r fellowship
tell them what
it is fellowship with the Father and
is not merely fellowship with us
The our', like eternal' in v. 2 is very emthe Son' (John xiv. 23).
phatic:
the fellowship that is ours, that we enjoy'.
This full description is given for solemnity;
Ills Son Jesus Christ]
and also perhaps to bring out the idea of which the Epistle is so full,
that Christians are all one family, and in their relation to God share in
the Sonship of Christ. Comp. God is faithful, through whom ye were
called into \he.fello7.oship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord' (i Cor. i. 9).
The fulness of the expression (comp. iii. 23) is not so apparent in the
English as in the Greek, which literally rendered runs thus is zvith the
Father and with the Son of Hifn, Jesus Christ. Both the preposition
and the definite article are repeated, marking emphatically the distincThus two fundation and equality between the Son and the Father.
mental truths, which the philosophical heresies of the age were apt
to obscure or deny, are here clearly laid down at the outset; (i) the
distinctness of personality and equality of dignity between the Father
and the Son; (2) the identity of the eternal Son of God with the
historical person Jesus Christ.
These words apply to the whole Epistle,
these things write 7ve]
4.
of which he here states the purpose, just as in John xx. 31 he states the
purpose of the Gospel. Both 'write' and 'we' are emphatic it is a
'

'

;

'

'

*

'

;

:

permanent message that is sent, and it is sent by apostolic authority.
According to the better reading and
that yozir joy may be full]
Tyndale in his first edition
rendering, that our joy viay be fulfilled.
In the
(1525) has 'your', in his second (1534) and third (1535) 'our'.
Greek we have a passive participle, not an adjective that our joy may be
made full and may remain so. Moreover the expression that joy is made
full or fulfilled is one of S, John's characteristic phrases, and this should
be brought out in translation. The active 'fulfil my joy' occurs Phil. ii. 2
but the passive only here, John iii. 29, xv. 11, xvi. 24, xvii. 13; 2 John
12. Comp. 'These things have I spoken unto you, that My joy may be
:

v>5-]

JOHN,

I.

I.

-jj^

that your joy may be fulfilled', and 'These things I speak in
the world, that they may have
joy fulfilled in themselves' (John xv.
Once more Christ's prayer and S.John's purpose are one
II, xvii. 13).
the
and
same.
See on v. 3.
Cz/r joy' may mean either the Apostolic
joy at the good results of Apostolic teaching ; or the joy in which the
recipients of the teaching share
'yours as well as ours '. In either case
in you,

and

My

'

—

that serene happiness, which is the result of conscious union
with God and good men, of conscious possession of eternal life (see on
V. 13), and which raises us above pain and sorrow and remorse.
The
first person plural used throughout this Introduction is the plural of
authority, indicating primarily S. John, but S. John as the representative of the Apostles.
In the body of the Epistle he uses the first

the joy

is

^QXion singular {^\. i, 7, 8, 12, 13, 14, 21, 26, v. 13). The concluding
words of the Introduction to the Epistle of Barnabas are striking both
in their resemblance and difference: "Now I, not as a teacher, but as
one of you, will set forth a few things, by means of which in your
present case ye may be gladdened." Bede remarks, doubtless as the
result of personal experience, that the joy of teachers is made full when
by their preaching many are brought to the communion of the Church
and of Him through whom the Church is strengthened and increased.
The following profound thoughts struggle for expression in these four
opening verses. There is a Being who has existed with God the Father
from all eternity : He is the Father's Son He is also the expression of
the Father's Nature and Will.
He has been manifested in space and
time; and of that manifestation I and others have had personal knowledge by the united evidence of our senses we have been convinced of
In revealing to us the Divine Nature He becomes to us life,
its reality.
eternal life. With the declaration of all this in our hands as the Gospel,
we come to you in this Epistle, that you may unite with us in our great
possession, and that our joy in the Lord may be made complete.
:

:

We

now

extends to

enter upon the first main division of the Epistle; which
28, the chief subject of which (with much digression) is

ii.

God is Light, and that in two parts
the Positive Side
What Walking in the Light involves the Condition and
Conduct of the Believer (i. 5 — ii. 11): ii. the Negative Side
What Walking in the Light excludes; the Things and

the theme

:

i.

;

Persons to be avoided
as

we

(ii.

12—28).

These parts

will

be subdivided

reach them.

5— 28. God is Light.
What Walking in the Light
i.

i.

5

—

ii.

11.

ii.

involves.

This section is largely directed against the Gnostic doctrine that to
the man of enlightenment all conduct is morally indifferent.
Against
every form of this doctrine, which sapped the very foundations of
Christian Ethics, the Apostle never wearies of inveighing.
So far from
its being true that all conduct is alike to the enlightened man, it is the
character of his conduct that will shew whether he is enlightened or
If he is walking in the light his condition and conduct will
not.
exhibit these things; i. Fellowship with God and with the Brethren

•

7^

I.

JOHN,

we have heaid

then

is the -message which
declare unto you, that God

{5
to

—

7)

2.

;

(ii.

7— 11).

5—7.

And

light,

is

and

Consciousness ajid Confession of Sin (8

God by Imitation of Christ

5.

[v. 5.

I.

i

—

6)

;

4.

—

of him, and

him

in
10)

;

3.

is

no

Obedience

Love of the Brethren

(ii.

Fellowship with God and with the Brethren.
is the message which we have heard of IIi?n']
Better,
7nessage which we have heard frovo. Hijn is tMs.
'This' is the

This then

the
predicate, as so often in S.

John: 'But the judgment is this' (John iii.
'The commandment is this' (xv. 12); 'The eternal life is this'
(xvii. 3)
comp. i John iii. 11, 23, v. 3, 11, 14; 2 John 6. In all these
cases 'is this' means This is what it consists in, This is the sum and
substance of it'. The conjunction does not introduce an inference:
here, as in the Gospel, the main portion of the writing is joined on to
the Introduction .by a simple 'and'.
Tyndale, Cranmer, and the
Rhemish all have 'and': 'then' comes from Geneva, apparently under
the influence of Beza's igitur. The connexion of thought seems to be
this.
S. John is writing that we may have fellowship with God (v. 3)
and in order to have this we must know i. what God is {v. 5), and
2. what we consequently are bound to be (6
The word for
10).
'message' (ci77eXta) occurs only in this Epistle (iii. 11) in N.T., but is
more frequent in LXX.
Once more we have a striking parallel between Gospel and Epistle
19);

:

'

—

the Gospel opens with a sentence very similar in form; 'And the witAll these similarities strengthen the belief
ness of John is this' (i. 19).
that the two were written about the same time, and were intended to
accompany one another.
fro7n Bim"] From Christ. The pronoun used [avros) is not the one
But here the con(e/cetz/os) commonly used for Christ in this Epistle.
text decides: 'Him' refers back to 'His Son Jesus Christ' {v. 3), the
subject of the opening verses (i
3). Moreover, it was from Christ, and
not immediately from the Father, that the Apostles received their

—

message.

and declare tcnfo yoii] Better, a«^ announce tinto yoti: not precisely
Both are comthe same verb as was rendered 'declare' in vv. 2, 3.
pounds of the same verb ; but while the former has merely the notion of
proclaiming and making known, this has the notion of proclaiming
again what has been received elsewhere. The one is anmmtiaj'e, the
other rcjiuntiare.
S. John hands on the message received from Christ
It is a message, and not a discovery.
it is no invention of his own.
So also the Spirit makes known or reveals to us truths which proceed
from the Father (John xvi. 13, 14, 15): comp. John iv. 25; 2 Cor. vii.
7 ; I Pet. i. 12, where the same verb is used in all cases.
God is lightl This is the theme of the first main division of the
Epistle, as 'God is Love' of the second: so that this verse stands in the
same relation to the first great division as vv. i 4 to the whole Epistle.
No one tells us so much about the Nature of God as S. John: other

—

I.

V. 6.]

darkness at

we

If

all.

JOHN,
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I.

say that

we have

fellowship with

6

tell us what God does, and what attributes Hq possesses ; S. John
us what He is. There are three statements in the Bible which
stand alone as revelations of the Nature of God, and they are all in the
writings of S. John: 'God is spirit' (John iv. 24); 'God is light', and
'God is love' (i John iv. 8). In all these momentous statements the
are not told
predicate has no article, either definite or indefinite.

writers
tells

We

that
that

God

is

He

is

the Spirit, or the Light, or the

Love: nor

(in all probability)

But 'God is spirit, is light, is love':
Spirit, or a light.
They are not mere attributes,
love are His very Nature.
they are Himself. They are probably the
like mercy and justice
nearest approach to a definition of God that the human mind could
frame or comprehend and in the history of thought and religion they
are unique.
The more we consider them, the more they satisfy us.
The simplest intellect can understand their meaning the subtlest cannot exhaust it. No philosophy, no religion, not even the Jewish, had
'The Lord shall be to theed^n everrisen to the truth that God is light.
But S. John knows it
lasting light' (Is. Ix. 19, 10) is far short of it.
and lest the great message which he conveys to us in his Gospel, God
is spirit', should seem somewhat bare and empty in its indefiniteness,he
adds this other message in his Epistle, 'God is light, God is love '. No
figure borrowed from the material world could give the idea of perfection
so clearly and fully as light.
It suggests ubiquity, brightness, happiness, intelligence, truth, purity, holiness. It suggests excellence without
limit and without taint ; an excellence whose nature it is to communicate
itself and to pervade everything from which it is not of set purpose shut
'Let there be light' was the first fiat of the Creator ; and on it all
out.
the rest depends.
Light is the condition of beauty, and life, and
growth, and activity
and this is as true in the intellectual, moral,
and spiritual spheres as in the material universe.
Of the many beautiful and true ideas which the utterance ' God is
light' suggests to us, two are specially prominent in this Epistle; intelligence and holiness.
The Christian, anointed with the Holy Spirit,
and in communion with God in Christ, possesses (i) knowledge, (2)
righteousness,
(i)
Ye know Him which is from the beginning' (ii.
13, 14); 'I have not written unto you because ye know not the truth,
but because ye know it' (ii. 31) ; 'Ye need not that anyone teach you'
(ii. 27); &c. &c.
(2) 'Every one that hath this hope on him purifieth
himself, even as He is pure (iii. 3)
Whosoever is begotten of God
doeth no sin, because his seed abideth in him: and he cannot sin,
because he is begotten of God'; &c. &c.
and in Him is no darkness at all} Or, retaining the telling order of
the Greek, and darkness in Him there is none at all.
This antithetic
parallelism is characteristic of S. John's style.
He frequently emphasizes a statement by following it up with a denial of its opposite. Thus,
in the next verse, 'We lie, and do not the truth'.
Comp. 'We lead
ourselves astray, and the truth is not in us' (z/. 8); Abideth in the
light, and there is none occasion of stumbling in him' (ii. 10); 'Is
a

spirit, light,

:

:

;

'

:

*

'

;

'

V

So

I.

JOHN,

him, and walk in darkness, we
true,

and

John

i.

is

no

lie'

The

(ii.

27)

comp.

:

denial here

ii.

[v. 6.

I.

lie,

and do not the truth

So

4.

also in the Gospel

:

see

on

very strong, the negative being doubled
in the Greek ;
none whatever, none at alV.
Another parallel between the Gospel and the Epistle must here be
pointed out.
In the Prologue to the former we have these ideas in
succession the Word, life, light, darkness. The same four follow in
the same order here; 'the Word of life', 'the life was manifested',
*God is light, and darkness in Him there is none'. Must we not
suppose that the sequence of thought here has been influenced by the
sequence in the corresponding portion of the Gospel ?
The figurative use of 'darkness' for moral darkness, i.e. error and
sin, is very frequent in S. John (ii. 8, 9, 11
see on John i. 5, viii. 12).
These passages shew that the meaning of this verse cannot be, God
has now been revealed, and no part of His Nature remains unknown';
which, moreover, could never be stated of Him who is incomprehensible.
S. John is laying the foundation of Christian Ethics, of which
the very first principle is that there is a God who intellectually,
morally, and spiritually is light.
"In speaking of 'light' and 'darkness' it is probable that S. John
had before him the Zoroastrian speculations on the two opposing
spiritual powers which influenced Christian thought at a very early date"
(Westcott).
3.

is

'

;

;

'

An

first principle just laid down.
God is
removed from all darkness therefore to be in darkness is
to be cut off from Him.
If we say\ With great gentleness he puts the case hypothetically,
and with great delicacy he includes himself in the hypothesis. This
'if we' continues in almost every verse until ii. 3, after which it is
changed into the equivalent he that', which continues down to ii. 11
after that neither form is used.
This is one of several indications that
from i. 6 to ii. 1 1 is a definite division of the Epistle, based upon the
6.

inference from the

light, utterly

:

'

introductory verse, i. 5.
With ii. 12 there is a new departure.
walk in darkness'] This walk' {irepLirareiv) is the Latin versari and
signifies the ordinary course of life.
The word in this sense is frequent
in S. Paul and in S. John.
Comp. ii. 6, 1 1 2 John iv. 6 ; 3 John
It expresses not merely action, but
3, 4 ; Rev. xxi. 24 ; John viii. 12.
habitual action.
life in moral darkness can no more have communion with God, than a life in a coal-pit can have communion with the
sun.
For ' what communion hath light with darkness?' (2 Cor. vi. 4).
Light can be shut out, but it cannot be shut in. Some Gnostics taught,
not merely that to the illuminated all conduct was alike, but that to
reach the highest form of illumination men must experience every kind
of action, however abominable, in order to work themselves free from
the powers that rule the world (Eus. H. E. IV. vii. 9).
In darkness'
should probably be in the darkness : in vv. 6, 7, as in ii. 8, 9, 11, both
light and darkness have the article in the Greek, which is not merely
generic but emphatic; that which is light indeed is opposed to that
'

;

A

'
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but if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have
fellowship one with another, and the blood of Jesus Christ

7

In 2 Cor. vi. 14, 'What communion hath
is darkness indeed.
with darkness?', neither word has the article.

which
light

we lie, and do not the tnith] Antithetic parallelism, as in v. 5. The
it
negative statement here carries us further than the positive one
See on John iii. 21, where doing
includes conduct as well as speech.
the truth' is opposed to 'practising evil'. It is also the opposite of
'doing a lie' (Rev. xxi. 27, xxii. 15). In LXX. 'to do mercy and truth'
is found several times.
.So also S. Paul opposes truth to mzV«2<y ( i Cor.
xiii. 6)
shewing that neither does he confine truth to truthfulness in
words. In this Epistle we find many striking harmonies in thought and
language between S. John and S. Paul, quite fatal to the view that ^
there is a fundamental difference in teaching between the two Apostles.
further inference from the first principle laid down in e/. 5
7.
walking in the light involves not only fellowship with God but fellowThis verse takes the opposite hypothesis to
ship with the brethren.
often find (comp. v. 9) that
that just considered and expands it.
S. John while seeming to go back or repeat, really progresses and
gives us something fresh.
It would have enforced v. 6, but it would
have told us nothing fresh, to say 'if we walk in the light, and say
that we have fellowship with Him, we speak the truth, and do not lie'.
And it is interesting to find that the craving to make this verse the
exact antithesis of the preceding one has generated another reading,
'we have fellowship with Hini\ instead of 'with one another'. This
reading is as old as the second century, for Tertullian {De Pud. XIX.)
in liimine incedamns, conwiunio^tetn CMva eo
quotes, 'sivero\ inquit,
habebimus, et sanguis dr'c.' Clement of Alexandria also seems to have
known of this reading. This is evidence of the early date of our Epistle;
for by the end of the second century important differences of reading
had already arisen and become widely diffused.
walk, God is : we move through space
as He is in the light'\
and time He is in eternity. Of Him who is everywhere, and knows
no change, we can only say, ' He is '. Comp. the similar thought of
S. Paul ;
Who only hath immortality, dwelling in light unapproachThat which is light must ever be in light.able' (i Tim. vi. 16).
then must ^ make our spiritual atmosphere similar to His, that our
thoughts and conduct may reflect Him.
fellowship one with another] This certainly refers to the mutual
fellowship of Christians among themselves, as is clear from iii. 23, iv.
It does not refer to fellowship betzuecn God and man,
7, 12; 2 John 5.
as S. Augustine and others, desiring to make this verse parallel to z'. 6,
have interpreted. S. John would scarcely express the relation between
God and man by such a phrase as we have fellowship with one anContrast 'I ascend unto My Father and your
other' (/xer' aKk-fiKfjiv).
In that 'thick
Father, and My God and your God' (John xx. 17).
darkness', which prevailed 'in all the land of Egypt three days, they
saw not one another, neither rose any from his place for three days' (Ex.
:_

'

;

A

:

We

^

We

;

'

We

'

S.

JOHN

(EP.)

6

82
8

his

I.

JOHN,
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I.

If

all sin.

we

say that

we have

there was an absolute cessation of fellowship.
Society
could not continue in the dark but when the light returned, society
was restored. So also in the spiritual world when the light comes,
individuals have that communion one with another which in darkness
In a similar spirit Cicero declares that real friendship
is impossible.
is impossible without virtue {Dc; Amic. vi. 20).
Omit 'Christ' with all the oldest
ajzd the blood of Jesus Christ\
The 'and'
authorities: so also Wiclif and Tyndale's first edition.
shews that this is a further consequence of walking in the light. " For
this is the virtue of the Lord's blood, that such as it has already
purified from sin, and thenceforward has set in the light, it renders
thenceforward pure, if they continue steadfastly walking in the light"
(TertuU. De Mod. xix.). ^One who walks in spiritual darkness cannot
appropriate that cleansing from sin, which is wrought by the blood of
Jesus, shed on the cross as a propitiation for sin.
His Soiil Not redundant: (i) it is a passing contradiction of Cerinthus, who taught that Jesus was a mere man when His blood was shed,
for the Divine element in His nature left Him when He was arrested
in the garden and of the Ebionites, who taught that He was a mere
man from His birth to His death; (-2) it explains how this blood can
have such virtue it is the blood of One who is the Son of God.
cleanseth^
Note the present tense of what goes on continually; that
constant cleansing which even the holiest Christians need (see on John
One who lives in the light knows his own frailty and is conxiii. 10).
/ tinually availing himself of the purifying power of Christ's sacrificial
" This passage shews that the gratuitous pardon of sins is given
death.
us not once only, but that it is a benefit perpetually residing in the
Church, and daily offered to the faithful" (Calvin). Note also the 'all';
there is no limit to its cleansing power even grievous sinners can be
This
restored to the likeness of God, in whom is no darkness at all.
refutes by anticipation the error of the Novatians, who denied pardon
Comp,
much more shall the blood
to mortal sins after baptism.
of Christ... cleanse your conscience' (Heb. ix. 14), and 'These are
they which come out of the great tribulation, and they washed their
robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb'' (Rev. vii. 14).
xi. 22, 23)

:

i.e.

:

:

;

:

:

'

8

—

—10.

How

Consciousness and Confession of Sin.

8 10.
Walking in the light involves the great blessings just stated,
fellowship with God and with our brethren, and a share in the purifying blood of Jesus.
But it also involves something on our part. It
intensifies our consciousness of sin, and therefore our desire to get rid
of it by confessing it.
No one can live in the light without being
abundantly convinced that he himself is not light.
8.
Jf we sajf] See on v. 6. Doubtless there were some who said
so, and more perhaps who thought so; 'say' need not mean more than
* say in our
hearts'.
S. John's own teaching might easily be misunderstood as encouraging such an error, if one portion of it (iii. 9, 10) were
taken without the rest.

—

I.

V. 9.]
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I.

we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.
confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us

sin,

we

9

we have no sin'\ *To have sin' is a phrase peculiar to S. John in
N. T. There is no need to inquire whether original or actual sin is
meant: the expression is quite general, covering sin of every kind.
Only One human being has been able to say The things pleasing to
God I always do'; 'Which of you convicteth Me of sin?'; 'The ruler
'

of the world hath nothing in Me' (John viii. 29, 46,_xiv. 30). The
more a man knows of the meaning of God is light', i.e. the more he
realises the absolute purity and holiness of God, the more conscious
he will become of his own impurity and sinfulness comp. Job ix. 2,
xiv. 4, XV. 14, XXV. 4; Prov. xx. 9; Eccles. vii. 20.
Not merely we are mistaken, or are misled,
ive deceive oiirselves\
but %ve lead ourselves astray. In the Greek it is neither the middle,
nor the passive, but the active with the reflexive pronoun the erring is
do for ourselves what Satan, the
See on v. 21.
all our own doing.
'

:

:

We

arch-deceiver (Rev. xii. 9, xx. 10) endeavours to do for us. The active
{TT\a.vq.v) is frequent in S. John, especially in the Apocalypse (ii. 26,

An

examina7; Rev. ii. 20, xii. 9, xiii. 14, xix. 20, .xx. 3, 8, 10).
tion of these passages will shew that the word is a strong one and
implies serious departure from the truth: comp. John vii. 12.
Because we are in an atmosphere of self-made
the tj'iith is not in zis^
darkness which shuts the truth out. The truth may be all round us,
but we are not in contact with it it is not in us. One who shuts him-

iii.

:

a dark room has no light, though the sun may be shining
brightly.
All words about truth, the truth, true, truly', are characterNote the antithetic parallelism, and see on v. 5.
istic of S. John.
9.
I/zue confess our sinsi The opposite hypothesis is now taken and
expanded, as in z/. 7 see note there. But there is no conjunction, no
Greek has such a
'but', as va. V. 7; and the asyndeton is telling.
wealth of connecting particles, that in that language asyndeton is
specially remarkable.
Here there is expansion and progress, not only
He is faithful and righteous
in the second half of the verse where
but in the first half also ; where contakes the place of ive are true
The latter ad-'
fess our sins'' takes the place of 'say ive have sin\
mission costs us little
the confession of the particular sins which we
have committed costs a good deal, and is a guarantee of sincerity. He
who refuses to confess, may perhaps desire, but certainly does not seek
forgiveness.
He that covereth his sins shall not prosper but whoso
confesseth and forsaketh them shall have mercy' (Prov. xxviii. 13).
self in

'

;

'

'

'

'

;

:

'

:

Obviously confession to Him who is 'faithful and righteous', and to
those 'selves' whom we should otherwise 'lead astray', is all that is
meant. The passage has nothing to do with the question of confession to our fellow-men.
faithful a7id just'\ Btiier, fait hftil and righteous, to bring out the
contrast with 'unrighteousness' and the connexion with 'Jesus Christ
the righteous' (ii. i), where the same word {o'lKaLos) is used. The Greek
'
and (/cat) sometimes means and yet ', and frequently does so in
'

'

6—2
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sinned,
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[v. lo.

I.

unrighteousness.

we make him a

liar,

If

and

we
his

not in us.

is

It is possible that it has this meaning
see on John i. lo.
God is faithful (to His promises to usj and yet righteous (in
hating and punishing sin)'.
He keeps His promise of mercy to the
In
/^ penitent without losing His character for righteousness and justice.
any case beware of making 'righteous' a vague equivalent for 'kind,
gentle, merciful'. It means 'just' (which is to some extent the opposite
of merciful'), and affirms that God in keeping His word gives to each his
dtie.
The distinction which refers 'faithful' to mortal sins and
* righteous' to venial ones is frivolous.
For 'faithful' in the sense of
keeping promises comp. 'He is faithful that promised' (Heb. x. 23);
'She counted Him faithful who had promised' (Heb. xi. 11): and for
*righteous' in the sense of giving just awards comp. 'Righteous art
Thou... because Thou didst thus judge... True and righteous are Thy
judgments' (Rev. xvi. 5 7).
to forgive tis our sins\
In spite of what som.e eminent scholars have
said to the contrary, it is perhaps true that the Greek for these words
includes to some extent the idea of intentio7i and aim.
Thus the NxiS.^zXq., fidelis est et Jtisttis, tit reviittat 7iobis peccata nostra; and Wiclif,
'He is feithful and just that YIq forgeve to us oure synnes'; and the
Rhemish, 'He is faithful and just, for to forgive us our sinnes'. In
S. John we find the conviction deeply rooted that all things happen in
/ accordance with the decrees of God events are the results of His purposes. And this conviction influences his language so that constructions
(IVa) which originally indicated a purpose, and which even in late Greek
do not lose this meaning entirely, are specially frequent in his writings
It is God's decree and aim that His faithfulness
see on John v. 36.
and righteousness should appear in His forgiving us and cleansing
'Against
Thee,
Thee only, have I sinned... that Thou mightComp.
us.
est be justified when Thou speakest, and be clear when Thou judgest'

S. John
'
here.

:

'

—

:

:

(Ps.

li.

4).

our st}ts'] Those particular acts of sin which we have confessed, and
from the punishment due for which we are thus set free. 'I said, I
will confess my transgressions unto the Lord and Thou forgavest the
;

iniquity of

my

'He that covereth his sins shall not
and forsaketh them shall have mercy'

sin' (Ps. xxxii. 5).

prosper: but whoso confesseth
(Prov. xxviii. 13).
and to cleanse usl This is not a repetition in different words it is a
second and distinct result of our confession: i.
are absolved from
;

We

*

sin's punishment;
2. We are freed from sin's pollution.
The forgiveness is the averting of God's wrath ; the cleansing is the beginning of

holiness.
that
10.

This is not the same as 'that we have
and therefore we have once more not repetition, but expansion and strengthening of what precedes. 'Have no sin' refers to a
sinful state; 'have not sinned' refers to the actual commission of par-

no

we have not sinned]

sin' {v. 8),
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children, these thmgs write I unto you, that ye 2

the one is the inward principle, the other is its
But the whole context shews that neither expression refers to
sins committed before baptism: no Christian would have denied these:
moreover S. John does not write to the recently converted, but to those
who have had time to grow lukewarm and indifferent. Both expressions
refer to sin after baptism, and the perfect {riixapTrjKaiJ.ev) has the common
meaning of the Greek perfect, present result of past action
we are in
the condition of not having sinned '.
This use of the perfect is specially
ticular acts of sin:
result.

;

'

frequent in S. John.

we make Him a liar'\ Worse than *we lead ourselves astray' [v. 8),
This use of the verb 'make' in
as that is worse than 'we lie' {v. 6).
the sense of 'assert that one is' is frequent in the Gospel: 'He made
Himself the Son of God' ; ' Every one that maketh himself a king' (John
xix. 7, 12; comp. v. 18, viii. 53, x. 33).
God's promise to forgive sin
to the penitent would be a lie if there were no sin to be repented of.
And more than this; God's whole scheme of salvation assumes that all./::
men are sinful and need to be redeemed : therefore those who deny
their sinfulness charge God with deliberately framing a vast libel on
human nature. Whereas S. Paul says, ' Let God be found true, but
every man a liar' (Rom. iii. 3).
His word is not in tis'\ God's revelation of Himself has no home in
our hearts: it remains outside us, as the light remains outside and
separated from him who shuts himself up in darkness. The expressions,
'to be in' and 'to abide in', to express intimate relationship, are
characteristic of S. John and either of the things related can be said to
be in the other. Thus, either 'His word is not in us' (comp. ii. 14), or
word' (John viii. 31) either 'The truth is not in us'
'If ye abide in
[v. 8), or 'He standeth not in the truth' (John xiii. 44). Sometimes the
two modes of expression are combined; 'Abide in Me, and I in you'
'His word' means especially the Gospel: as it is the sins
(John XV. 4).
of Christians which are being considered, the O.T., though not ex*
cluded, cannot be specially meant.
Word' is more personal than the
truth' (z^. 8), which does not necessarily imply a speaker.
:

My

:

'

Ch.

II.

1—6.

1—6.

Obedience to God by Imitation of Christ.

The Apostle

is still treating of the condition and conduct of
the believer as determined by his walking in the light
there is no
break between the two chapters. Having shewn us that even Christians constantly sin, he goes on (i) to point out the remedy for sin, (2)
to exhort us not to sin.
The paragraph begins and ends with the latter
point, but the former constitutes the chief link with the preceding
paragraph: comp. i. 7. He who craves to grow in sanctification, and
yet is conscious of his own frailty must constantly have recourse to the
Advocate and His cleansing blood : thus he will be enabled to obey
;

God more and more
1.

perfectly.

My little childreni

imply that he

is

The diminutive form (re/ci/ta) does not at all
addressing persons of tender age it is a term of en:
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I.

sin not.

And

if

any ma7i

JOHN,
sin,

II.

[v. I.

we have an advocate with

the

dearment. Wiclif has litil sones' as a rendering of the filioli of the
Vulgate; Tyndale, Cranmer, and the Genevan Version all waver between iDabes (which is far too strong) and 'little children'. Setting
aside Gal. iv. 19, where the reading is uncertain, the word occurs only
in this Epistle \vv. 12, 28, iii. 7, 18, iv. 4, v. 21) and once in the
Gospel (xiii. 33). Possibly it is a reminiscence of Christ's farewell
S. John's conception of the Church is that of a
address in John xiii.
family, in which all are children of God and brethren one of another,
but in which also some who are elders stand in a parental relation to
Thus there were families within the family,
the younger brethren.
each with its own father. And who had a better right to consider him" The Apostles loved and
self a father than the last surviving Apostle ?
cherished that name, and all that it implied, and all that illustrated it.
They much preferred it to any title which merely indicated an office.
'

'

'

was more spiritual; it was more personal; it asserted better the
divine order; it did more to preserve the dignity and sacredness of all
domestic relations" (Maurice). Comp. the story of 'S.John and the
It

Robber' (p. 24).
These things\

—

Probably refers to the preceding paragraph (i. 5 10)
On the one hand they must beware of
rather than to what follows.
the spiritual pride which is one of the worst forms of sin on the other
they must not think that he is bidding them acquiesce in a state of sin.
/ write^ Henceforward the Apostle uses the more personal and
Only in the Introduction (i. 4) does he use
direct first person singular.
the apostolic 'write ive^ contrast ii. i, 7, 8, 12, 13, 14, 21, 26, v. 13.
^hat ye sin not] The Apostle is not giving a command, but stating
Tyndale's
his reason for writing thus; hi order that ye may not sin.
That is his aim; to lead
first edition has 'that ye should not sin'.
them onward to perfect holiness, to perfect likeness to God. Those
who are on the one hand warned of their liability to sin, and on the
other are told of what cleanses them from sin, are put in the way
:

\

towards

this

high ideal.

And

Or, /lave sinned [peccaverit) : S. John is not
if any man sin]
telling the intending sinner that sin is a light matter; but the penitent
sinner that sin is not irremediable.
In both sentences sin is in the
are
aorist, and implies a definite act, not an habitual state, of sin.
And not merely
to avoid not merely a life of sin, but any sin whatever.
the habitual sinner, but he who falls into a single sin, needs and has an
Advocate. Sin and its remedy are stated in immediate proximity, just
as they are found in life.
we have an Advocate] Just as we always have sin (i. 8), so we always
have One ready to plead for pardon. S. John does not say ^ he hath
an Advocate', but 'we have' one: he breaks the logical flow of the
sentence rather than seem not to include himself in the need and possession of an Advocate.
On Advocate or Paraclete (Trapa/cXTjros) see on
John xiv. 16. It means one who is siinuyioned to the side of another,
especially to serve as his helper, spokesman {causae patronus), or inter'

'

We

V. 2.]

T.

JOHN,

Father, Jesus Christ the righteous
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II.

:

and he

the propitiation

is

2

The word occurs in N.T. only in S. John; here in the Epistle
and four times in the Gospel (xiv. 16, 26, xv. 26, xvi. 7). It is unlikely
that S. John would use the word in totally different senses in the two
writings, especially if the Epistle was written to accompany the Gospel.
We must therefore find some meaning which will suit all five passages.
Two renderings compete for acceptation, 'Comforter' and 'Advocate'.
Both make good sense in the Gospel, and (though there is by no means
agreement on the point) 'Advocate' makes the best sense. 'Advocate'
is the only rendering which is at all probable here
it exactly suits the
'We have a Comforter with the Father' would be intolerable.
context.
The older English Versions (excepting Taverner, who has spokesman')
all have
Advocate here and (excepting the Rhemish, which has
Paraclete ') all have
Comforter in the Gospel
and of course
this unanimity influenced the translators of 1611.
But 'Advocate'/
as the one rendering which suits all five passages should be adopted
throughout. Then we see the full meaning of Christ's promise
(John xiv. 16), I will pray the Father, and He shall give you a^iother
Advocate'. Jesus Christ is one Advocate; the Holy Spirit is another.
As S. Paul says, the Spirit Himself maketh intercession for us with
groanings which cannot be uttered': and it is worthy of remark
that he uses precisely the same language to express the intercession of .^
the Spirit and the intercession of Christ (Rom. viii. 26, 27, 34). Comp.
Heb. vii. 25, ix. 2^; i Tim. ii. 5. Philo's use of the word 'Paraclete'
throws considerable light upon its meaning. He often uses it of the
high-priest with his breastplate of judgment (Ex. xxviii. 29) interceding
on earth for Israel, and also of the Divine W^ord or Logos giving
efficacy in heaven to the intercession of the priest upon earth
It was
necessary that the priest who is consecrated to the Father of the world
should employ an Advocate most perfect in efficacy, even the Son, for
the blotting-out of sins and the obtaining of abundant blessings {De
Vita Mosis, ill. xiv. 155).
It is evident that the whole passage
'the
blood of Jesus cleanseth us', to cleanse us from all unrighteousness',
'Advocate', 'propitiation' points back to the Mosaic purifications by/>
the blood of victims, and especially to the intercession of the highpriest with the blood of the bullock and the goat on the Day of Atonement. That great type, S. John affirms, has been fulfilled in Jesus
Christ.
Comp. Heb. ix. 24.
cesser.

:

'

'

'

'

;

'

'

:

'

'

:

'

—
'

'

—

'

with the Father'] Literally, tozvards the Father. The idea is either
that of turning tozvards in order to plead with Him ; or, as in i. 2 and
John i. I, at home with Him, ever before His face. 'The Father'
rather than God', to bring out the point that our Advocate is His Son,
and that through Him we also are made sons. It is not a stern judge
but a loving Father before whom He has to plead.
Jesus Christ the righteous] Or, a ?'ighteo7iS one: there is no article in
the Greek.
But in English 'the righteous' comes nearer to the Greek
than the apparently more exact 'a righteous one'.
It is as being righteous Himself that He can so well plead with the righteous Father
'

'
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I.

our sins

for

:

and not

[v. 2.

II.

for ours only, but also for the sins of

And, as
xvii. 25; i John 9) for those who are not righteous.
Bede remarks, "a righteous advocate does not undertake unrighteous
Man,
the
perfected
and
glorified
Sinless
is
the
causes." It
Jesus,
who pleads for sinners before the Throne of God. Note that neither in
the body of the Epistle, any more than in the body of the Gospel, does
the Word '.
In both cases that title is
S. John speak of Christ as
(John

'

When he speaks of the historic person
Jesus Christ, S. John uses the name by which He is known in history.
Of the perfect righteousness of this Man S. John has personal knowledge, and he alludes to it repeatedly in this Epistle.
And He is the propitiatioit\ Or, And He Himself is a propitia2.
Note the present tense throughtion: there is no article in the Greek.
'
we have an Advocate, He is a propitiation this condition of
out
something
is
perpetual,
it
is
not
which took place once for all
things
long ago. In His glorified Body the Son is ever acting thus. ConBeware of the unsatistrast 'He laid down His life for us' (iii. 16).
factory explanation that 'propitiation' is the abstract for the concrete,
propitiation' (t\o(TAtos) for 'propitiator' (iXaa-Trjp). Had S. John written
viz. that our Advocate
propitiator' we should have lost half the truth
He is both High Priest and Victim,
propitiates by offering Himself.
both Propitiator and Propitiation. It is quite obvious that He is the
It is not at all obvious
the office of Advocate includes it.
former
very rarely does an advocate offer himself as a
that He is the latter
used in the Introduction only.

'

;

:

'

'

;

;

:

propitiation.

The word

for propitiation' occurs nowhere in N. T. but here and in
10; in both places without the article and followed by for our sins'.
any action which has expiation as its object, whether prayer,
compensation, or sacrifice. Thus 'the ram of the atonement' (Num. v. 8)
is 'the ram of the propitiation' or 'expiation', where the same Greek
word as is used here is used in the LXX. Comp. Ezek. xliv. 27;
Num. xxix. II ; Lev. xxv. 9. The LXX. of 'there is forgiveness with
Thee' (Ps. cxxx. 4) is remarkable literally rendered it is ' before Thee
So also the Vulgate, apud Te propitiatio
is the propitiation' (6 i\a(T/j.6s).
est.
And this is the idea that we have here Jesus Christ, as being
With
righteous, is ever present before the Lord as the propitiation.
this we should compare the use of the cognate verb in Heb. ii. 17 and
cognate substantive Rom, iii. 25 and Heb. ix. 5. From these passages
it is clear that in N. T. the word is closely connected with that special
form of expiation which takes place by means of an offering or sacrifice,
/C although this idea is not of necessity included in the radical signification
of the word itself.
See notes in all three places.
for our sins'\ Literally, concerning {irepL) our sins: our sins are the
matter respecting which the propitiation goes on. This is the common
form of expression in LXX. Comp. Num. xxix. 11; Exod. xxx. 15, 16,
xxxii. 30; Lev. iv. 20, 26, 31, 35, &c. &c.
Similarly, in John viii. 46,
Which of you convicteth Me of sin?' is literally, Which of you convicteth Me concerning sm}^
Comp. John xvi. 8, x. 33. Notice that it
'

'

iv.

'

It signifies

:

:

'

'

V. 3-]

I.

And

the whole world.

JOHN,
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II.

hereby we do know that we know

not 'our sin': the sins which we are daily committing,
and not merely the sinfulness of our nature, are the subject of the prois

'our

sins',

pitiation.

not for ours only, hnt also for the sins of the whole world] More
the whole world * the sins of is not repeated in
the Greek and is not needed in English. Once more we have a parallel
Neither for these
with the Gospel, and especially with chap, xvii.'
only do I pray, but for them also that shall believe on Me through
their word. ..that the world ma.y believe that Thou didst send Me. ..that
the world may know that Thou didst send Me, and lovedst them, even
'
Behold, the Lamb of God, which
as Thou lovedst Me' (xvii. 20
23)
know that this is
taheth away the sin of the worW (John i. 29) : '
indeed the Savioiir of the zuorld' (iv. 24). Comp. i John iv. 14.
S. John's writings are so full of the fundamental opposition between
Christ or believers and the world, that there was danger lest he should
seem to give his sanction to a Christian exclusiveness as fatal as the
Jewish exclusiveness out of which he and other converts from Judaism
had been delivered. Therefore by this (note especially 'the whole
world') and other plain statements both in Gospel (see xi. 51 in particular) and Epistle he insists that believers have no exclusive right to the
The expiatory offering was made for the whole world
merits of Christ.

and

literally, dttt also for

:

'

'

—

:

We

may profit by it qtiaj^t late peccatum,
The disabilities under which the whole
human race had laboured were removed. It remained to be seen who
would avail themselves of the restored privileges.
The world (0 atoo-^os)
without limitation.

All

who

will

:

tarn late propitiatio (Bengel).

'

'

another of S. John's characteristic expressions. In his writings it
generally means those who are alienated f-ojn God, outside the pale of
But we should fall into grievous error if we assigned this
the Church.
meaning to the word indiscriminately. Thus, in the world was made
by Him' (John i. 10) it means the universe' ; in ' This is of a truth the
Prophet that cometh into the world' (John vi. 14) it means *the earth';
in 'God so loved the world' (John iii. 16) it means, as here, 'the
inhabitants of the earth, the human race'. But still the prevalent meaning in both Gospel and Epistle is a bad one;
those who have not
accepted the Christ, unbelievers.' In the Apocalypse it occurs only
thrice, once in the usual sense, * The kingdom of the world is become
the kingdom of our Lord' (xi. 15), and twice in the sense of 'the uniis

'

'

'

verse'

(xiii. 8, xvii. 8).

hereby we do know that we knoiv Hini\ Or, herein we come to
know that ive know Hitn : in the Greek we have the present and perfect
of the verb which means 'to come to know, perceive, recognise'
[yi.v(a<XKei.v)', the perfect of which, 'I have come to know' = *I know.'
Comp. the Collect for the First Sunday after Epiphany; ' that they may
both pei'ceive and know what things they ought to do.' Progressive
knowledge gained by experience is implied. * Herein' followed by 'if,
*
or 'that', or 'because', or 'when', is a frequent construction in
3.

S.

John:

ii.

5,

Excepting Luke

iii.

16, 19, iv. 9,

x. 20,

it

John
N. T.

10, 13, 17, v. 2;

occurs nowhere else in

xiii.

35, xv. 8.

3
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I.

JOHN,

[vv. 4,5.

II.

He that saith, I know
him, if we keep his commandments.
him, and keepeth not his commandments, is a Har, and the
But whoso keepeth his word, in him
truth is not in him.
keep His commandtnents] This is equivalent to not sinning' in
and to walking in the light' in i. 6. There is no real knowledge
of God, no fellowship with Him, without practical conformity to His
Nam quisqnis eiini non aniat, profecto ostendit, quia qztam sit
will.
atnabilis, nott novit (Bede).
S. John is again condemning that Gnostic
doctrine which made excellence to consist in mere intellectual enlightenment. Divorced from holiness of life, says S. John, no enlightenment
can be a knowledge of God. In his system of Christian Ethics the
Apostle insists no less than Aristotle, that in morals knowledge without
practice is worthless
not speculation but conduct' is the aim of both
Mere knowledge will not
the Christian and the heathen philosopher.
do: nor will knowledge 'touched by emotion' do. It is possible to
know, and admire, and in a sort of way love, and yet act as if we had
But S. John gives no encouragement to devotion without
not known.
a moral life (comp. i. 6). There is only one way of proving to ourselves that we know God, and that is by loving obedience to His will.
Compare the very high standard of virtue set by Aristotle: he only
is a virtuous man who does virtuous acts, " first, knowingly
secondly,
from deliberate preference, and deliberate preference for the sake of the
acts (and not any advantages resulting from them); and thirdly, with
firm and unvarying purpose" {Nic. Eth. II. iv. 3).
The phrase 'to keep (His) commandments' or 'keep (His) word' is

if

we

V. I,

'

'

:

'

;

of frequent occurrence in S. John's writings, Gospel (xiv. 15, i\, xv. 10;
51, 52, 55, xiv. 23, XV. 20, xvii. 6), Epistle (ii. 4, iii. 22, 24, v. [2,33;
ii. 5) and Revelation (xii. 17, xiv. 12
iii. 8, 10).
Comp. John xiv. 24;
Rev. xxii. 7, 9. The word to keep {r-qpdv) means to be on the watch
to obey and fulfil
it covers both outward and inward observance.
4.
The previous statement is enforced by denying the opposite of it.
The construction, 'he that saith,' 'he that loveth, &c. now takes the
place of 'if we say,' if we walk,' &:c., but without change of meaning;
and this continues down to z'. 11, after which both constructions cease
and a new division begins. Comp. i. 6, which is exactly parallel to
this: 'to know Him'='to have fellowship with Him,' and 'not to
keep His commandments' =' to walk in darkness.'
and keepeth not] By the negative which he uses (/jltj) S. John states
the case as gently as possible, without asserting that any such person

viii.

;

'

'

;

'

'

exists (see
5.

on

v. 10).

The statement

opposite of V. 4
expansion of it.

A

;

in v. 3 is

but with this

still

further emphasized by taking the
not return to v. 3, but have an

we do

His word]
wider expression than His commandpients ', covering
the sum total of the revelation of God's will
comp. v. 14. Thus
Christ says, He that hath My commandments, and keepeth them, he it
is that loveth Me' (John xiv. 21).
'

:

'

vv. 6, 7.]
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II.

God perfected hereby know we that
He that saith he abideth in him ought
are in him.
Brethren, I
himself also so to walk, even as he walked.
verily is the love of

:

we

word

vS. John uses this
Or, trtily, or, of a tnith.
verilyX
about 8 times; and in the rest of N. T. it occurs about 8 times:
It must not be confounded with the 'verily' (a/xT» in our
see on i. 6.
Here it stands first for emphasis; -verily in hitn:
Lord's discourses.

comp. John

viii.

[pX-qQQi'i)

31.

Or, the love of God hath been pejfected.
God perfected
need both renderings in order to bring out the full force of the
Greek, which means 'has been made perfect and remains so'. ObediThis declaration shews
ence, not feeling, is the test of perfect love.
that it is quite wrong to make 'we know Him' in v. 3 and I know
Him' in z/. 4 a Hebraism for love Him'. Even if know' is ever used in
the sense of love', which may be doubted, S. John would hardly in the
same sentence use 'know' in two totally different senses [v. 3).^ S. John's
mention of love here shews that when he means love' he writes love'
and not 'know'. He declares that true knowledge involves love, but
The love
they are not identical, any more than convex and concave.
is

the love of

"^

We

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

of

God' here means

'

the love of

man

to

God'

:

this

is

the

common

usage

Only once is the genitive
and there the context
subjective and means the love of God for man'
Love,' both verb and substantive, is one
makes this quite clear (iv. 9).
of S. John's favourite words. His Gospel is the Gospel of Love and his
To perfect' is also much more common
Epistle the Epistle of Love.
in his writings than elsewhere in N. T., excepting the Epistle to the
Hebrews, especially in the passive voice (iv. la, 17, 18; John xvii. 23,
xix. 28).
S. John is here speaking, as often in this Epistle, of an ideal
No Christian's love to God is perfect but the more
state of things.
perfect his knowledge, the more perfect his obedience and his love.
hereby we kno%v\ Or, Herein we come to knotv: it is the same phrase
as in V. 3, and should probably, as there, be taken with what follows,
It belongs to v. 6 more than to v. 5,
rather than with what precedes.
and is parallel to i. 6.
6.
He that saith] He who declares his position is morally bound to
act up to the declaration which he has made. To profess to abide in God
in this- Epistle

(ii.

15,

iii.

17, iv. 12, v.

'

3).

;

'

'

:

involves an obligation to imitate the Son, who is the concrete expression
of God's will. 'To abide' is another of the Apostle's very lavourite
expressions, a fact greatly obscured in A. V. by capricious changes of
rendering: see on v. 24.
'To abide in' implies habitual fellowship.
Note the climax; to know Him [v. 3), to be in Him {v. 5), to abide in
Him {v. 6) cognitio, connminio, constantia (Bengel).
S.John does not
ought']
It is a debt which he owes (60eiXei, o'e'i^^/).
say 'must' (5e?, oportet) which might seem to imply constraint. The
'Must' (5ei), frequent in the
obligation is internal and personal.
Gospel, does not occur in these Epistles.
even as He walked] Not simply 'as' (ws) but even as' (/ca^ws): the
imitation must be exact. The He' is a different pronoun (e/cetyos) from
:

'

'

6
^
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JOHN,

II.

[t. 7.

no new commandment unto you, but an old commandment which ye had from the beginning. The old
commandment is the word which ye have heard from the

write

the preceding 'Him' (aur^J), and this with the context makes it almost
certain that while in Him' means in God', 'even as He walked' refers
Comp. iii. 3, 5, 7, 16, iv, 17. For 'even as' comp. vv. 18,
to Christ.
27, iii. 2, 12, 23 ; Luke vi. 36, &c. &c. and for even as He' comp. iii.
vS. Peter declares that Christ has 'left us an example,
3, 7, iv. 17.
that we should follow His steps' (i Pet. ii. 21).
'

'

*

7

—
and with
8—
7

11.

—

Walking

11.

Love of the Brethren.

in the light involves not only fellowship with

— consciousness and
obedience by imitation of Christ
—

the brethren

5

(i,

7),

God

confession of sin

(ii. i
6), but also love of
In nothing did Christ more express the Father's Nature
and Will than by His love therefore in obeying the Father by imitat"This whole Epistle which we have
ing Christ we also must love.
undertaken to expound to you, see whether it commendeth aught else
Nor
thing,
charity.
need we fear lest by much speaking
than this one
thereof it come to be hateful. For what is there to love, if charity come
Comp. iii. 10, iv. 7.
to be hateful?"
(S. Augustine).
Brethrett]
The true reading is Beloved. This form of address is
7.
(i.

10),

the brethren.

:

—

specially suitable to this section [vv. 7
11), in which the subject oi love
appears.
In the second part of the Epistle, in which love is the main
topic, this form of address becomes the prevailing one (iii. 2, 21, iv. i,
7,

II).

lui'ite no new commandment'] The order of the Greek is worth
keeping: not a new covimandment do I zvrite. What commandment is

/

meant ?

To

imitate Christ {v. 6) ? Or, to practise brotherly love
Practically it makes little matter which answer we give,
They are different aspects of
for at bottom these are one and the same.
light.
But a definite command of some kind is meant,
in
the
walking
not vaguely the whole Gospel had he meant the latter, S. John would
See oxvv. 11.
rather have said ' the word' or ' the truth'.
from the beginnittg] As already noticed on i. i, the meaning of ' beginning' must always depend upon the context. Several interpretations
have been suggested here, and all make good sense, (i) From the
beginning of the htanan race: brotherly love is an original human
instinct. Christian Ethics are here as old as humanity.
(2) From the
beginning of the Law: 'Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself (Lev.
Christian Ethics are in this only a
xix. 18) was commanded by Moses.
repetition of Judaism. (3) From the beginning ofyour life as Christians
taught.
things
were
On the whole this
ye
this was one of the first
seems best, especially as we have the aorist, which ye heard, not the
comp. v. 2^ and espeperfect, as A. V., jj/^ have heard (see on v. 18)
The second ' from the beginning' is not
cially iii. 11; 2 John 5, 6.
{vv.

9

— 11)?

:

:

genuine.

vv. 8,9.]
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II.

Again, a new commandment I write unto you,
beginning.
which thing is true in him and in you because the darkness
is past, and the true Hght now shineth.
He that saith he

3

:

Agaitt, a new cotmnandment I write unto yoti, which thing is true]
8.
Or, Again, as a new co7n?ftand?nent I tvj-ite unto you a thing" whicli is
Or, Again, a new conunandrnent write I unto you, namely that
which is true. It is difficult to decide between these three renderings;
but the third is simpler than the first. Both Tyndale and the Genevan
Version have 'a thing that is true'. If we adopt the rendering of A. V.
and R. V., the meaning seems to be, that the newftess of the co?}imandment is true, both in the case of Christ, who promulgated it afresh,
and in the case of you, who received it afresh. If we prefer the simpler
rendering, the meaning will be, that what has already been shewn to be
true by the pattern life of Christ and by the efforts of Christians to
imitate it, is now given by S. John as a new commandment.
The
* Again'
introduces a new view: that which from one point of view was
an old commandment, from another was a new one. It was old, but
not obsolete, ancient but not antiquated : it had been renewed in a fuller
sense; it had received a fresh sanction.
Thus both those who feared
innovations and those who disliked what was stale might feel satisfied.
in Him and in you] Note the double preposition, implying that it is
true in the case of Christ in a different sense from that in which it is
true in the case of Christians.
He reissued the commandment and was
the living embodiment and example of it
they accepted it and
endeavoured to follow it
both illustrated its truth and soundness.
See on i. 3, where 'with is repeated, and on John xx. 1, where to is
repeated.
The reading *in us' is certainly to be rejected.
because the darkness is past]
Rather, is passing away [v. 17):
present tense of a process still going on [v. 17). All earlier English
Versions are wrong here, from Wiclif onwards, misled by transiertint
tenebrae in the Vulgate.
On 'darkness' see on i. 5. The 'because'
introduces the reason why he writes as a new commandment what has
been proved true by the example of Christ and their own experience.
The ideal state of things, to which the perfect fulfilment of this commandment belongs, has already begun
The darkness is on the wane,
the true light is shewing its power; therefore I bid you to walk as
children of light'.
Comp. i Thess. v. 5.
the true light nozv shineth]
Or, the light, the true (lig-ht), is already
shining or, giving light: the article is repeated, as in the case of 'the
life, the eternal (life)
in i. 2, and ' the commandment, the old (commandment) in z'. 7 ; and if we have is passing rather than * passeth', we should have 'is shining rather than 'shineth '.
Here we have
not precisely the same word for 'true' as in the previous sentence.
In *a thing which is true' (dXTj^ey) 'true' is opposed to 'lying': here
'true' {^6Xi]Qivdv) is opposed to 'spurious', and is just the old English
*very'.
In 'Very God of very God' in the Nicene Creed, 'very'
represents the word here rendered 'true'.
'True in this sense means
'genuine', or 'that which realises the idea formed of it', and hence
true.
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I.

in the light,

until

now.

He

JOHN,

and hateth

II.

[v. lo.

his brother, is in darkness even

that loveth his brother abideth in the light,

*
Christ and the Gospel are * the perfect light ' in opposition
perfect '.
to the imperfect light of the Law and the Prophets and the false light
This form of the word * true
is almost
of Gnostic philosophy.
it occurs 4 times in this Epistle, 9 times in
peculiar to S. John
the Gospel and 10 times in the Apocalypse elsewhere in the N.T.
only 5 times. Christ in the Gospel is called 'the perfect Vine' (xv.
the perfect Light' (i. 9).
It is
1), 'the perfect Bread' (vi. 32) and
comparatively unimportant whether we interpret ' the perfect light
here to mean Christ, or the light of the truth, or the kingdom of
heaven but John i. 5, 9 will certainly incline us to the first of these
The contrast with the impersonal darkness does not
interpretations.
disprove this here any more than in John i. 5. Darkness is never
personal ; it is not an effluence from Satan as light is from God or from
Christ.
It is the result, not of the presence of the evil one, but of the
Coinp. ' Ye were once darkness, but now light in the
absence of God.
Lord walk as children of light' (Eph. v. 8).
9 11.
The form of these three verses is similar to that of vv. 3 5,
and still more so to i. 8 10. In each of these three triplets a case is
placed between two statements of the opposite to it ; confession of sin,
obedience, and love, between two statements of denial of sin, disobedience,
and hate. But in none of the triplets do we go from one opposite to
the other and back again in each case the side from which we start is
restated in such a way as to constitute a distinct advance upon the
original position.
There is no weak tautology or barren see-saw. The
emphasis grows and is marked by the increase in the predicates. In
V. 9 we have one; 'is in darkness even until now'; in v. 10, two;
'abideth in the light, and there is none, &c,'; in v. 11, three; 'is in the
darkness, and walketh «S:c., and knoweth not &c.'.
9.
For the fifth time the Apostle indicates a possible inconsistency
of a very gross kind between profession and conduct (i. 6, 8, 10, ii. 4).
In most of these passages he is aiming
shall have a sixth in iv. -20.
And this introat some of the Gnostic teaching already prevalent.
have had light and darkness, truth
duces a fresh pair of contrasts.
love
and
hate.
and falsehood ; we now have
Does this mean ' his fellow-Christian ' or ' his fellowhis brother^
man ', whether Christian or not ? The common meaning in N. T. is the
former and though there are passages where ' brother seems to have
the wider signification, e.g. Matt. v. 22; Luke vi. 41; Jas. iv. 11,
yet even here the spiritual bond of brotherhood is perhaps in the background. In S. John's writings, where it does not mean actual relationship, it seems generally if not universally to mean 'Christians': not
that other members of the human race are excluded, but they are not
under consideration. Just as in the allegories of the Fold and of the
Good Shepherd, nothing is said about goats, and in that of the Vine
nothing is said about the branches of other trees; so here in the great
family of the Father nothing is said about those who do not know Him.
'
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none occasion of stumbling

in him.

But he

They are not shut out, but they are not definitely included. In this
Epistle this passage, iii. lo, 14
17 and iv. 20, 21, are somewhat open
to doubt: but v. i, 2 seems very distinctly in favour of the more
limited meaning; and in v. 16 the sinning 'brother' is certainly a
fellow-Christian.
In 2 John the word does not occur: 3 John 3, 5,
10 confirm the view here taken.
In the Gospel the word is generally
used of actual relationship but in the two passages where it is used
otherwise it means Christians: in xx. 17, Christ speaks of the disciples
as *
brethren', and in xxi. 23, Christians are called 'the brethren'.
In the Apocalypse, omitting xxii. 9 as doubtful, all the passages where
the word occurs require the meaning 'Christian' (i. 9, vi. 11, xii. 10,
xix. 10).
Note that throughout this Epistle the singular is used 'his
brother\ not 'his brethren'.
is in darkness even until 7?07v]
Or, as in i. 6, in order to bring out
Even until now ',
the full contrast with the light, is in the darkness.
i.e. in spite of the light which 'is already shining', and of which he
has so little real experience that he believes light and hatred to be compatible.
Years before this S. Paul had declared (i Cor. xiii. 2), 'If I
have the gift of prophecy, and know all mysteries and all knowledge,...
but have not love, I am nothing.'
The light in a man is darkness
until it is warmed by love.
The convert from heathendom who professes Christianity and hates his brother, says S. Augustine, is in darkness even until now.
"There is no need to expound ; but to rejoice if
it be not so, to bewail, if it be."
The word for now' (aprt) is specially
frequent in S. John's Gospel: it indicates the present moment not
absolutely, but in relation to the past or the future.
The peculiar
combination, even until now (ews apn) occurs John ii. 10, v. 1 7, xvi.
24; Matt. xi. 12; 1 Cor. iv. 13, viii. 7, xv. 6, a fact much obscured in
A.V. by the variety of renderings; 'until now', 'hitherto', 'unto this
day', 'unto this hour ', unto this present'.
10.
ahideth in the light']
Not only has entered into it but has made
it his abode : see on v. 24.
there is none occasion of sttU7iblingin him]
There are several ways of
taking this. i. He has in him nothing likely to ensnare hitji or cause
hi>7t to stumble.
2.
He has in him nothing likely to cause others to
stumble.
3. There is in his case nothing likely to cause stumbling.
the Greek
4. In the light there is nothing likely to cause stumbling;
for 'in him being either masculine or neuter, and therefore capable of
meaning in it '. All make good sense, and the last makes a good
antithesis to 'knoweth not whither he goeth in z/. 11
but the first is to
be preferred on account oiv. 11. Yet in favour of the second it is worth
noting that GKivZaXov is commonly, if not always, used of offence caused
to others.
The parallel expressions 'the truth is not in him' [v. 4),
His word is not in us (i. 10 ; comp, i. 8), make in him more probable
than 'in his case'. And nothing here suggests the notion that the
brother-hater leads others astray: it is his own dark condition that is
contemplated. Moreover, there is the very close parallel in John xi. 9, 10
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JOHN,

II.

[v. II.

hateth his brother is in darkness, and walketh in
darkness, and knoweth not whither he goeth, because that

that

darkness hath bhnded his eyes.

man walk in

the day, he stumbleth not, because he seeth the light of
a man walk in the night, he stumbleth, because the
Comp. Ps. cxix. 165, 'Great peace have they
light is not in him.'
which love Thy law: and nothing shall offend them'; i.e. there is no
stumbling-block before them. Where the LXX. is very similar to this
passage, omitting the preposition 'in'.
The darkness is his
11.
is in darkness aiid zvalketh ifi darkness']
The way of the wicked is as
home and the scene of his activity.
darkness they know not at what they stumble (Prov. iv. 19).
knoweth not %vhither he goeth] Literally, zvhere he is going: the
adverb [irov) is properly one of rest, 'where', and not of motion,
'whither'. But in S. John this adverb is often joined with verbs of
motion, and in particular with the verb used here [xnro.'yeLv) John iii. 8,
Elsewhere in the N.T. the
viii. 14, xii. 35, 36, xiv. 5, xvi. 5; vii. 35.
construction occurs only Heb. xi. 8.
Perhaps both rest and motion are
included; 'knoweth not where he is and whither he is going': i.e.
neither knows his sin nor the direction in which his sin leads him.
It
is perhaps a little too definite to explain with S. Cyprian [Oti yealotisy
'

If a

But

this world.

if

'

'

:

:

and Envy,

xi.), "for he is going without knowing it to Gehenna; in
ignorance and blindness he is hurrying to punishment." Comp. John
xii. 35, which is almost word for word the same as this, forming another
point of contact between Gospel and Epistle.
because that darkness hath blinded]
Or, because the darkness hath
blinded.
It is literally 'blinded', not 'hath blinded', of what took
place once for all some time ago: but this is just one of those cases
where it is the Greek idiom to use the aorist, but the English idiom to
use the perfect ; and therefore the Greek aorist should be rendered by
'
the English perfect.
Blinded must not be weakened into 'dimmed'
the verb means definitely 'to make blind' (John xii. 40; 1 Cor. iv. 4).
Animals kept in the dark, e.g. ponies in coal-mines, become blind:
the organ that is never exercised loses its power.
So also the conscience that is constantly ignored at last ceases to act.
The source of
the metaphor is perhaps Is. vi. 10: comp. Rom. xi. 10.
Before proceeding further let us briefly sum up the Apostle's line of
'

far.
God is light. Christ is that light revealed. The
of Christ was a life of obedience and a life of love.
In order,
therefore, to have fellowship through Him with God believers must
obey and love. The state of things in which this is possible has already
begun. Therefore I write to you a command which is both old and
new ; walk in the light by imitating the love of Christ.' In this manner
he lays the foundations of Christian Ethics. The last three verses
11) shew that the special aspect of walking in light which is
(9
referred to in the commandment which is at once old and new is love :
and if this be so, we can hardly doubt that in calling it a new commandment he has in his mind Christ's farewell words, John xiii. 34

argument thus

'

life

—

'

'
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unto you, that ye love one another; even
The latter half of
as I have loved you, that ye also love one another.'
the verse is, therefore, the special interpretation of 'ought himself also
to walk even as He walked'.
It is not easy to determine whether the division which follows {vv.
12
28) is best regarded as a subdivision of the first main portion of the
Epistle, or as a co-ordinate portion. In favour of the latter view are these
The idea of /t^/i^ which runs through the whole of the division
facts
I.
ii. 11), and which is mentioned six times in it, now
just concluded (i. 5
disappears altogether. 2. The Epistle now takes a distinctly hortatory
turn.
The first part lays down principles this part gives warnings and
exhortations.
The Apostle seems to make a fresh start vv. 12
3.
In favour of making this part a sub14 read like a new Introduction.
Though the
i.
division of the first main division it may be urged:
idea of light is no longer mentioned, yet other ideas to which it directly
the parts evidently
led, love, the truth, abiding in God, still continue
2.
overlap.
The hortatory turn is only a partial change of form
In the intermediate verses the
occurring merely in vv. 15 and 28.
The quasi- Introduction
aphoristic mode of expression continues.
3.
in vv. 12
14 no more constitutes a fresh division than the similar
addresses in vv. i and 7.
On the whole it seems best to consider what follows as a subordinate
part of the first main division of the Epistle. Thus far we have had
THE Condition and Conduct of the Believer considered on its
positive side.
now have the negative side What Walking in
I give

—

:

—

:

:

—

:

—

—

We

the Light excludes.
12—28.

The Things and Persons to be Avoided.

These are summed up under two heads i. The World and the
Things in the World (15—17); ii. Antichrists (18—26). The section
begins with a threefold statement of the happy experiences which those
addressed have had in the Gospel, and gives these as a reason for_ their
in
being addressed (12
14), and ends with an exhortation to abide
Christ as the best safeguard from the dangers against which the Apostle has been warning them (27, 28).
:

—

12—14.

Threefold Statement of Reasons for Writing.

" Hitherto St John has stated briefly the main scope of his Epistle.
He has shewn what is the great problem of life, and how the Gospel
meets it with an answer and a law complete and progressive, old and
new. He now pauses, as it were to contemplate those whom he is
addressing more distinctly and directly, and to gather up in a more
definite form the charge which is at once the foundation and the end
of all he writes" (Westcott).
These verses have given rise to much discussion (i) as to the different
classes addressed, (2) as to the meaning of the change of tense, from 'I
write' to ' I wrote' or 'have written'.
It will be observed that we have two triplets, each consisting of
(i)
little children, fathers and young men.
There is a slight change of
S.

JOHN

(ep.)

7
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I.

wording
children

in the
'

(TraiSia).

JOHN,

Greek not apparent

[v. II.

II.

in the English, the

word

for

*

little

in the first triplet (reKvia) being not the same as in the second
But this need not make us give a different interpretation in

'
Little children' throughout the Epistle, whether expressed
as in vv. 14 and 18 (TratSi'a), or as in vv. i, ii, 28, iii. 7, 18, iv. 4,
V. 21 {reKvla), probably means the Apostle's readers generally, and has
nothing to do with age or with standing in the Christian community. It
indicates neither those who are of tender years, nor those who are young
in the faith.
It is a term of affection for all the Apostle's 'dear children'.
But this is not the case with either 'fathers' or 'young men'.
These terms are probably in each triplet to be understood of the older
and younger men among the Christians addressed. This fully accounts
for the order in each triplet ; first the whole community, then the old,
then the young. If 'little children' had reference to age, we should
have had either 'children, youths, fathers', or 'fathers, youths, children'.
There is, however, something to be said for the view that a//
S. John's readers are addressed in all three cases, the Christian life of
all having analogies with youth, manhood, and age ; with the innocence
of childhood, the strength of prime, and the experience of full maturity.
The change of tense cannot be explained with so much confi(2)
But an important correction of reading must first be noticed.
dence.
ought not to read with A. V. 'I write' four times and then ' I have
written' twice
but with R. V. 'I write' thrice and then 'I have written'
This correction confirms the explanation given
or *I wrote' thrice.
above of the different classes addressed. The following interpretations
of the change from the present to the aorist have been suggested, i. 'I
write' refers to the Epistle, 'I wrote' to the Gospel which it accomThe Apostle first gives reasons why he is 7vriting this letter to
panies.
the Church and to particular portions of it and then gives reasons,
partly the same and partly not, why he wrote the Gospel to which it
makes such frequent allusions. On the whole this seems most satisfac•tory.
It gives a thoroughly intelligible meaning to each tense and
'I write' refers to this Epistle;
accounts for the abrupt change. 2.
'
But of any former Epistle we have no
I wrote' to a former Epistle.
I write' refers to the whole Epistle; 'I wrote'
evidence whatever. 3.
But would S. John haveyfrj-/ said that
to the first part down to ii. ir.
he wrote the tvhole letter for certain reasons, and then said that he
wrote a portion of it for much the same reasons? Had I wrote' preceded 1 write', and had the reasons in each triplet been more different,
'I Avrite'
this explanation would have been more satisfactory.
4.
This is a construcrefers to what follows, ' I wrote' to what precedes.
The objection urged against the preceding explanation louche indeed
'
I write
is written from the
tion applies still more strongly.
5.
"writer's point of view,
I wrote* from the reader's point of view: the
latter is the epistolary aorist, like scripsi or scribebatn in Latin (comp.
Phil. ii. 25, 28; Philem. 12, and especially 19 and 21).
But is it likely
that S. John would make three statements from his own stand-point,
and then repeat them from his readers' stand-point? And if so, why
make any change in them? 6. The repetition is made for emphasis.
This explains the repetition, but not the change of tense. Hence 'What

each case.
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I write unto you, little children, because your sins are
I write unto you, fathers,
forgiven you for his name's sake.
because ye have known him that is from the beginning.

and Rejoice. ..and again
analogous; for there the same
S. John may have left off writing at the end of
tense is repeated.
7.
V. 13, and then on resuming may have partly repeated himself from the
new point of time, saying 'I wrote' where he had previously said 'I
Without, therewrite'. This is conceivable, but is a little fine-drawn.
I

have written,

I

have written' (John

xix. 22),

'

I will say, rejoice' (Phil. iv. 4) are not

—

fore, confidently affirming that it is the right explanation, we fall back
upon the one first stated, as intelligible in itself and more satisfactory

than the others.
children]
All his readers; as in vv. i, 28, iii. 7, 18, &c.
Some would render ' that yonr
because your sins are forgiven yon]
sins are forgiven you'; and so in each of these sentences substituting
'that' for '{because'. This is grammatically quite possible, but is otherlittle

wise highly improbable comp. v. 21. S. John is not telling them what
he is writing, but why he writes it. The forgiveness of sins is the very
therefore he reminds them all
first condition of Christian morals (i. 7)
of this first.
for His name's sake"] Of course Jesus Christ's. It was by believing
on His Name that they acquired the right to become children of God
The Name of Jesus Christ is not a mere periphrasis for
(John i. 12).
Jesus Christ. Names in Scripture are constantly given as marks of
character possessed or of functions to be performed. This is the case
with all the Divine Names. The Name of Jesus Christ indicates His
:

;

'

'

It is through these*
attributes and His relations to man and to God.
that the sins of S. John's dear children have been forgiven.
13, fathers'\ The older men among his readers: comp. Jud. xvii.
10, xviii. 19; 2 Kings iu 12, vi. 21, xiii. 14. The address stands alone
The nearest approaches to it are Eph. vi. 4 and Col. iii.
in N. T.
S. Augustine
21, where the actual fathers of children are addressed.
thinks that all the readers are included throughout. Christians from one

point of view are children, from another young men, and from another
old men. This is possible, but it ignores the order in which the three
Comp. Tit. ii. i 8, where S. Paul in like manner
groups are ranged.
gives directions as to the exhortations suitable for Christians of different

—

ages.

ye have ktiowji] Rather, ye know: 'ye have come to know and
The word expresses the result of progrestherefore know', as in v. 3.
sive experience, and is therefore very suitable to the knowledge possessed
by the old.
Him ivhich is from the beginnitig\ Christ, not the Father, as is plain
from the opening words of the Epistle. Moreover, S. John never speaks
of the First Person of the Godhead under any designation but God' or
'the Father'. By the knowledge which these older Christians had
come to possess of Christ is certainly not meant having seen Him in the
flesh.
Very few of S. John's readers could have done that and if they
'

;

7—2

loo
I write unto you,

JOHN,

II.

[v. 14.

young men, because you have overcome

unto you, little children, because
I have written unto you,
ye have known the Father.
fathers, because ye have known him that is from the beginning.
I have written unto you, young men, because ye
are strong, and the word of God abideth in you, and ye
the wicked one.

14

I.

I write

had, S. John would not have attached any moral or spiritual value to
Besides which to express this we should expect ye have seen
the fact.
Jesus Christ', rather than 'ye have come to know Him that was from
the beginning'.
young men] The younger among his readers, men in the prime of
'

life.

ye have overco7ne\ Comp. John xvi. 33. Throughout both Gospel
and Epistle S. John regards eternal life as a prize ah'eady won by the
,/

believer (John iii. 36, v. 24, vi. 47, 54, xvii. 3) : the contest is not to
have perfects in each case ('have been forgain, but to retain.
given', 'have come to know', 'have overcome'), expressing, as so freHe bases his
abiding
result of past action.
quently in S. John, the
appeals to the young on the victoiy which their strength has gained,
just as he bases his appeals to the old on the knowledge which their
/
experience has gained.
It is important to have a uniform rendering for the
the zvicked one]
word here used {irovrjpos), respecting which there has been so much
controversy with regard to the last petition in the Lord's Prayer. The
A. v., following earlier Versions, wavers between 'wicked' and 'evil',
even in the same verse (iii. 12). 'Evil' is to be preferred throughout.
Almost all are agreed that the evil one here means the devil, although
Wiclif,
the Genevan Version has 'the evil ??iajt\ as in Matt. xii. 35.
Tyndale, and Cranmer supply neither 'man' nor 'one', but write 'the
wicked' or 'that wicked.' 'The wicked' in English would inevitably
be understood as plural. For this name for Satan comp. v. 18 Matt,
In
xiii. 19 and also i John iii. 12, v. 19; John xvii. 15; Eph. vi. 16.
these last four passages the gender, though probably masculine, may,
as in Matt. vi. 13, possibly be neuter.
/ zurite unto you, little children] The true reading, as determined
by both internal and external evidence, certainly gives I have written
or I wrote.
The second triplet begins here, 'little ones' (TratSta,
which occurs as a form of address nowhere else in N.T. except z/. 18
and John xxi. 5), meaning, as before, all his readers.
ye have known the Father] Or, as in vv. 3 and 13, ye know. In
V. 12 the Apostle attributes to them the possession of spiritual peace
through the remission of sins : here he attributes to them the possession
of spiritual truth through knowledge of the Father.
14.
because ye are strong] Strong in the spiritual warfare in which
they have already won the victory comp. Heb. xi. 34, where, however, 'strong in war' probably refers to actual warfare between the
Jews and other nations.

We

;

:
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Love not the

have overcome the wicked one.

world, neither

This is
the word of God ahideth in yoti\ An echo of John xv, 7.
They
the secret of their strength and the source of their victory.
conquer because they are strong, and they are strong because God's
word is ever in their hearts. They have God's will, especially as revealed
in Scripture, and in particular in the Gospel, as a permanent power
within them hence the p-^rrnanence of their victory. So long as they
trust in this and not in themselves, and remember that their victory
is not yet final, they may rejoice in the confidence which the consciousness of strength and of victory gives them.
It is plain from the context and from John v. 38, x. 35, xvii, 6, 14;
Rev. i. 9, vi. 9, that the word of God here does not mean the Word, the
Son of God. S. John never uses the term Word in this sense in the
body either of his Gospel or of his Epistle, but only in the theological
:

'

'

'

'

Introductions to each.

15

—

17.

The Things to be Avoided
ITS

;

the World and

Ways.

Having reminded them solemnly of the blessedness of their condition
members of the Christian family, whether old or young, and having
declared that this blessedness of peace, knowledge, and strength is his
reason for writing to them, he goes on to exhort them to live in
a manner that shall be worthy of this high estate, and to avoid all that
as

inconsistent with it.
15.
Love not the worldl The asyndeton is remarkable. S. John
has just stated his premises, his readers' happiness as Christians, He
now abruptly states the practical conclusion, without any introductory
*
therefore'.
As was said above on v. 2, we must distinguish between
world '. In
the various meanings of the Apostle's favourite word,
John iii. 16 he tells us that ' God loved the world ', and here he tells us
" S. John is never afraid of an apparent contrathat zve must not do so.
The
diction when it saves his readers from a real contradiction
opposition which is on the surface of his language may be the best way of
"
The
(Maurice).
world
it
lies
below
leading us to the harmony which
is

'

The world which we
is the whole human race.
are not to love is all that is alienated from Him, all that prevents men
from loving Him in return. The world which God loves is His creature
and His child the world which we are not to love is His rival. The
best safeguard against the selfish love of what is sinful in the world is
' The
world here is
to remember God's unselfish love of the world.
that from which S. James says the truly religious man keeps himself
•unspotted', friendship with which is 'enmity with God' (Jas, i. 27,
It is not enough to say that
the world here means earthly
iv. 4).
things, so far as they tempt to sin ', or 'sinful lusts ', or worldly and
impious men'. It means all of these together: all that acts as a
rival to God ; all that is alienated from God and opposed to Him,
'The world' and * the
especially sinful men with their sinful lusts.
which the Father loves

:

'

'

'

*

'
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the things that are in the world.
If any man love the world,
the love of the Father is not in him.
For all that is in the
world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the

are almost synon5'mous ; to love the one is to love the other
to be in the darkness is to be of the world.
19)
Or, nor yet the things^ (Sy^c,
neither the things that are in the world'\
Comp.
i.e. 'Love not the world; no, nor anything in that sphere.'

darkness

(John

'

iii.

:

'Not to consort Math. ..no, nor eat with' (i Cor. v. 11). 'The things
in the world ', as is plain from v. 16, are not material objects, which
can be desired and possessed quite innocently, although they may also
be occasions of sin. Rather, they are those elements in the world
which are necessarily evil, its lusts and ambitions and jealousies, which
it as the kingdom of 'the ruler of this world' (John xii. 31) and
not the kingdom of God.
// any man love the world'\ Once more, as in v. i, the statement is
made quite general by the hypothetical form everyone who does so is in
this case.
The Lord had proclaimed the same principle; 'No man can
serve two masters
Ye cannot serve God and mammon' (Matt. vi.
So also S. James; 'Whosoever would be a friend of the world
24).
maketh himself an enemy of God' (iv. 4). Comp. Gal. i. 10. Thus
we arrive at another pair of those opposites of which S. John is so fond.
have had light and darkness, truth and falsehood, love and hate
we now have love of the Father and love of the world. The world
which is coextensive with darkness must exclude the God who is light.
By writing the love of the Father rather than the love of God
(which some authorities read here) the Apostle points to the duty of
Christians as chihiren of God.
'The love of the Father' (a phrase
which occurs nowhere else) means man's love to Him, not His to man
fragment of Philo declares that 'it is impossible for
see on v. 5.
love to the world to coexist with love to God '.
16.
Proof of the preceding statement by shewing the fundamental
opposition in detail.
all that is in the ivorlcP^
Neuter singular in z'. 1 5 we had the neuter
plural.
The material contents of the universe cannot be meant. To
say that these did not originate from God would be to contradict the
Apostle himself (John i. 3, 10) and to affirm those Gnostic doctrines
against which he is contending.
The Gnostics, believing everything
material to be radically evil, maintained that the universe was created,
not by God, but by the evil one, or at least by an inferior deity.
By
' all
that is in the world
is meant the spirit which animates it, its
tendencies and tone. These, which are utterly opposed to God, did
not originate in Him, but in the free and rebellious wills of His
creatures, seduced by the ruler of this world'.
the lust of the fleshy
This does not mean the lust for the flesh, any
more than the lust of the eyes means the lust for the eyes. In both
cases the genitive is not objective but subjective, as is generally the case
with genitives after lust [iindvfxia) in N. T. Comp. Rom. i. 24, Gal.
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not of the Father, but

is

of the world.

And

Eph. ii. 3. The meaning is the lusts which have their seats in
the flesh and in the eyes respectively.
V. 16,

*****

" Tell

me where

is

fancy bred.

eyes^

It is engejuiered in the

Merchant of

The

former, therefore, will

Venice^ III.

ii.

mean

the desire for tinlawfid pleasures of
sense ; for enjoyments which are sinful either in themselves or as being
excessive.
Note that S.

John does not say ' the lust of the body\ 'The body
perhaps never used to denote the innately corrupt portion of
man's nature for that the comm.on term is the flesh.'
The body is
that neutral portion which may become either good or bad.
It may be
sanctified as the abode and instrument of the Spirit, or degraded under
the tyranny of the flesh.
the hist of the eyes]
The desire of seeing unlawful sights for the sake
of the sinful pleasure to be derived from the sight; idle and prurient
Familiar as S. John's readers must have been with the foul
curiosity.
and cruel exhibitions of the circus and amphitheatre, this statement
would at once meet with their assent. Tertullian, though he does not
quote this passage in his treatise De Spectaciilis, is full of its spirit
" The source from which all circus games are taken pollutes them
What is tainted taints us" (vii., viii.). Similarly S. Augustine on this
passage; "This it is that works in spectacles, in theatres, in sacraments of the devil, in magical arts, in witchcraft ; none other than
curiosity."
See also Confessions vi. vii., viii., x. xxxv. 55.
the pride of life] Or, as R. V., the vainglory of life.
Latin writers
vary much in their renderings: stiperbia vitae ; ambitio saeculi ; jactantia hujus vitae ; jactantia vitae hnmanae.
The word {aXa^ovda^
occurs elsewhere only Jas. iv. 16, and there in the plural; where
A. V. has boastings and R. V. vauntings '. The cognate adjective
(dXa'^o;//) occurs Rom. i. 30 and 2 Tim. iii. 2, where A.V. has 'boasters'
and R. V. ' boastful '.
Pretentious ostentation, as of a wandering
mountebank, is the radical signification of the word. In classical Greek
the pretentiousness is the predominant notion; in Hellenistic Greek, the
Compare the account of this vice in Aristotle {Nic. Eth.
ostentation.
IV. vii.) with Wisd. v. 8, 2 Mace. ix. 8, xv. 6.
Ostentatious pride in
the things which one possesses is the signification of the term here
'life' meaning 'means of life, goods, possessions'.
The word for 'life
(^t'os) is altogether different from that used in i. i, 2 and elsewhere in the
Epistle [^w]). This word (/3tos) occurs again iii. 17, and elsewhere in N.T.
only 8 times, chiefly in S. Luke. The other word occurs 13 times in
this Epistle, and elsewhere in N. T. over 100 times.
This is what we
might expect. The word used here means (i) period of htcnian life, as
I Tim. ii. 2; 2 Tim. ii. 4; (2) means of life, as here, iii. 17, Mark xii.
44; Luke viii. 14, 43, xv. 12, 30, xxi. 4.(in i Pet. iv. 3 the word is not
in

N.T.
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the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that
doeth the will of God abideth for ever. Little children, it

With the duration of mortal life and the means of prolonggenuine).
ing it the Gospel has comparatively little to do. It is concerned rather
with that spiritual life which is not measured by time (i. 2), and which
For this the other word
is independent of material wealth and food.
By 'the vainglory of life' then is meant
(fojT?) is invariably used.
osteiitatioiis pride hi the possession of worldly resources.
These three evil elements or tendencies in the world are coordinate no one of them includes the other two.
The first two are
wrongful desires of what is not possessed; the third is a wrongful
behaviour with regard to what is possessed. The first two may be the
can have sinful
vices of a solitary; the third requires society.
desires when v/e are alone, but we cannot be ostentatious without
'

'

:

We

company.

See Appendix A.

not of the Father"] Does not derive its origin from (eV) Him, and
therefore has no natural likeness to Him or connexion with Him.
S. John says * the Father' rather than 'God' to emphasize the idea of
parentage. Its origin is from the world and its ruler, the devil. Comp.
*
Ye are of (e/c) your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will
to do' (John viii. 44). The phrase 'to be of is highly characteristic of
is

S. John.
17. aftd the

world passeth azvay\ Or, Is passing' away as in z'. 8 the
owe the verb ""pass away here to Coverprocess is now going on.
dale: it is a great improvement on Tyndale's ^vanisheth Tv^Ti.y.'' Comp.
*
The fashion of this world is passi^ig away (i Cor. vii. 31), where the
same verb is used, and where the active in a neuter sense is equivalent
to the middle here and in v. 8.
and the lust thereof] Not the lust for the world, but the lust which
The world is
it exhibits, the sinful tendencies mentioned in v. 16.
passing away with all its evil ways. How foolish, therefore, to fix one's
affections on what not only cannot endure but is already in process of
The lust thereof '= all that is in the world '.
dissolution
This is the exact opposite of all that is in the
the will of God]
world'.
The one sums up all the tendencies to good in the universe,
see once more how S. John in
the
tendencies
to evil.
the other all
giving us the antithesis of a previous idea expands it and~ makes it
fructify.
He says that the world and all its Avill and ways are on the
wane but as the opposite of this he says, not merely that God and His
will and ways abide, but that 'he that doeth the will of God abideth
This implies that he who follows the ways of the world will
for ever'.
not abide foi" ever. Again he speaks of the love of the world and the
love of the Father but as the opposite of the man who loves the
world he says not he that loveth the Father ', but he that doeth the
will of the Father'.
This implies that true love involves obedience.
Thus we have a double antithesis. On the one hand we have the
world and the man who loves it and follows its ways they both pass
away. On the other hand we have God and the man who loves Him
;
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and as ye have heard

that antichrist shall

they both abide for ever.
Instead of the goods of
which the world would allow him to vaunt for a

moment, he who doeth the will of God has that eternal life {^iotj)
For ever is
in which the true Christian has fellowship with God.
literally 'unto the age', i.e. 'unto the age to come', the kingdom of
heaven; the word for 'age' (aluv) being the substantive from which
He who doe:: God's will
the word for 'eternal' (alwvLos) is derived.
shall abide until the kingdom of God comes a77d be a me?nber of it.
The latter fact, though not stated, is obviously implied. It would be a
'

'

punishment and not a blessing

to be allowed, like Moses, to see the
The followers of the world share the death
enter it.
the children of God share His eternal life.
Here probably we should make a pause in reading the Epistle.
What follows is closely connected with what precedes and is suggested
by it but there is, nevertheless, a new departure, which is made with
much solemnity.

kingdom but not
of the world

:

:

18—26.
18.

The Persons to be Avoided

Little children]

Or, Little ones.

;

Antichrists.

It is diflficult to see

anything

in this section specially suitable to children : indeed the very reverse
The same word {irai.bla) is used here as in z^. 14 and
is rather the case.
John xxi. 5. S. John's readers in general are addressed, irrespective of
Both his Epistle and Gospel are written for adults and for
age.
well-instructed Christians.
it is the last ti?iie']
More literally, it is the last hour ; possibly, but
not probably, it is a last hota-. The omission of the definite article is
quite intelligible and not unusual the idea is sufficiently definite withSimilarly (Jude 18) we
out it, for there can be only one last hour.
have 'm {the) last time there shall be mockers walking after their own
ungodly lusts': and (Acts i. 8, xiii. 47) ''unto {the) tcttertnost part of the
great deal has been written upon this text in order to avoid
earth'.
a very plain but unwelcome conclusion, that by the 'last hour' S. John
means the time immediately preceding the return of Christ to judge
the world.
Hundreds of years have passed away since S. John wrote
these words, and the Lord is not yet come.
Rather, therefore, than
admit an interpretation which seemed to charge the Apostle with a
serious error, commentators have suggested all kinds of explanations as
substitutes for the obvious one.
The following considerations place
:

A

S. John's
I.

He

meaning beyond all reasonable doubt.
has just been stating that the world is on the wane and that

dissolution has already begun.
2. He has just declared that the
obedient Christian shall abide 'unto the age' of Christ's kingdom of
glory.
3. He goes on to give as a proof that it is the 'last hour', that
many Antichrists have already arisen ; it being the common belief of
Christians that Antichrist would immediately precede the return of
Christ.
4. 'The last day' is a phrase peculiar to S. John (John vi. 39,
40, 44, 54, xi. 24, xii. 48), and invariably means the end of the world,

its
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not the Christian dispensation.
5. Analogous phrases in other parts
In the last days grievous times
of N. T. point in the same direction
shall come' (2 Tim. iii. i); 'Ye are guarded through faith unto a
salvation ready to be revealed in the last time (i Pet. i. 5); In the last
days mockers shall come with mockery' (2 Pet. iii. 3). These and
other passages shew that by 'the last days', 'last time', 'last hour',
and the like, Christian writers did not mean the whole time between
the first and second coming of Christ, but only the concluding portion
find similar language with similar meaning in the sub6.
of it.
Thus Ignatius {Eph. xi.) writes; "These are the last
apostolic age.
Henceforth
let us be reverent
let us fear the longsuffering of
times.
God, lest it turn into a judgment against us. For either let us fear the
wrath which is to come, or let us love the grace which now is."
Of other interpretations of the last hour the most noteworthy are these,
(i) The Christian dispensation, which we have every reason to believe is
the last. This is the sense in which S. John's words are true ; but this
The appearance of Christ, not of Antichrist,
is plainly not his meatiing.
very grievo2is time,
proves that the Christian dispensation is come. (2)
This is quite against usage
tejnpora pe?'iciilosa pessif?ia et abjectissima.
whether in classical or N.T. Greek comp. 2 Tim. iii. i. The classical
phrase, to suffer the last things ', i.e. to suffer extremities' (rci lo-xara
TvaBdv), supplies no analogy here the notion of 'grievous comes from
The eve of the destruction of Jerusalem. How could
the verb.
(3)
the appearance of Antichrist prove that this had arrived ? And Jerusalem had perished at least a dozen years before the probable date of
Antichrists could
this Epistle.
(4) The eve of S. John^s own death.
be no sign of that.
It is admitted even by some of those who reject the obvious interpretation that "the Apostles expected a speedy appearing or manifestation
of Jesus as the Judge of their nation and of all nations" (Maurice):
which is to admit the whole difficulty of the rejected explanation.
Only gradually was the vision of the Apostles cleared to see the true
nature of the spiritual kingdom which Christ had founded on earth and
Even Pentecost did not at once give them perfect
left in their charge.
insight.
Being under the guidance of the Holy Spirit they could not
teach what was untrue
but, like the Prophets before them, they
sometimes uttered words which were true in a sense far higher than that
which was present to their own minds. In this higher sense S. John's
words here are true. Like others, he was wrong in supposing 'that
the kingdom of God was immediately to appear (Luke xix. 11), for 'it
was not for them to know times or seasons which the Father hath set
within His own authority (Acts i. 7).
He was right in declaring that,
the Messiah having come, it was the 'last hour'. No event in the
world's history can ever equal the coming of Christ until He comes
again.
The epoch of Christianity, therefore, is rightly called the last
hour', although it has lasted nearly two thousand years.
What is that
compared with the many thousands of years since the creation of man,
and the limitless geological periods which preceded the creation of
man? What again in the eyes of Him in whose sight a thousand
years are but yesterday?'
:
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come, even now are there many antichrists; whereby we
•'
It may be remarked that the only point on which we can certainly
say that the Apostles were in error, and led others into error, is in their
expectation of the immediate coming of Christ; and this is the very
point which our Saviour says (Mark xiii. 32) is known only to the
Father "(Jelf).
as ye have heard that Antichrist shall come'] Better, even as ye heard
that Antichrist cometh the first verb is aorist, not perfect; the second
present, not future; and the conjunction is of the same strong form as
in V. 6.
This seems to be a case in which the aorist should be retained
As in v. 7, the reference is probably to a
in English (see on v. 11).
and cometh should be
definite point in their instruction in the faith
retained in order to bring out the analogy between the Christ and the
Antichrist. The one was hoped for, and the other dreaded, with equal
certainty; and hence each might be spoken of as 'He that cometh'.
'Art Thou He that cometh?'' (Matt. xi. 3; Luke xix. 20). Comp.
Mark viii. 38, xi. 9; John iv. 25, vi. 14, xi. 27, &c. &c. And as to the
coming of Antichrists the N. T. seems to be as explicit as the O. T.
Many shall come in My name<
with regard to the coming of Christ.
There shall
saying I am the Christ and shall lead many astray...
arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great signs and
wonders ; so as to lead astray, if possible even the elect (Matt. xxiv.
Comp. Mark xiii. 22 23; Acts xx. 29; 2 Tim, iii. i;
5, 24).
2 Pet. ii. I ; and especially 2 Thess. ii. 3, which like the passage before
us seems to point to one distinct person or power as the one Anti:

:

'

'

'

;

'

—

whose

animates all antichristian teachers.
'Antichrist' in Scripture occurs only in the First and
Second Epistles of S. John (ii. 18, 22, iv. 3; 2 John 7). The earliest
instance of its use outside Scripture is in S. Polycarp {Ep. ad Phil. Vii.),
in a passage which shews that this disciple of S. John (a.d. 140
155)
knew our Epistle : see on iv. 3. The term does not mean merely a
mock Christ ox false Christ, for which the N.T. term is 'pseudo-Christ'
(Matt. xxiv. 24; Mark xiii. 22).
Nor does it mean simply an opponent
christ,

spirit

The term

—

of Christ, for which we should probably have 'enemy of Christ', like
'enemy of the Cross of Christ' (Phil. iii. 18) and 'enemy of God' (Jas.
iv. 4).
But it includes both these ideas of counterfeiting and opposing;
it means an opposition Christ or rival Christ ; just as we call a rival
Pope an 'antipope'. The Antichrist is, therefore, a usurper, who
under false pretences assumes a position which does not belong to him,
and who opposes the rightful owner. The idea of opposition is the pre-

dominant one.
It is not easy to determine whether the Antichrist of S. John is
personal or not. But the discussion of this question is too long for a
note: see Appendix B.
eveii now are there many Antichrists]
Better, as R.V., even now
have there arisen many Antichrists : the Christ was from all eternity
(i.
i), the Antichrist and his company arose in time ; they are come
into being.
have a similar contrast in the Gospel ' In the begin-
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They went out from

us,

but

mng was

the Word'; but 'There aros^ a man, sent from God, whose
i.
i, 6).
These 'many Antichrists' are probably
to be regarded as at once forerunners of the Antichrist and evidence
that his spirit is already at work in the world
the one fact shews that
he is not far distant, the other that in a sense he is already here. In
either case we have proof that the return of Christ, which is to be
heralded by the appearance of Antichrist, is near.
whcj-eby zve know that it is the last ti?ne\
Or, whence "we come to
know that it is the last hour as in vv. 3 and 5 the verb indicates
acquisition of and progress in knowledge.
'Whence' in the sense of
'from which data, from which premises' hardly occurs elsewhere in

name was John' (John

:

:

N.T. except perhaps in the Epistle to the Hebrews (ii. 17, vii. 25,
where the same Greek word (pdev) is uniformly rendered 'whereboth A.V. and R.V.
It is difficult to see what S. John could have meant by this, if by the

viii. 3),

fore' in

hour' he understood the Christian dispensation as a whole and not
the concluding portion of it (comp. 1 Tim. iii, i).
The multitude of
false teachers who were spreading the great lie {v. 22) that Jesus is not
the Christ, were evidence, not of the existence of Christianity, but of
antichristianity.
Nor could evidence of the former be needed by S.
John's readers. They did not need to be convinced either that the
Gospel dispensation had begun, or that it was the last in the history of
the Divine Revelation.
The Montanist theory that a further dispensation of the Spirit, distinct from that of the Son, was to follow and
supersede the Gospel, as the Gospel had superseded Judaism, the
dispensation of the Father, was a belief of later growth. (For an account
of this theory as elaborated by Joachim of Flora [fl. A.D. 1180 90] see
Dollinger's Prophecies and the P}-ophctic Spirit in the Christian Era,
In the Apostolic age the tendency was all the other
119.)
pp. 114
way; to believe that the period since the coming of Christ was not
only the last in the world's history, but would be very brief.
It was
thought that some of the generation then existing might live to see the
end (i Thess. iv. 15, 16; i Cor. xv. 51, 52).
The relation of these antichristian teachers to the Church of
19.
Christ. They were formerly nominal members, but never real members
They are now not members in any sense. Note the repetition,
of it.
so characteristic of S. John, of the key-word 'us', which means the
Christian Church. It occurs 5 times in this one verse.
They went out frojn usi It was their own doing, a distinct secession
from our communion: in the Greek, 'from us' comes first for emphasis.
It is incredible that the words can mean 'they proceeded from us Jews\
What point would there be in that? Moreover, S. John never writes
as a Jew, but always as a Christian to Christians.
'Us' includes all
true Christians, whether of Gentile or Jewish origin.
Comp. S. Paul's
warning to the Ephesian presbyters ; Ero7n af?iong your 02vn selves
shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples
after them' (Acts xx. 30); where the Greek is similar to what we have
'last

—

—

—

^
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they were not of us ; for if they had been of us, they would
no doubt have continued with us but they went out, that
they might be made manifest that they were not all of us.
:

here: and 'Certain men, the children of Belial', are gone out from
atJiong yoti, and have withdrawn the inhabitants of their city, saying,
Let us go and serve other gods, which ye have not known (Deut. xiii.
13) ; where the Greek of LXX. is still closer to this passage.
bzct they were not of iis\
They have a foreign origin. The single act
of departure (aorist) is contrasted with the lasting condition of being 'of
(imperfect).
here
is exactly analogous to 'of the Father'
'Of
us'
us'
and 'of the world' in v. 16. It is difficult to bring out in English the
full force of the antithesis which is so easily expressed in the Greek.
'From out of us they went forth, but they were not from out of us';
where 'from out of us' (e^ inxQiv) is of course used in two different senses,
'out from our midst' and 'originating with us.'
they -duottld no doubt have continued zvith tis\ Better, they "would have
abided with us: there is nothing in the Greek to represent 'no doubt,'
and the verb is S. John's favourite word 'abide' (see on v. 24). Almost
all the earlier English Versions go wrong as to 'no doubt'.
Tyndale
and Cranmer have 'no dout', the Genevan has 'douteles', and the
Rhemish 'surely'. Probably these are attempts to translate the uiique
of the Yvi\g3.\.Q, permansissejit utique nobiscum: and the utique^ which is
as old as Tertullian [De Praescr. Haer. iii.) is a mistaken endeavour
to give a separate word to represent the Greek particle dV.
Oddly
enough, Wiclif, who worked from the Vulgate, has nothing to represent tdique ; 'they hadden dwelte with us'.
Luther inserts 'ja'; 'so
waren sie ja bei uns geblieben'; which looks as if he also were under
the influence of the titique.
There is a similar instance John viii. 42,
where Wiclif has sothli ye schulden love Me', Cranmer, Uridy ye
wolde love Me ', and the Rhemish, ^verely ye would love Me', because
the Vulgate (not Tertullian) gives diligeretis utique Me for TjyaTrdTe av
The meaning here is that secession proves a want of fundamental
ifxi.
union from the first. As Tertullian says Nemo Christianus, nisi qui ad
Note that S. John does not say 'they would
fifiem persevcraverit.
have abided among us (ev i]iuv) ', but ^with us {fxeff tj/xuv) '. This brings
out more clearly the idea oi fellowship : 'these antichrists had no real
sympathy with us '.
but they went out thai they might be made manifest^ As the italics in
A.V. shew, there is no Greek to represent 'they went out'. 'But that'
or 'but in order that' (a'W 'ivo.) is an elliptical expression very frequent
in S. John's Gospel (i. 8, ix. 3, xiii. 18, xiv. 31, xv; 25).
may
often till up the ellipse in some such way as 'but \.\x\?, took place\ or
^ihxs cajne to pass, in order that'.
S. John's favourite construction 'in
order that' (see on i. 9) again points to the Divine government of
It was in accordance with God's will that these spurious
events.
members should be made known as such. The process which all through
his Gospel the Apostle depicts as a necessaiy result of Christ's coming,
still continues after His departure
the separation of light from darkness,
'

^

:

We

;
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But ye have an unction from the Holy One, and ye know
of the Church from the world, of real from unreal Christians (see introductory note to John v.). S. John assures his readers that the appearance of error and unbehef in the Church need not shake their faith in it
it is all in accordance with the Divine plan.
Revelation of the truth
necessarily causes a separation between those who accept and those who
God does not will that any should
reject it, and is designed to do so.
reject the truth; but He wills that those who reject should be made
manifest. S. Paul states this truth the other way; that \.\vq faithficl need
'
For there must be also heresies among you, that
to be distinguished.
(iVa) they which are approved ?nay be ?nade jjianifest among you ( i Cor.
'

xi. 19).

Or, that not all are of us, as in the
the Greek being ovk elaiv TrdvTes^
not ou 7rdi'T€s eicriv. The Greek is somewhat ambiguous, but certainly we
must have 'are' and not 'were'. Two ideas seem to be in the Apostle's
mind, and his words may be the expression partly of the one, and partly
of the other: i, that these antichrists may be made manifest as not
really of us 2. that it may be made manifest that not all professing
Christians are really of us.
In this verse S. John does not teach that the Christian cannot fall
away; his exhortations to his readers not to love the world, but to abide
in Christ, is proof of that.
He is only putting in another form the
declaration of Christ, 'I give unto them eternal life; and they shall
never perish, and no one shall snatch them out of My hand' (John x.
Apostasy is possible, but only for those who have never really
28).
made Christ their own, never fully given themselves to Him.
20.
Bzit ye have an tinctioji froin the holy Oue]
Better, as R.V.,
And ye have an anointing' (as in v. 2*]) from the Holy One. S. John,
in his manner, puts two contrasted parties side by side, the Antichrist
with his antichrists, and the Christ with His christs but the fact of
there being a contrast does not warrant us in turning S. John's simple
*and' {Kal) into 'but'.
Tyndale holds fast to 'and', in spite of Wiclifs
'but' and the Vulgate's sed. Just as the Antichrist has his representatives, so the Anointed One, the Christ, has His.
All Christians in a
secondary sense are what Christ is in a unique and primary sense, the
Lord's anointed.
These anointed ', says the Apostle to his readers,
^ye are'.
The 'ye' is not only expressed in the Greek, but stands first
after the conjunction for emphasis: 'ye' in contrast to these apostates.
The word for 'anointing' or 'unction' (xptV^na) strictly means the
'completed act of anointing:' but in LXX. it is used of the
unguent or anointing oil (Deut. xxx. 25); and Tyndale, Cranmer
and the Genevan have 'oyntment' here. In N.T. it occurs only here
and V. 27. Kings, priests, and sometimes prophets were anointed, in
token of their receiving Divine grace. Hence oil both in O. and N.T.
is a figure of the Holy Spirit (Ps. xlv. 6, 7, cv. 15; Is. Ixi. i; Acts x.
38; Heb. i. 9; 2 Cor. i. 21). It is confusing cause and effect to suppose
that this passage was influenced by the custom of anointing candidates
that they

zvej-e

margin of R. V.

not all of

But

tts]

this is doubtful

;

;

;

'

V. 21.]

I.

all things,

I

JOHN,

II.

III

^

have not written unto you because ye know

baptism the custom though ancient (for it is mentioned by S. Cyril
of Jerusalem, c. A.D. 350, Catech. Lect. xxi. 3, 4), is later than this
Epistle.
More probably the custom was suggested by this passage.
The opening of S. Cyril's 21st Lecture throws much light on this passage.
"Having been baptized into Christ and... being made partakers
of Christ, ye are prope7'ly called christs, and of you God said, Touch
not My christs, or anointed.
Now ye were made christs by receiving
tht e77iblem of the Holy Spirit ; and all things were in a figure wrought
in yuu, because ye are figures of Christ. He also bathed Himself in the
river Jordan, and... came up from them; and the Holy Spirit in substani„;
ighted on Him, like resting upon like.
In the same manner to
you aioo, after you had come up from the pool of the sacred streams,
was given the unction, the emblem of that wherewith Christ was
anointed; and this is the Holy Spirit". Similarly S. Augustine; "In
the unction we have a sacramental sign {sacrajuejittmi) ; the virtue itself
is invisible.
The invisible unction is the Holy Spirit" {Hojn. in. 12).
It ma
e doubted whether S. John in this verse makes any allusion
to the ano at'ng which was a feature in some Gnostic systems.
fro7}i the holy 07ie] This almost certainly means Christ, in accordance
with other passages both in S. John and elsewhere (John vi. 69; Rev.
iii. 7; Mark i. 24; Acts iii. 14; Ps. xx. 10), and in harmony with Christ
being called 'ri^^hteous' in vv. i, 29, and 'pure' in iii. 3. Moreover in
John xiv. 26, XV. 26, xvi. 7, 14 Christ promises to give the Holy Spirit.
It may possibly mean God the Father (Hab. iii. 3 Hos. xi. 9
i Cor.
vi. 19).
It cannot well mean the Holy Spirit, unless some other meaning be found for 'arointing'.
a7id ye k7iozv all t i7igs'\ There is very high authority for reading and
omitting the conjunction and placing a colon
ye all know {this),
after 'Holy One', j<!;
H k7tozv [this). If the reading followed in A.V.
and R. V. be right, the meaning is, 'It is you (and not these antichristian
Gnostics who claim \\) -.hat are, in virtue of the anointing of the Spirit
Christians are in
of truth, in the possess ' of the true knowledge'.
possession of the t7-uth in
far higher sense than any unchristian philosopher. All the unbeliev
s knowledge is out of balance and proportion.
The assertion here is strictly in harmony with the promise of Christ
'When He, the Spirit of truth is come. He shall guide you into all the
truth'' (John xvi. 13). In the same spirit S. Ignatius writes, '•'None
of these thi7igs is hidden f7-07n you, if ye be perfect in your faith and love
towards Jesus Christ" [Eph. xiv. i) ; and similarly S. Polycarp, Nothi^ig
is hidde7i fro77i you'''' [Phil. xii. i).
Comp. 'They that seek the Lord
understand all things' (Prov. xxviii. 5).
21.
I have not written'] Liter-^lly, as in w. 13, 14, 26, 1 torote not, or,
did not zurite: it is the aorist in the Greek.
But (whatever may be true
oivv. 13, 14) what we have here is almost certainly the epistolary aorist,
which may be represented in English either by the present or by the
perfect. 'I have written' probably does not refer to the whole letter, but
only to this section about the antichrists; this seems clear from v. 26.
at

:

•

'

;

;

<

.

'•'

112

I.

JOHN,

[v. 22.

II.

not the truth, but because ye know it, and that no lie is of
Who is a liar but he that denieth that Jesus is
the truth.

Do not think from my warning you against lying teachers that I suspect
you of being ignorant of the truth: you who have been anointed with the
I write as unto men
Spirit of truth cannot be ignorant of the truth.
who will appreciate what I say. I write, not to teach, but to confirm'.
"S. John does not treat Christianity as a religion containing elements of
S.
truth, or even more truth than any religion which had preceded it.
John presents Christianity to the soul as a religion which must be everything to it, if it is not really to be worse than nothing" (Liddon).
because ye know not the truth; but because ye know it, ayid that, cr'r.]
There are no less than three ways of taking this, depending upon the
meaning given to the thrice-repeated conjunction (oVi), which in each
i. As A.V,; because, ...hViX.
place may mean either 'because' or 'that '.
'

because... 2Sid. that.

The A.V.

follows the earlier Versions inputting

i. As
'that' in the last clause: so Wiclif, Tyndale, Cranmer, &c.
R.V.; 'because' in each clause. 3. 'That' in each clause 'I have not
written that ye know not the truth, but that ye know it, and that &c.'
This last is almost certainly wrong. As in vv. 13, 14 the verb 'write'
:

introduces the reason for writing and not the subject-matter or contents
And if the fifst conjunction is 'because', it is the simof the Epistle.
plest and most natural to take the second and third in the same way.
The Apostle warns them against antichrislian lies, not because they are
ignorant, but (r) because they possess the truth, and (2) because every
"There is the
kind of lie is utterly alien to the truth they possess.
Many of us think
modesty and the sound philosophy of an Apostle
that we can put the truth into people, by screaming it into their ears.
do not suppose that they have any truth in them to which we can
make appeal. S. John had no notion that he could be of use to his
dear children at Ephesus unless there was a truth in them, a capacity
of distinguishing truth from lies, a sense that one must be the eternal
opposition of the other" (Maurice).
no lie is of the truth} Literally, every lie is not-of-the-truih : the negaOf the truth' here is
tive belongs to the predicate (comp. iii. 15).
exactly analogous to 'of the Father' and 'of the world' in v. \6 and to
Every lie is in origin utterly removed from the truth
'of us' in V. 19.
the truth springs from God; lying from the devil, 'for he is a liar and
See on v. 16.
the father thereof (John viii. 44).
22.
Who is a liar'] More accurately, as R.V., Who is the liar: the
A.V. here again follows the earlier English Versions. But we must
beware of exaggerating the article in interpretation, although it is right
It merely marks the passage from the abstract to the
to translate it.
Who then is
concrete: 'Every lie is absolutely alien from the truth.
the one who speaks lies? There are no liars if he who denies that Jesus
The exactly parallel construction in v, 4, 5
is the Christ is not one'.
shews that 'the har' here does not mean 'the greatest liar possible'.
Moreover, this would not be true. Is denying that Jesus is the Christ
a greater he than denying the existence of the Son, or of God?
!

We

'

:

V. 23.]

JOHN,

I.

113

II.

the Christ?
He is antichrist, that denieth the Father and
the Son.
Whosoever denieth the Son, the same hath not
[Ipu^] he that acknowledgeth the Son hath the
the Father
:

The

abruptness of the question is startling. Throughout these verses
"clause stands by clause in stern solemnity without any connecting particles."
that
but he
denicth'\
These Gnostic teachers, who profess to be in
possession of the higher truth, are really possessed by one of the worst
For the way in which the Gnostics denied the fundamental
of lies.
Christian truth of the Incarnation see the Introduction, p. 19.
He is Antic hristi Better, as R.V., This is the antichrist, or The
antichrist is this juan: 'this', as in z^. 25 and i. 5, may be the predicate.
The article before 'antichrist', almost certainly spurious in z/.
But 'the antichrist'
18, is certainly genuine here, iv. 3, and 2 John 7.
here probably does not mean the great personal rival of Christ, but the
antichristian teacher who is like him and in this matter acts as his mouth(22

— 24)

—

piece.

that denieth the Father and the Soii\ This clause is substituted for
'that denieth that Jesus is the Christ'.
By this substitution, which
is quite in S. John's manner, he leads us on to see that to deny the one

deny the other. Jesus is the Christ, and the Christ is the Son of
therefore to deny that Jesus is the Christ is to deny the Son.
to deny the Son is to deny the Father; not merely because Son
and Father are correlatives and mutually imply one another, biit
because the Son is the revelation of the Father, without whom the
Father cannot be known. 'Neither doth any know the Father, save
the Son, and he to whojusoever the Son loilleth to reveal Him'' (Matt,
xi. 27).
'No one cometh unto the Father but by Me'' (John xiv. 6).
Comp. John v. 23, xv. 23. Some would put a full stop at 'antichrist,'
and connect what follows with v. 23, thus; This is the antichrist. He
that denieth the Father {denieth) the Son also : every one that denieth the
Son hath not the Father either.
23.
The previous statement is emphasized by an expansion of it
stated both negatively and positively.
The expansion consists in
declaring that to deny the Son is not merely to do that, and indeed
not merely to deny the Father, but also {ovhe) to debar oneself from
communion with the Father. So that we now have a third consequence
of denying that Jesus is the Christ.
To deny this is (i) to deny the
Son, which is (2) to deny the Father, which is (3) to be cut off from the
Father.
'To have the Father' must not be weakened to mean 'to
hold as an article of faith that He is the Father'; still less, 'to know
the Father's will'.
It means, quite literally, 'to have Him as his own
Father'. Those who deny the Son cancel their own right to be called
'sons of God': they ipso facto excommunicate themselves from the great
Christian family in which Christ is the Brother, and God is the Father,
of all believers.
'To as many as received Him, to them gave He the
is

to

God;

And

right to become children of God (John
but he that acknowledgeth the So7{\
^

S.

JOHN

(ep.)

i.

12).

Better, as R. V.,

he that con-

3

23
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25
26

I.

JOHN,

[vv.

II.

24— 26.

Father also. Let that therefore abide in you, which ye have
heard from the beginning. If that which ye have heard
from the beginning shall remain in you, ye also shall
continue in the Son, and in the Father.
And this is the
promise that he hath promised us, eve?i eternal life. These
fesseth the Son:

the

same verb

{piioko'yeiv) as is used i. 9, iv. 2, 3, 15
A. V., while admitting the passage about
the three Heavenly Witnesses (v. 7) without any mark of doubtfulness,
prints the second half of this verse in italics, as if there were nothing to
Excepting the 'but', the sentence is unrepresent it in the Greek.
doubtedly genuine, being found in all the best MSS. (t^ABC) and many
A few authorities omit it accidentally, owing to the
other authorities.
two halves of the verse ending in the Greek with the same three words
Tyndale and the Genevan omit the sentence:
{tov irarepa ^x^t).
Cranmer and the Rhemish retain it Cranmer marking it as wanting
authority, and both omitting 'but', which Wiclif inserts, although there
The asyndeton is impressive and
is no conjunction in the Vulgate.
continues through three verses, 22, 23, 24.
"The sentences fall on the
Without cement, and therefore
reader's soul like notes of a trumpet.
all the more ruggedly clasping each other, they are like a Cyclopean
wall" (Haupt). It would be possible to translate, 'He that confesseth,
hath the Son and the Father' (comp. 2 John 9) but this is not probable.
Let that therefore abide in yoiiX The 'therefore' is undoubtedly
24.
to be omitted it is a mistaken insertion in many of those inferior MSS.
which omit the second half of v. 23. This verse begins with a very
emphatic pronoun; As for you (in contrast to these antichristian liars),

1

John

7.

it is

It is surprising that

;

:

:

that abide in yoii which ye heard /r^iw the beginning.
The pronoun
in the Greek is a nominatiznis pendens : comp. John vi. 39, vii. 38, xiv. 12,
The verb is an aorist and should be retained as such, as
XV. 2, xvii. 2.
it points to the definite period when they were first instructed
in z/. 7
let

:

'Hold fast the Gospel which ye first heard, and reject
the innovations of these false teachers'.
If that which ye have heard... shall rcmaijz in yoti, ye also shall
continue] Better, as R. V., if that which ye heard... abide in yoii, ye
Here the arbitrary distinctions introduced by the
also shall abide.
translators of 161 1 reach a climax: the same Greek word {ixeveiv) is
rendered in three different ways in the same verse. Elsewhere it is
rendered in four other ways, making seven English words to one Greek
'dwell' (John i. 39, vi. 56, xiv. 10, 17), 'tarry' (iv. 40, xxi. 22, 23),
'endure' (vi. 27), 'be present' (xiv. 25). The translators in their
Address to the Reader tell us that these changes were often made
knowingly and sometimes of set purpose. They are generally regrettable,
and here are doubly so: (i) an expression characteristic of S. John and
of deep meaning is blurred, (2) the emphasis gained by iteration, which
'Let the truths which
is also characteristic of S. John, is entirely lost.
were first taught you have a home in your hearts: if these have a home
shall
the
and
in
the Father '.
ye
also
have
a
home
in
Son
in you,
25.
And this is the promise that he hath promised its'] Or, and the
in the faith.

I.

V. 27-]

JOHN,
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II.

you concerning them that seduce
But the anointing which ye have received of him
abideth in you, and ye need not that any man teach you

things have I written unto

you.

promise which He promised us is this: the aorist had better be retained,
and 'this' is probably the predicate, referring to what follows (comp.
This
V. 22, i. 5, V. 14) and not the subject, referring to what precedes.
view is confirmed by iii. 23 and v. 11. The connexion with what
of
'abiding
in
view
another
precedes is close, 'eternal life' being only
the Father and the Son'. The 'He' is emphatic, and perhaps 'He
Himself would not be too strong as a rendering. Of course Christ is
meant, "who in this whole passage forms the centre round which all
For the promise see
the statements of the Apostle move" (Huther).
John iii. 15, iv. 14, vi. 40, &c. &c. The best MS. (B) reads 'promised
yon\ for 'promised iis\
'These things' probably
These things have I written tcnto yoti]
26.
mean the warnings about the antichrists, not the whole Epistle. 'I
have written', or I wrote ', is the epistolary aorist as in z/. 21.
that seduce yoii\ Better, that lead you astray, i.e. that are endeavouring to do so. It is the active of the verb which is used in i. 8 (see note
and the present participle, which indicates the tendency and
there)
'

;

habit, but not the success, of the antichristian teachers.
27, 28.

The Place of Safety ;— Christ.

As \nv. 2, we have
the anointing which ye have received'\
the false and the true Christians put side by side in contrast ; but this
does not justify us in turning S.John's simple 'and' (/cat) into 'but'.
27.

But

As in V. 24, we have the pronoun put first with great emphasis, and as
a nominativus pendens. Moreover, the reception of the chrism refers to
the definite occasion when Christ poured out His Spirit upon them, viz.
Wherefore,
their baptism ; and therefore the aorist should be retained.
as R.V., And as for you, the anointing which ye received.
abideth in yoti\ We often, in order to convey a command or a rebuke
This is perhaps S.
gently, state as a fact what ought to be a fact.
John's meaning here. If not, it is an expression of strong confidence in
those whom he adresses.
ye need not that any man teach yoti] This seems to confirm the reading 'ye know all things' in v. 20. The believer who has once been
anointed with the Spirit of truth has no need even of an Apostle's
This seems to be quite conclusive against 'little children'
teaching.
meaning children in years or children in knowJohn writes throughout for adult and wellinstructed Christians, to whom he writes not to give information, but to
confirm and enforce and perhaps develope what they have all along
known. Of course S. John does not mean that the anointing with the
The whole Epistle, and
Spirit supersedes all necessity for instruction.
S. John
in this chapter vv. 6, 7, 24, are conclusive against such a view.
assumes that his readers have been thoroughly instructed in 'the word'
and 'the truth', before receiving the outpouring of the Spirit which
anywhere

in this Epistle

ledge of the Gospel.

S.

8—2

27
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28

I.

JOHN,

[v. 28.

II.

but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things^ and is
truth, and is no lie, and even as it hath taught you, ye shall
abide in him. And now, little children^ abide in him ; that,
shews them the full meaning of 'the word' and confirms them in 'the
If S. John has no sympathy with a knowledge which professed
truth '.
to rise higher than Christian teaching, still less has he sympathy with a
fanaticism which would dispense with Christian teaching. While he
condemns the Gnosticism of his own age, he gives no encouragement to
the Montanism of a century later.
have here to
but as t/ie same anointiitg...ye shall abide in hini]
settle, first the question of readings, and then the question of construc'But as His anointing' (5<BC, Vulgate, Syriac) is certainly
tion.
superior to 'But as the sajne anointing' (AKL, Coptic), and still more
is 'ye abide' or 'abide ye' (t^ABC, Versions) superior to 'ye j/^a// abide'
(KL). The A. V. deserts Wiclif, Tyndale, Cranmer, and the Rhemish,
The construction is not
to follow the Genevan in adopting the future.
may
so easily determined, but does not seriously affect the sense.
render, (i) But as His anointing teacheth you concerning all things, and
in
Him;
abide
j^z/,
ye
do
is true, and is no lie, ajtd even as it taught
making only one sentence with a long protasis. Or (2) we may break
But as His
apodosis
protasis
and
each
with
a
sentences,
two
into
it
anointing teacheth you concerning all thiiigs, it istnuQ and is no lie ; and
The majority of English
even as it td^AxghX you, do ye abide iti Hi?n.
so also the Vulgate.
Versions, including R. V., are for the former
Commentators are much divided ; but Huther claims to have most on
He has against him Alford, Braune, De Wette,
his side for the latter.
Diisterdieck, Ewald, Liicke, Neander, Westcott. The sentence seems to
be a recapitulation of the section. 'As His anointing teaches you conis true and is no lie recalls vv. 21
cerning all things recalls v. 20
23

We

We

—

;

:

'

'

;

—

'

*do ye abide in Him' recalls z^z/. 24, 25. Probably we ought to supply a
new nominative for 'taught', viz. 'He', i.e. Christ understood from 'in
Him'. This explains the difference of tense: 'taught' refers to the
teacheth to the
gift of the Spirit of truth made once for all by Christ ;
continual illumination which is the result of the gift. It is comparatively
unimportant whether we consider 'do ye abide' {fxivere) as indicative,
'

'

like 'abideth' just before, or as imperative, like 'abide' in the next
See on v. 29.
Introducing the practical conclusion: comp. John
no7u]
28.
to do',
xvii. 5, where Jesus, having accomplished the work given

verse.

And

'

Him

O

Father, glorify Thou Me'. So also in Acts vii. 34,
See on 2 John 5. Haupt thinks that 'And now' introduces the
X. 5.
new division of the Epistle, which almost all agree begins near this
The truth seems to be that these two verses (28, 29) are at once
point.
the conclusion of one division and the beginning of another.
it is
little children]
Recalling the beginning of this section, z/. 18
the same word {TiKvia) as is used in vv. 1,12, and means all S. John's

prays, 'Ajid now,

:

readers.

'

V. 29-]

I.

when he
ashamed

shall appear,

before

him

JOHN,

we may have

at his
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II.

coming.

confidence, and not be
If ye

know

that he

is 29

Better, as R.V., that, if He shall be
{orav) of A.V. (KL) must certainly give

that, -whejt he shall appear']

manifested. The 'when'
place to 'if {ea.v), which is more difficult and has overwhelming supIf see?ns to imply a doubt as to Christ's return, and
port (NABC).
the change to 'when' has probably been made to avoid this. But 'if
implies no doubt as to ihefact, it merely implies indifference as to the
if He should return in our day
(see on John vi. 62, xii. 32, xiv.
ti?ne :
(as Augustine's 7?iaiii3). Be manifested is greatly superior to 'appear
festatus fiierit is superior to the Vulgate's apparjierit) because (i) the
Greek verb is passive (2) it is a favourite word {(pavepovv) with S. John
and should be translated uniformly in order to mark this fact (i. 2, ii.
19, iii. 2, 5, 8, iv. 9; Rev. iii. 18, xv. 4 ; John i. 31, iii. 21, &c. &c.).
As applied to Christ it is used of His being manifested in His Incarnation (i. 2, iii. 5, 8), in His words and works (John ii. 11, xvii. 6), in His
appearances after the Resurrection (John xxi. i, 14), in His return to
judgment (here and iii. 2). S. John alone uses the word in this last
'

'

'

'

;

sense, for which other N.T. writers have 'to be revealed' {diroKaXvirreadai), a verb never used by S. John excepting once (John xii. 38)

in a quotation

from O.T.

(Is. Ixiii. i),

where he

is

under the influence

oftheLXX.
7nay have coitfidence] The R. V. has we may have boldness. At
sight this looks like one of those small changes which have been

we
first

somewhat

condemned

as 'vexatious, teasing, and irritating'.
'boldness' (iv. 17; Acts iv. 13, 29, 31, &c.)
and 'confidence', with occasionally 'boldly' (Heb. iv. 16) instead of
'with boldness'. The R. V. consistently has 'boldness' in all these
places. The Greek word (japp-qdla.) means literally 'freedom in speaking,
readiness to say anything, frankness, intrepidity'.
In this Epistle and
that to the Hebrews it means especially the fearless trust with which
the faithful soul meets God: iii. 21, iv. 17, v. 14.
Comp. i Thess.

hastily

The A. V. wavers between

ii.

19.

not be ashajyied before him] This cannot well be improved, but it is
very inadequate: the Greek is 'be ashamed /)'<?;// Him', or 'be shamed
away from Him'; strikingly indicating the averted face and shrinking
form which are the results of the shame. 'Turn with shame' or 'shrink
with shame from Him' have been suggested as renderings. Similarly,
in Matt. x. 28, 'Be not afraid of them' is Hterally 'Do not shrink away
in ieox from them'.
The interpretation 'receive shame from Him' is
probably not right. Comp. the LXX. of Is. i. 29; Jer. ii. 36, xii. 13.
at his comitig] The Greek word (7rapoi'a-ia = presence) occurs nowhere else in S. John's writings. In N. T. it amounts almost to a
technical term to express Christ's return to judgment (Matt. xxiv. 3, 27,
37» 39;. I Cor. XV. 23; I Thess. ii. 19, iii. 13, iv. 15, v. 23; Jas. v. 7. 8;
2 Pet. i. 16, &c.).
S. John uses it, as he uses 'the Word' and 'the
evil one', without explanation, confident that his readers understand
This is one of many small indications that he writes to wellit.
instructed believers, not to children or the recently converted.

ii8
righteous, ye
is

JOHN,

I.

know

that every

II.

[v. 29.

one which doeth righteousness

born of him.
S. John's divisions are

(see

on

iii.

10 and 24).

seldom made with a broad line across the text
parts dovetail into one another and inter-

The

mingle in a way that at times looks like confusion. Wherever we may
place the dividing line we find similar thoughts on each side of it. Such
is the case here.
If we place the line between vv. 27, 28 we have the
idea of abiding in Christ {vv. 24, 27, 28) on both sides of it.
If we
place it between vv. 28, 29, we have the idea of Divine righteousness

and holiness (i. 9,
make the division

ii.

i,

12, 20, 29)

prominent

in

both divisions.

If

we

coincide with the chapters, we have the leading ideas
of boldness towards Christ and God {v. 28, iii. 2, 21, iv. 17, v. 14), of
Chrisfs retiirn to judgment (^j. 28, iii. 2, iv. 17), of doing righteousness
{v. 29, iii. 7
10), and of Divine sonship {v. 29, iii. i, 2, &c.), on both
sides of the division.
It seems quite clear therefore that both these
verses (28, 29) belong to both portions of the Epistle, and that v. 29 at
any rate is more closely connected with what follows than with what
precedes.
The close connexion between the parts must not lead us to suppose
that there is no division here at all.
The transition is gentle and
gradual, but when it is over we find ourselves on new ground.
The
antithesis between light and darkness is replaced by that between love
and hate. The opposition between the world and God becomes the
opposition between the world and God's children. The idea of having
fellowship with God is transformed into that of being sons of God.
Walking in the light is spoken of as doing righteousness. And not
only do previous thoughts, if they reappear, assume a new form, but
new thoughts also are introduced the Second Advent, the boldness of
the faithful Christian, the filial relation between believers and God.
Although there may be uncertainty to where the new division should
begin, there is none as to fact of there being one.

—

:

ii.

29—V.

12.

God

is

Love.

There seems to be no serious break in the Epistle from this point
onwards until we reach the concluding verses which form a sort of
summary (v. 13 21). The key- word 'love' is distributed, and not
very unevenly, over the whole, from iii. i to v. 3. Subdivisions, however, exist and will be pointed out as they occur.
The next two subdivisions may be marked thus
The Children of God and the Children
of the Devil (ii. 29 iii. 12); Love and Hate (iii, 13 24). The two,
as we shall find, are closely Hnked together, and miglit be placed under
one heading, thus; The Righteousness of the Children of God
their
relation to the Hate of the World.

—

—

;

—

w

ii.

29— iii.

12.

The Children of God and the Children of
THE Devil.

29. If ye know that he is righteous']
This probably does not mean
Christ, although the preceding verse refers entirely to Him.
*To be

V. 29-]
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though containing "nothing abhorrent from our
Christian ideas", is not a Scriptural expression; whereas 'to be born
of God' is not only a common thought in Scripture, but is specially
common in this Epistle and occurs in the veiy next verse. And clearly
'He' and 'Him' must be interpreted alike: it destroys the argument
{Justus jnstian gignit, as Bengel puts it) to interpret He is righteous
Moreover, this explanation gets
of Christ and 'born of Him' of God.
rid of one abrupt change by substituting another still more abrupt.
That 'He, Him, His' in v. 28 means Christ, and 'He, Him' mv. 29
means God, is some confirmation of the view that a new division of
That God is righteous see i. 9 and
the letter begins with v. 29.
John xvii. 25. But S. John is so full of the truth that Christ and the
Father are one, and that Christ is God revealed to man, that he makes
Had his
the transition from one to the other almost imperceptibly.
readers asked him of one of these ambiguous passages, 'Are you
born of Christ',

'

'

'

speaking of Christ or of God ? he would perhaps have replied, Does it
matter
ye knozu] Or, knotv ye; but this is less probable, though the Vulgate
has scitote, and Wiclif, Tyndale, Cranmer, and the Rhemish, all take
'Ye know' is more in harmony with vv.io, 21.
it as imperative.
It is remarkable how frequently in S. John's writings we are in doubt
as to whether a verb is imperative or indicative {v. 27, John v. 39,
Even in v. 28, though there is scarcely a
xii. 19, xiv. I, XV. 1 8).
doubt, it is possible to take 'abide' as an indicative. After, 'ye know
ye knaiu thai every one also.
that every one we must supply also
There is a change of verb from if ye know (edv eldrjTe) to ye know
The former means to have intuitive knowledge'
that' {yLvo}(TKeT€ otl).
or simply 'to be aware of the fact' {vv. 11, 20, 21): the latter means
'

'

.''

'

'

'

'

'

;

'

'

'

'

know, learn by experience, recognise, perceive' [vv. 3, 4,
'If ye a;r aware that God is righteous, ye cannot fail
What I do thou kncnvest not now, but
to perceive that &c.'' Comp.
Lord,
thou shalt tmderstand (get to know) hereafter (John xiii. 7)
Thou knowest all things; Thou perceivest that I love Thee' (xxi. 17)
If ye had learned to know Me, ye would
and the converse change
k7iow My Father also' (xiv. 7; comp. viii. 55).
which doeth righteoiisness'\ Perhaps we should translate, that doeth
*to

come

5, 13,

to

14, 18).

'

'

;

'

:

'

:

His righteousness.

It is literally, that doeth the righteoimiess

;

but in

often equivalent to our possessive pronoun.
Or ' the righteousness may mean ' the righteousness which is truly
such': comp. 'to do the truth' (i. 6). The present tense expresses

Greek the

definite article

is

'

habitual action.

born of hini] Literally, hath been begotten frofu Him. Only he
habitually does righteousness is a true son of the God who is
righteous just as only he who habitually walks in the light has true
In a similar spirit S.
fellowship with the God who is light (i. 6, 7).
Paul says, 'Let everyone that nameth the name of the Lord depart
from unrighteousness (2 Tim. ii. 19). Other signs of Divine birth are
love of the brethren (iv. 7) zxi^ faith in Jesus as the Christ (v. i).
is

who

;

'
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[v. I.

Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed
us, that we should be called the sons of God
therefore the world knoweth us not, because it knew him not.

upon

:

zuhat manner of]

Chap. III.
The same word {TroTairos)

occurs Matt. viii. 27 ;
it always implies
39 ; 2 Pet. iii. 11
astonishment, and generally admiration.
The radical signification is 'of
what country', the Latin cnjas ; which, however, is never used as its
equivalent in the Vulgate, because in N. T. the word has entirely lost
It has become qiialis rather than ciijas : ' what
the notion of place.
amazing love '. In LXX. the word does not occur.
love\
This is the key-word of this whole division of the Epistle
-v. 12), in which it occurs 16 times as a substantive, 25 as a verb,
(ii. 29
and 5 times in the verbal adjective beloved '. The phrase to bestow
love occurs nowhere else in N. T.
In the Greek these words are in striking juxtathe Father... upoji iis\
position
to tis miserable sinners the Father hath given this priceless
right.
'The Father' rather than 'God', because of what follows He
who is the Father is our Father.
that we should be called]
Literally, in order that we should be called:
"The final
it is S. John's characteristic construction (iVa), as in i. 9.
particle has its full force" (VVestcott): comp. vv. 11, 23, iv. 21
John
This was the purpose of His love, its tendency and
xiii. 34, XV. 12, 17.
' That
direction.
we should be must not be understood as future
we already have the title.
the sons of God]
So the earlier English Versions: better, as R. V.,
Children of God. There is no article in the Greek ; and we must not
confuse S. Paul's expression, 'sons of God {viol) with S. John's [TeKvaj.
The confusion has arisen in English Versions through the flit Dei of
Both Apostles tell us that the fundamental relation of
the Vulgate.
believers to God is a filial one but while S. Paul gives us the legal
The
side (adoption), S. John gives us the natural side (generation).
But we must remember
latter is the closer relationship of the two.
that in the Roman Law, under which S. Paul lived, adoption was conIn this unique
sidered as absolutely equivalent to actual parentage.
apostrophe' in the centre of the Epistle two of its central leading
ideas meet, Divine love and Divine sonship a love which has as its
end and aim that men should be called children of God. After
children of God we must insert on overwhelming authority (XABC
and Versions), and we are God has allowed us to be called children,
and we are children. The simus of the Vulgate and S. Augustine and
The present indicathe ' and be of the Rhemish are probably wrong.
tive after iVa is not impossible: but would S. John have put 'called'
in the subjunctive, and are in the indicative, if the two verbs were
co-ordinate ?
therefore]
Better, as R. V. for this cause (5ia tovto), reserving
* therefore
for a particle {ovv) which is very frequent in the narrative
1.

Mark

xiii.

i

;

Luke

i.

29, vii.

:

—

'

'

'

:

:

;

'

'

:

'

;

'

'

:

'

'

'

,

'
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Beloved, now are we the sons of God, and it doth not yet
appear what we shall be but we know that, when he shall
:

portions of the Gospel, but does not occur in this Epistle (it is not
Tyndale, Cranmer, the Genevan and the
genuine in ii. 24 or iv. 19).
Rhemish all have 'for this cause': the A. V., as not unfrequently, has
altered for the worse.
It may be doubted whether the R. V. has not
here altered the punctuation for the worse, in putting a full stop at ' we
are'.
Tor this cause' in S. John does not merely anticipate the
'
because or that which follows it refers to what precedes.
are children of God ; and for this cause the world knows us not
because the world knew Him not '. The third sentence explains how
Comp. John v. 16, 18, vii.
the second sentence follows from the first.
For 'the world' see on ii. 2.
22, viii. 47, X. 17, xii. i8, 27, 39.
S. Augustine compares the attitude of the world towards God to that
of sick men in delirium who would do violence to their physician.
2.
Beloved^ This form of address only occurs once in the first part
of the Epistle (ii. 7), just where the subject of love appears for a few
verses
it becomes the more common form of address {w. 2, 21, iv. i,
Similaily, in v. 13, where
7, II) now that the main subject is love.
broi'herly love is the special subject, brethren is the fonn of address.
now are we the sons of God] Rather, as before, now are we children
'Now' is placed first in emphatic contrast to 'not yet,' which
of God.
has a similar position. Our privileges in this world are certain ; our
The term 'children'
glories in the world to come still continue veiled.
is in harmony with this: 'child' necessarily impfies future development;
*

'

'

'

We

;

:

'

'

*

son

'

does not.

doth notyet appear] Better, as R. V., it is not yet made manifest it
As it is one of
is the same verb as we have already had i. 2, ii. 19, 28.
S. John's favourite expressions it is all the more important that it should
writings.
See on ii. 28.
be rendered in the same way throughout his
bict we knozv that, when he shall appear]
The lout must be omitted
on overwhelming evidence (NABC, Vulgate) : We know that if it shall
be manifested. Here there is no difference of reading (as there is in
ii. 28) between 'when' and 'if; but earlier English Versions, under
the influence of the Vulgate [cufji appariierit), have 'when' in both
cases.
'If in both cases is right; but it has been either changed in
the Greek, or shirked in translation, as appearing to imply a doubt
It implies no doubt as to the fact, but
respecting the manifestation.
shews that the results of the fact are more important than the time:
comp. '7/" I be lifted up from the earth', and '7/" I go and prepare a
place for you (John xii. 32, xiv. 3).
and
if it shall be manifested
It is less easy to determine between
* if He shall be manifested
it
meaning what we shall be hereafter,
;
and He meaning Christ. No nominative is expressed in the Greek,
and it is rather violent to supply a new nominative, differing from that of
therefore
it
seems
the very same verb in the previous sentence
preferable.
'We know that if our future state is made manifest we,
who are children of God, shall be found like our Father'. On the
it

;

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

:

'

'

2
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appear, we shall be like him ; for we shall see him as he is.
And every man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself,
other hand,
for

know

ii.

The word
28 favours
if He shall be manifested.'
that used in ii. 20, 21, not that used in ii. 3, 13,
'

(oiSa/ici/) is

1^0 pi'ogress in knowledge is implied, no additional ex14, 18, iii. I.
perience : our future resemblance to our Father is a fact of which as
Christians we are aware
comp. v. 18, 19, 20.
we shall be like hit?i] If we render if He (i. e. Christ) shall be manifested ', this naturally means
which, howwe shall be like Christ
ever true in itself, is not the point. The point is that children are found
to be like their Father.
This is an additional reason for preferring if
it shall be manifested '.
Tyndale and Cranmer have it ', Wiclif,
:

'

'

'

'

'

Genevan, and Rhemish have he '.
for zve shall see him as he w] Better, because we shall see Him even
as He is : 'because' as in vv. 9, 20, 22, ii. 13, 14, &c., and 'even as'
as in vv. 3, 7, 23, ii. 6, 27, &c.
Because or for may give the cause
either (i) of our knowing that we shall be like Him, or (2) of our being
like Him.
Both make good sense but, in spite of we know being
the principal sentence grammatically, the statement which most needs
explanation is the subordinate one, that we shall be like God.
'We
shall be like Him
says the Apostle, because, as you know, we shall
'

*

'

'

'

'

;

'

'

',

see Him '.
Comp. 'But we all, with unveiled face reflecting as a mirror
the glory of the Lord, are transformed into the same image from glory to
glory' (2 Cor. iii. 18); the sight of God will glorify us.
This also is in
harmony with the prayer of the great High Priest; 'And the glory
which Thou hast given Me, I have given unto them' (John xvii. 22).
Comp. 'And they shall see His face' (Rev. xxii. 4). The Uven as'
emphasizes the reality of the sight : no longer 'in a mirror, darkly', but
'face to face'.
3.
that hath this hope in him'\ This is certainly wrong the preposition is 'on', not 'in', and 'Him' is either the Father or Christ;
probably the former. It is precisely the man who has the hope, based
upoji God, of one day being like Him, that purifies himself.
For the
construction to have hope on a person comp. ' On Him shall the
Gentiles hope' (Rom. xv. 12 ; comp. i Tim. iv. 10, vi. 17).
In LXX. this verb [a-^vi^eiv) is used chiefly in a
purifieth hi?nself'\
technical sense of ceremonial purifications, e.g. of the priests for divine
service
and so also even in N. T. (John xi. 55 ; Acts xxi. 24, 26, xxiv.
But we need not infer that, because the outward cleansing is the
18).
dominant idea in these passages, it is therefore the only one. Here,
Jas. iv. 8, and r Pet. ii. 22, the inward purification and dedication
become the dominant idea, though perhaps not to the entire exclusion
of the other.
'Purifieth himself \
See on i. 8 and v. 21. S. John once more
boldly gives us an apparent contradiction, in order to bring out a real
truth. In i. 7 it is 'the blood of Jesus' which cleanseth us from all sin:'
here the Christian ' purifieth himself '. Both are true, and neither
cleansing will avail to salvation without the other.
Christ cannot save
:

'

'

:

'

VV.4,

I-

5.]
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Whosoever committeth

pure.

is

also the law

JOHN,

is

sin transgresseth
And
the transgression of the law.

we cannot save ourselves without His
us if we withhold our efforts
merits and grace.
even as he is pttre] As in v. 2, the 'even as' brings out the reality of
similarly in John xvii. 11, 12 we have that they may
the comparison
be one, ez'en as we are '. It is not easy to determine with certainty
whether He' means the Father or Christ. There is a change of pronoun
in the Greek from
on Him [eir' avrw) to ' He {eKe?vos), and this
Probably
favours, though it does not prove, a change of meaning.
throughout this Epistle eKetvos means Christ [vv. 5, 7, 16, ii. 6, iv. 17).
He who, relying on God, hopes to be like God hereafter, purifies himself
now after the example of Christ. Christ conformed Himself to the
This interFather, we do the like by conforming ourselves to Christ.
pretation brings us once more in contact with Christ's great prayer.
themselves
may be
Myself,
that
they
'For their sakes I consecrate
Moreover, would S. John
consecrated in truth (John xvii. 19).
speak of God as 'pure'? God is 'holy' (017105): Christ in His perfect
Note that S. John does not say
sinlessness as man is 'pure' {ayvbs).
'even as He purified Himself:' that grace which the Christian has
The conseto seek diligently is the inherent attribute of Christ.
cration of Christ for the work of redemption is very different from the
purification of the Christian in order to be like Him and the Father.
:

'

:

'

'

'

'

'

Comp. Heb.
4.
As so

xii. 14.
often, the

Apostle emphasizes his statement by giving the
opposite case, and not the simple opposite, but an expansion of it.
Instead of saying 'every one that hath not this hope' he says every
one that doeth sin. The A. V. not only obscures this antithesis by
changing every man to whosoever ', but also the contrast between
'doing righteousness' (ii. 29) and 'doing sin' by changing from 'do'
to 'commit'.
This contrast is all the more marked in the Greek
because both words have the article; 'doeth the righteousness', 'doeth
the sin '.
transgresseth also the lau>]
This is very unfortunate, destroying the
parallelism
Every man that doeth sin, doeth also lawlessness. It is
imperative to have the same verb in both clauses and also in ii. 29 to
do sin is to do lawlessness, and this is the opposite of to do righteousness.
The one marks the children of God, the other the children of the devil.
'Lawlessness' both in English and Greek {a.voida) means not the
privation of law, but the disregard of it: not the having no law, but
the acting as if one had none.
This was precisely the case with some
of the Gnostic teachers they declared that their superior enlightenment
placed them above the moral law; they were neither the better for
keeping it nor the worse for breaking it. Sin and lawlessness, says
the Apostle, are convertible terms
they are merely different aspects
of the same state.
And it is in its aspect of disregard of God's law
that sin is seen to be quite irreconcilable with being a child of God
and having fellowship with God. See on v. 17.
'

'

'

:

:

:

:

4
5
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ye

know

in

him

that he

no

is

sin.
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was manifested to take away our

Whosoever abideth

in

sins
and
him sinneth not
;

—

Note that throughout these verses (3 15) S. John uses the strong
expression, * Every man that' and not simply *He that.'
It has been
suggested that "in each case where this characteristic form of language
occurs there is apparently a reference to some who had questioned the
application of a general principle in particular cases" (Westcott)
comp.

ii. 23, 29, iv. 7, V. I, 4, 18; 2 John 9.
That sin is incompatible with divine birth is still further enforced
by two facts respecting the highest instance of Divine birth. The Son
of God (i) entered the world of sense to put away all sin, (2) was
Himself absolutely free from sin.
ye knotv\ The Apostle once more (ii. 2r, iii. 2) appeals to the
knowledge which as Christians they must possess.
that he zvas 7?ianifested^
See on ii. 28 the rendering here should
govern the rendering there and in v. 2. Here, as in v. 8 and i. 2, the
manifestation of the Word in becoming visible to human eyes is meant

5.

:

The expression necessarily implies that He existed
the Incarnation.
previous to being made manifest.
to take away our sins\
Literally, to take azuay the sins, i. e. all the
If our sins means the sins of us men and not
sins that there are.
the sins of us Christians ', the rendering is admissible, even if the addition
*
As already stated, the article is
of us (NC Thebaic) is not genuine.
*
often used in Greek where in English we use a possessive pronoun.
To
{aLpeiv)
is
the
safest
rendering
take away
for this is all that the Greek
word necessarily means (see on John i. 29). Yet it is not improbable
that the meaning of 'to bear' is included: He took the sins away by
bearing them Himself [i Pet. ii. 24), This, however, is not S. John's
His argument is that the Son's having become incarnate in
point.
order to abolish sin shews that sin is inconsistent with sonship: the
way in which He abolished it is not in question.
in him is no sin'\ This is an independent proposition and must not
be connected with *ye know that'. The order of the Greek is imChrist not merely was on earth,
pressive ; si7t in Him does not exist.
but is in heaven, the eternally sinless One. He is the perfect pattern
This, therefore, is yet another proof
of what a son of God should be.
Comp. John vii. 18.
that sin and sonship are incompatible.
abideth']
Better,
Every one that abideth: we have
Whosoever
6.
the same Greek form of expression here as in ii. 23, 29, iii. 3, 4, 9, 10,
15, iv. 7, v. I, 4, 18, and it is better to mark this in translation.
simieth not] The Christian sometimes sins (i. 8
10). The Christian
He who abides in Christ does not sin (iii. 6).
abides in Christ (ii. 27).
By these apparently contradictory statements put forth one after another
S. John expresses that internal contradiction of which every one who is
endeavouring to do right is conscious. What S. John delivers as a
series of aphorisms, which mutually qualify and explain one another,
'
If what I would not,
S. Paul puts forth dialectically as an argument.
that I do, it is no more I that do it, but sin which dwelleth in me'
'

'

'

'

'

'

'

;

—

w.

I.

7, 8.]
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whosoever sinneth hath not seen him, neither known him.
he that doeth
Little children, let no man deceive you
He
righteousness is righteous, even as he is righteous.
:

And on the other hand, ' I live ; yet not I, but Christ
(Gal. ii. 20).
Or,
whosoever sinneth, hath not seen him, neither know7i him]
every one that siufieth, hath not seen Him, neither knoweth Him.
The second verb is the perfect of the commonest verb in Greek for
to see [opav), a verb of which S. John uses no tense but the perfect.
The third verb, though perfect in form, is present in meaning, ' I have
(Rom.

vii. 20).

liveth in

'

me

'

'

No one who sins has seen
to know, I know' (see on ii. 3).
What does S. John mean
Christ or attained to a knowledge of Him.
by this strong statement ? It will be observed that it is the antithesis
of the preceding statement ; but, as usual, instead of giving us the
simple antithesis, * Every one that sinneth abideth not in Him ', he'
expands and strengthens it into Every one that sinneth hath not seen
Him, neither come to know Him '. S. John does not say this of every
one who commits a sin, but of the habitual sinner (present participle).
Although the believer sometimes sins, yet not sin, but opposition to
sin, is the ruling principle of his life ; for whenever he sins he confesses
it, and wins forgiveness, and perseveres with his self-purification.
But the habitual sinner does none of these things sin is his ruling
principle.
And this could not be the case if he had ever really known
Christ. Just as apostates by leaving the Church prove that they
have never really belonged to it (ii. 19), so the sinner by continuing
come

'

:

—

Seeing and
in sin proves that he has never really known Christ.
knowing are not two names for the same fact : to see Christ is
to be spiritually conscious of His presence ; to know Him is to
recognise His character and His relation to ourselves.
For a collection
of varj'ing interpretations of this passage see Farrar's Early Days
Christianity,
ll. p. 434, note.
of
Little children] From the point of view of the present section,
7.
viz. the Divine parentage, the Apostle again warns his readers against
the ruinous doctrine that religion and conduct can be separated, that
to the spiritual man all conduct is alike.
The renewed address, Little
children ', adds solemnity and tenderness to the warning.
let no man deceive you]
Better, as R. V., let no man lead you
astray : see on i. 8. The word implies seduction into error of a grave
'

kind.
he that

As in v. 6, we have the present
habitually does righteousness, not merely one
who does a righteous act. If faith without works is dead (J as. ii.
There is only
17, 20), much more is knowledge without works dead.
one way of proving our enlightenment, of proving our parentage from
Him who is Light and that is by doing the righteousness which
is characteristic of Him and His Son.
This is the sure test, the
test which Gnostic self-exaltation pretended to despise.
Anyone
participle

;

doeth

he

righteousness]

who

;

7

8
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that committeth sin
from the beginning.

is

JOHN,

III.

[v. 8.

of the devil; for the devil sinneth
this purpose the son of God was

For

can say that he possesses a superior knowledge of Divine truth
but does he act accordingly? Does he do divine things?
even as he is righteoiis'\ As in v. 3, we are in doubt whether
'He' means the Father or Christ. It is the same pronoun [eKeivoi)
as in V. 3, but there is not here any abrupt change of pronoun.

Here
than

also

God

seems better to interpret 'He' as Christ

it
(i.

(ii.

2),

rather

9).

He

that committeth siiiX Better, as in v. 4, in order to bring out the
He that doeth sin. 'To do sin' is the exact opposite of
'to do righteousness' as before, both substantives have the article in the
Greek see on v. 4. And, as before, the present participle indicates
the habitual doer of sin.
Such an one has the devil as the source (e/c),
not of his existence, but of the evil which rules his existence and is the
main element in it. "The devil made no man, begat no man, created
no man but whoso imitates the devil, becomes a child of the devil, as
if begotten of him.
In what sense art thou a child of Abraham? Not
that Abraham begat thee.
In the same sense as that in which the
Jews, the children of Abraham, by not imitating the faith of Abraham,
are become children of the devil" (S. Augustine).
It is one of the
characteristics of these closing words of N. T. that they mark with
singular precision the personality of Satan, and his relation to sin,
8.

full antithesis,

:

:

:

sinners,

and redemption from

sin.

the beginning\ Or, because from the
the devil sinneth.
'From the beginning' stands first
for emphasis.
What does it mean? Various explanations have been
suggested,
(i) From the beginning of sin.
The devil was the first to
sin and has never ceased to sin.
(2) From the beginning of the devil.
This comes very near to asserting the Gnostic and Manichaean error of
two co-eternal principles or Creators, one good and one evil. The very
notion of sin involves departure from what is good.
The good
therefore must have existed first.
To avoid this, (3) from the beginning
of the devil as such, i. e. from the time of his becoming the devil,
or (4) from the beginning of his activity ; which is not very different
from (3) if one believes that he is a fallen angel, or from (2) if one does
not.
(6) From the beginning of
(5) From the beginning of the world.
The first or last seems best. "The phrase 'From
the hninan race.
the beginning' intimates that there has been no period of the existence
of human beings in which they have not been liable to the assaults of this
Tempter
that accusations against God, reasons for doubting and
distrusting Him, have been offered to one m.an after another, to one
generation after another.
This is just what the Scripture affirms; just
the assumption which goes through the book from Genesis to the
Apocalypse." (Maurice.) Note the present tense not he has sinned,
but he is sinning ; his whole existence is sin.
the Son of God] In special contrast to those habitual sinners who are
morally the children of the devil.

for

the devil sinneth

from

beginning

;

:

V. 9-]
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manifested, that he might destroy the works of the devil.
is born of God doth not commit sin ; for his 9

Whosoever

seed remaineth in him

:

and he cannot

sin,

because he

is

that he might destroyl Literally, that he might tinloose or dissolve
zindo.
All destruction is dissolution.
The metaphor here has
probably nothing to do with loosening bonds or snares. It is a
favourite one with S. John; 'Destroy this sanctuary' (John ii. 19).
Comp. V. 18, vii, 23, x. 35, where either notion, loosening or dissolving,
is appropriate.
the zuorks of the devil] The sins {v. 5) which he causes men to commit.
Christ came to 7mdo the sins of men.
9.
This is the opposite o(v. 8, as v. 8 oiv. 7 ; but, as usual, not the
plain opposite, but something deduced from it, is stated.
Whosoever is bom of God] Or, Every one that (see on v. 6) is begotten
of God. Note the perfect tense ; every one that has been made and
The expression is very frequent throughthat remains a child of God'.
out the Epistle (ii. 29, iv. 7, v. i, 4, 18) and the rendering should be
uniform
all the more so, because the phrase is characteristic.
The
A. V. wavers between 'born' and 'begotten', even in the same verse
(v. I, 18).
The R. V. rightly prefers 'begotten' throughout 'born'
throughout is impossible, for in v. i we have the active, 'begat'.
The expression 'to be begotten of God' is found only in S. John;
once in the Gospel (i. 13) and eight or nine times in the Epistle comp.
or

'

;

:

:

John

iii.

3,

5, 6, 7, 8._

doth not cofHjfiit sin] Better, as R. V., doetli no sin (see on v. 4)
the opposition between 'doing sin' and 'doing righteousness' must he
carefully marked.
This strong statement is exactly parallel to v. 6
and is to be understood in a similar sense. It is literally true of
the Divine nature imparted to the believer.
That does not sin and
cannot sin.
child of the God who is Light can have nothing to do
with sin which is darkness the two are morally incompatible.
for his seed remaineth in him] Better, as R. V., because his seed
hiin: see on ii. 24.
abideth
This may mean either (i) 'His seed',
the new \j\\\h given by God, 'abideth in him'; or (2) 'his seed', the new
birth received by hi?n, 'abideth in him'; or (3) 'His seed', God's child,
'abideth in Hiiti\
The first is probably right. The third is possible,
but improbable: 'seed' is sometimes used for 'child' or 'descendant';
but would not S. John have written 'child' as in vv. i, 2, lo, v. 2 ?
To resort to the parable of the sower for an explanation, and to
interpret 'seed' as 'the word of God' is scarcely legitimate.
The
whole analogy refers to human generation, not to the germination
of plants; but comp. i Pet. i. 23.
John iii. 5 8 would lead us
to interpret seed as meaning the Holy Spirit.
he cannot sin] It is a moral impossibility for a child of God to sin.
It is because of the imperfection of our sonship that sin is possible,
an imperfection to be remedied and gradually reduced by the blood
of Jesus (i. 7) and self-purification (iii. 3).
'Cannot' of what is morally
:

A

:

m

—
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loborn of God.
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this the children

[vv. lo, II.

of

God

are manifest,

and the children of the devil whosoever doeth not righteousness is not of God, neither he that loveth not his
For this is the message that ye heard from the
brother.
:

II

impossible

frequent in S. John's Gospel

(v. 30, vi. 44, 65, vii. 7,
20.
10.
In this\ These words, like 'for this cause' {^J. i) refer to what
precedes rather than to what follows : but here what follows is similar
to what precedes, so that in any case 'in this' means 'by doing or not
viii.

43,

is

xii.

39, xiv. 17)

;

comp.

iv.

doing righteousness'.

A

man's principles are invisible, but their results
are manifcst\
'By their fruits ye shall know them' (Matt. vii. 16 20).
are visible
the children of the devil] The expression occurs nowhere else in N. T.,
but we have 'son of the devil,' Acts xiii. 10: comp. 'children of wrath'
(Eph. ii. 3), and ye are of your father the devil (John viii. 44). All
mankind are God's children by creation as regards this a creature can
have no choice. But a creature endowed with free will can choose his
own parent in the moral world. The Father offers him the 'right
to become a child of God' (John i. 12) ; but he can refuse this
and become a child of the devil instead. There is no third alternative.
It was for pressing the doctrine that a tree is known by its fruits
to an extreme, and maintaining that a world in which evil exists cannot
be the work of a good God, that the heretic Marcion was rebuked
by S. John's disciple Polycarp, in words which read like an adaptation of
this text, " I know thee for the7fr.f//w«<?/"..W<2;z" (Iren. Haer. ill. iii. 4).
And in his Epistle (vii. i) Polycarp writes, "Whosoever does not confess
the witness of the cross is of the deviV\
neither he that loveth not his brother] Here again note the way
in which S. John's divisions shade off into one another (see on
Doing righteousness, the mark of God's children, suggests
ii. 28, 29).
the thought of brotherly love, for love is righteousness in relation to
'
For the whole law is fulfilled in one word, even in this ; Thou
others ;
Love suggests its
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself (Gal. v. 14).
opposite, hate ; and these two form the subject of the next paragraph.
Some editors would make the new section begin here in the middle of
It is perhaps better to draw the line between vv. 12 and 13,
V. 10.
considering vv. 11 and 12 as transitional.
'He that loveth not his brother is not of God', for a child of God
This prepares us for the statements in
will love all whom God loves.

—

:

'

'

:

iv. 7, 20, 21.

For this is the message that ye heard, er-r.] Or, Because the
11.
message which ye heard fro?n the beginning is this 'this is probably
'From the beginning' as in ii. 7: it was
the predicate (see on 1. 5).
one of the very first things conveyed to them in their instruction in
Christianity and had been ceaselessly repeated, notably by the Apostle
himself. Jerome tells us that during S. John's last years Little children, love one another' was the one exhortation which, after he had
'

:

'

vv. 12, 13.]
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beginning, that we should love one another.
Not as Cain,
who was of thai wicked one, and slew his brother. And
wherefore slew he him ? Because his own works were evil,
and his brother's righteous. Marvel not, my brethren, if

become too old to preach, he never ceased to give. "It is the Lord's
command," he said; "and if this is done, it is enough." 'Love one
another' addressed to Christians must primarily mean the love of Christians to fellow-Christians; and this shews what 'loving his brother'
must mean. But the love of Christians to non-Christians must certainly
not be excluded the arguments for enforcing brotherly love cover the
case of love to all mankind.
12.
A brother's love suggests its opposite, a brother's hate, and that
:

in the typical instance of

it,

the fratricide Cain.

Not as Cain, who was of that wicked 07te\ Better, as R.V., Not as Cain
was of tlie evil one: there is no who' in the Greek, nor any pronoun
before the evil one.' Here as in John i. 21, 25, vi. 14, 48, 69, vii. 40,
'

'

the definite article has been turned into a demonstrative pronoun in
A. V. See on i. 2. In from the beginning' {v. 8) S. John has gone
back to the earliest point in the history of sin. The instance of Cain
shewed how very soon sin took the form of hate, and fratricidal hate.
It is better not to supply any verb with 'not'
although the sentence is
grammatically incomplete, it is quite intelligible.
We are not, and
ought not to be, of the evil one, as Cain was.' Commentators quote
the "strange Rabbinical view" that while Abel was the son of Adam,
Cain was the son of the tempter. Of course S. John is not thinking
of such wild imaginations Cain is only morally 'of the evil one'. Here,
as elsewhere in the Epistle (ii. 13, 14, v. 18, 19), S. John uses the evil
one' as a term with which his readers are quite familiar.
He gives no
'

:

'

:

'

explanation.

This wzs evidence of his devilish nature. The
between this Epistle and Revelation
(vi, 4, &c.
see below), occurring nowhere else in N. T.
Its original
meaning was 'to cut the throat' {a<pay7}), especially of a victim for
sacrifice.
In later Greek it means simply to slay, especially with
violence.
But perhaps something of the notion of slaying a victim
clings to it here, as in most passages in Revelation (v. 6, 9, 12, vi. 9,
andsleiu his brother]

word

for

'

slay' {(Tcpa^eiv) is a link

;

xiii. 3, 8, xviii. 24).

And

wherefore slew he him .?] S. John puts this question to bring
more strongly the diabolical nature of the act and the agent.
Was Abel at all to blame? On the contrary, it was his righteousness
which excited the murderous hate of Cain. Cain was jealous of the
acceptance Avhich Abel's righteous offering found, and which his own
evil offering did not find: and 'who is able to stand before envy?'
(Prov. xxvii. 4).
Cain's offering was evil, (i) because it 'cost him
nothing' (2 Sam. xxiv. 24); (2) because of the spirit in which it was
out

still

offered.

and

his brother's

righteous]

The

last

mention of the subject of
(ii. 29; comp. iii. 7, 10).

righteousness with which this section opened
S.

JOHN

(ep.)

q

i

i

JOHN,

III.

[v. 14.

We know

that

we have passed from

I30
14 the

I.

world hate you.

Neither 'righteousness' nor 'righteous' occur again in the Epistle;
righteousness being merged in the warmer and more definite aspect of
This is a reason for including from ii. 29 to iii. 12 in one
it, love.
Comp.
section, treating of the righteousness of the children of God.
'
By faith Abel offered unto God a more excellent sacrifice than Cain,
him
that
he
was
righteous^
through which he had witness borne to
(Heb. xi. 4).

13—24.

my

Love and Hate

Life and Death.

:

The antagonism
v. ^S, iii. 7.
between the light and the darkness, between God and the evil one,
ceased from the
never
between righteousness and unrighteousness, has
time of the first sin {v. 8) and of the first murder {v. 12). The moral
descendants of Cain and of Abel are still in the world, and the wicked
Therefore Christians need not be perplexed,
still hate the righteous.
if the world (as it does) hates them.
Both in Jewish (Philo, De sacr. Abelis et Caini) and in early Christian {Clem. Horn. ill. xxv., xxvi) literature Abel is taken as the
For
prototype of the good and Cain as the prototype of the wicked.
Marvel

not,

brethrejiX

Comp. John

the wild sect of the Cainites, who took exactly the opposite view, see
Appendix C. It is possible that some germs of this monstrous heresy
are aimed atin z/. 12.
brethren'\
This form of address, which occurs nowhere else in the
Epistle (not genuine in ii. 7), is in harmony with the subject oi brotherly
love.

if the world hate yozt] Better, as R. V. , if the world hateth yoii : in
the Greek we have the indicative, not the subjunctive or optative. The
The verse is another echo of
fact is stated gently, but not doubtfully.
Christ's last discourses as recorded in the Gospel
If the world hateth
you (same construction as here), ye know that it hath hated Me before
Comp. Mark xv. 44.
it hated you' (John xv. 18).
14.
Love means life and hate means death.
We knozvl The pronoun is very emphatic ' the dark world which
is full of devilish hate may think and do what it pleases about us ; we
know that we have left the atmosphere of death for one of life.' This
knowledge is part of our consciousness {oLoa{xev) as Christians comp.
ii. 20, 21 ; iii. 2, 5.
Cain hated and slew his brother: the world hates
and would slay us. But for all that, it was Cain who passed from life
into death, while his brother passed to eternal life, and through his
The same is the
sacrifice 'he being dead yet speaketh (Heb. xi. 4).
Philo in a similar spirit points
case between the world and Christians.
out that Cain really slew, not his brother, but himself.
have passed fro7?i death tcnto life'\ Better, have passed over out of
death into life, have left an abode in the one region for an abode in the
The Greek
other another reminiscence of the Gospel (John v. 24).
perfect here has the common meaning of permanent result of past
The metaaction : we have passed into a new home ajid abide there.
'

:

:

:

'

:

'

'
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III.

He that
death unto life, because we love the brethren.
Whosoever hateth
loveth not his brother abideth in deatn.
and ye know that no murderer
his brother is a murderer
:

is perhaps taken from the passage of the Red Sea (Exod. xv. 16),
or of the Jordan.
because we love the brethren'\
This depends on ' we know, not on
'
our love is the infallible sign that we have made the
we have passed
The natural state of man is selfishness, which involves
passage.
enmity to others, whose claims clash with those of self to love others
Tife and love are two
is proof that this natural state has been left.
aspects of the same fact in the moral world, as life and growth in the
activity.
other
the
physical
the one marks the state, the
He that loveth not his brother'] Omit his brother', which, though
Wiclif and the
correct as an interpretation, is no part of the true text.
Rhemish, following the Vulgate, omit the addition.
abiddh in death] Which implies that death is the original condition
of all. The believer passes out of this by becoming a child of God and
He who does not
thereby of necessity loving God's other children.
love them shews that he is still in the old state of death.
Or, Every one that hateth his
IVhosoez'er hateth his brother]
15.
Quite as a matter of course S. John passes from
brother : see on v. 4.
not loving to hating. The crisis caused in the world by the coming of
the light leaves no neutral ground all is either light or darkness, of
God or of the evil one, of the Church or of the world, in love or in
hate.
Christian cannot be neither loving nor hating, any more than
a plant can be neither growing nor dying.
is a imirderer]
Or, as most of the earlier Versions, is a manslayer.
The word {6.vQpwKOKr'Qvo%) occurs only here and John viii. 44. The
mention of Cain just before renders it certain that murderer is not to
be understood figuratively as ' Jcz^Z-destroyer'. Human law considers
overt acts ; God considers motives.
The motives of the hater and of
the murderer are the same the fact that one is, and the other is not,
deterred by laziness or fear from carrying out his hatred into homicidal
action, makes no difference in the moral character of the men, though
This is only applyit makes all the difference in the eyes of the law.
ing to the sixth commandment the principle which the Lord Himself
applies to the seventh (Matt. v. 28).
ye knozv that no murderer] Once more {v. 14) the Apostle appeals to
their consciousness as Christians {pl^aTe) it is not a matter of experience
gradually acquired (7ti'a)o-/ceTe), but of knowledge once for all possessed.
He who is a murderer at heart cannot along with the deadly spirit
Comp. 'Ye
which he cherishes have eternal life as a sure possession,
have not His word abiding in you,' John v. 38.
S. John of course does
not mean that hatred or murder is a sin for which there is no forgiveness.
But 'the soul that sinneth, it shall die'' and the sin of which the
special tendency is destruction of life is absolutely incompatible with
'But for... murderers... their part shall
the possession of eternal life.
be in the lake that burnetii with fire and brimstone: which is the

phor

'

'

:

:

:

'

:

A

'

:

:

',

'

,
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hath eternal life abiding in him.
Hereby perceive we the
love of God, because he laid down his life for us and we
ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. But whoso
:

17

Here, as elsewhere, S. John speaks of
second death' (Rev. xxi. 8).
eternal life as something which the Christian already has, not which
he hopes to ruin: comp. v. 13; John iii. 36, v. 24, vi. 47, 54, &c.
Eternal life has nothing to do with time, and is neither lost nor gained
by physical death: see on John xi. 25. The form of expression in this
verse is similar to ii. 21, being literally, evejy 77iurderer hath not, instead
of no murderer hath'.
Hereby pe7'ceive we the love of God] Better, Herein know we
16.
love see on ii, 3. The Greek is literally, * we have perceived,' and
of God'.
The A. V.
therefore we know, as R. V., and there is no
here collects the errors of other Versions Tyndale and Cranmer have

—

'

:

'

:

'perceave', Wiclifandthe

Rhemish

insert 'of

God';

the

Genevan

is

on both points, Herby have we perceaved love.' We have
obtained the knowledge of what love is, in the concrete example of
right

'

Christ is the archetype of self-sacrificing love,
Christ's vicarious death.
Love and hate are known by
as Cain is of brother-sacrificing hate.
their works.
becaitse

see

on

ii.

down his life\ For 'herein' followed by 'because'
'To lay down' may mean either 'to pay down' in the

he laid
3.

way

Classical usage
of ransom or propitiation, or simply to lay aside.""
Demosthenes uses the verb
sanctions the former interpretation
And this is supported by
{Tideadai) of paying interest, tribute, taxes.
But 'I lay down My life
'for us' [virep rj/xulu), i.e. 'on our behalf.
that I may tahe it again'' (John x. 17, 18), and ' layeth aside His garments' (xiii. 4; comp. xiii. 12), are in favour of the latter: they are
The phrase to lay
quite against the rendering tie pledged His life'.
down one's life' is peculiar to S. John (x. 11, 15, 17, xiii. 37, 38,
XV. 13).
In Greek the pronoun [eKelvos as in ii. 6 and iii. 7) marks
more plainly than in English who laid down His life but S. John's
readers had no need to be told.
and we onght'\ The we is emphatic this on our side is a Christian's duty; he 'ought himself also to walk even as He walked' (ii. 6).
The argument seems to shew that though the brethren' specially means
Christ laid down His
believers, yet heathen are not to be excluded.
life not for Christians only, 'but alsoyc^r the whole xvorld' (ii. 2). Christheir love must be (i) practical, (2)
tians must imitate Him in this
'God commendeth His
absolutely self-sacrificing, (3) all-embracing.
own love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for
Tertullian quotes this dictum of the Apostle in urging
us' (Rom. v. 8).
the duty of martyrdom: "If he teaches that we must die for the breComp. Prov. xxiv.
thren, how much more for the Lord" {Scorp. xii.).
'

:

'

'

:

'

:

'

'

:

See on iv. 18.
II.
17.
But whoso hath this wojdd's good]
hath the worlds goods. The But' is

many

Better, as R. V.,

But whoso

' But
not
of meaning.
of us are ever called upon to die for another smaller sacrifices,
'

full

:

V. i8.]
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good, and seeth his brother hath need,
bowels of compassion from him, how

his

dwelleth the love of God in him?
My little children, let
us not love in word, neither in tongue ; but in deed and in

may be demanded

of us ; and what if we fail to make them?'
'good' or 'goods' (/3tos) is the same as that rendered 'life'
in ii. 16, where see note.
It signifies there and here 'means of hfe,
subsistence'.
'The world's life', therefore, means that which supports
the hfe of mankind, or life in this world (see on ii. 15) in marked con-

however,

The word

for

trast to eternal life {v. 15).
and seeth his brother have need]

Better, and l)elioldetIl his brother
implies that he not only sees him (tSe?;/), but
looks at him and considers him {decjpelv).
It is a word of which the
contemplative Apostle is very fond ; and outside the Synoptic Gospels
and the Acts it occurs nowhere but in S. John's writings and Heb. vii. 4.
It is a pity to spoil the irony of the original by weakening
having
need' into 'm need' (R. V.). The one has as his possession the
world's wealth, the other has as his possession need.
shutteth up his bowels of co7npassion from hifti]
There is no of compassion' in the Greek and we hardly need both substantives. The
ancients believed the bowels to be the seat of the affections (Gen. xliii.
30; I Kings iii. 26; Jer. xxxi. 20; Phil. i. 8, ii. i; Philem. 7, 12, 20)
as well as the heart, whereas we take the latter only.
Coverdale (here,
as often, following Luther) alters Tyndale's shutteth up his compassion'
into 'shutteth up his heart.'
And in fact, 'shutteth up his bowels
from him' is the same as closeth his heart against him.' The phrase
occurs nowhere else in N. T., but comp. 2 Cor. vi. 12.
The ^fro?n
him' is picturesque, as in ii. 28: it expresses the moving away and
turning his back on his brother. In LXX. 'Thou shalt not harden
thine heart' (Deut. xv. 7) is Thou shalt not tur7t away thine heart'.
hoiv dwelleth the love of God in hi?}i?]
Better, as R. V., how doth the
love of God 'eJaiCiQ in him? this preserves the order of the Greek better
and marks the recurrence of S. John's favourite verb abide' (see on ii.
'The love of God', as usual in this Epistle (see on ii. 5), means
24).
man's love to God. The question here is equivalent to the statement
in iv. 20, that to love God and hate one's brother is impossible.
18.
little children, let us not love in 7c>ord]
S. John, as in ii. 28,
iii. 13, iv.
I, 7, hastens on to a practical application of what he has
been stating as the principles of Christian Ethics ; and in each case he
prefaces his gentle exhortation with a word of tender address.
Dear
children, do not think that I am giving you a series of philosophical
truisms ; I am telling of the principles which must govern your conduct
and mine, if we are children of the God who is Light and Love.'
let us not love in word, neither in tongue]
Or, as R. V., neither with
the tongue. This is more accurate, for in the Greek 'word' has no
article and 'tongue' has: both are datives of the instrument, and the
article marks the tongue as the special instrument of the hypocritical
love.
Is there any difference between loving in word and loving with

having

7ieed.

The verb

'

'

'

'

'

'

My

'

18
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[vv. 19, 20.

III.

And hereby we know that we are of the truth, and
assure our hearts before him. For if our heart condemn

the tongue ? And is there any difference between loving in deed and
loving in truth? The answer must be the same to both questions. The
oppositions between 'word' and 'deed' and between 'tongue' and
truth' are so exact as to lead us to believe that there is a difference.
To love in word is to have that affection which is genuine as far as it
goes, but which is so weak that it never gets further than afiectionate
words such love is opposed, not to truth, but to loving acts. To love
with the tongue is to profess an affection which one does not feel,
which is sheer hypocrisy it is opposed, not to deeds, but to truth. It
may shew itself also in hypocritical acts, done (as Bede points out) not
with the wish to do good, but to win praise, or to injure others.
Omit the second in
in deed and in truth]
the preposition is not
Tyndale and the Rhemish Version have no
repeated in the Greek.
second 'in'. Comp. James ii. 15; Rom. xii. 9. What follows, though
intimately connected with the first part of the section (see next note),
The subject of love and its
almost amounts to a fresh departure.
opposite is transformed into the security and serenity of conscience which
genuine and active love is able to produce.
And hereby we know] Rather, Herein we shall know the
19.
and', though well supported, is probably not genuine, and the evidence
'Herein' (ej*
for the future as against the present is overwhelming.
ToxjTij^) sometimes refers to what follows {v. 16, iv. 2, 9), sometimes to
what precedes (ii. 5). Here the latter is the case by loving in deed
and truth we shall arrive at the knowledge that we are morally the
*
children of the Truth.
The Truth' here is almost equivalent to ' God'.
*
To be of the Truth' is to have the Truth as the source whence the
guiding and formative influences of thought and conduct flow comp.
The preposition
ii. 21; John iii. 31, viii. 47, and especially xviii. 37.
'of here = out of (e/c), and the notion of origi^i must not be lost sight
of any more than in ii. 16, 19, 21, iii. 8, 10, 12, iv. i, 2, 3, &c.
The construction and punctuation of what follows is doubtful also
Certainty is not
the reading in the first and second clauses of v. 20.
attainable, and to give all possible variations of reading and rendering
would take up too much space. The conclusions adopted here are given
as good and tenable, but not as demonstrably right.
and shall assure our hearts] Literally, and shall persuade our hearts.
we shall know ', or dependent upon it
Is this clause coordinate with
('we shall know that we shall assure')? Probably the former. The
meaning is, Herein we shall know that we are of the truth, and herein
we shall persuade our heart.' Authorities are much divided between
'heart' (B, Peschito, Thebaic) and 'hearts' (NCKL); the former seems
preferable.
S. John elsewhere always uses the singular both in Gospel
and Epistle it " fixes the thought upon the personal trial in each
case" (Westcott).
In any case it obviously means, not the affections
It is
(2 Cor. vii. 3; Phil. i. 7), but the conscience (Acts ii. 37, vii. 54).
worth noting that the Greek word [Kupdia) is cognate with the English
'

:

:

'

'

:

:

'

:

:

'

;

'

'

:

V. 20.]
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and knoweth

all things.

The

substitution of 'assure' for 'persuade' appears to be
it is a meaning which the verb {irdQeiv) does not
But if the context justifies the substitution, because
the meaning plainly is ' persuade our heart that it need not condemn
tcs\ then the context may speak for itself in the English, as in the
Greek. Comp. 'We \\\W. persuade him and rid you of care' (Matt,
'heart.'

somewhat

violent, for

in itself possess.

xxviii.

14);

persuaded

and 'having made Blastus

^\2i%\.\x%''

(Acts

their friend',

'having

literally

xii. -20).

This is placed first for emphasis in the Greek ; and
before hifn]
before Him shall assure our hearts. The important thing is that we can
quiet our consciences in the sight of God.
The self-deceiver, who is not
'of the Truth', but 'walks in darkness' hating his brother (ii. i), can
but this
quiet his heart, because the darkness hath blinded his eyes'
before God'.
is not done
this
to the
20.
For if our heart condemn us\ It is possible to attach
preceding verse (reading
rt kav, a construction found Acts iii. 23 and
Gal. V. 10, and perhaps Col. iii. 17, for on. edv), and to render with
R. v., -wheTeinsoeyeT our heart condemn 21s: but see next note.
Christian's heart burdened with a sense of its own unworthiness forms
an unfavourable opinion of the state of the soul, pronounces against its
salvation.
If we are conscious of practically loving the brethren, we
can adduce this as evidence of the contrary, and give the heart ground
Anyone who has had
to change its opinion, and to reassure itself.
experience of the doubts and fears which spring up in a believer's heart
from time to time, of whether he is or is not in a state of condemnation,
will feel the need and the efficacy of this test of faith and means of
assurance" (Jelf).
God is greater than our heart"] On overwhelming evidence (NBCKL)
we must insert 'because' or 'that' {otl) before God is greater'. If the
reading and rendering of the preceding clause adopted in R. V. is right,
Because God is supe'because God is greater' will make good sense.
rior to our consciences in being omniscient, we may (when our love is
sincere and fruitful), persuade our consciences before Him to acquit us.
Our consciences through imperfect knowledge may be either too strict
or too easy with us
God cannot be either, for He knows and weighs
'

:

'

"A

'

:

all.

But

it

seems almost certain that

right, as the natural correlative of

'

'

if

if our heart condemn us' must be
our heart condemn us not', which

indisputably right.
This progress by means of opposites stated side
if we confess our sins'
side has been S. John's method all through
and 'if we say that we have not sinned' (i. 9, 10); 'he that loveth his
brother' and 'he that hateth his brother' (ii. 10, 11); 'hethatdoeth
righteousness' and 'he that doeth sin' (iii. 7, 8); 'every spirit that
confesseth' and every spirit that confesseth not' (iv. 2, 3). But, if this
because'
is accepted, what is to be done with the apparently redundant
or 'that'? Two plans are suggested: i. to supply 'it is' before

is

by

:

'

'

'

'because';

2.

to supply 'it

is

plain' (PrjKov) before 'that'.

The

latter

21

22
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I.

Beloved, if our heart
fidence towards God.

condemn us

And

[vv. 21,22.

III.

not, then have we conwhatsoever we ask, we receive

what can be the meanmg of

if our heart condemn
greater than our heart'? Whereas, 'if our
heart condemn us, (it is plain) that God is greater than our heart' makes
excellent sense. There is perhaps a similar ellipse of it is plain' (oTt
drfKov otl) i Tim. vi. 7; 'We brought nothing into the world, and (it is
plain) that we can carry nothing out.' And other instances are quoted
from S. Chrysostom (X. p. 38
122 B, where some editors in; p.

seems preferable:
us,

(it

is)

because

for

God

'

is

'

=

BD

sert drikov).

We

must not give God is greater' a one-sided interpretation, either
more merciful' or God is more strict'. It means that He is a
more perfect judge than our heart can be. It is the difference between
conscience and Omniscience.
and knoweth all things'] The 'and' is epexegetic; it explains the
special character of God's superiority when the soul stands before the
judgment-seat of conscience.
He knows all things; on the one hand
the light and grace against which we have sinned, on the other the
It was to this infallible omnireality of our repentance and our love.
science that S. Peter appealed, in humble distrust of his own feeling
and judgment ; Lord, Thou knowest all things Thou knowest that I
It is the reality and activity of our love {vv.
love Thee (John xxi. 17).
18, 19) which gives us assurance under the accusations of conscience.
'

God

'

'

is

'

;

'

Comp. If ye forgive men their trespasses', having genuine love for
them, 'your heavenly Father will also forgive you', and ye will be able
to persuade your hearts before Him (Matt. vi. 14).
The force of vv. 19, 20 may be thus summed up *By loving our
brethren in deed and truth we come to know that we are God's
children and have His presence within us, and are enabled to meet the
'

:

For, if conscience condemns us,
disquieting charges of conscience.
may still appeal to the
its verdict is neither infallible nor final.
omniscient God, whose love implanted within us is a sign that we are
not condemned and rejected by Him.'

We

Beloved] See on v. 2.
if our heart cofidemn tis not] An argument h fortiori: if before God
we can persuade conscience to acquit us, when it upbraids us, much
more may we have assurance before Him, when it does not do so. It is
not quite evident whether condemn us not means ' ceases to condemn
us', because we have persuaded it, or 'does not condemn w% from the
Either makes good
first\ because it has had no misgivings about us.
sense.
The same word for 'condemn' occurs Gal. ii. 11 of S. Peter's
dissimulation at Antioch: 'I resisted him to the face, because he stood
condemned^ and in Ecclus. xiv. 2, 'Blessed is he whose conscience
hath not condemned him' (oi) Kariyviio).
'
theft have we confidence toivards God]
Then ', which is not in the
Greek, may be omitted ; we have boldness (see on ii. 28) toxvard God (v.
approach to Him as children to a Father and not as criminals
14).
to a Judge.
This is not the same as 'persuading our heart' {v. 19),
21.

'

We

'

V. 23.]
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of him, because

we keep

his
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commandments, and do those

things that are pleasing in his sight.

And

this is his

mandment, That we should believe on the name of
but

may be

'

the result of

*to have peace toward God''

Compare

it.

our relations to Him
have peace zvith God ', but the Greek

(Rom.

V. i), i.e. in

comSon

his

:

both A. V. and R. V. render

is

the

same

as here (Trpos t6v

Qebv).
22.
This verse is so closely connected with the preceding one, that
not more than a comma or semicolon should be placed between them.
When a good conscience gives us boldness towards God our prayers
are granted, for children in such relations to their heavenly Father
cannot ask anything which He will refuse.
And whatsoever we askX The 'and' is probably epexegetic, as in
See on v. 15.
V. 20, and explains the special character of our boldness.
%ve receive of hwi]
The present is to be taken quite literally ; not
It may be a long time before we see the
as the present for the future.
As S. Augustine says,
results of our prayer ; but it is granted at once.
'
He who gave us love cannot close His ears against the groans and
prayers of love '.
because we keep his commandment'] This should certainly be plural,
cof?imandments : previous English Versions have the plural, and there
seems to be no trace of a various reading, so that one suspects a
'Because' depends upon 'receive',
misprint in the edition of 161 1.
not upon ' have boldness
we receive because we are loyal. This is
know
with
Scripture generally
in harmony with the Gospel and
that God heareth not sinners but if any man be a worshipper of God,
and do His will, him He heareth"" (John ix. 31) ; The Lord is far from
the wicked, but He heareth the prayer of the righteous' (Prov. xv. 29
comp. Ps. Ixvi. 18, 19; Job xxvii. 8, 9; Isai. i. 11 15). For 'keep
'

:

:

'

We

:

'

—

His commandments' see on ii. 3.
Not the same as
do those things which are pleasing in his sight]
the one is obedience, which may be
keeping His commandments
slavish, the other is love.
We seem here to have another reminiscence
of the Gospel (viii. 29)
Because the things pleasing to Him I always
Excepting Acts vi. 2, xii. 3, the word for 'pleasing' occurs
do'.
nowhere else in N. T. Comp. Heb. xiii. 21 ; i Tim. ii. 3.
23.
And this is his commandment] Or, And His commandmetii is
this; see on i. 5.
Here the singular is right: the various commandments, especially the two here named, faith and love, are summed up
as one whole.
This verse is the answer to those who would argue from
the preceding verses that all that is required of us is to do what is right
it does not much matter what we believe.
Not so says the Apostle.
In order to do what is right it is necessary to believe this is the first
step in our obedience to God's commands.
that we should believe]
For that (iVa) see on i. 9 here perhaps it
merely "gives the nature and contents of the commandment, not the
aim " (Jelf).
'

'

:

:

'

:

'

'

:

23
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24

I.

JOHN,

III.

[v. 24.

Jesus Christ, and love one another, as he gave us commandment.
And he that keepeth his commandments dvvelleth
in him, and he in him.
And hereby we know that he
abideth in us, by the Spirit which he hath given us.
on the name of his son Jesus Christ'] More accurately, believe
of dfc. It is not the precise phrase used v. 13, John i. 12,
ii. 23, iii. 18 {wLaTeveLv els to ovo/xa), a construction of which S. John
is very fond, but a phrase which occurs nowhere else in N. T. {TrLcrreveiv
to; ovo/xaTL), a construction similar to that in iv. i, v. 10.
The former
is the stronger expression, marking the more permanent trust and
repose; but in such a phrase as this there cannot be much difference
' To
between believing and
believing on '.
believe His Name
means to believe all that His Name (here given with solemn fulness)
signifies and implies
His Divinity, His Sonship, and His office as
Mediator, Advocate and Saviour.
and love one another]
Faith if it have not works is dead (James
ii.
17): henc» the necessity for adding 'and love one another', which
of course means love 'in deed and truth' {v. 18).
'And' here is not
epexegetic it adds something fresh, giving active love as the necessary
effect of living faith.
'Love' is in the present tense of what must be
believe

the

Name

'

'

'

'

;

*

'

:

continual.
as he gave us

between
and this

Kadbjs

commandment] Or even as (to mark the difference
and ws).
'He gave' refers to Christ, just mentioned;
'commandment' to 'love one another' (John xiii. 34,

limits
17): nioreover love rather than faith is the subject of this
portion of the Epistle.
'To give commandment' is a phrase which
in N. T. is peculiar to S. John (xi. 57, xii. 49, xiii. 34): it occurs in

XV.

12,

Demosthenes.
24.
And he that keepeth his commandments] This looks back to
the same phrase in v. 22, not to the conclusion of v. 24, which is
parenthetical.
Therefore His' means God's, not Christ's.
dwellcth in him]
Better, abidetli in Him: it is S.John's favourite
word, which occurs twice in this verse (see on ii. 24). "Let God
be a home to thee, and be thou a home of God" (Bede). This mutual
abiding expresses union of the strongest and closest kind comp. iv.
S. John once more insists on what may
13, 16; John vi. 56, XV. 4, 5.
be regarded as the main theme of this exposition of Christian Ethics;
that conduct is not only not a matter of indifference, but is all-important.
may possess many kinds of enlightenment, intellectual and spiritual;
but there is no union with God, and indeed no true knowledge of Him,
without obedience: comp. i. 6, ii. 4, 6, 29, iii. 6, 7, 9. * He that zuilleth
to do His 7£'/// shall know' (John vii. 17).
and hereby] Or, and herein, as in vv. 16, 19, ii. 3, 5, iv. 9, 10, 13, 17,
V. 2.
This probably refers to what follows; but the change of preposition in the Greek, a change obliterated in both A. V. and R. V.,
renders this not quite certain.
S. John writes, not ^hereby we know...
by the Spirit (which would place the connexion beyond a doubt), but
*here/« \ev) we know.../;w« (e/c) the Spirit'.
'

:

We

'

V. 24.]

I.

zue kftoza]

Literally, lue

JOHN,

come

to

III.

know:

it

139
is

a matter of Christian

experience.

by the Spirit\
the knowledge

Better,
is

from

derived.

the source from which
mention of the Spirit in the

the Spirit: this

This

is

the

first

is

He

Epistle, although
is alluded to in ii. 20.
tvhich he hath given its']
The verb is aorist,
Or, which He gave us.
not perfect ; and though this is a case where the English perfect might

represent the Greek aorist, yet as the Apostle probably refers to the
when the Spirit was given, the aorist seems better.
This occasion in S. John's case would be Pentecost, in that of his
readers, their baptism.
Thus in our Baptismal Service we are exhorted
to pray that the child "may be baptized with water and the Holy
Ghost"; and in what follows we pray, "wash him and sanctify him
with the Holy Ghost"; and again, "give Thy Holy Spirit to this
infant, that he may be born again "
after which follows the baptism.
It would be possible to translate 'by the Spirit ^which He has given
us', a partitive genitive, meaning ^some of which' as in Macbeth, I.
definite occasion

:

80,

iii.

"The
And

earth hath bubbles as the water has,
these are of the??i''\

Of Atheisme, "You shall have of them, that will
Atheisme, and not recant". But the Greek genitive here is
probably not partitive but the result of attraction,
S. John commonly
inserts a preposition (e/c) with the partitive genitive (2 John 4; John i.
comp. John xxi. 10). Tyndale
24, vii. 40, xvi. 17; Rev. ii. 10, xi. 9
here translates Therby we knowe that ther abydeth in us of the sprete
which He gave us', making 'of the Spirit' ( = a portion of the Spirit)
the nominative to 'abideth'; which is grammatically possible, but
scarcely in harmony with what precedes.
The change from Tyndale's
rendering to the one adopted in A.V., and (with change of 'hath given'
to gave ') in R. V. also, is due to Coverdale.
Once more (see note between ii. 28 and 29 and on iii. 10) we are led
In the last six verses of
to a fresh section almost without knowing it.

And

in Bacon's Essays,

suffer for

;

'

'

—

chaptejr (19
24) the transition from verse to verse is perfectly
smooth and natural; so also in the previous six verses (13 18). Nor
By a very
is the transition from v. 18 to v. 19 at all violent or abrupt.
gradual movement we have been brought from the contrast between
this

—

And this prepares the way for a
love and. hate to the gift of the Spirit.
new subject ; or rather for an old subject treated from a new point of
Like the doublings of the Maeander near which he lived, the
view.
progress of the Apostle at times looks more like retrogression than
advance but the progress is unmistakable when the whole field is
surveyed. Here we seem to be simply going back to the subject of the
antichrists (ii. 18
28) ; but whereas there the opposition between the
Holy Spirit in true believers and the lying spirit in the antichrists is
only suggested (ii. 20, 22, 27), here it is the dominant idea.
:

—

I40
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I.

JOHN,

Beloved, believe not every

IV.
spirit,

[v. I.

but try the

spirits

Chap. IV.
subject still continues, that God is Love ; and that from this
truth flows the moral obligation on Christians not only to love God but
one another. But, as in Chap, iii., there are subdivisions, each of
which has a unity in itself as well as intimate and subtle relations to the
The Spirit of 7 ruth and the
whole. These subdivisions are mainly two
Spirit of Error (i
6) ; Love is the Mark of the Children of the God who
2i).
is Love (7
If we are asked as to the relation which this chapter
bears to the preceding one, the answer would seem to be something of this
kind. Chap. iii. insists upon the necessity of deeds in order to prove our
relationship to God (iii. 3, 7, 10, 16
18, 22) ; chap. iv. points out the
certainty of our relationship to God as attested by our deeds (iv. 4, 6, 7,
12, 13, 15
17). The one gives us the evidejice of our sonship, viz. deeds
of righteousness towards God (iii. i
10) and deeds of love towards men
2 1 ) the other shews us the source of our sonship, viz. possession
(iii. 1 1
of the Spirit as shewn by confession of the Incarnation (iv. i
6) and
by love of the brethren (iv. 7 21).

The main

;

—

—

—

—

—

—

:

—

1—6.

—

The

Spirit of

Truth and the

—

Spirit of Error.

an amplification of the sentence with which the
preceding chapter ends. We certainly have the Holy Spirit as an
abiding gift from God, for otherwise we could not believe and confess
the truth of the Incarnation. As usual, S. John thinks and teaches in
antitheses.
The test which proves that we have the Spirit of God proves
In chap. ii.
that the antichrists have not this gift but its very opposite.
antichrists
were introduced as evidence of the transitoriness of the
the
world (ii. 18): here they are introduced as the crucial negative instance
which proves that every true believer has the Spirit of God.
Beloved^ See on iii. 2.
This exhortation does not give us the main
believe not every spirit ]
subject of the section, any more than 'Marvel not, brethren, if the
world hate you' (iii. 12) gave us the main subject of the last section
12
(iii.
In both cases the exhortation is introductory and mo24).
mentary. Having spoken of the Spirit by which we know that God
abides in us, the Apostle goes on to speak of other spiritual influences
which indubitably exist, and of which every one has experience, but
which are not necessarily of God because they are spiritual. " He does
not discredit the fact that spiritual influences were widely diffused he
does not monopolize such influences for the Christian Church. How
could he discredit this fact ? How can we ? Are there not myriads of
influences about us continually, which do not act upon our senses but
upon our spirits, which do not proceed from things which may be seen
and handled, but from the spirits of men?" (Maurice). But besides
ordinary spiritual influences, S. John probably has in his mind those
extraordinary and supernatural powers which at various periods of the
Church's history persons have claimed to possess. Such claims exhibit
themselves in professed revelations, prophecies, miracles, and the like.
1

6.

This section

is

—

;

I.

V. I.]

whether they are of

God

JOHN,
:

141

IV.

because

many

false

prophets are

About all such things there are two possibilities which must put us on
our guard: (i) they may be unreal; either the delusions of fanatical
enthusiasts, or the lies of deliberate impostors: (2) even if real, they
need not be of God. Miraculous powers are no absolute guarantee of
the possession of truth.
Or, as R. V., prove the spirits. There are two words
try the spirits\
in N. T. meaning 'to try, test, prove'; the one which we have here
(So/ctyaafetj/), and the one which is used where the Jews try or tempt
Christ (Mark viii. 11, x. 2, &c.), and of the temptations of Satan
The former occurs about 20, the latter about
(Matt. iv. I, 3, &c.).
40 times in N. T. Neither are common in S. John's writings: he
nowhere else uses the word which we have here, and the other only

4 times (John
capricious in

vi.

its

'approve' (Rom.
'like'

xi. 28),

6

;

Rev.

ii.

2,

10,

iii.

renderings of the former;
ii.

(Rom.

18),
i.

10).

The A. V.
(Rom.

'allow'

(Luke xii. 56), 'examine'
'prove' (Luke xiv. 19), 'try' (i Cor.

'discern'

28),

is

xiv.
(i
iii.

very
22),

Cor.
13);

while the latter is rendered 'examine' (2 Cor. xiii. 5), 'prove' (John
The Revisers have
vi. 6), 'tempt' (Matt. xxii. 18), 'try' (Rev. ii. 2).
somewhat reduced this variety. In the one case 'allow' has been
in the other case
changed to 'approve' 'examine' and tiy to prove
'examine' has been changed to 'try'. The difference between the two
words (which are found together 2 Cor. xiii. 5 and Ps. xxvi. 2) is on
the whole this, that the one here used commonly implies a good, if not
a friendly object ; to prove or test in the hope that what is tried will
stand the test whereas the other often implies a sinister object ; to try
The metaphor
in the hope that what is tried will be found wanting.
here is from testing metals. Comp. 'Prove all things; hold fast that
which is good' (i Thess. v. 21).
whether they are of God] Whether their origin (e/c) is from God
;

'

'

'

'

:

:

comp.

iii.

2, 12.

A

verse such as this cuts at the root of such pretensions as the
What room is left for Christians to 'prove
Infallibility of the Pope.
the spirits', if all they have to do is to ask the opinion of an official?
The Apostle's charge, 'prove ye the spirits', may be addressed to
Christians singly or to the Church collectively: it cannot be addressed
Comp. Rom. xii. 2 ; Eph. v. 10 ; i Cor. x. 15, xi. 13.
to an individual.
The verse also shews us in what spirit to judge of such things as
the reported miracles at Lourdes and the so-called 'manifestations' of
Spiritualism.
When they have been proved to be real, they must still
are not to
further be proved to see 'whether they are of God'.
miracle
judge of doctrine by miracles, but of miracles by doctrine.

We

_

A

enforcing what contradicts the teaching of Christ and His Apostles
of God ' and is no authority for Christians. Comp. Gal. i. 8
is not
'

Deut.

xiii. i

—

3.

because many false prophets] The caution is against no imaginary or
merely possible danger; it already exists. Warnings respecting the
coming of such had been given by Christ, S. Paul, S. Peter, and S.
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I.

JOHN,

IV.

[v. 2.

gone out into the world. Hereby know ye the Spirit of
God Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ is come
:

and now S. John tells his readers that these prophecies have been
These 'false prophets' include the antichrists of ii. i8, and
what is here said of them seems to indicate that like Mahomet, Swedenborg, the Irvingites, and others, they put forth their new doctrine as a

Jude

;

fulfilled.

revelation.

are gone otit into the world] This probably has no reference to their
'going out from us' (ii. 19). Possibly it means no more than that they
have appeared in public but it perhaps includes the notion of their
having a mission from the power that sent them comp. John iii. 17, vi.
need not con14, X. 36, xi. 27, xii, 47, 49, and especially xvi. 28.
many false prophets to the antichrists who had left the
fine these
There would be others who, like Apollonius of
Christian communion.
Tyana, had never been Christians at all: and others even more dangerous who still professed to be members of the Church. The difficulties
in the Church of Corinth caused by the unrestrained 'speaking with
tongues' point to dangers of this kind.
2.
Hereby knoio ye\ Or, Herein ye knozv: the verb may be either
indicative or imperative (comp. ii. 27, 29).
The indicative is preferable,
in spite of the imperatives \x\v. i: comp. iii. 16, 19, 24, which are very
;

:

We

'

'

'Ye know' is literally 'ye come to know, perclosely parallel to this.
ceive, recognise': 'herein' refers to what follows: see on iii. 19.
evejy spirit that confesseth] This idea of 'confessing' one's belief is
specially frequent in S. John: ii. 23, iv. 15; 2 John 7; John ix. 22, xii.
42

;

comp. Rom.

x. 9.

is come ifi the flesh]
See on 2 John 7. This is the
and one which would at once expose 'the spirits' of
Cerinthian and Docetic teachers. We are not to suppose that all other
articles of faith are unimportant
or that to deny this truth is the worst
of all denials (see on ii. 22); or that such denial involves every kind of
But against the errors prevalent in that age this M-^as
doctrinal error.
the great safeguard. The confession must of course be not with the
tongue only but in truth, and in deed as well as in word (iii. 18) non
lingua sedfactis^ non sonando sed amando (Bede).
The sentence may be taken in more ways than one: (i) as both A. V.
and R.V.; (2) more accurately, and with some difference of meaning;

that

jfestis

crucial

test,

Christ

;

:

confesseth Jesus Christ as come in the flesh ; (3) confesseth that Jesus is
the Christ co?ne in the flesh.
Remark that S. John does not say 'come
into the llesh', but 'm the flesh'
Christ did not descend (as Cerinthus
said) into an already existing man, but He came in human nature; He
'
becatne flesh'.
Moreover he does not say that the confession is to be of
a Christ who caine {eXOovra), but of a Christ who is come (eXrjXvOoTa).
This 'coming' is not an exhausted fact He is come and abides in the
:

:

flesh.

S. Paul gives almost exactly the same test: *I give you to understand
no man speaking in the Spirit of God saith, Jesus is anathema; and
no man can say, Jesus is Lord, but in the Holy Spirit' (i Cor. xii. 3).

that

V. 3.]

I.

in the flesh

is

of

that Jesus Christ

God
is

:

JOH N,

and every

come

IV.
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spirit that

in the flesh

is

confesseth not

not of

God

:

and

"To
Proceeds from Him as its source: comp. iii.-io.
is of God]
confess that Jesus the anointed is come in the flesh, is to confess that
there is a medium of spiritual communications between the visible and
the invisible world, between earth and heaven. It is to confess that
there is one Mediator for all men" (Maurice).
On over3.
confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh]
(AB, Coptic, Aethiopic, Vulgate, (S:c.) we must omit
the words 'that Christ is come in the flesh', retaining only confesseth
not Jesus the additional words are an obvious interpolation by one
who wished to make the two sides of the antithesis exactly equal. But,
as we have repeatedly seen (i. 5, 6, 7, 8, 10, ii. 10, 22, 23, &c.), this is
rarely the case in S. John's oppositions.
There is yet another very ancient and very interesting difference of reading here every spirit which severeth Jesns, or, tinmaketh Jesus^ or,
destroyeth Jesus, or, as the margin of R. V., which anmdleth Jesus (0
This
\vei, t^ui solvit), the verb which in iii. 8 is used for 'to destroy'.
reading appears to have been known to Tertullian (a. D. 210), who
quotes S. John as speaking of "the forerunners of Antichrist denying
that Christ has come in the flesh and severing {solventes) Jesus" [Adv.
Marcion V. xvi.), and to Irenaeus (a.d. 180), who quotes the whole
passage, and in this place has "every spirit which severeth {qtii solvit)
Jesus" [Haer. III. viii.). But it can scarcely be genuine, for it is not
found in a single Greek MS., nor ijt any versio?i except the Vulgate.
And we have no certain knowledge that any Greek Father had this
reading.
Qui solvit in Irenaeus may be interpretation rather than
translation.
Socrates the historian (a.d. 440) charges the
literal
Nestorians with tampering with the text and ignoring the reading
'which severeth Jesus'; just as Tertullian accuses the Valentinians of
falsifying the text of John i. 13, and S. Ambrose the Arians of mutilating John i. 6.
In all these cases the supposed heretical reading is
the right one.
The passage in S. Polycarp's Epistle already alluded to (see on ii. 18)
is against the reading advocated by Socrates: 'For every one who confesseth not that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is an Antichrist; and
whosoever confesseth not the witness of the Cross is of the devil' {Phil.
vii.).
The expressions 'confess', 'come in the flesh', 'Antichrist', 'is
of the devil', place S. Polycarp's knowledge of his master's First Epistle
beyond all reasonable doubt. This is very early testimony (a.d. 140
155) to the existence of the First Epistle.
The variations as regards reading are testimony to the same effect.
Such things take time to arise and spread. If a corrupt reading is
known to Tertullian in Africa, and (apparently) adopted by Irenaeus in
Gaul, before the end of the second century, then the original document
written in Asia Minor cannot be much later than the end of the first
century, at which time S. John was still living.
is not of God]
S. John gives two tests, one for trying human conduct,
\vhelminji[ evidence

:

:

'

'

3

144

I.

JOHN,

4

now

should come; and even

Ye

are of God,
because greater

and one

little
is

already

he that

is

is

it

in the world.

and have overcome them

children,

for trying spiritual claims

[v. 4.

whereof you have heard that

this is that spirit of antichrist,
it

IV.

in you, than
'

:

he that

is

in the

Every one that doeth not

right-

not of God, neither he that loveth not his brother' (iii. 10) j
spirit which confesseth not Jesus is not of God.'
and this is that spirit of Antichrist^ That' should rather be 'the', as
in R. V.
The word 'spirit' is not expressed in the Greek, but is rightly
understood from the context. The similar Greek expressions in Matt.
xxi. 21; I Cor. X. 24; James iv. 14; 2 Pet. ii. 22 are not quite

eousness

and

'

is

Every

'

parallel.

that it should come]
Better, with R. V., that it cometli.
Wiclif and
the Rhemish have 'that he comet '.
Most English Versions before 161 1
have 'he' for 'it'; as also has Luther. This is due to the Vulgate,
which has 'Antichrist' for 'the (spirit) of Antichrist'. 'It' is certainly
right.
Not Antichrist, but the antichristian nature is affirmed to be
now in the world ab-eady. The spirit of antagonism to Christ has passed
from "the invisible world of spiritual wickedness" to the visible world
of human action. The addition of 'already' hints that something more
may be expected to follow. Comp. The mystery of lawlessness doth
already work' (2 Thess. ii. 7).
4.
Ye are of God\ As in ii. 20 the Apostle passes abruptly from
the false teachers to his true children with an emphatic pronoun, made
still more emphatic here by the asyndeton.
Ye^ in marked contrast to
them, are of God.
and have overcome them] By withstanding the seducers they have
proved their superiority. In the masculine 'them' {avrovs) the Apostle
passes from the antichristian spirits to the false prophets who are their
mouth-pieces.
Comp. 'And a stranger will they not follow, but will
flee from him ; for they know not the voice of strangers (John x. 5)
thus the stranger is defeated.
because greater is He that is in yoii\
Not in their own strength has
the victory been won, but in His whose word abideth in them (ii. 14).
It is precisely for this reason that they may have confidence against all
spiritual enemies: it is not confidence in themselves (i Cor. xv. 57
especially Ephes. vi. 10
17).
'The ruler of this world' (John xii. 31),
he that is in the world]
the devil, the father of these lying teachers (iii. 10 ; John viii. 44),
whose works Christ came to destroy (iii. 8). By saying 'in the world'
rather than in them ', the Apostle indicates that they belong to ' the
world'.
"S. John constantly teaches that the Christian's work in this
state of probation is to conquer the world '.
It is, in other words, to
fight successfully against that view of life which ignores God, against
that complex system of attractive moral evil and specious intellectual
falsehood which is organized and marshalled by the great enemy of
God, and which permeates and inspires non-Christianized society"
(Liddon).
'

'

—

'

'

vv.

I.

6.]
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They are of the world, therefore speak they of the
world.
are of God he
world, and the world heareth them.
that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God heareth
Hereby know we the spirit of truth, and the spirit
not us.

We

5.

stated,

:

They arc of the world] This follows, though it has not yet been
from their not being 'of us' (ii. 19): for there is no middle

The

position.

discourses

:

'

verse

is

another reminiscence of the Lord's farewell

If ye Avere of the world, the

(John XV. 19; comp.

world would love

its

own

xvii. 14).

Or, therefore of the world they
therefore speak they of the world]
speak: as in John iii. 31, the Greek order is impressive and worth
preserving.
(See on iii. i ; but here 5ia tovto is not followed by ort.)
The impressive repetition of 'the world' is veiy characteristic of
Comp. 'He
S. John's style; e.g. John i. 10, iii. 17, xv. 19, xvii. 14.
that is of the earth, of the earth he is, and of the earth he speaketh'
(iii. 31): where, however, 'to speak of the earth' or 'earthly things''
to speak of the world''
is to speak of God's work on earth ; whereas
'

from God's work and opposed to it. *To
speak of {\a\eiu ck) is not the same as 'to speak concerning' (X^7eij'
'To speak of the world' is to
Trepi) V. 16; John i. 11, 47, ii. 21, &c.
have the world as the source of one's words, so that one's inspiration
flows from it and of course the world 'heareth', i.e. loves to hear, the
wisdom derived from itself.
6.
We are of God] 'We' with great emphasis, like 'ye' in v. 4, in
'We' is probably not equivalent to
contrast to the false prophets.
See on v. 14
*ye', viz. all true believers: 'we' means the Apostles.
and on i. 4. The opposition here is not between true and false ChrisComp. i Cor. xiv. 37.
tians, but between true and false teachers.
he that knoiveth God heareth us] We might render, He that inHere once
creaseth in the knowledge of God' (6 yivthaKwv tov Qeov).
more we have that magisterial tone of Apostolic authority which is so
Epistle,
whole
underlies
the
It
4).
conspicuous in the Prologue (i. i
as it does the whole of the Fourth Gospel, but here and there comes
is

to

speak what

is

alien

:

'

—

Comp.
It is the quiet confidence of conscious strength.
to the surface.
'He that is of God heareth the words of God; for this cause ye hear
them not because ye are not of God ; and, ' Every one that is of the
'

Truth heareth My voice' (John viii. 47, xviii. 37). For ordinary
Christians to adopt this language is presumptuous sectarianism.
he that knoweth
Note that, as usual, the antithesis is not exact
God' is balanced by 'he that is Jtot of God.' ; indicating that it is the
child of God who comes by experience to know Him.
Hereby know we] Literally, From this. A fresh sentence should
begin here. It is not certain whether 'from this' refers to the whole
section (1—6), or to the latter half (4—6), or only to the first half of
In any case the meaning is, not that those who hear the Apostle
V. 6.
have the Spirit of truth, while those who refuse to hear have the spirit
of error; but that the Apostles have the Spirit of truth because God's
:

s.

john(ep.)

'

10

5

6
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I.

of error.

God; and

JOHN,

IV.

[v. 7.

Beloved, let us love one another : for love is of
every one that loveth is born of God, and

children hear them, while the false prophets have the spirit of error
because the world hears them.
The Holy Spirit; John xiv. 17, xv. 16, xvi. 13:
the spirit of truth]
comp. I Cor. ii. 12, where the whole passage is very similar to this.
It is not easy to determine whether the genitive *of truth' expresses
the character of the Spirit, as in the Holy Spirit of promise' (Eph.
i, 13), 'the Spirit of grace (Heb. x. 29), or the source, as in 'the Spirit
of God' and 'the Spirit of Christ' (Rom. viii. Q, 11). The Spirit is
the Truth (v. 7), proceeds from Him who is the Truth (John xiv. 6, 26),
communicates and interprets the Truth (John xvi. 13, 14).
'

7

—21.

Love

is

the Mark of the Children of the God

WHO

IS

Love.

See on iii. 2. The transition
Beloved, let us love one another]
seems abrupt, as if the Apostle had summarily dismissed an unwelcome
But the connexions of thought in S. John's writings are often
subject.
so subtle, that it is rash to assert anywhere that two consecutive verses
or sections are entirely without connecting links. Two such links may be
found here. i. The power to love one another, no less than the power
And
to confess the Incarnation, is the gift of the Spirit {vv. 1, 12, 13).
This is the case even between
faith and love mutually aid one another.
antiThe
into
love.
2.
man. and man. Faith and trust soon pass
christian spirit is a selfish one; it makes self, i.e. one's own intellect
it severs the
all
things.
as
of
the
measure
interest,
Just
own
and one's
Divine from the human in Christ, so it severs Divine love from human
'
Beloved, let us do far otherwise. Let us love one
conduct in man.
7,

another'.
For the third and last time in this Epistle the Apostle introduces the
First it was introduced as a consequence and
subject of brotherly love.
Next it was introduced as a
11).
sign of walking in the light (ii. 7
18).
special form of righteousness and mark of God's children (iii. 10
Here it appears as a gift of the vSpirit of God, a contrast to the antivery
Being
christian spirit, and above all as an effluence from the

—

—

of God.

'Love one another 'here, as in iii, 11, applies primarily to the mutual
love of Christians. The love of Christians to unbelievers is not expressly excluded, but it is not definitely before the Apostle's mind.
love is of God] And 'we are of God' (v. 6), and 'ye are of God'
{v. 4) ; therefore there should be the family bond of love between us.
evety one that loveth is born of God] This follows from the preceding
If God is the source of all love, then whatever love a man
statement.
has in him comes from God ; and this part of his moral nature is of
Divine origin. Of 'every one that loveth' is this true, whether he
If a Socrates or
there is no limitation.
be heathen or Christian
a Marcus Aurelius loves his fellow-men, it is by the grace of God that
he does so. See concluding note on iii. 4.
:

vv. 8, 9.]

I.

knoweth God.

He

God

In

love.

is

knoweth God]

He
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knoweth not God ; for
was manifested the love of God

.

that loveth not,
this

comes by experience

to

know Him by

3

9

thus sharing

the Divine nature.
8.

knoweth

God]

7iot

Literally, knezv not God,

i.

e.

never attained

knowledge of Him. This is a remarkable instance of S. John's
habit of not making the second part of an antithesis the exact counterpart of the first, but an advance beyond it. Instead of saying 'is not
born of God he says never knew God ', which is much stronger. Not
to have known love is not to have known God.
to a

'

'

God

the third of S. John's great statements respecting
'God is Spirit' (John iv. 24); 'God is light'
See on i. 5. Here, as in the
(i John i. 5), and 'God is love'.
other cases, the predicate has no article, and expresses not a quality
which He possesses, but one which embraces all that He is. This is clear
is love]

the Nature of

This

God

is
:

from S. John's argument. It does not follow, because God is full
of love, that one who does not love cannot have known God all that
follows from this is that his knowledge of God is very incomplete. Only
if God is love, i.e. if love is Himself, is the statement true, that to have
no personal knowledge of love is to have no personal knowledge of God.
And here we may remark that to attain by experience to a knowledge
of God {^ivi^aKf.iv Tov Qeov) is a very different thing from knowing
something about Him {dhivai ri Trepi avrov). The Gnostics knew
a good deal about God, but they did not know Him, for instead
:

of loving those brethren who did not share their intellectual attainments,
they had an arrogant contempt for them. They had recognised that
'
God is spirit ', and to some extent that God is light '; for they knew
Him to be an immaterial Being and the highest Intelligence but they
had wholly failed to appreciate that God is love '. And yet of the three
great truths this is the chief. The other two are incomplete without it.
The first, God is spirit ', is almost more negative than positive God is
not material He dwelleth not in temples made with hands '. The
second might seem in making our idea of Him more definite to remove
'

:

'

'

:

;

'

Him further away from us : God is perfect intelligence, perfect purity,
perfect holiness. The third not only makes His Nature far more clearly
Ivnown, but brings Him very close to us. The spirit is shewn to be
personal, the light to have warmth and life.
If no previous religion, not even the Jewish, had attained to the truth
that 'God is light', still less had any attained to the truth that 'God
To the heathen world God is a powerful, a terrible, and often
is love '.
a cruel being ; one whose fierce wrath needs to be deprecated and whose
needs to be propitiated, rather than one on whose love men may
rely.
To the Jews He was a just and a jealous, if also a merciful God,
I AM.
of whose inmost being all that was known was I
To the Christian alone He is known as LOVE.
As already stated, this truth, God is love, dominates the second main
division of the Epistle. In no Book in N. T. does the substantive love'.
v. 12);
(dyaTTT]) occur so often as in these two and a half cha/iters (iii. i

ill-will

AM THAT

'

—

10

—

3

•
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towards

JOHN,

IV.

[v. lo.

because that God sent his only begotten Son
we might live through him. Herein is

us,

into the world, that

in no Book in N. T., excepting the Fourth Gospel, does the verb
wonder that
to love' {dyairav) occur /la/fso many times as here.
the writer of this Epistle has been known in the Church as the Apostle

and

No

*

'

" If nothing were said in praise of love throughout the pages
of Love'.
of this Epistle, if nothing whatever throughout the other pages of the
Scriptures, and this one thing only were all we were told by the voice
of the Spirit of God, I^or God is Love ; nothing more ought we to
require" (S. Augustine).
9.
In this was manifested^ Or, for the sake of uniformity with vv.
10, 13, 17, Herein was 7nanifested : we have the same Greek in all four
'Herein' plainly refers to what follows comp. iii. 16 and see
verses.
on iii. 19. For 'manifest' see on i. 2. This is a second reason for our
loving one another.
must do this (i) because love is the very Being
of Him whose children we are ; (2) because of the transcendent way in
which His love was manifested. The context shews that the love of
God', which usually in this Epistle means our love to God, here means
His love to us comp. iii. 16.
towards us'\ Rather, in ns : we are the sphere in which God's love is
exhibited comp. v. 16 and John ix. 3, which is very parallel. The
latter passage tends to shew that in us' is to be joined with manifested'
rather than with the love of God' Hej'ein was the love of God maniThe rendering 'in our case' (R. V. margin) is improbable:
fested in tis.
:

We

'

:

:

'

'

'

comp.

:

V. Yi.

God senf] Better, because God hatli seJit: we do not
need both 'because' and 'that'; and the verb is a perfect, indicating
In the next verse we have
the permanent result of Christ's mission.
aorists, speaking of past acts without reference to the present.
his only begotten Son'\
Literally, His Son, His only begotten : comp.
because that

As in 'the life, the eternal life' (i. 2), the repetition of
makes both ideas, 'son' and 'only-begotten', prominent
His Son was
and distinct. Comp. i. 3, ii. 7, 8
2 John 11, 13.
much to send, but it was also His only Son. The word for only
begotten' {ixovoy evyjs) as applied to Christ is peculiar to S. John; it
'Onlyoccurs four times in the Gospel (i. 14, 18, iii. 16, 18) and here.
born would be a more accurate rendering Christ is the only bom Son
as distinct from the many who have become sons.
The word occurs in
LXX. to translate a Hebrew word [yachid), which is elsewhere rendered
beloved or darling (070^77x65) and oddly enough where the Greek
Contrast Gen. xxii.
has only' the A. V. has darling' and vice versa.

John

iii.

16.

the article

;

'

'

:

'

'

'

'

'

:

'

The Vulgate has unigenitiis and
2, 12, 16 with Ps. xxii. 21, xxxv. 17.
unicus.
Comp. Rom. v. 8, viii. 32.
that we might live throtigh him'\ These are the important words,
setting forth that in which God's love is so conspicuous and so unique.
The only Son has been senty^r this purpose [Xva.), that we may live, and
not die, as we should otherwise have done: comp. iii. 14, v. 11; John
iii.

16, 17, 36.

vv. 11,12.]

I.

JOHN,

IV.

149

and sent
Beloved, if
God so loved us, we ought also to love one another. No
If we love one another,
ma7i hath seen God at any time.

love, not that

Son

his

to be

that he loved us,

we loved God, but
the

propitiation

for

our

sins.

Herein' again refers to what follows Love in
is love]
perfection is seen, not in man's love to God, but in His to man,
which reached a climax in His sending His Son to save us from our
The superiority of God's love does not lie merely in the fact of
sins.
It is first in order of time and therefore necessarily
its being Divine.
His love
ours is at best only love in return for love.
spontaneous
Comp. Titus iii.
is absolutely disinterested ; ours cannot easily be so.
' To be the proFor propitiation' and for our sins' see on ii. 1.
4.
that we might
it is parallel to
pitiation' is literally as a propitiation'
live through Him' in the previous verse; but at the same time is an
expansion of it. It states the manner in which life is won for us.
Beloved] For the sixth and last time the Apostle uses this
11.
appropriate address: see on iii. 1. No address of any kind occurs

Hercht

10.

'

:

its full

:

'

'

'

again until the

'

;

last verse

of the Epistle.

the fact is stated gently, but
here ' if is almost equivalent to 'since'; 'If, as is manifest, to this extent God loved us'.
Comp. 'If I then, the Lord and the Master, have washed your feet,
So' refers
ye also ought to wash one another's feet' (John xiii. 14).
if

God

so loT'ed us]

without any doubt

(et

As

in

iii.

13, v. 9,

with the indicative)

:

'

what

said in vv. 9, 10.
we ought also] Better, as R. V. ive also ought: 'also' belongs to
'we' ; vi'e as well as God. In the spiritual family also noblesse oblige
As children of God we must exhibit His nature, and we must follow
His example, and we must love those whom He loves. Nor is this the
only way in which the Atonement forms part of the foundation of ChrisIt is only when we have learned something of the infinite
tian Ethics.
price paid to redeem us from sin, that we rightly estimate the moral
enormity of sin, and the strength of the obligation which lies upon us to
to

is

And it was precisely those false
its pollution.
the Atonement who taught that idolatry and every
abominable sin were matters of no moral significance.
No man hath seen God at any time] Better, as R. V., No man
12.
hath beheld God at any time: a different verb (re^earai) is used here
from that used in v. 20 and in John i. 18 (ewpa/cei/) where we have
The verb used here implies something of
exactly the same statement.
gazing and contemplation our word 'theatre' comes from it. Comp.
free ourselves

teachers

from

who denied

:

Whom

no man hath seen, nor can see' (i Tim. vi. 16).
Once more (see on v. 7) the connecting lines of thought are not on
the surface, and cannot be affirmed with certainty. What follows seems
I
to give the clue to what otherwise looks like an abrupt transition.
say we must love one another, for by so doing we have proof of the
presence of the invisible God. No amount of contemplation ever yet
enabled any one to detect God's presence. Let us love one another,
'

'

n
12
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I.

JOHN,

God dwelleth in us, and his
know we that we dwell in

IV.

[vv.

13— IS-

love is perfected in us. Hereby
him, and he in us, because he
/

hath given us of his Spirit.
And we have seen and do testify that the Father sent the
Son to be the Saviour of the world. Whosoever shall confess
that Jesus is the Son of God, God dwelleth in him, and he
sure, not only that He is with us but in us, and not
merely is, but abides'. Here, as in John i. 18, God' stands first for
emphasis God no one hath ever yet beheld.
God dzvelleth in tis\ Better, as R. V., God abldeth hi tis (see on ii.
24): He is not a momentary visitant but a permanent friend and guest.
Or, the love of Him is perfected in us.
his love is perfected in tisl
His love' to us can scarcely be meant; for in what sense would our
loving one another perfect that? Moreover, as already noticed, 'the
love of God in this Epistle commonly means man's love to Him, not
His to man (ii. 5, iii. 17, v. 3). 'His love' might possibly mean the
love which characterizes Him, or the love which He has implanted in
Our love to God is developed and perus ; but the other is simpler.
fected by our loving one another. We practise and strengthen our love
See on ii. 5.
of the Unseen by shewing love to the seen.
13.
This should be compared with iii. 24, to which it is closely
There, as here, the gift of the Spirit is the proof of God's
parallel.
abiding presence but there this is connected with keeping His commandments here it is connected with the special duty of brotherly love.
he hath giveji us of his Spirit] We receive of His Spirit' {eKTov

and then we are

'

:

'

'

:

;

^

of Christ alone was it said in the fullest sense * not by
measure' is the Spirit given to him (John iii. 34). Christians are sometimes said to receive the Spirit (Gal. iii. 2. 3, 5, iv. 6), sometimes <?/ the
See on
Spirit (see on iii. 24): only the former is true of Christ.
irvevfxaTos)

2

John

:

4.

And

And ive have seen and do

we have
Better, as R. V.,
testify']
'We' is emphatic,
see on z/. 12 and i. 2.
"beheld awo' bear witness
and, as in the Prologue, means S. John and the other Apostles. See
on i. 4. With their own eyes they saw the Son working out His
mission as the Saviour of the world. 'Beheld' points back io v. 12 :
'
God Himself no one hath ever yet beheld ; but we have beheld His Son '.
*
Of the world'
Better, hath setit the Son ; as in v. 9.
sent the Son]
Gnostics
is important ; not of the Jews only, or of the ' enlightened
There is no limit but the willingness of men to accept
only, but of all.
'
For God sent not the Son into
salvation by believing on the Saviour.
the world to judge the world; but that the world should be saved
14.

:

'

Him' (John iii. 17). See on ii. 2.
Whosoever shall confess] This was what the false prophets
refused to do
see on w. 2 and 3 also on v. i
dwelleth in him]
Better, ahideth in hijn: see on ii. 24.

through
15.

:

in God ] The communion
24; John vi. 56, xiv. 20, xv. 5.

and he
iii.

:

is

of the closest description comp.
Apostles, who have beheld

Even

:

vv.

i6— 18.]
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And we have known and believed the love that
God is love ; and he that dwelleth in love
hath to us.
Herein is our love
dwelleth in God, and God in him.
made perfect, that we may have boldness in the day of
judgment because as he is, so are we in this world. There
God.

in

16

God

:

and borne witness, can have no more than
is open to every believer.

And we

this

Divine fellowship, which

Literally, And we have
This is the natural order; progressive
knowledge leads up to faith. But sometimes faith precedes knowledge
(John vi. 69). In either case each completes the other. Sound faith is
intelligent
sound knowledge is believing. We must be ready always
to give answer to every man that asketh a reason concerning the hope
that is in us' (i Pet. iii. 15). This verse is a fulfilment of the conclusion
I made known unto them Thy name,
of Christ's High-Priestly prayer;
and will make it known that the love wherewith Thou lovedst Me
may be in them, and I in them (John xvii. 26).
God hath to iis\ Rather, God hath in us, as in v. 9 ; see note there.
he that dzaelleth, &c.] Better, as R. V., he that abideth in love^
abideth in God, a^id God abideth in him : see on ii. 24. In the true
text (i^BKL) the characteristic word 'abide' occurs characteristically
three times: comp. v. 5, where 'the world' occurs three times.
Herein is our love made perfect'] Better, as the margin. Herein
17.
is love witb us 7?iade perfect ; or, as R. V., Herein is love made perfect
with us. Most earlier English Versions agree with the latter collocaThe meaning seems to be that love, which is of God {v. 7), takes
tion.
up its abode with us and is developed until it is perfected.
Love 'here
evidently means our love towards God His love towards us can have
no fear about it [v. 18).
Herein' may refer to either of the two clauses
16.

come

to

have known

know and have

and

believed^

believed.

'

;

*

;

'

'

:

'

which

'

'Herein... that' (IVa) occurs possibly in John xv. 8, and
'Herein... because' (on) occurs i John iii. 16, iv. 9, 10. But it is
perhaps best to make Herein' refer to what precedes; to our abiding
in God and God in us.
This avoids the awkwardness of making per^
fection of love in the /;rj-^«/ depend upon our attitude at the Judgment,
which though near (ii. 18) according to S. John's view, is 'i\SA future.
In this way we can give its full meaning to that (iV a) by close union
with God our love is made perfect, in order that we may have boldness
in the day of judgment.
For 'boldness' see on ii. 28.
the day of judgment]
The full phrase here used, Uhe day of the
judgment' occurs nowhere else: the usual form is 'day of judgment'
(Matt. X. 15, xi. 22, 24, xii. 36; 2 Pet. ii. 9, iii. 7). S. John elsewhere
calls it the last day' (John vi. 39, 4.0, 44, 54), or 'the great day' (Rev.
vi. 17; comp. xvi. 14).
Other Scriptural phrases are 'the day of the
Lord', the day of God', 'day of Christ', that day', 'the day'.
as he is, so are we in this world]
He' (e/cetj/os) almost certainly is
Christ, as probably always in this Epistle (ii. 6, iii. 3, 5, 7, 16).
Our
assurance with regard to the future Judgment is not presumption,
follow.

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

:

17
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fear in love

;

fear hath torment.

JOHN,

IV.

[v. i8.

but perfect love casteth out fear because
He that feareth is not made perfect in
:

because in this world we are in character like Christ. The resemblance
marked as close, 'even so are we' (/ca^ws); comp. ii. 6, iii. 3, 7. In
what does this close resemblance specially consist? In love the whole
He need not fear the judgment of Christ who
context points to this.
by loving has become like Christ.
Proof of the preceding statement that perfect love will give us
18.
boldness, by shewing the mutually exclusive nature of love and fear.
Love moves towards others in the spirit of self-sacrifice fear shrinks
from others in the spirit of self-preservation. The two are to be
neither love of God nor fear of God
understood quite generally
In all relations whatever, perfect love excludes
is specially meant.
And the two vary
fear, and fear prevents love from being perfect.
inversely the more perfect the love, the less possibility of fear, and
is

:

:

;

:

the
as

more the fear, the less perfect the
any physical law, the principle, that

But, though as certain
perfect love excludes all fear,

love.

an ideal that has never been verified in fact. Like the first law of
motion, it is verified by the approximations made to it. No believer's
love has ever been so perfect as entirely to banish fear
but every
believer experiences that as his love increases his fear diminishes.
It is
worthy of note that S. John here abandons his antithetic method. He
does not go on to state anything about him that feareth not. And
rightly, for the absence of fear proves nothing
it may be the result of
ignorance, or presumption, or indifference, or unbelief, or inveterate
wickedness.
Tertullian quotes this verse in insisting on the duty of suffering martyrdom, adding "What fear would it be better to understand than that
which gives rise to denial (of Christ) ? What love does he assert to be
perfect, but that which puts fear to flight, and gives courage to confess
(Christ)?
What penalty will he appoint as the punishment of fear, but
that which he who denies is to pay, who has to be slain, body and soul,
in hell" {Scorp. xii.).
Simon Magus is said to have "freed his disciples
from the danger of death" by martyrdom, "by teaching them to regard
idolatry as a matter of indifference" (Origen c. Celsum vi. xi).
because fed)' hath tormetit']
Better, as R. V., because fear hath
is

;

:

punislinient.
The word for 'punishment' [Kokaati) occurs nowhere
else in N. T., excepting Matt. xxv. 46, but it is not uncommon in LXX.
nor in classical Greek. Its radical signification is 'pruning', and
hence it gets the notions of 'checking, correcting, punishing'. 'Torment' as distinct from 'punishment' is expressed by a different word
(/Scio-ai^os), which occurs Matt. iv. 24; Luke xvi. 23, 28.
Both words are
found together in W'isd. xix, 4; That they might fulfil ihe. punishment
which was wanting to their torments.^ W^iclif has peyne representing
poena in the Vulgate: other English Versions have painfulness '.
Fear hath punishment' is true in two ways; (i) fear involves the idea
of punishment ; (2) fear is a foretaste of punishment.
He that fearethi W^ith Wiclif w^e must prefix 'but', or with Genevan,
'

'

'

'

'

vv. 19, 20.]

We

love.

say, I love

JOHN,

I.

love

IV.

him because he

God, and hateth

that loveth not his brother
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first

loved

us.

he is a
he hath seen,

his brother,

whom

If a
liar

:

man ^

for

he

how can he

Rhemish, and R. V. 'and', to represent the Greek conjunction: and

The main sentence is here resumed,
that feareth (0 5e (polSov/jLevos).
but perfect love... punishment' being parenthetical. The present tense
indicates a constant condition : the habitual fearer is necessarily imper-

/le
'

fect in his love.

S. Paul teaches the same doctrine ; ' Ye received not the sp'rit of
bondage again \xxi\.o fear ; but ye received the spirit of adoption, whereby
we cry, Abba, Father'' (Rom. viii. 15). The servile fear, which perfect
love excludes, is therefore altogether different from the childlike awe,
which is a necessary element in the creature's love for its Creator.

'The
servile fear is necessary as 2i pi-eparation for perfect love.
of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom ; and it is also the
beginning of love. The sinner must begin by fearing the God against
whom he has sinned. Bengal gives the various stages thus: 'neither
love nor fear ; fear without love ; both fear and love ; love without
fear '.
Fear is the child of bondage ; love of freedom. In this case
also the bondwoman and her son must be cast out (Gal. iv. 30).
19.
We love hint] Omit Him ', which is a later addition to the
some authorities for Him add * God ', and some have
true text
'
God for He in the next clause. No accusative is expressed, and
none, whether 'God' or 'one another', is to be understood: Christian
Authorities are much divided between
love of every kind is meant.
'we love' and 'let us love'; for the Greek [ayairdixev) may be either
indicative or hortative subjunctive. The former is better. The Peschito
insert 'therefore'
and Vulgate render let us love' and with Codex
nos ergo diligamtis.
because he first loved us'\
shall narrow the Apostle's meaning if
we limit this to the idea oi gratitude evoking love. The 'first', which is
the important word, means much more than that.
i. Our love owes
its very origin to God's love, from which it is an effluence {v. 7).
1. Love is checked by fear when it is doubtful whether it is returned.
Our love has no such check ; for it knows that God's love has been
beforehand with it. Bede compares ' Ye did not choose Me, but I

Even

fear

'

'

'

'

:

'

'

'

A

'

We

chose you' (John xv. 16).
20.
return to the form of statement which
If a man say]
was so common at the beginning of the Epistle (i. 6, 8, lo). The case
here contemplated is one form of the man that feareth not.
His
freedom from fear is caused, however, not by the perfection of love, but
by presumption. He is either morally blind or a conscious hypocrite.

We

Comp.

ii.

4, 9.

loveth not]
As we have seen already
loving as equivalent to hating.

whom he hath seen] S. John does
'whom he has continually before his
often,

(iii.

14, 15), S.

not say
eyes'.

John

treats not

'whom he can see', but
The perfect tense, as so

expresses a permanent state continuing from the past.

His
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I.

JOHN,

IV.

[v. 21.

God whom he hath not seen ? And this commandment
have we from him, That he who loveth God love his
love

brother also.
brother has been and remains In sight, God has been and remains out
of sight.
Out of sight, out of mind' is a saying which holds good in
morals and rehgion as well as in society. And if a man fails in duties
which are ever before his eyes and are easy, how can we credit him
with performing duties which require an effort to bear in mind and are
difficult?
And in this case the seen would ,necessarily suggest the
unseen
for the brother on earth implies the Father in heaven.
If
therefore even the seen is not loved, what must we infer as to the
unseen? The seen brother and the unseen God are put in striking
juxtaposition in the Greek; 'He that loveth not his brother whom he
hath seen, the God whom he hath not seen cannot love'. But in
English this would be misunderstood.
ho7v can he love\ With NB against
we should probably read
cannot love: the 'how' is perhaps a reminiscence of iii. 17; comp.
John iii. 4, 9, v. 44, vi. 52, ix. 16, xiv. 5. In a similar spirit Philo says
parents may be regarded as 'visible gods', and 'it is impossible that
the Invisible should be revered by those who have no reverence for the
'

:

AKL

visible'.
21.
And this cofnjnandment have we] The Apostle drives home his
arguments for the practice of brotherly love by the fact that God has

commanded all who love Him to love their brethren. Some take
'Him' to mean Christ. But this is unlikely, as Christ has not been
for several verses although it must be admitted that S. John
so full of the truth that 'I and
Father are one', that he makes
the transition from the Father to the Son and from the Son to the
Father almost unconsciously. Where has God given this commandment ? In the whole Law, which is summed up in loving God with
all one's heart and one's neighbour as oneself (Deut. vi, 5 ; Lev. xix. 18
man
Luke X. 27). The Apostle thus anticipates a possible objection.
may say I can love God without loving my brother, and I can prove
my love by keeping His commandments' (John xiv. 15). 'Nay', says
S. John, 'your own argument shews your error: you cannot keep His
commandments without loving your brother '. Thus then we have two
revelations of God
our brother, who is His image; and His commandment, which is His will. Not to love our brother is a flagrant
violation of both.
As Pascal puts it, we must know men in ojder to
love them, but we must love God in order to know Him.
" The final particle {ha)
that he who loveth God love his brother also]
It marks
gives more than the simple contents of the commandment.
the injunction as directed to an aim" (Westcott).
See on i. 9.

mentioned

:

My

is

A

'

:

Chap. V.
two parts. The first twelve verses form the
section of the second main division of the Epistle, God is Love

The chapter
last

falls into

I.

V. I.]

Whosoever believeth

—

JOHN,

V.

that Jesus

is
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the Christ

born of 5

is

the last nine verses form the conclusion and summary of
editors break up the first part of the chapter into two
5 and 6
sections, i
12, but texts and versions seem to be right in
The second part does contain two
giving the whole as one paragraph.
may analyse the chapter
21.
smaller sections, 13
17 and 18
therefore as follows Faith is the Source of Love, the Victory over the
Conclusion and Summary:
World, and the Possession of Life (i
12).
Lntercessory Love the Fruit of Faith and of the Possession of Life (13
20) ; Final Practical
17) ; The Sum of the Christiaji's Knowledge {18
Injunction (21).
It will be observed that in the middle of the first section we have
what looks at first sight a digression and yet is intimately connected
with the main subject of the section. This main subject is Faith, a
word which (strangely enough) occurs nowhere else in S. John's Epistles,
Only on the
nor in his Gospel. And faith necessarily implies witness.
strength of testimony is faith possible. Therefore in this paragraph on
Faith and its effects the Apostle gives in detail the various kinds of
The paragraph
12).
witness on which the Christian's faith is based (6
shews plainly S.John's view of the relation of Faith to Love. The two
Faith that does not lead to Love, Love that is not
are inseparable.
based on Faith, must come to nothing.
(ii.

29

V. 12)

:

Some

the whole.

—

—
—

—

:

We

—

—

—

1

—12.

Faith

is

the Source of Love, the Victory over the

World and the

Possession of Life.

Whosoever believeth^ Or, Every one that believeth : the construction is identical with that in ii. 29, iii. 3, 4, iv. 2, 3, 7, and in the second
See concluding note on iii. 4. The verb believe',
half of this verse.
1.

'

which occurs only

3 times in the rest of the Epistle, occurs 6 times in
these first 13 verses. After the third verse the word 'love', which has
been the keyword of the last two chapters, ceases to appear. With the
first

sentence comp. John i. 12.
verse is a couple of syllogisms condensed into an irregular

The

Sorites.

Every one who believes the Incarnation is a child of God.
Every child of God loves its Father.
.'. Every believer in the Incarnation loves God.
Every believer in the Incarnation loves God.
Every one who loves God loves the children of God.
.*. Every believer in the Incarnation loves the children of God.
To believe that Jesus is the Christ is to believe that One who was
known as a man fulfilled a known and Divine commission that He
who was born and was crucified is the Anointed, the Messiah of Israel,
To believe this is to accept both the Old
the Saviour of the world.
and the New Testaments it is to believe that Jesus is what He claimed
to be. One who is equal with the Father, and as such demands of every
Belief without love is,
believer the absolute surrender of self to Him.
;

;

as S. Augustine remarks, the belief of a

demon Qames

ii.

19).
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I.

JOHN,

V,

[vv. 2, 3.

every one that loveth him that begat loveth him
By this we know that we love
begotten of him.
the children of God, when we love God, and keep his commandments. For this is the love of God, that we keep his
commandments and his commandments are not grievous.

God and
:

2

3

also that

is

:

born of God] Better, in order to be uniform with what follows, is
begotten 0/ God: see on v. 18,
Any believer. Here again the verb
/lim also that is begotten of him]
(d7a7ra) may be either the indicative or the hortative subjunctive as in
iv. 19, the indicative is preferable; 'loveth', not 'let him love'.
This verse shews that iv. 20 ought not to be interpreted to mean that
through love of the visible brother we ascend to the love of the invisible
God. On the contrary the love of the Father is the source of love of
His children. "That is the natural order; that, we may say it confiis

:

dently,
2.

is

the universal order" (Maurice).
of the truth insisted upon in

The converse

There love and obedience

to

God was shewn

iv. 20, 21 is now stated.
to involve love of His

here love of God's children is said to follow from our love and
:
obedience to God. The two (or three) ideas mutually imply one another.
Love to God implies obedience, and either of these imphes love of His
In short, love to God and
children, which again implies the other two.
If either is found
love to the brethren confirm and prove each other.
alone it is not genuine. Fellowship with God and fellowship one with
another (i. 3, 7) necessarily exist together. A man may be conscious of
kindliness towards others and yet doubt whether he is fulfilling the law
For such the Apostle gives this test, ' Do you love
of brotherly love.
God? Do you strive to obey Him? If so your love of others is of the
For the characteristic phrase 'keep His commandments'
right kind'.
see on ii. 3: but here the true reading seems to be do His commatidments, a phrase which occurs nowhere else. This reading is supported
by B, all ancient Versions, and several Fathers. Note the 'when', or
more literally, 'whenever' {^rav): whenever we love and obey we have
fresh evidence that our philanthropy is Christian.
For this is the love of God] Or, For the love of God is this, i.e.
3.
The truth implied in v. 2, that love
see on i. 5.
consists in this
Comp. John xiv. 15, 21,
involves obedience, is here explicitly stated.

children

:

23, XV. 10; 2 John 6.
For two reasons: i. Because
his comtnandments are not grievous]
gives us strength to bear ihoxn-, jiivat qui jubet (Phil. iv. 13); 2.
Because love makes them light. They are not like the 'burdens
grievous to be borne' which the legal rigour of the Pharisees laid on

He

men's consciences. Here again we have an echo of the Master's words;
'My yoke is easy, and My burden is light' (Matt. xi. 30).
4.
Reason why keeping even the difficult commandment of loving
It is the world and
others rather than oneself is not a grievous burden.
its ways which makes the Divine commands grievous, and the new birth
and
a strength which
involved in faith gives us a new unworldly nature
conquers the world.

w.

4— 6.]

I.

JOHN,
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For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world and
this is the victory that overcometh the world, even our faith.
Who is he that overcometh the world, but he that belie veth
This is he that came by
that Jesus is the Son of God ?
:

For whatsoever is born of God] Or, Because whatsoever is begotten
of God: see on v. i. The collective neuter, 'whatsoever', gives the
principle a wide sweep by stating it in its most abstract form comp.
John vi. 37, xvii. 2. Moreover, whereas the masculine would raake the
victorious person prominent, the neuter emphasizes rather the victorious
power. It is not the man, but his birth from God, which conquers. In
V. I we had the masculine and in z/. 18 return to the mascuhne again.
In all three cases we have the perfect, not the aorist, participle. It is
not the mere fact of having received the Divine birth that is insisted on,
Comp. John iii. 6, 8, where we
but the permanent results of the birth.
have the same tense and a similar change from neuter to masculine.
:

Better, the victory that overcame
this is the victory that overcoiJieth]
the world is this (see on i. 5): aorist, of a victory won once for all.
Faith, which is 'the proof of things not seen' (Heb. xi. i) which 'are
eternal' (2 Cor. iv. 18), has conquered the world which is visible and 'is
passing away' (ii. 17). Faith is both the victory and the victor. Under
the influence of the Vulgate's vincit, Wiclif, Luther, Tyndale and
many others all have the present tense here. In the faith which has
_

won

a decisive victory the believer goes on conquering. 'Victory'
occurs nowhere else in N.T.
Who is he that overcometh] Here the present tense is right. The
6.
Apostle appeals to the daily experience of every victorious Christian.
that Jesus is the So7t of God] The faith that conquers is no mere
vague belief in the existence of God, but a definite belief in the IncarnaFor the form of question comp.
tion: comp. V. I, ii. 22, iii. 23, iv. 2, 3.
this verse shews that the liar' (6 ^evaTTjs) there does not mean the
ii. 22
supreme liar', for 'he that overcometh' (6 vlkwv) cannot mean 'the
supreme conqueror'. The one sole Victor, who is such in the highest
and unique sense, is Christ. Comp. 'Thanks be to God, which giveth
Belief
us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ' (i Cor. xv. 57).
It lays a foundation for
in Christ is at once belief in God and in man.
Thus the instinctive distrust
love and trust towards our fellow men.
and selfishness, which reign supreme in the world, are overcome.
6.
This is he that came] Closely connected with what precedes
.'This Son of God is He that came '.
The identity of the historic person
Jesus with the eternal Son of God is once more insisted upon as the
Faith in this
central and indispensable truth of the Christian faith.
truth is the only faith that can overcome the world and give eternal
life.
And it is a truth attested by witness of the highest and most
extraordinary kind.
by zvater and blood]
Literally, by means of or tbrougb tvater
and blood. This is the most perplexing passage in the Epistle and one
of the most perplexing in N. T.
very great variety of interpretations
{yiK-r\)

:

'

'

A

4

5

6
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JOHN,

V.

water and blood, even Jesus Christ

\

[v. 6.

not by water only, but

have been suggested. It would be simply confusing to discuss them
all; but a few of the principal explanations, and the reasons for
adopting the one preferred, may be stated with advantage. The water
and the blood have been interpreted to mean
(i)
The Baptism by means of water in the Jordan and the Death
:

by means
(a)

of blood

upon the Cross.

The water and blood which flowed from

Christ's

pierced

side.

Purification and Redemption.
(3)
The Sacraments of Baptism and of the Eucharist.
(4)
These are fairly representative interpretations; the first two making
the water and blood refer to facts in the earthly career of the Messiah ;
the last two making them symbolical of mysteries.
It will be observed
that these explanations are not all exclusive one of another
either of
the last two may be combined with either of the first two
and in fact
the fourth is not unfrequently combined with the second. The second,
which is S. Augustine's, has recently received the support of the
Speaker's Cominentary and of Canon F. W. Farrar in The Early Days
of Christianity : but in spite of its attractiveness it appears to be scarcely
tenable.
The difficult passage in John xix. 34 and the difficult
passage before us do not really explain one another. That "z>z these
two passages alone, of all Scripture, are blood a7id water placed together,'^
would, if true, amount to nothing more than a presumption that one
may be connected with the other. And such a presumption would be
at once weakened by the change of order: instead of the 'blood and
water' of the Gospel we have 'water and blood' here.
But the statement is not true; e.g. 'He shall cleanse the house with the blood of the
bird, and with the running luatcr'' (Lev. xiv. 52); 'He took the blood of
the calves and the goats, with 7vater and scarlet wool and hyssop, &c.'
(Heb. ix. 19). And is it credible that S. John would speak of effusions
from the dead body of Jesus as the Son of God 'coming through water
and blood'? Moreover, what, on this interpretation, can be the point
of the emphatic addition, 'not in the water only, but in the water and
in the blood'? At the piercing of the side it was the water, not the
blood, that was so marvellous.
So that, to make the reference clear,
the whole ought to run somewhat in this manner
'This is He that shed
forth blood and water, even Jesus Christ; not the blood only, but the
blood and the water'.
The first of the four explanations is far more tenable, and is adopted
by Bede, but not to the entire exclusion of the second. So also Dr
Westcott, who thinks the additional reference to John xix. 34 " beyond
question".
The Baptism in the water of Jordan and the Death by the
shedding of blood sum up the work of redemption, Christ's Baptism,
with the Divine proclamation of Him as the Son of God and the Divine
outpouring of the Spirit upon Him, is not merely the opening but the
explanation of the whole of His Ministry. The bloody death upon
the Cross is not merely the close but the explanation of His Passion.
:

;

:

V.6.]
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the Spirit

that

beareth

'Coming' when spoken of the Christ includes the notion of His mission
(John

i.

15, 27, 30,

iii.

31, vi. 14,

vii.

27, 31, 41,

<S:c.,

&c.).

Therefore,

when we are told that the Son of God 'came by means oi water zxiA
blood,'' we may reasonably understand this as meaning that He fulfilled
His mission by the Baptism with which His public work began and the

He finished it (John xix. 30). (i) This interpretation explains the order ; 'water and blood', not 'blood and water'.
(2) It explains \\\^ first preposition ; 'through' or 'by means of (5ta with
the genitive: comp. the remarkable parallel Heb. ix. 12).
(3) It also
explains the second preposition ; 'in' {h, of the element in which, without the notion of means comp. the remarkable parallel Heb. ix. 25).
Christ's Baptism and Death were in one sensje the means by which, in an-

bloody Death with which

:

other sense the spheres in which His work was accomplished. (4) Above
all it explains the emphatic addition, 'not in water only, but in the water
and in the blood '. The Gnostic teachers, against whom the Apostle is
writing, admitted that the Christ came 'through' and 'in' water: it was
precisely at the Baptism, they said, that the Divine Word united
Himself with the man Jesus. But they denied that the Divine Person
had any share in what was effected 'through' and 'in' blood: for
according to them the Word departed from Jesus at Gethsemane.
S. John emphatically assures us that there was no such separation.
and it was the Son of God
It was the Son of God who was baptized
;

who was

and it is faith in this vital truth that produces
that overcomes the world, and is eternal life.

crucified

:

brotherly love,
It may reasonably be admitted, however, that there is this large
amount of connexion between the 'water and blood' here and the
'blood and water' in the Gospel. Both in a symbolical manner point to
Thus Tertullian says; "He had come by
the two great sacraments.
7neajis of water and blood, just as John had written ; that He might be
baptized by the water, glorified by the blood; to make us in like
manner called by water, chosefi by blood. These two baptisms He sent
out from the wound in His pierced side, in order that they who believed
in His blood might be bathed in the water; they who had been bathed
in the water might likewise drink the blood" {Be Bapt. XVI.).
evefi Jestcs Christ']

Literally,

yesns the Christ.

not by water only, bttt by water and blood] Better as R.V., 7tot vnXla.
the water only, but with the tuater and the blood. 'With' is literally
The use of 'in'
'in', of the element or sphere in which a thing is done.
in this connexion both here and Heb. ix. 25 perhaps comes direct from
LXX. In Lev. xvi. 3 we have 'He shall coj?ie into the holy place in a
young bullock' {ev fioaxv ^'^ /Sowv), i.e. with one. The Hebrew may
mean 'in', 'with', 'by'. The article in all three cases simply means
'the water' and 'the blood' already mentioned.
As applied to zis these words will mean, 'Christ came not merely to
purify by His baptism, but to give new life by His blood; 'for the
blood is the life'.' In short, all that is said in the Gospel, especially in
chapters iii. and vi., respecting water and blood may be included here.
The Epistle is the companion treatise of the Gospel.

i6o
7
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JOHN,
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is

V.

[v. 7.

truth.

For there are three
Word, ajid the

that bear record in heavefi, the Father, the

Audit is the Spirit that beareth witness] Here again there are great
S. Augustine, who makes the water and
blood refer to the effusions of Christ's side, takes 'the spirit' to mean
the spirit which He committed to His Father at His death (John xix. 30;
Luke xxiii. 46). But in what sense could Christ's human spirit be said
to be 'the Truth'? Far more probably it is the Holy Spirit that is
meant (iii. 24, iv. 13; John i. 32, 33, vii. 39; Rev. ii. 7, 11, 17, 29, &c.).
Bede takes this view and understands the witness of the Spirit at
Christ's baptism to be meant.
The form of the sentence is exactly
parallel to It is the spirit that giveth life (John vi. 63).
We might
render in each case; 'The spirit is the life-giver', 'And the Spirit is the

diversities of interpretation.

'

'

witness-bearer'.
have seen already (note on i. 2) that
that beareth ivitness]
witness to the truth in order to produce faith is one of S. John's leading
thoughts in Gospel, Epistles, and Revelation. Here it becomes the
dominant thought : the word ' witness' (verb or substantive) occurs ten
In the Gospel we have seven witnesses to Christ
times in five verses.
scripture (v. 39
47), the Baptist (i. 7), the Disciples (xv. 27, xvi. 30),
Christ's works (v. 36, x. 25, 38), Christ's woi'ds (viii. 14, 18, xviii. 37),
Of these seven three are
the Father (v. 37, viii. 18), the Spirit (xv. 26).
specially mentioned in the Epistle, the Disciples in i. 2, the Father in
vv. 9, 10, and the Spirit here; but to these are added two more, the
water and the blood.
It
because the Spirit is truth]
It would be possible to translate
is the Spirit that beareth witness that the Spirit is the truth': but this
It
self-attestation of the Spirit would have no relation to the context.
is the witnesses to Christ, to the identity of Jesus with the Son of God,
It is because the Spi?Ht is the
that S. John is marshalling before us.
Truth that His testimony is irrefragable He can neither deceive nor
be deceived. He is 'the Spirit of Truth' (John xiv. 16, xv. 26), and
He glorifies the Christ, taking of His and declaring it unto the Church

We

—

'

:

(John

xvi. 14).

There
'

is

a remarkable Latin reading, qtwniam Christus est Veritas,
beareth witness that the Christ is the Truth', but it

It is the Spirit that

has no authority.
7.
For there are three that bear record in heaven] If there is one thing
that is certain in textual criticism, it is that this famous passage is not
genuine. The Revisers have only performed an imperative duty in
excluding it from both text and margin. External and internal evidence
summary of both will
are alike overwhelmingly against the passage.
be found in Appendix D. But there are three facts, which every one
should know, and which alone are enough to shew that the words are
an interpolation, (i) They are not found in a single Greek MS. earlier
than the fourteenth century. (2) Not one of the Greek or Latin
Fathers who conducted the controversies about the doctrine of the
Trinity in the third, fourth, and first half of the fifth centuries ever

A

vv. 8, 9.]

I.

JOHN,

V.

161

Holy Ghost: and these thtee are one. And there are threes
that bear witness in earthy the Spirit, and the water, and the
blood and these three agree in one. If we receive the 9
:

quotes the words. (3) The words occur first towards the end of the
century in Latin, and are found in no other language until the
fourteenth century.
The only words which are genuine in this verse
are, For there are three that bear record, or more accurately, For those
who bear witness are three : ' three is the predicate ; for witness see
fifth

'

'

on

i.

'

2.

And

These words
8.
there are three that bear witness in earth"]
The true text of vv. 7, 8 runs:
also are part of the spurious insertion.
For those who bear witness are three, the Spirit, and the zuater, and the
blood; and X!i^^ three agree in one.
S.John says 'those who bear witness', not simply 'the witnesses': they are not merely witnesses who
called, or who have once been called, but who are perpetually
delivering their testimony. The masculine (ot fjcapTvpovures) is evidence
The Apostle is answering the misgivof the personality of the Spirit.
ings of those who fancied that when he, the last of the Apostles, was
taken from them, the Church would possess only second-hand evidence,
and a tradition ever growing fainter, as to the Person and Mission of
the Christ.
*Nay', says he, 'evidence at first-hand is ever present,
and each believer has it in himself {v. 10). Comp, John xv. 26.
are thi-ee] It is very doubtful whether the Trinity is even remotely
symbolized. Perhaps S. John wishes to give the full complement of
evidence recognized by law (Matt, xviii. 16; 2 Cor. xiii. i; Deut. xix.

might be

15; comp. John viii. 17).
the water, and the blood] These of course have the same meaning as
"The real value of our Lord's
before; Christ's Baptism and Death.
baptism and His death may be estimated by supposing that neither
had taken place, and that our Lord had appeared on His mission
without openly professing His mission from God in submitting to the
baptism of John ; or that He had died quietly, as other men die
(Jelf).

agree in one] Literally, a}'e (united) znto the one; or, are for the
This may mean either that they
one object of establishing this truth.
are joined so as to become one witness, or that they co-operate in
producing one result. "The trinity of witnesses furnish one testimony".
'To be one {ev dvaC) occurs John x. 3c, xvii. 11, 21, 22; and (ets edre)
I Cor. iii. 23: 'into one' [eU ev) occurs John xi. 52, xvii. 23: but 'to
be into one' or 'to be into the one' occurs nowhere else in N. T.
The one here has been made into an argument for the genuineness of
V. 7.
It is said that 'the one' plainly implies that 'one' has preceded.
But this lands us in absurdity by making one' in v. 8 mean the same
as one in v. 7.
One in z;. 7 means one Substance ', the ' Unity in
But what sense can The spirit, the water, and the blood
Trinity'.
agree in the Unity in Trinity' yield?
9 11. S. John's characteristic repetition of the word 'witness 'is
'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

'

—

S.

JOHN

(EP.)

I I

i62

I.

JOHN,

V.

[v. lo.

witness of men, the witness of God is greater for this is
the witness of God which he hath testified of his Son.
He
that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in him:

greatly

weakened

in

'record' in vv. 10, 11

A. V. by the substitution of
see on i. 2, ii. 15, 24, iv. 5.

'

testify

'

in

z'.

9 and

:

9.
If we receive the witness of meti\ And it is notorious that we
do so: comp. 'if God so loved us' (iv. 11), and see on 2 John 10. The
argument reads like an echo of that of Christ to the Pharisees, In
your law it is written that the witness of two men is true (John viii.
17); how much more therefore the witness of the Father and the Son?
For 'receive' in the sense of 'accept as valid' comp. John iii. 11,
'

'

32, 33Or, because.
Something is evidently to be understood e.g. *I
for\
say, the witness of God, because. ..\ or 'I use this argument, because. ..\
this is the witness of God\
Better, as R.V., the witness of God is
this: 'this' is the predicate and refers to what follows (see on i. 5).
His witness consists in His having borne witness about His Son.
which he hath testified'^ According to the better reading and ren'
dering, that He hath borne witness.
I appeal to the witness of
God, because the M'itness of God is this, even the fact that He hath
borne witness concerning His Son'. The perfect tense indicates the
permanence of the testimony. Comp. '
that hath seen hath borne
;

He

witness' (John xix. 35).
10.
He that believeth on the Son of God'\ For the first time in this
Epistle we have the full phrase to believe oti\ of which S. John is so
fond in his Gospel, where it occurs nearly 40 times. Elsewhere in
N.T. it occurs only about 10 times. It expresses the strongest confidence and trust ; faith moves towards and reposes on its object.
Whereas 'to believe a person' (jna-TeveLv tlvL) need mean no more than
to believe what he says (iv. i), 'to believe 07i or in a person' [irLareveLv
ei's TLva) means to have full trust in his character.
hath the zaitness] Some authorities add of God,' which is right as
an interpretation, though not as part of the text. He has it as an
abiding possession (John v. 38; Heb. x. 34): 'hath' does not mean
merely 'he accepts it'. Comp. 'The Spirit Himself beareth witness
with our spirit, that we are children of God' (Rom. viii. 16); 'God
sent forth the Spirit of His Son into our hearts, crying, Abba, Father'
(Gal. iv. 6).
Wiclif has
in himself] According to the revised reading, in him.
'in him', Luther, beiih?n: Tyndale added the 'self, and most English
Versions have followed him. But in him in this context cannot
mean anything but 'in himself. The external witness faithfully accepted becomes internal certitude. Our faith in the Divinity of Christ
attests its own Divine origin, for we could not have obtained it otherwise than from God. " The human mind is made for truth, and so
rests in truth, as it cannot rest in falsehood.
When then it once becomes possessed of a truth, what is to dispossess it ? but this is to be
certain ; therefore once certitude, always certitude.
If certitude in any
'

'

'

'

vv. II, 12.]
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he that believeth not God hath made him a liar;
because he believeth not the record that God gave of his
And this is the record, that God hath given to us
Son.
He that hath the
eternal life, and this life is in his Son.
self:

matter be the termination of all doubt or fear about its truth, and an
unconditional conscious adherence to it, it carries with it an inward
assurance, strong though implicit, that it shall never fail" (J. H.

Newman).

He

that has not even enough faith to
says (see first note on this verse).
There are great diversities of reading here; ' God', the Son', the Son
of God', 'His Son', 'Jesus Christ': of these 'God' (NBKLP) is cerThe others have arisen from a wish to make
tainly to be preferrecf.
*
he that believeth not ' more exactly balance ' he that believeth '. But,
as we have repeatedly seen, S. John's antitheses seldom balance exactly.
Yet it is by no means impossible that all five are wrong, and that we

he that believeth not God\
induce him to believe what

God

'

'

''He that believeth not hath made Him a liar':
of which this verse seems to be an echo. In 'he
that believeth not', the case is stated quite generally and indefinitely
the Apostle is not pointing at some one person who
(d ivt] TCKjT^vwv)
was known as not believing (d ov ttlctt^iioju) ; comp. iii, 10, 14, iv. 8,

ought simply to

i-ead

comp. John

18,

iii.

:

20, V. 12.

hath made him a liar'\ See on i. 10.
Better, as R.V., hatll not
believeth not the record that God gave'l
The perfect
believed in the witness that God hath borne: see on i. 2.
he has been and remains
in both cases indicates a permanent result
:

an unbeliever

in the witness

plies concerning

where

else.

His Son.

See on

iii.

which God has given and continually sup-

'To

believe in (on) the witness' occurs no-

23.

And this

is the record]
Better, as R.V., And the witness is
9 this is what the external witness of God, when it is
internally appropriated by the believer, consists in; viz. the Divine gift
of eternal life.
eternal li/e]
See on i. 2 and on John iii. 36, v. 24. * Hath given' is
more literally gave ; but perhaps this is a case in which the English
perfect may represent the Greek aorist.
But at any rate ' gave must
not be weakened into 'offered', still less into 'promised'. Thebehever
already possesses eternal life.
this life is in his Son]
This is a new independent statement, coordinate with the first clause: it is not, Hke the second clause, dependent
upon the first. Eternal life has its seat and source in the Son, who is
the 'Prince' or 'Author of life' (Acts iii. 15): see on John i. 4, v. 26.
12.
deduction from the preceding clause. If the Son has the life
in Himself, then whoever has the Son has the life, and no man can
have the one without the other. ' To have the Son' must be compared
with 'to have the Father' in ii. 23. In both cases 'have' signifies
possession in living union through faith.

11.

this, as in

z^.

:

'

A

II

—
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JOHN,
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that hath not the

[v. 12.

Son of God hath

life.

hath life] Better, as R.V., Aat/i the /t/e; not merely 'the life just
mentioned', 'the life which God has given', but 'the life which in the
full sense of the word is such '.
Ae that hath not'\ As in verse lo, the negative alternative is stated
generally and indefinitely (o /xrj ^x^w).
The addition of 'of God' is
neither fortuitous nor pleonastic.
Those who possess Him know that
He is the Son of God ; those who do not, need to be reminded Whose
Son it is that they reject.
The verse constitutes another close parallel with the Gospel comp.
the last words of the Baptist (John iii. 36).
:

13

— 21.

Conclusion and Summary.

Some modern

writers consider that v. i^ constitutes the conclusion
of the Epistle, the remainder (14
21) being a postscript or appendix,
analogous to chap. xxi. of the Gospel, and possibly by another hand.
Some go so far as to conjecture that the same person added chap. xxi.
to the Gospel and the last nine verses to the Epistle after the Apostle's
death.
Not much can be urged in favour of these views. NolVIS. or version
seems to exist in which these concluding verses are wanting. Tertullian
quotes 7JV. 16, 17, 18 {De Pudicitia xix.) and v. i\ {De Corona x.):
Clement of Alexandria quotes vv. 16, 17 [Strom, ii. xv.); and both
This shews that
these writers in quoting mention S. John by name.
at the end of the second century these verses were an integral part of
the Epistle.
Against such evidence as this, arbitrary statements that
the division of sins into sins unto death and sins not unto death, the
sternness of z^. 19, and the warning against idolatry, are unlike S. John,
will not have much weight.
The diction is S. John's throughout, and
some of the fundamental ideas of the Epistle reappear in these concluding verses.
Moreover, the connexion with the first half of the
chapter is so close, that there is no reason for supposing that, while
unquestionably by S. John himself, yet it is, like chap. xxi. of the
Gospel, a subsequent addition to the original work.
Indeed so close

—

the connexion with what precedes that some commentators consider
only the last four verses, or even only the last verse, to be the proper
Conclusion of the Epistle.
The Conclusion, as here arranged, falls into three parts. In the
first, three main thoughts are retouched ;
faith in the Son of God,
eternal life, and love of the brethren shewing itself in intercession
In the second, three great facts of which believers have
(13
17).
certain knowledge are restated {18
In the third, a farewell prac20).
tical warning is given [v. 21).
is

—

13

—

—

17.

13

—

17.

Intercessory Love the Fruit of Faith and of the
Possession of Life.
Eternal

life,

faith,

and brotherly love shewing boldness

vv. 13, I4-]
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you that believe on the u
that ye have
eternal life, and that ye may believe on the name of the
Son of God. And this is the confidence that we have in 14

These

name

things have I written unto

of the Son of

God

;

may know

that ye

We have had
in intercession, are the leading ideas of this section.
most of these topics before, and the section is more or less of a recapitulation.
But S. John "cannot even recapitulate without the inand
troduction of new and most important thoughts" (F. W. Farrar)
;

the combination of the idea of boldness in prayer (iii. 21, 22) with that
of love of the brethren leads to very fruitful results.
13.
These things have I written unto yoii\ 'These things' will cover
the whole Epistle, and such is probably the meaning, as in i. 4, where
S. John states the purpose of his Epistle in words which are explained
by what he says here there is nothing there or here, as there is in
As in
ii.
26, to limit 'these things' to what immediately precedes.
'I have written' is literally, 'I wrote': it is the epistolary
ii. 21, 26,
aorist, which may be represented in English either by the present or the
:

perfect.

In the remainder of the verse the divergences of reading are very
The original text
considerable, and authorities are much divided.
seems to be that represented by X^ B, which has been adopted in R. V.
These things haue I written unto you, that ye may know that ye have
eternal life,
unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God.
The awkwardness of the explanatory clause added at the end has led
Comp.
to various expedients for making the whole run more smoothly.
them that sin not unto death.'
the similarly added explanation in v. 16;
At the opening of the
that ye may knozv that ye have etej-nal life'\
Epistle S. John said 'These things we write that our joy may be fulfilled'
The context there shews what constitutes this joy. It is the
(i. 4).
consciousness of fellowship with God and His Son and His saints;
in other words it is the conscious possession of eternal life (Johnxvii, 3).
Thus the Introduction and Conclusion of the Epistle mutually explain
one another. This verse should also be compared with its parallel
in the Gospel (xx. 31), a passage which has probably influenced some of
the various readings here.
see at once the similar yet not identical
purposes of Gospel and Epistle.
S. John writes his Gospel, 'that ye
may have life' ; he writes his Epistle 'that ye may know that ye have
life.'
The one leads to the obtaining of the boon; the other to the
joy of knowing that the boon has been obtained. The one is to produce faith; the other is to make clear the fruits of faith.
believe on the nanie'X
See on v. 10 and on iii. 23.
14.
And this is the confidence that we have in hint] Better, And the
boldness that we have towards Him is this : see on i. 5 and ii. 28.
For the fourth and last time in the Epistle the Apostle touches on the
subject of the Christian's 'boldness.' Twice he speaks of it in connexion
with the Day of Judgment (ii. 28, iv. 17); twice in connexion with
approaching God in prayer (iii. 21, 22 and here). In the present case

—

—

We

'
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I.

him, that,
heareth us

t6

him.

it

is

V.

we ask any thing according to his will, he
if we know that he hear us, whatsoever we
we know that we have the petitions that we desired of

15

ask,

JOHN,

if

:

and

any man see

If

his brother sin a sin

which

is

not

with special reference to intercessory prayer that the subject

is

ideas of the Epistle meet in this
and brotherly love; for it is love

Thus two more leading

retouched.

recapitulation, boldness towards God
of the brethren which induces us to pray for them.
according to his will} This is the only limitation, and it is a very
His will is always for His children's good, and
gracious limitation.
therefore it is only when they ignorantly ask for what is not for their

good that
Heareth
'

their prayers are denied.
'

of course

means

that

Comp.

S. Paul's case, 2 Cor. xii. 9.
hears and grants what we ask
'The desire of the righteous shall be

He

(John ix, 31, xi. 41, 42). Comp.
granted' (Prov. x. 24).
15.
if we knozu that he hear tis ...we

know that we have^ The one
certitude depends upon the other: if we trust God's goodness, we are
Comp. ' All things
perfectly certain that our trust is not misplaced.
whatsoever ye pray and ask for, believe that ye have received them, and
ye shall have them' (Mark

xi.

24).

'Whatsoever we ask' belongs

to the conditional clause.
that zve have'] Not merely that

we shall have: our
no results may be perceptible.

prayers are
'Everyone
already granted, although
thatasketh, receiveth; and he that seeketh,y?W^M' (Matt. vii. 8).
Better, that we have asked of Him: it
that we desired of him]
is the perfect tense of the same verb as is used in 'whatsoever we ask.'
Comp. Matt, xx, 20. 'Of Him' or 'from Him' {air avrov) can be
taken with that we have'.
16.
'The prayer of faith' is all-prevailing when it is in accordance
with God's will. This is the sole limit as regards prayer on our own
behalf.
Is there any other limit in the case of prayer on behalf of
another ? Yes, there is that other's own will this will prove a further
limitation.
Man's will has been endowed by God with such royal
freedom, that not even His will coerces it. Still less, therefore, can a
brother's prayer coerce it.
If a human will has deliberately and ob'

:

stinately resisted God, and persists in doing so, we are debarred from
our usual certitude. Against a rebel will even the prayer of faith in

accordance wuth God's will (for of course God desires the submission of
For exhortations to intercession
the rebel) may be offered in vain.
elsewhere in N. T. see i Thess. v. 25 Heb. xiii. 18, 19; James v. 14
20; comp. Phil. i. 4.
If any man see his brother] Here it is obvious that 'brother' must
mean i(t\\o\\-Christian\ not any one whether Christian or not.
sin a sin]
More accurately, as R. V. sinning a sin: the supposed
case is one in which the sinner is seen in the very act.
The phrase 'to
sin a sin' occurs nowhere else in N.T.
Comp. Lev. v. 6, 10, 13; Ezek.

—
;

'•

,

xviii. 24.
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unto death, he shall ask, and he shall give him life for
them that sin not unto death. There is a sin unto death
he shall as/c]
in such a case

is

Future for imperative; or, he will ask, i.e. a Christian
sure to pray for his erring brother.
The latter seems

preferable.
afid he shall give him life']
The Greek is ambiguous. ' He ' may
mean either God or the intercessor, and 'him' may mean either the
intercessor or the sinner for whom he intercedes.
If the latter alternatives be taken, we may compare 'he shall save a soul from death'
v.
Commentators
are
much
divided.
20).
(James
On the one hand
it is urged that throughout Scripture asking is man's part and giving
God's: but, on the other hand, when two verbs are connected so
closely as these, 'will ask and will give' [alrrjaeL koI Suiaei), it seems
rather violent to give them different nominatives; 'he will ask and
God will give'. It seems better to translate; he will ash and zuill
give him Ijfe, theiJi that sin not tinto death.
'Them' is in apposition
to 'him', the clause being an explanation rather awkwardly added,
similar to that at the end of v. 13.
If 'God' be inserted, 'them'
is the dativus commodi ;
God will grant the intercessor life for those
who sin'. The change to the plural makes the statement more
general: 'sinning not unto death' is not likely to be an isolated case.

—

'

The Vulgate

here exceedingly free petal, et dabilnr ei vita peccanti
Tertullian also ignores the change of number ; postulabit, ct dabit ei vitam dojjiimis qui non ad mortem delinquit.
There is a sin unto deat/i] Or, There is sin unto death ; we have no
Tis or ixia in the Greek, a fact which is against the supposition that any
act of sin is intended.
In that case would not S. John have named it,
that the faithful might avoid it, and also know when it had been committed? The following explanations of 'sin unto death' may be safely
i. Sin punished by the law with death.
rejected,
2. Sin punished by
Divine visitation with death or sickness.
3. Sin punished by the
Church with excommunication. As a help to a right explanation we
may get rid of the idea which some commentators assume, that 'sin
unto death is a sin which can be recognised by those among whom the
one who commits it lives. S. John's very guarded language points the
other way.
He implies that so?7ie sins may be known to be ^not unto
death': he neither says nor implies that all 'sin unto death' can be
known as such. As a further help we may remember that no sin, if
repented of, can be too great for God's mercy.
Hence S. John does
not speak even of this sin as 'fatal' or 'mortal', but as '?/;//£' death
{irpb% ddvarov).
Death is its natural, but not its absolutely inevitable
consequence.
It is possible to close the heart against the influences of
God's Spirit so obstinately and persistently that repentance becomes a
moral impossibility. Just as the body may starve itself to such an extent
as to make the digestion, or even the reception, of food impossible ; so
the soul may go on refusing offers of grace until the very power to receive grace perishes.
Such a condition is necessarily sin, and 'sin unto
death'.
No passing over out of death into life (iii. 14) is any longer
is

non ad mo7-tem.

'

;
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[vv. 17, 18.

do not say that he shall pray for it. All unrighteousness is
and there is a sin not unto death. We know that

sin

:

(without a miracle of grace) possible.
*Sin unto death', therefore, is
not any act of sin, however heinous, but a state or habit of sin wilfullychosen and persisted in it is constant and consummate opposition to
God. In the phraseology of this Epistle we might say that it is the
deliberate preference of darkness to light, of falsehood to truth, of sin
to righteousness, of the world to the Father, of spiritual death to eternal
:

life.

I do not say that he shall pray for
that do

say that

should

it'\

More

accurately, not concerning

make

request.
This reproduces the
telling order of the Greek
it avoids the ambiguity which lurks in
' pray for it
it preserves the emphatic
that ; and marks better the
difference between the verb [alTetv) previously rendered 'ask' [vv. 14,
Of the two verbs
15, 16) and the one [ipcorav) here rendered 'pray'.
pray' is
the latter is the less suppliant (see on John xiv. 16), whereas
7no7'e suppliant than 'ask'.
Two explanations of the change of verb are
suggested,
i. The Apostle does not advise request, much less does he
advise urgent supplication in such a case.
2. He uses the less humble
word to express a request which seems to savour of presumption. See
I

lie

;

'

'

;

'

'

on

2

John 5.
Note carefully

that S. John, even in this extreme case, does not
he says is that he does not command it. For
one who sins an ordinary sin we may intercede in faith with certainty
that a prayer so fully in harmony with God's will is heard.
The sinner
will receive grace to repent.
But where the sinner has made repentance morally impossible S. John does not encourage us to intercede.
(i)

forbid

intercessioji

Comp.

:

all

Jer. vii. 16, xiv. 11.
also that, while

Note

distinguishing between deadly and not
no criterion by ivhich we may distinguish the one
from the other. He thus condemns rather than sanctions those attempts
which casuists have made to tabulate sins under the heads of mortal
(2)

deadly

sin,

he gives

tis

'

Sins differ indefinitely in their intensity and effect on
and the
the soul, ending at one end of the scale in sin unto death
gradations depend not merely or chiefly on the sinful act, but on the
motive which prompted it, and iho: feeling (whether of sorrow or delight)
which the recollection of it evokes. Further than this it is not safe to
define or dogmatize.
This seems to be intimated by what is told us in
the next verse. Two facts are to be borne in mind, and beyond them
we need not pry.
17.
All unrighteoiisness is siit]
warning against carelessness about
breaches of duty, whether in ourselves or in others. All such things are
sin and need the cleansing blood of Christ (i. 9, ii. 2).
Here, therefore,
is a wide enough field for brotherly intercession.
The statement serves
also as a farewell declaration against the Gnostic doctrine that t(5 the
enlightened Christian declensions from righteousness involve no sin.
Comp. the definition of sin as lawlessness in iii. 4.
there is a sin not unto death]
Or, as before, there is sin 7tot unto

and

'

venial

'.

'

'

A

;

JOHN,

I.

V. i8.]

whosoever

bom

is

begotten of

God

V.
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of God sinneth not; but he that is
keepeth hhnself, and that wicked one

Cranmer, and the Genevan here omit the
though they all insert it in z/. 16. A warning against
Not all sin is
despair, whether about ourselves or about others.
mortal :— an answer by anticipation to the unchristian rigour of Montanism and Novatianism.
death

Wiclif, Tyndale,

:

indefinite article,

18—20.

The Sum of the

Christian's Knowledge.

—

The Epistle now draws rapidly to a close. Having briefly,
18 20.
yet with much new material, retouched some of the leading ideas of the
Epistle, eternal life, faith in Christ and boldness in prayer united with
brotherly love (13—17), the Apostle now goes on to emphasize once
more three great facts about which Christians have sure knowledge,
facts respecting themselves, their relations to the evil one and his kingdom, and their relations to the Son of God. Each verse is a condensaV. 18 is a combination of iii. 9
tion of what has been said elsewhere.
with ii. 13; V. 19 a combination of the substance of i. 6, ii. 8, 15 and
iv. and v. t
12.
iii. 10, 13: V. 20 condenses the substance of iv. 9
"Hence we have in these last verses a final emphasis laid on the fundamental principles on which the Epistle rests that through the ?nissiojt
of the Lord Jesus Christ we have fellowship with God ; that this fellowship protects us from sin ; and that it establishes us in a relation of titter
Fellowship with one another is not
opposition to the worUV (Haupt).
mentioned again, but is included in the threefold 'n'e know'.
18.
IVe know\ This confident expression of the certitude of Christian
faith stands at the beginning of each of these three verses and is the link
have had it twice before (iii. 2, 14;
which binds them together.
comp. ii. 20, 21, iii. 5, 15) and perhaps in all cases it is meant to mark
the contrast between the real knowledge of the believer, which is based
upon Divine revelation in Christ, and the spurious knowledge of the
Gnostic, which is based upon human intelligence.
The triple we know at the close of the Epistle confirms the view
that John xxi. 24 is by the Apostle's own hand, and not added by the

—

—

;

We

:

'

Ephesian

'

elders.

whosorjer is born of God] Better, as R. V., whosoever is beg-otten of
God.
It is the same verb, though not the same tense, as is used in the
next clause
A. V. changes the verb and does not change the tense.
The sentence is a return to the statement made in iii. 9, where see
Once more the Apostle is not afraid of an apparent contradicnotes.
He has just been saying that if a Christian sins his
tion (see on ii. 15).
brother will intercede for him and now he says that the child of God
does not sin. The one statement refers to possible but exceptional
child of God may sin ; but
facts ; the other to the habitual state.
his normal condition is one of resistance to sin.
but he that is begotten of God keepeth himself] Rather, btit the
Begotten of God keepeth him. The first change depends upon a question
of interpretation, the second on one of reading; and neither can be
:

;

A

I70
19

I.

toucheth him not.

JOHN,

V.

And we know

[v. 19.

that

we

are of God,

and

determined with certainty. The latter is the easier question and it
'Him' {avTov), on the high authority of
throws light on the former.
A^B and "the Vulgate, seems to be rightly preferred by most editors to
'himself {eavrov). This 'him' is the child of God spoken of in the
Not the child of God
first clause: who is it that 'keepeth him'?
himself, as A. V. leads us to suppose and many commentators explain,
any
On
other interpretation
Only-Begotten.
the
but the Son of God,
S. John's marked change of tense appears arbitrary and confusing.
Recipients of the Divine birth are always spoken of by S. John both in
his Gospel and in his Epistle in the perfect participle (o yeytw-qixivos or
TO yeyeuvrjfjievov); iii. 9, v. i, 4 ; John iii. 6, 8; also the first clause
here. In the present clause he abruptly changes to the aortsi participle
(comp. Matt. i. 20 Gal. iv. 29).
(0 yevvrjdeis), which he uses nowhere else
The force of the two tenses here seems to be this the perfect expresses
a permanent relation begun in the past and continued in the present;
the aorist expresses a timeless relation, a mere fact: the one signifies
the child of God as opposed to those who have not become His
children; the other signifies the Son of God as opposed to the evil one.
It is some confirmation of this view that in the Constantinopohtan
Creed, commonly called the Nicene Creed, 'begotten of the Father'
{tov €K tou Uarpos yevvrjdevTo) is the same form of expression as that
used here for 'begotten of God' (0 yevvrjeds e/c tou Qeov). Moreover
;

:

interpretation produces another harmony between Gospel and
Christ both directly by His power and indirectly by His
Epistle.
'I kept them in Thy Name'
intercession 'keepeth' the children of God
(xvii. 12); 'I pray not that Thou shouldest take them out of the
world but that Thou shouldest keep them from the evil one' (xvii. 15).
Better, the evil one toucheth him
that zvicked one toucheth him not\

this

:

not: see on

i.

wycked

'that

and

2

ii.

man.''

13.

The

Strangely enough the Genevan Version has
original is perhaps less strong than the

'layeth not hold on him' (aVreTat); see on John xx. 17.
one does assault him, but he gets no hold. 'No one shall
'The ruler of the world
snatch them out of My hand' (John x. 28).
Cometh: and he hath nothing in Me' (John xiv. 30). Therefore who-

English;

The

evil

ever

is

in Christ

is safe.

The conjunction must be omitted on abundant
kno7u]
This introduces the second great fact of which the believer
authority.
And, as so often, S. John's divisions are not
has sure knowledge.
The second fact is partly anticipated
sharp, but the parts intermingle.
the first is partly repeated in the second. Christians know
in the first
that as children of God they are preserved by His Son from the devil.
Then what do they know about the world, and their relation to the
world ? They knoiv that they are of God and the whole world lieth in the
It has not passed over, as they have
It remains in his power.
evil one.
done, out of death into life ; but it abides in the evil one, who is its ruler
(John xii. 31, xiv. 30, xvi. 11), as the Christian abides in Christ. It is
clear therefore that the severance between the Church and the world
19.

And we

;

V. 20.]

I.

JOHN,

V.

I7'i

And we know that
the whole world lieth in wickedness.
the Son of God is come, and hath given us an understanding,
that we may know him that is true, and we are in him that
ought to be, and tends to be, as total as that between God and the evil
The preceding verse and the antithesis to God, to say nothing of
one.
ii. 13, 14, iv. 4, make it quite clear that 'the evil' {t(^ 7rovr]p<?) is here
7nalo.
masculine and not neuter. The Vulgate has in maligno, not
Tyndale and Cranmer have 'is altogether set on wickedness,' which is
doubly or trebly wrong. Note once more that the opposition is not
The evil one doth not obtain
exact, but goes beyond what precedes.
hold of the child of God he not only obtains hold over the world, but
No similar use of to lie in occurs
has it wholly within his embrace.
Comp. Sophocles Oed. Col. 248.
in N. T.
20.
And we knozv\ This introduces the third great fact of which
The first two Christian certitudes
believers have certain knowledge.
are that the believer as a child of God progresses under Christ's protection towards the sinlessness of God, while the unbelieving world lies
Therefore the Christian knows
wholly in the power of the evil one.
that both in the moral nature which he inherits, and in the moral
sphere in which he lives, there is an ever-widening gulf between him
and the world. But his knowledge goes beyond this. Even in the
intellectual sphere, in which the Gnostic claims to have such ad-

m

:

'

'

vantages, the Christian is, by Christ's bounty, superior.
The 'and' (5e) brings the whole to a conclusion: comp. Heb.
Or it may mark the opposition between the world's evil
xiii. 20, 22.
case and what is stated here; in which case Zk should be rendered 'but.'
is co7ne\
This includes the notion of 'is here' ivKeL); but it is the
coming at the Incarnation rather than the perpetual presence that is
prominent in this context.
Aaf/i given us an jcnderstandijtg']
Or, hath given ics understandings
i.e. the capacity for receiving knowledge, intellectual power.
The word
(Stdj'ota) occurs nowhere else in S. John's writings.
that we may know'] Literally, 'that we may continue to recognise, as
we do now' (iVa with the indicative; see on John xvii. 3). It is the
appropriation of the knowledge that is emphasized
hence recognise
{yLV(jo<jKOjX€v) rather than 'know' (ot'Sa^ei/).
The latter word is used at
the opening of these three verses: there it is the possessioti of the
knowledge that is the main thing.
hi7n that is true'\
God; another parallel with Christ's Prayer 'that
they should knozo Thee the only true God'' (John xvii. 3), where some
authorities give 'Lva with the indicative, as here.
'True' does not mean
'that cannot lie' (Titus i. 2), but 'genuine, real, very,'' as opposed to the
false gods of v. 21.
See on ii. 8. What is the Gnostic's claim to
superior knowledge in comparison with this ?
know that we have
the Divine gift of intelligence by means of which we attain to the knowledge of a personal God who embraces and sustains us in his Son.
and we are in himl
fresh sentence, not dependent on either
preceding that '.
'Him that is true' again means God. It is arbitrary
'

;

'

;

We

A

'

20

1/2
is

Son Jesus

true, even in his

and
idols.

JOHN,

I.

eternal

[v. 21.

Christ.

This is the true God,
keep yourselves from

children,

Little

Hfe.

V.

Amen.

meaning and make this refer to Christ. 'The Son has
given us understanding by which to attain to knowledge of the Father.'
Instead of resuming 'And we do know the Father,' the Apostle makes
an advance and says: 'And we are in the Father.' Knowledge has
become fellowship (i. 3, ii. 3 5). God has appeared as man ; God
has spoken as man to man ; and the Christian faith, which is the one
absolute certainty for man, the one means of re-uniting him to God, is
the result.
Omit even which has been inserted
ev£7i in his Son Jesiis Christ]
This
in A.V. and R. V. to make in Him that is true refer to Christ.
last clause explains how it is that we are in the Father, viz. by being in
Comp. ii. 23; John i. 18, xiv. 9, xvii. 11, 25. Tyndale
the Son.
boldly turns the second 'in' into 'through'; 'm^c are in him that is
have had similar explanatory
true, through his sonne Jesu Christ.'
additions in vv. 13, 16.
impossible
is
to determine with certainty
This is the true God\ It
whether 'This' (oSros) refers to the Father, the /;7«r//'a/ substantive of
the previous sentence, or to Jesus Christ, the nearest substantive. That
S. John teaches the Divinity of Jesus Christ both in Epistle and Gospel
is so manifest, that a text more or less in favour of the doctrine need
not be the subject of heated controversy. The following considerations
are in favour of referring 'This 'to Christ, i. Jesus Christ is the subject
The Father having been .twice called 'the true
2.
last inentioned.
One' in the previous verse, to proceed to say of Him 'This is the true
God' is somewhat tautological. 3. It is Christ who both in this
Epistle (i. 2, V. 12) and also in the Gospel (xi. 25, xiv. 6) is called the
S. Athanasius three times in his Orations against the Arians
Life.
4.
interprets the passage in this way, as if there was no doubt about it
The following are in favour of
(ill. xxiv. 4, XXV. 16; IV. ix. i).
The Father is the leading subject
i.
referring 'This' to the Father,
To repeat what has been
2.
of all that follows 'understanding.'
He has spoken
already stated and add to it is exactly S. John's style.
of 'Him that is true' and he now goes on This (true One) is the true
It is the Father who is the source of that life
3.
God and eternal life.
which the Son has and is (John v. 26). 4. John xvii. 3 supports this
The Divinity of Christ has less special point in reference to
view.
5.
the warning against idols: the truth that God is the true God is the
comp. i Thess. i. 9. But see
basis of the warning against false gods
the conclusion of the note on from idols in the next verse see also
Lectures.
Bampton
note k in Lect- v. of Liddon's
to change the

—

'

'

'

'

We

'

:

'

:

'

21.

Little children'l

As

:

'

Farewell Warning.

usual

(ii.

i, 12,

28,

iii.

7,

18, iv. 4), this refers to

all his readers.

keep yourselves']

Better, as R. V.,

guard

yourselves.

It is

not the

I.

V. 21.]

verb used in

v. 18 {rtipdv)

JOHN,

V.
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but that used 1 Thess.

iii.

3 {(^vXaadeiv)',

from the evil one'. Both verbs occur John xvii, 12:
comp. xii. 25, 47. Here the verb is in the aorist imperative; 'once for
The use of the
all be on your guard and have nothing to do with'.
'shall

guard

yo\k

reflexive pronoun instead of the middle voice intensifies the command
This construction is
to personal care and exertion {(pvXd^aTe eavrd).
frequent in S. John: i. 8, iii. 3; John vii. 4, xi. 33, 55, xiii. 4, xxi. i;
Rev. vi. 15, viii. 6, xix. 7.
from idols] Or perhaps, /r^w the idols ; those with which Ephesus

abounded: or again, fro??i. your idols; those which have been, or may
become, a snare to you. This is the last of the contrasts of which the
Epistle is so full. We have had light and darkness, truth and falsehood,
love and hate, God and the world, Christ and Antichrist, life and death,
doing righteousness and doing sin, the children of God and the children
of the devil, the spirit of truth and the spirit of error, the believer untouched by the evil one and the world lying in the evil one; and now
at the close we have what in that age was the ever present and pressing
There is no need to
contrast between the true God and the idols.
seek far-fetched figurative explanations of 'the idols' when the literal
meaning lies close at hand, is suggested by the context, and is in
harmony v/ith the known circumstances of the time. Is it reasonable
to suppose that S. John was warning his readers against "systematising
inferences of scholastic theology; theories of self-vaunting orthodoxy...
tyrannous shibboleths of aggressive systems", or against superstitious
honour paid to the "Madonna, or saints, or pope, or priesthood",
when every street through which his readers walked, and every heathen
house they visited, swarmed with idols in the literal sense; above all
when it was its magnificent temples and groves and seductive idolatrous

which constituted some of the chief attractions at Ephesus? Acts
Ephesian coins with idolatrous
Tac. Ann. iii, 61, iv. 55.
'Ephesian letters' ('E0eVta ypafi/xdra)
figures on them are common.
magic,
and to magic the 'curious arts'
were celebrated in the history of
Of the strictness which was necessary in order
of Acts xix. 19 point.
to preserve Christians from these dangers the history of the first four
Elsewhere in N. T. the word is invariably used
centuries is full.
rites

xix. 27, 35;

literally:

2; 2 Cor.

Acts
vi.

41, xv.

vii.

16;

I

Thess.

20;
i.

Rom.

9; Rev.

ii.

22

;

ix. 20.

i

Cor.

viii. 4,

Moreover,

if

7, x. 19, xii.

we

interpret

warning literally, we have another point of contact between the
Again, as we have
Epistle and the Apocalypse (Rev. ix. 20, xxi. 8).
seen, some of the Gnostic teachers maintained that idolatry was harmless, or that at any rate there was no need to suffer martyrdom in order
This verse is a final protest against such doctrine. Lastly,
to avoid it.
this emphatic warning against the worship of creatures intensifies the
whole teaching of this Epistle; the main purpose of which is to estabthis

Son of God has come in the flesh in the Man
Such a Being was worthy of worship. But if, as Ebionites and
Cerinthians taught, Jesus was a creature, the son of Joseph and Mary,
then worship of such an one would be only one more of those idolatries
from which S. John in his farewell injunction bids Christians once and
for ever to guard themselves.
lish the truth that the

Jesus.
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Amen]

I.

JOHN,

V.

[v. 21.

Here, as at the end of the Gospel and the Second Epistle,
'Amen' is the addition of a copyist. NAB and most Versions omit it.
Such conclusions, borrowed from liturgies, have been freely added
throughout N. T. Perhaps that in Gal. vi. i8 is the only final 'Amen'
that is genuine ; but that in 2 Pet. iii. 8 is well supported.

THE SECOND EPISTLE OF

JOHN.
elder unto
THEI love
in the

the elect lady and her children,
truth

;

and not

The Second Epistle of John]

I only,

This

but also

title, like

whom

all

they

that of the First

and of the Gospel, exists in various forms both ancient and
modern, and is not original and here again the oldest authorities give
it in the simplest form.
i. Of John B; 2. Second Epistle of John ; 3.
Second Catholic Epistle of John ; 4. Second Epistle of the Holy Apostle
Epistle

:

John

the Divine.
In our Bibles the epithet 'Catholic' or 'General' has
wisely been omitted.
The Epistle is not addressed to the Church at
large, but either to an individual, or to a particular Church.

1—3.

Address and Greeting.

1—3.

Like most of the Epistles of S. Paul, the Epistles of S. Peter,
S. James, and S. Jude, and unlike the First Epistle, this letter has a
definite address and greeting. In its fulness the salutation reminds us of
the elaborate openings of the Epistles to the Romans, Galatians, and to
Titus.
1.

The

Eldei-]

styles himself thus

It is

probably on account of his age that the Apostle

and

it is a designation which a writer personating
John would scarcely have chosen, as being too indistinct. On the
other hand an Elder, who did not wish to personate the Apostle, would
hardly call himself
The Elder.' It is in addressing Elders that S.
:

S.

'

Peter calls himself a 'fellow-elder' (i Pet. v. i).
"The use of the
word in this Epistle shews that he cannot have understood this title in
the usual ecclesiastical sense, as though he were only one among many
presbyters of a community.
Clearly the writer meant thereby to express the singular and lofty position he held in the circle around him,
as the teacher venerable for his old age, and the last of the Apostles "
" In this connexion there can be little doubt that it
(Dollinger).
describes not age simply but official position" (Westcott).
See Appendix E.

Or possibly, tinto the elect Kyria but the other
open the question, which cannot be determined
with any approach to certainty, whether the letter is addressed to an
individual or to a community. There is no article in the Greek, so
unto the

is

elect

Lady\

better, as leaving

:

t
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JOHN.

II.

[vv. 2, 3.

known the truth ; for the truth's sake, which
dwelleth in us, and shall be with us for ever.
Grace be
with you, mercy, and peace, from God the Father, and from
that have

to an elect lady is a possible translation.
If we make Kvpia a,
proper name (and no doubt there was such a name in use), we are committed to the former alternative. The rendering 'to the lady Electa''
may be safely dismissed, if only on account of v. 13. If Electa is a
proper name here, it is a proper name there ; which involves two sisters
each bearing the same extraordinary name. Comp. 'to the elect who are
sojourners of the Dispersion' (i Pet. i. i), and 'for the elecfs sake'
Every Christian is elect or chosen out of the anti(2 Tim. ii. 10).
christian world into the kingdom of God.
and her children^ Either the children of the lady, or the members of
the community, addressed in the Epistle.
For the Church as a mother

that

'

'

comp. Gal. iv. 26.
whoju I love in the triith'\ Omit the article, and comp. 'let us love\n
deed and/r«/A' (i John iii. 18) 'whom I love in all Christian sincerity',
In the Greek 'the lady' is feminine, 'the
or in a Christian temper.
children are neuter, 'whom' is masculine. No argument can be drawn
from this as to whether a Christian family or a Church is to be under:

'

stood.
but also all they that have knowji] Better, as R. V., but also all they that
know: literally, that have come to know (see on i John ii. 3). At first
sight this looks like a strong argument in favour of the view that ' the
could the children of an individual
elect Lady' is a Church.
woman be regarded as an object of the love of all believers"? The
Every one who 'has come
First Epistle is the answer to the question.
to know the truth' enters that 'Communion of Saints' of which the
The
love of each for every other is the very condition of existence.
Apostle speaks first in his own name, and then in the name of every
" For all Catholics throughout the world follow one rule of
Christian.
truth: but all heretics and infidels do not agree in unanimous error;
they impugn one another not less than the way of truth itself" (Bede).
For the ti-uth's sake'\ The repetition of the word 'truth' is quite
2.
'The truth' here and at the end of v. i means the
in S. John's style.
truth as revealed in Christ and the Spirit.
which dzvelleth in ns^ Better, as R.V., zvhich aMdeth in tis : see on

"How

I

John

ii.

24.

* With
shall be with tts for ever]
us' is emphatic: and with
us it shall be for ever. An echo of Christ's farewell discourses: 'He
shall give you another Advocate, that He may be with yon for ever,
even the Spirit oi truth'' (John xiv. 16). Comp. 'I am. ..the Truth'
(John xiv, 6) and 'The Spirit is the Truth' (r John v. 6). The Apostle
and all believers love the elect lady and her children on account of the
'For ever' is
ever-abiding presence of Christ in the gift of the Spirit.
literally 'unto the age'
see on i John ii. 17.
Grace,
Rather,
R.V.,
with
mercy
peace\
as
3.
Grace be
you,
a7id
mercy, and peace shall be with us. It is not so much a prayer or a

and

:

^

the

JOHN.

n.

V. 4.]

Lord Jesus

Christ, the
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Son of the Father,

in truth

and

love.

I rejoiced greatly that I found of thy children walking in
and the Apostle inThis triplet of heavenly gifts occurs,
cludes himself within its scope.
and in the same order, in the salutations to Timothy (both Epistles) and
The more common form is 'grace and peace'. In Jude 2 we
Titus.
have another combination ; 'mercy, peace, and love'. In secular letters
Ave have simply 'greeting' {xalpeip) instead of these Christian blessings.
'Grace' is the favour of God towards sinners (see on John i. 14)
peace is
mercy is the compassion of God for the misery of sinners
'Grace' is
the result when the guilt and misery of sin are removed.
rare in the writings of S. John; elsewhere only John i. 14, 16, 17;
blessing, as the confident assurance of a blessing

'

;

'

'

Rev.

i.

'

;

4, xxii. 21.

from God the Fatherl
hand of (Trapd) God the
usual expression
1 Cor. i. 2, &c.

is

Literally,

Father''

:

simply 'from'

fi'om the presence

see

on John

(dTro),

as in

i.

or from the
27 the more
7 ; i Cor. i. 3;
of,

6, xvi.

Rom.

i.

:

and from the Lord Jesiis Christ the Son of the Father'] Omit 'the
Lord' with AB and the Vulgate; the title of 'Lord' for Jesus Christ,
though found in the Gospel and in the Revelation, does not occur in
The repetition of the preposition marks the
S. John's Epistles.
separate Personality of Christ ; whose Divine Sonship is emphasized
with an unusual fulness of expression, perhaps in anticipation of the
errors condemned in w. 7 and 10.
in truth and love'] These two words, so characteristic of S. John
(see on i John i. 8, ii. 8, iii. i), are key-notes of this short Epistle, in
which 'truth' occurs five times, and 'love' twice as a substantive and
Commandment' is a third such word.
twice as a verb.
'

The Occasion of the

4.

Epistle.

The Apostle has met with some of the elect lady's children (or
some members of the particular Church addressed), probably in one of
Their Christian
his Apostolic visits to some Church in Asia Minor.
life delighted him and apparently prompted him to write this letter.
/ rejoiced greatly] Or, / have rejoiced greatly, or perhaps, as R. V.,
4.

I rejoice greatly,

the epistolary aorist, as in i John ii. 26, v. 13.
occurs 3 John 3 and Luke xxiii. 8. The word for
'Grace' is
'rejoice' (xat'pw) is cognate with 'grace' (xa/ois) in v. 3.
originally 'that which causes joy': but there is no connexion between
Like S. Paul, the Elder leads up to his admonithe two words here.
tion by stating something which is a cause of joy and thankfulness
comp. Philem. 4 2 Tim. i. 3 ; Rom. i. 8 &c.
that Ifound]
Better, that lYiZNe fotaid, or because / "ha^e found.
There is nothing in 'I have found' {tvp-qKo.) to shew that there had been
any seeki?ig on the part of the Apostle, still less that there had been any
examination as to the Tightness of their conduct.
of thy children] This elliptical mode of expression {kK twv t^kvuv)
if it is

The same phrase

;

S.

JOHN

(EP.)

;

J

2

4

II.
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[v. 5.

received a commandment from the Father.
beseech thee, lady, not as though I wrote a new
commandment unto thee, but that which we had from the

truth, as
5

JOHN.

we have

And now

I

common

24, vii. 40, xvi. 17; Rev. ii. 10,
is impossible to say whether the
of
intimating
that only some of the children
expression
were walking in truth, or whether it merely means that the Apostle had
The expression of affection
fallen in with only some of the children.
in V. I is in favour of the latter supposition; but the strong warnings
some
against intercourse with heretical teachers favours the former
'Walking' indicates the
of her children were already contaminated.
activity of human life (see on i John i. 7): *in truth' is in Christian
truth, as in w. i and 3 ; in Christian tone and temper.
as we have received a commandi}ient\ The changes made in R. V.,
even as we received commandment, are all improvements in the
'Even as' {Kadcis) points to the completeness
direction of accuracy.
of their obedience: comp. i John ii. 6, 27, iii. 3, 7, 23, iv. 17. The
the
definite
occasion of their reception of the commandaorist points to
ment comp. 'heard' i John ii, 7, 24, iii. 11; and 'gave' iii. 23, 24.
Commandment is the third key-word of the Epistle, in which it occurs
Love, truth, and obedience; these are the three leading
four times.
Obedience
ideas, which partly imply, partly supplement one another.
without love becomes servile ; love without obedience becomes unreal
neither of them can flourish outside the realm of truth.
from the Father\ Literally, as in v. 3, from the hand of the Father
The Divine command has come direct from the
{irapa tou Uarpos).
Giver.
5 11.
now enter upon the main portion of the Epistle, which
has three divisions Exhortation to Love and Obedience (5, 6) ; Warnings
against False Doctrine (7
9) ; Warnings against False Charity (10, 1 1).
As usual, the transitions from one subject to another are made gently
and without any marked break.

is

rather

V. 9, xi. 9; see
is

John (John i.
John iv. 13). It

in S.

on

i

a delicate

way

:

:

'

'

—

We

:

—

Exhortation to Love and Obedience.

5, 6.

And

As in i John ii. 28 (see note there),
a practical exhortation depending on what precedes.
5.

flow']

'

the Christian
others, that

/

life

move

beseech thee']

this introduces
It is

my

joy at

my

some

anxiety about the
of thy children, and
me to exhort thee'.
(epuirgv)
as that used of
verb
uses
the
same
S.'John
of

making request about

'sin

unto death'

_(i

John

v.

It

16).

perhaps

indicates that he begs as an equal or superior rather than as an inferior.
In both passages the Vulgate rightly has rogo, not peto. In classical
Greek the verh = interrogo, 'I ask a question', a meaning which it
frequently has in N. T.
S. Paul uses it very seldom, and always in
the sense of 'I request': his usual word is irapaKoXQ, which S.John
_

never employs.

c neiv commandment']

See on

i

John

ii.

7.

II.

V. 6.]

JOHN.
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we love one another. And this is love, that
we walk after his commandments. This is the commandment,

beginning, that

That, as ye have heard from the beginning, ye should walk in
f7-om the heglnnin^:^ See on i John ii. 7.
that "cue love one another\
'That' (tVa) introduces the purport of the
command; but perhaps the notion oi purpose is not wholly absent (see
on I John i. 8 and comp. iii. 23). It is doubtful whether that we
'

love' depends

And

6.

mean

upon 'commandment'

this is love]

consists in this {see

Or,

on

And
i

or

ttie

John

i.

upon

'

I

beseech thee'.

love is this: the love which I
In z'. 5 obedience prompts

5).

here love prompts obedience. This is no vicious logical circle,
;
Love
but a healthy moral connexion, as is stated above on v. 4.
divorced from duty will run riot, and duty divorced from love will
starve.
See on i John v. 3. The Apostle has no sympathy with a
religion of pious emotions: there must be z. persevering zualk according
to God's commands.
In writing to a woman it might be all the more
necessary to insist on the fact that love is not a mere matter of feeling.
This is the coinmand7nent'\ Or, as before. The commandjnent is this,
i.e. consists in this.
had a similar transition from plural to singular,

love

We

'commandment' in i John iii. 11, 23.
In these verses {5, 6) S. John seems to be referring
Epistle, which she would know.
'commandments'

to

to the First

as ye have heard'\
Better, as R. V., even as ye heard, referring to
the time when they were first instructed in Christian Ethics. See on
'received' in v. 4.
R. V. is also more accurate in placing 'that' after,
instead of before, 'even as ye heard'.
But A. V. is not wrong, for
'even as ye heard' belongs to the apodosis, not to the protasis: still,
this is interpretation rather than translation.
ye should walk in it] In brotherly love ; not, in the commandment,
as the Vulgate implies.
S. John speaks of walking in (iv) truth, in
light, in darkness ; but of walking according to {Kara) the commandments. S. Paul speaks both of walking in love (Eph. v. 2) and
according to love (Rom. xiv. 15). Neither speaks of walking in commandments and in Luke i. 6 a different verb is used. Moreover the
context here is in favour of in it ' meaning in love.
:

'

7—9.
7

—

9.

The

Warnings against False Doctrine.

third element in the triplet of leading thoughts once

more

Love and obedience
to the front, but without being named.
require, as the condition of their existence, truth.
It is in truth that
'the Elder' and all who love the truth love the elect lady and her
comes

children ; and they love them for the truth's sake.
Truth no less than
love is the condition of receiving the threefold blessing of grace, mercy,
and peace. And it was the fact that some of her children were walking
in truth, while others seemed to be deserting it, which led the Apostle
in the fulness of his heart to write to her.
All this tends to shew the
preciousness of the truth.
Love of the brethren and loyal obedience

6

i8o

II.

JOHN.

[v. 7.

For many deceivers are entered into the world, who con-

7 it.

fess

not that Jesus Christ

is

come

in the flesh.

This

is

a

to God's commands will alike suggest that we should jealously guard
against those who by tampering with the truth harm the brethren and

dishonour God and His Son.
For] Or, Because. Some would make this conjunction intro7.
duce the reason for v. 8 'Because many deceivers have appeared
look to yourselves.' But this is altogether unlike S. John's simple
manner to say nothing of the very awkward parenthesis which is
thus made of 'This is
Antichrist.'
'For' or 'Because' points backwards to w. 5 and '6, not forwards to z^. 8. 'I am recalling our
obligations to mutual love and to obedience of the Divine command,
because there ajre men with whom you and yours come in contact,
whose teaching strikes at the root of these obligations.'
viany deceivers] The word for 'deceiver' (TrXai'os) reaches that
meaning in two ways.
'Making to wander, leading astray.'
i.
The former
2. 'Vagabond,' and hence *a charlatan' or 'impostor,'
meaning is predominant here. It is rare in N. T. Comp. Matt, xxvii.
S. John uses it nowhere else, but not unfrequently uses the cognate
63.
:

;

.

verb, 'to lead astray' (i John i. 8, ii. -26, iii. 7).
are entered into the zuorld} Rather, are gone fortli (i^AB and
Versions) into the world: literally, went forth ; but here the English
perfect idiomatically represents the Greek aorist : in i John iv. i we
have the perfect in the Greek. 'The world' here may mean 'the earth.'
or 'human society': or we may take it in S. John's special sense of
what is external to the Church and antichristian ; see on i John ii. 2.
The meaning may be that, like the many antichrists in i John ii. 18,
they went out from the Church into the unchristian world. Possibly
Irenaeus (a. D. 180)
the same persons are meant in both Epistles,
by a slip of memory quotes. this passage as from the First Epistle {Haer.
III. xvi. 8).

who
and

More accurately,, as R. V., even they that confess
deceivers and those who confess not are the same group,
'Confess
their character,
unbelief and. denial of the truth.

confess not]

not: the

many

this is

—

not = deny.
that Jesns Christ is come in the flesh] This is not quite accurate; nor
does R. v., 'that Jesus Christ cotneth in the flesh', seem to be more
than a partial correction. Rather, that confess not yesiis Christ as
coming- in the fleshy or possibly, that confess not Jesus as Christ
coming iji the flesh. See on i John iv. 2, where the Greek is similar,
but with perfect instead of present participle. These deceivers denied
In both
not merely the fact of the Incarnation, but its possibility.
passages A. V. and R. V. translate as if we had the infinitive mood
instead of the participle. The difference is, that with the participle
the denial is directed against \h.^ Person, 'they deny y^JWJ-'; with the
infinitive it is directed against Xh^ fact, 'they deny that He cometh'
or ^ has co77ie.^ Note that Christ is never said to come i7ito the flesh;
but either, as here and i John iv. 2, to come in the flesh; or, to
'

vv. 8, 9.]

JOHN.

II.

and an

Look

181

to yourselves, that

we

lose

s

not those things which we have wrought, but that we receive
a full reward.
Whosoever transgresseth, and abideth not in

9

deceiver

antichrist.

become flesh (John i. 14).
To say that Christ came into the flesh would
leave room for saying that the Divine Son was united with Jesus after
He was born of Mary ; which would be no true Incarnation.
This is a deceiver and an Antichrist} Rather, This is the deceiver
and the Antichrist: a good example of inadequate treatment of the
Greek article in A. V. (see on i John i. 2). Luther is more accurate
'Dieser ist der Verfiihrer und der Widerchrist'. The transition from
The
i.
plural to singular (see on v. 6) may be explained in two ways
man who acts thus is the deceiver and the Antichrist; 2. These men
In either case the
collectively are the deceiver and the Antichrist.
article means 'him of whom you have heard': 'the deceiver' in reference to his fellow men ; the Antichrist' in reference to his Redeemer.
This completes the series of condemnatory names which S. John uses
in speaking of these false teachers; liars (i John ii. 22), seducers
(i John ii. 26), false prophets (i John iv. i), deceivers (2 John 7), antiOn the Antichrist of S.
christs (r John ii. 18, 22; iv. 3; 2 John 7).
John see Appendix B.
8.
Look to yourselves'} Exactly as in Mark xiii. 9, excepting the
emphatic pronoun ; But look ye to yourselves '.
that we lose noti 1 he persons of the three verbs are much varied
in our authorities.
The original reading probably was, as R. V., ye
lose... "Tie have wrotight .ye receive.
To make the sentence run more
smoothly some have made all the verbs in the first person, others have
made them all in the second. For the construction comp. i Cor. xvi.
10.
The meaning is, 'Take heed that these deceivers do not undo
the work which Apostles and Evangelists have wrought in you, but
that ye receive the full fruit of it'.
a full reward] Eternal life. The word 'reward' has reference to
'have wrought'.
'Apostles have done the work, and you, if you take
heed, will have the reward'.
Eternal life is called a. full reward in
contrast to real but incomplete rewards which true believers receive
Comp. Mark
this
in
life ; peace, joy, increase of grace, and the like.
;

'

'

. .

x. 29, 30.
9.

Explains more fully what

is at

stake

;

no

less

than the possession

of the Father and the Son.

Whosoever transgresseth'] This is a simplification (KL) of a much
more difficult reading (NAB), Whosoever, or Every one that (see on
I John iii. 16) goeth before (ttos 6 Trpodycov) or that goeth onwards.

The verb is fairly common in the Synoptists and the Acts, but occurs
nowhere else in S. John's writings. It maybe interpreted in two ways:
I. Every one who sets himself up as a leader ; 2. Every one who goes
on beyond the Gospel. The latter is perhaps better. These antichristian
Gnostics were advanced thinkers the Gospel was all very well for the
:

unenlightened
but they knew something higher. This agrees very
well with what follows by advancing they did not abide.
There is an
;

:

i82

to

JOHN.

II.

[v. lo.

the doctrine of Christ, hath not God.
He that abideth in
the doctrine of Christ, he hath both the Father and the Son.
If there come any unto you, and bring not this doctrine,
receive him not into your house, neither bid him God
advance which involves desertion of
vance is not progress but apostasy.

first

principles

;

and such an ad-

'In the teaching', as R.V., is no improvement.
Of
in the doctrine]
the two words used in N.T., dibaxri (as here) and BidaaKaXia (which
former
should
does
not
use),
the
be
rendered
'doctrine',
the
S. John
latter, as

/,
i

being closer to

and

SiSacr/caXos

Scdaa-Keiv,

should be rendered

But no hard and fast line can be drawn.
'teaching'.
of Christ] The doctrine which He taught (John xviii. 19; Rev. ii.
14, 15), rather than the doctrine which teaches about Him.
hath not God] This must not be watered down to mean 'does not
know God': it means that he has Him not as his God; does not
possess Him in his heart as a Being to adore, and trust, and love.
he that abideth] The opposite case is now stated, and as usual the
original idea is not merely negatived but expanded.
'Of Christ' in this
half of the verse must be omitted it has been inserted in some authorities to make the two halves more exactly correspond.
hath both the Father and the Son] This shews that 'hath not God'
See on i John ii.
implies 'hath neither the Father nor the Son'.
:

10, 11.

Warnings against False Charity.

If there come any nnto yoii\ Better, as R. V., IfdiHy one Cometh
unto you : it is el with the indicative, not eav with the subjunctive. It is
it is no mere hypothesis
comp.
implied that such people do come
'Cometh' probably
I John V. 9; John vii. 4, 23, viii, 39, 46, xviii. 8.
means more than a mere visit it implies coming on a mission as a
teacher; comp. 3 John 10; John i. 7, 30, 31, iii. 2, iv. 25, v. 43, vii.
10.

:

;

:

27, &c.; 1 Cor. ii. i, iv. 18, 19, 21, xi. 34, &c.
Better, and toringeth not this doctrine.
ajid bring not this doctrine]

The

negative [ov not ixij) should be emphasized in reading it "does not
coalesce with the verb, as some maintain, but sharply marks off from
the class of faithful Christians all who are not faithful" (Speaker's
Commentary on i Cor. xvi. 22). The phrase 'to bring doctrine' occurs
nowhere else in N.T., but it is on the analogy of 'to bring a message,
comp. 'What accusation
to bring word' (Hom. //. XV. 15, 175 (Sec.)
:

:

bring

ye''!

(John

xviii. 29).

receive him not itito yonr house]
'Refuse him the hospitality which as
a matter of course you would shew to a faithful Christian'. Charity
has its limits it must not be shewn to one man in such a way as to do
grievous harm to others ; still less must it be shewn in such a way as to
do more harm than good to the recipient of it. If these deceivers were
treated as if they were true Christians, (i) their opportunities of doing
harm would be greatly increased, (2) they might never be brought to
:

11.

V. II.]

speed

:

for

JOHN.

he that biddeth him
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God speed

is

partaker of his

evil deeds.
see their own errors.
*'S. John is at once earnestly dogmatic and
earnestly philanthropic ; for the Incarnation has taught him both the
preciousness of man and the preciousness of truth" (Liddon). The
famous story respecting S. John and Cerinthus in the public baths is
confirmed in its main outlines by this injunction to the elect lady,
which it explains and illustrates. See the Introduction, p. 24.
The greatest care will be necessary before we can venture to act upon
the injunction here given to the elect lady.
must ask, Are the cases
really parallel ?
I quite sure that the man in question is an unbeliever and a teacher of infidelity? Will my shewing him hospitality
I and mine in any danger of being
aid him in teaching infidelity ?
infected by his errors?
Is he more likely to be impressed by severity
or gentleness? Is severity likely to create sympathy in others, first for
him, and then for his teaching? In not a few cases the differences
between Christianity in the first century and Christianity in the nineteenth would at once destroy the analogy between these antichristian
Gnostics visiting Kyria and an Agnostic visiting one of ourselves. Let
us never forget the way in which the Lord treated Pharisees, publicans
and sinners.
»
neither bid him God speed\
'Give him no greeting' is perhaps too
narrow, whether as translation or interpretation. And do not bid him,
speed
will
perhaps
be
better
rendering and the injunction will
God
a
cover any act which might seem to give sanction to the false doctrine or
shew sympathy with it. The word for 'God speed' (xat'peiJ') is used in
a similar sense Acts xv. 23, xxiii. 26; James i. i : comp. John xix. 3,

We

Am

Am

;

&c.

For he that biddeth him God speed] Much more, therefore, he
11.
that by receiving him into his house affords a home and head-quarters
for false teaching.
More accurately, as R. V., partaketh in
is parta/cer of his evil deeds]
literally, with much emphasis on 'ewW, partaketh in his
his evil works
works, his evil (works). The word for 'partake' {Koiv(j3velv) occurs nowhere else in S. John, but is cognate with the word for 'fellov/ship'
(Koij'wj'ta), I John i. 3, 6, 7.
The word for 'evil' (ttoj't/poj) is the same
as that used of 'the evil one', i John ii. 13, 14, iii. 12, v. 18, 19. What
involved,
therefore, in having fellowship with such men is obvious.
is
At a Council of Carthage (a.d. 256), when Cyprian uttered his famous
invective against Stephen, Bishop of Rome,
Aurelius, Bishop of
Chullabi, quoted this passage with the introductory remark, "John the
Apostle laid it down in his Epistle": and Alexander, Bishop of Alexandria (c. A.D. 315), quotes the passage as an injunction of "the blessed
John" (Socrates H.E. I. vi.). The change from 'deeds' to 'works'
may seem frivolous and vexatious, but it is not unimportant. 'W^orks'
words no less than deeds
is a wider word and better represents ep7a
are included, and here it is specially the words of these deceivers that
Moreover in i John iii. 12 the same word is rendered 'works'
is meant.
:

—

:

II.

Having many

JOHN.

[v. 12.

things to write unto you, I

with paper and ink

:

but I trust to

would not write
you, and

come unto

See on John v. 20, vi. 27, -29. Wiclif and
of the 'evil works' of Cain.
the Rhemish have 'works' here.
At the end of this verse some Latin versions insert, Lo I have told
you beforehand, that ye be not confounded (or, condemned) in the day
Wiclif admits the inserof the Lord (or, of our Lord Jesus Christ) '.
Cranmer puts it in italics and in
tion, but the Rhemish does not
It has no authority.
brackets.
*

:

12,

12,

The

13.

Epistle seems
raneous.
12.

13.

Conclusion.

strong resemblance to the Conclusion of the Third
to shew that the two letters are nearly contempo-

Having many

things to write]

The

First Epistle will give us

some idea of what these were.
/ would not write with paper and ink] There is here no write in
the Greek and in the first clause 'write' is almost too limited in meaning for 'ypa(f>€Lv, which like our 'say' covers a variety of methods of
communication. Havijig 77iany things to say to you, I would not {say
them) by ??ieans of paper and ink. Perhaps we may here trace a sign of
the failing powers of an old man, to whom writing is serious fatigue.
'Paper' {x^pr-ns.) occurs nowhere else in N.T.; but it occurs in LXX.
and its diminutive [xo-ptLov) is frequent in that
of Jer. xxxvi. 23
In 3 Mace. iv. 20 we have a cognate word {xapT-ripia), which
chapter.
probably, like 'paper' here, means Egyptian papyrus, as distinct from
the more expensive 'parchment' {jxefijipdvai) mentioned 2 Tim. iv. 13.
But both papyrus and parchment were costly, which may account for
See Diet, of the Bible, writing, and Diet, of
the Apostle's brevity.
*

'

;

;

Antiquities, LIBER.

elsewhere in N.T. only
;
It was made of lampof Jer. xxxvi. 18.
more simply of soot and water.
black and
but I trust] Or, as R. V., but /hope the verb [kXtri^w) is frequent
in N.T., and there seems to be no reason for changing the usual rendering comp. I Tim. iii. 14; Phil. ii. 19, 23. A. V. wavers needlessly
'Ink' [pL^Xav)

2 Cor.

iii.

IS

mentioned again 3 John 13

LXX.

3 : comp.
gall-juice, or

:

:

between 'hope' and 'trust'.
More exactly, according to the true reading
to come unto you]
{-y^veadai irpos v/xds), to appear \)efOTe you : literally, 'to come to be in
your presence'. Comp. i Cor. ii. 3, xvi. 10. The phrase is used of
words as well as of persons John x. 35 Acts x. 13, and as a various
In all these cases the coming is expressed with a
reading, vii. 31.
certain amount of solemnity.
The 'you' {vfuv, v/j.ds) in this verse includes the children mentioned
This, when contrasted with 'thee' {(T€,(tol) in v. 5, seems to be
in V. I.
in favour of understanding the 'lady' literally. The change from 'thee'
to 'you' seems more in harmony with a matron and her family than
with a Church and its members.
:

;

II.

V. 13.]

JOHN.

speak face to face, that our joy may be
of thy elect sister greet thee. Amen.

185
full.

The

children

face to face] Literally, mouth to mouth : it is not the phrase which is
used in i Cor. xiii. 12 and Gen. xxxii. 31. Comp. Num. xii. 8; Jer.
xxxix. (xxxii.) 4.
that our joy

may be full'\ Better, as R. V. that your (AB and
Vulgate) y>j/ may i^^ fulfilled
see on i John i. 4.
"The high associations with which" the phrase **is connected lead us to suppose that it
would scarcely have been applied by S. John to any meeting but one of
peculiar solemnity after a cruel and prolonged separation which had
threatened to be eternal" (Bishop Alexander). Comp. Rom. i. 12.
13.
The children of thy elect sister greet thee\ Better, for the sake of
uniformity with 3 John 14, salute thee: the same verb is used in both
passages.
That the elect sister herself sends no greeting is taken as an
argument in favour of the 'elect lady' being a Church, and the 'elect
sister' a sister Church, which could send no greeting other than that of
But the verse fits the other hypothesis
its members or 'children'.
equally well. Kyria's nephews may be engaged in business at Ephesus
under S. John's Apostolic care their mother may be living elsewhere,
It was perhaps from these children of her sister that the
or be dead.
Apostle had knowledge of the state of things in the elect lady's house.
Their sending a salutation through him may intimate that they share his
anxiety respecting her and hers.
Amen^ As in i John v. 21 (where see note), this is the addition of a
,

:

:

copyist.

13

THE THIRD EPISTLE OF

JOHN.
1

2

elder unto the wellbeloved Gaius, whom I love in
the truth.
Beloved, I wish above all thifigs that thou

'T^HE

i

The Third Epistle of John] This title, like that of the Gospel and
of the other two Epistles, is not original, and is found in various forms,
the most ancient being the simplest,
i. Of John T; i. Third Epistle of

John;

3. Third Catholic Epistle of John; 4. Third Catholic Epistle of
the Apostle John.
This letter has still less reason than the second to
be styled 'Catholic' or 'General.' The Second Epistle mB.y possidly he
addressed to a local Church and be intended to be encyclical; but
beyond all reasonable doubt this one is addressed to an individual.
1.

The Address.

This Epistle, like the Second, and most others in N.T., has a
definite address, but of a veiy short and simple kind comp. James i. i.
It has no greeting, properly so called, the prayer expressed in z/. 2
1.

:

taking

its

place.

John i. From the Apostle's using this title in
conclude that he commonly designated himself
If not, it is additional evidence that the two letters were written
thus.
about the same time see on vv. 13, 14.
tmto the wellbeloved Gains'] More exactly, to Gaius the toeloved the

The

Elder'\

See on

both Epistles

we may

2

:

:

epithet

is

the

same word

as

we have had

repeatedly in the First Epistle

and have again in vv. 2, 5, 11. The name
7,
Gaius being perhaps the most common of all names in the Roman
Empire, it is idle to speculate without further evidence as to whether the
one here addressed is identical with either Gaius of Macedonia (Acts
xix. 29), Gaius of Derbe (Acts xx. 4), or Gaius of Corinth (Rom. xvi.
See Introduction, Chap. IV. sect. ii. pp. 60, 61.
23).
Better, whom I love in trutli see on 2
whof)i J love in the truth]
John 1. This is not mere tautology after 'the beloved;' nor is it mere
'The beloved' gives a common sentiment respecting Gaius:
emphasis.
this clause expresses the Apostle's own feeling. There is no need, as in
the Second Epistle, to enlarge upon the meaning of loving in truth. In
this letter the Apostle has not to touch upon defects which a less true
love might have passed over in silence.
(ii.

iii.

2, 21, iv.

i,

7, 11)

:

III.

vv. 3, 4-]

JOHN.
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mayest prosper and be in health, even as thy soul prospereth.
I rejoiced greatly, when the brethren came and testified
of the truth that is in thee, even as thou walkest in the
truth.
I have no greater joy than to hear that my children

For

2—4.

/ wish

Personal Good Wishes and Sentiments.

Rather, I pray that in all respects
concerning all things. It might well surprise us to find S. John
placing health and prosperity above all things and though the Greek
phrase (Trepi irdvTwv) has that meaning sometimes in Homer, yet no
parallel use of it has been found in either N.T. or LXX.
prosper']
The word {evodovadai) occurs elsewhere in N.T. only Rom.
Etymologically it has
i. 10 and i Cor. xvi. 2, but is frequent in LXX.
the meaning of being prospered in 2i journey, but that element has been
lost in usage, and should not be restored even in Rom. i. lo.
and be in health] Bodily health, the chief element in all prosperity:
cannot conclude from these
Luke vii. 10, xv. 27; comp. v. 31.
good wishes that Gaius had been ailing in health and fortune: but it
is quite clear from what follows that 'prosper and be in health' do not
2.

aboz>e all things that}

;

literally,

;

We

to his spiritual condition, and this verse is, therefore, good
In the
authority for praying for temporal blessings for our friends.
Pastoral Epistles to be in health {;p^i.a.lveiv) is always used figuratively
of faith and doctrine.
The order of the Greek is striking, 'all things' at the beginning being
placed in contrast to 'soul' at the end of the sentence: in all things I
pray that thoii mayest prosper and be in health even as prospereth thy
sold.
The verse is a model for all friendly wishes of good fortune to
refer

'

'

,

others.

For]

3.

'

I

know

that thy soul

is

in a prosperous condition, for I

on good authority.'
I rejoiced greatly] See on

have

it

This cannot so well be the
1 John 4.
epistolary aorist, but rather refers to the definite occasions when information was brought. Of course if 'rejoiced' becomes present as epistolary aorist, 'came' and 'bare witness' must be treated in like manner.
testified of the truth that is iii thee] Better, bare witness (see on i

John

i.

thy truth (see on v. 6). The whole, literally rendered,
For I rejoiced greatly at brethren co?ning a^id witnessing to thy
John v. 33 is wrongly quoted as a parallel. There the Baptist

2) to

runs thus
truth.

;

'hath borne witness to the truth,'

i.e.

to

the

Gospel or to Christ.

Here the brethren bare witness to Gaius's truth, i.e. to his Christian
The 'thy' is emphatic, as in v. 6;
life, as is shewn by what follows.
Comp. Luke iv. 22.
perhaps in contrast to the conduct of Diotrephes.
Omit '///£,' as in 2 John 4. This
roen as thou walkest in the truth]
is part of what the brethren reported, explaining what they meant by
Gaius's truth.

/ have no greater joy] In the Greek 'greater' is put first for
4.
emphasis, and this is worth preserving; Greater joy have I none than
this.
'Joy' should perhaps rather be grace (x<ipi'')i i.e. favour from

3

4
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JOHN.

III.

.

[vv. 5,6.

walk in truth. Beloved, thou doest faithfully whatsoever
thou doest to the brethren, and to strangers which have
borne witness of thy charity before the church whom if
;

:

The Greek

God.

a double comparative (/xet^oTipav),
8 we have a comparative superlative.
Such things belong to the later stage of a language, when ordinary
forms are losing their strength.
'Than t/us' is literally 'than these,''
where 'these' either means 'these y<3)'j,' or more likely 'these Mm^j,'
viz. the frequent reports of the brethren.
Comp. John xv. 13.
to hear that my children walk hi trutJi\
Better, as R. V., to hear of
my children walking in the truth. Similarly in Acts vii. 12; 'When
My children' means in particuJacob heard of corn being in Egypt.'
lar members of the Churches in Asia which were under S. John's
Apostolic care.
for 'greater'

like 'lesser' in English.

is

In Eph.

iii.

'

5—8.

Gaius praised for his Hospitality: Its special Value.

Beloved^ The affectionate address marks a new section (comp.
vv. 3, 11), but here again the fresh subject grows quite naturally out of
what precedes, without any abrupt transition. The good report, which
caused the Apostle such joy, testified in particular to the Christian
hospitality of Gaius.
thou doest faithfully'] So the Ynlgzie. ; fidcliter facis : Wiclif, Tyndale,
and other English Versions take the same view. So also Luther: du
thust treulich.
The Greek is literally, thou doest a faithful (tiling),
zvhatsoever thou workest (same verb as is rendered 'wrought' in 2 John
8) tinto the brethre?t: which is intolerably clumsy as a piece of English.
R.V. makes a compromise thou doest a faithful work in whatsoever
thou doest ; which is closer to the Greek than A.V., but not exact. 'To
5.

;

iroidv) possibly means to do what is worthy
or of a believer, ostendens ex operibus fidem (Bede)
thou doest faithfully
in all thou workest towards the brethren. But this use of irLarbv iroieiv
is unsupported by examples, and therefore Westcott would translate
Thou makest sure whatsoever thou zvorkest; i. e. such an act will not
be lost, will not fail of its due issue and reward'. The change of verb
should at any rate be kept, not only on account of 2 John 8, but also
of Matt. xxvi. 10, where 'she hath wrought a good work upon Me'
{elpydcraTO eis i/xe) is singularly parallel to 'thou workest toward the

do a

faithful act'

of a faithful

and

'to

do

(TTicrroi-

man

faithfully' expresses this fairly well:

'

brethren'

{epyaa-ri

et's

toi>j d8e\(povs).

and to

the strangers'] The true text (^^ABC) gives, ajtdt'h.diX st7-angers
(/cat Tovro ^ivovi); i.e. towards the brethren, and those brethren strangers.
Comp. I Cor. vi. 6; Phil. i. 28; Eph. ii. 8. The brethren and
the strangers are not two classes, but one and the same.
It enhanced
the hospitality of Gaius that the Christians whom he entertained were

personally unknown to him: Fidditer facis quidquid opcraris infratres,
et hoc in peregrines.
Comp. Matt. xxv. 35.
6.
Which have borne zuitness of thy charity] Rather, as R.V., Who
bare witness to thy love. There is no need here to turn the aorist into

vv. 7, 8.]

III.

JOHN.

thou bring forward on their journey after a godly sort, thou
shalt do well
because that for his name's sake they went
forth, taking nothing of the Gentiles.
We therefore ought
:

the perfect; and certainly in S. John's writings (whatever maybe our
view of I Cor. xiii.) ar^a-Kt] must always be rendered 'love.' In a text
like this, moreover, 'charity' is specially likely to be understood in the
vulgar sense of almsgiving.
Probably at Ephesus but wherever S. John was
before the c/ucrc/i]
when he wrote the letter. Only in this Third Epistle does he use the
word 'church.'
'whom...ihoii shalt do ivell'\
The verb comes immediately after the
relative in the Greek, and may as well remain there whom thou wilt
do well to forward on their journey: literally, whom thou wilt do well
having sent on. The word for 'send on' or 'forward' occurs Acts
XV. 3, XX. 38, xxi. 5; Rom. xv. 24; i Cor. xvi. 6, 11; 1 Cor. i. 16;
There would be abundant opportunity in the early Church
Tit. iii. 13.
for such friendly acts; and in telling Gaius that he will do a good deed
in helping Christians on their way the Apostle gently urges him to conComp. Phil. iv. 14; Acts x. 33.
tinue such work.
after a godly sort] This is vague and rather wide of the Greek, which
means, worthily of God (R.V.), or, in a manner worthy of God
(Rhemish), or as it deseemeth God (Tyndale and Genevan). 'Help them
forward in a way worthy of Him whose servants they and you are.'
Comp. I Thess. ii. 12; Col. i. 10.
Because that for his Name's sake] Much more forcibly the true
7.
text (NABCKL), Tor for the sake ^the Name: the 'His' is a weak am-

^

8

;

;

plification in several versions.

A

similar

weakening

found in Acts

is

Rejoicing that they were counted worthy to
'The Name' of course means the
suffer dishonour for the Name.'
comp.
Name of Jesus Christ
James ii. 7. This use of the Name is
common in the Apostolic Fathers ; Ignatius, Eph. iii., vii. Philad. x.;
V. 41,

which should run,

'

'

:

'

;

Clem. Rom.

ii.,

xiii.;

Hermas,

Si77i. viii. 10, ix.

13, 28.

they wetit forth] Comp. Acts xv. 40.
taking nothing of the Gefitiles] Hence the necessity for men like
Gaius to help. These missionaries declined to spoil the Egyptians
by taking from the heathen, and therefore would be in great difficulties
if Christians did not come forward with assistance.
We are not to
understand that the Gentiles offered help which these brethren refused,
but that the brethren never asked them for help.
'The Gentiles' (ol
edvLKol) cannot well mean Gentile converts.
What possible objection
could there be to receiving help from them? Comp. Matt. v. 47, vi. 7,
xviii. 17, the only other places where the word occurs.
There was
reason in not accepting money or hospitality at all, but working for
their own living, as S. Paul loved to do.
And there was reason in not
accepting help from heathen. But there would be no reason in accepting from Jewish converts, but not from Gentile ones.
Some expositors render this very differently.
For for the Name's
sake they went forth from the Gentiles, taking nothing;' i.e. they were
'

'

.

I90
to

III.

receive

JOHN.

we might be

such, that

[v. 8.

fellowhelpers to the

truth.
driven out by the heathen, penniless. But * went forth is too gentle a
and the negative [fi-qUv not ov5iv) seems to imply
to mean this
that it was their determination not to accept anything, not merely that
as a matter of fact they received nothing.
For receive from in a
similar sense comp. Matt. xvii. 25.
is in emphatic contrast to the heathen just
8.
We therefore\
mentioned. The Apostle softens the injunction by including himself:
'

word

;

'

'

comp.

I

John

ii.

We

'

'

i.

Or, otight to support stick, to jmdertake for
not awoKaix^aveLv) occurs elsewhere in N.T.
only in S. Luke's writings, and there with a very different meaning.
Comp. Xen. Anab. I. i. 7. There is perhaps a play upon words between
the missionaries taking nothing from the Gentiles, and Christians being
therefore bound to undertake for them.
that tue might be fellozuhelpcrs to]
Rather, thai we may become
_/^//t77t7-workers "wltti.
'Fellow-workers' rather than 'fellow-helpers'
on account of v. 5 see also on 2 John ir. Cognate words are used in
Fellowthe Greek, and this may as well be preserved in the English.
workers with what? Not with the truth, as both A.V. and R.V. lead
In N.T. persons are
us to suppose but with the missionary brethren.
invariably said to be fellow- workers of^ (Rom. xvi. 3, 9, 2 1
i Cor.
iii. 9
2 Cor. i. 24 ; Phil. ii. 25, iv. 3
[i Thess. iii. 2 ;] Philem. i. 24),
never fellow-workers /^ or fellow- workers zaith : those with whom
the fellow-worker works are put in the genitive, not in the dative. The
dative here is the dativns comi)iodi, and the meaning is that zue may
Sometimes instead of the
become their fellow-workers for the truth.
dative we have the accusative with a preposition (Col. iv. 11; comp.
1 Cor. viii. 23).

ought

to receive sticli]

them the verb
:

{viroXa/jL^dveiv

;

*

'

;

'

;

;

;

'

'

'

'

;

9,

10.

diotrephes condemned for his arrogance and
Hostility.

and of the internal
the most surprising part of the letter
evidence this is the item which seems to weigh most heavily against the
Apostolic authorship. That any Christian should be found to act in
this manner towards the last surviving Apostle is nothing less than
Those who opposed S. Paul, like Alexander the copperastounding.
smith (2 Tim. iv. 14), afford only remote parallels (r Tim. i. 20; 2 Tim.
They do not seem to have gone the lengths of Diotrephes: the
i. 15).
authority of Apostles was less understood in S. Paul's time and his
claim to be an Apostle was at least open to question ; for he was not
one of the Twelve, and he had himself been a persecutor. But from
the very first the N.T. is full of the saddest surprises. And those who
accept as historical the unbelief of Christ's brethren, the treachery of
Judas, the flight of all the Disciples, the denial of S. Peter, the quarrels
of Apostles both before and after their Lord's departure, and the flagrant abuses in the Church of Corinth, with much more of the same
This

is

;

:

vv. 9, lo.]

III.

JOHN.
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but Diotrephes, who loveth to
I wrote unto the church
have the preeminence among them, receiveth us not. Wherefore, if I come, I will remember his deeds which he doeth,
prating against us with malicious words and not content
therewith, neither doth he himself receive the brethren, and
:

:

kind, will not be disposed to think it incredible that Diotrephes acted
in the manner here described even towards the Apostle S. John.
9.
I wrote unto the Church^ The best authorities give I wrote somewhat to the Church ; i. e. * I wrote a short letter, a something on which
There is yet another reading; I would have
1 do not lay much stress'.
written to the Church : but this is an obvious corruption to avoid the
unwelcome conclusion that an official letter from S. John has been lost.
The reference cannot be to either the First or the Second Epistle,
neither of which contains any mention of this subject. There is nothing
surprising in such a letter having perished and Diotrephes would be
likely to suppress it. That the brethren whom Gaius received were the
bearers of it, and that his hospitality was specially acceptable on
account of the violence of Diotrephes, does not seem to fit in well with
the context.
'To the Church' probably means 'to the Church' of
which Diotrephes was a prominent member that he was presbyter of
it cannot be either affirmed or denied from what is stated here.
who loveth to have the preemine7ice'\ The expression (6 (pLkoTrpiOTevwv)
occurs nowhere else in N.T.; but it comes very close to "whosoever
Perhaps the meaning is
willeth to be first among you" (Matt. xx. 28).
that Diotrephes meant to make his Church independent: hitherto it
:

:

had been governed by S. John from Ephesus, but Diotrephes wished to
make it autonomous to his own glorification. Just as the antichristian
teachers claimed to be first in the intellectual sphere (2 John 9), so the
unchristian Diotrephes claimed to be first in influence and authority.
10.
Whereforel Or, For this cause: see on i John iii. i.

/

will remember'] I will direct public attention to the matter, 'will
It is the word used in
it before the Church' (z/. 6).
John xiv. 26, 'He shall bring all things to your remembrance.'
his deeds which he doeth]
Or, his works which he doeth: see on

bear witness of

2

John

II.

with malicious words] Or, with evil words : it is the same adjective
The
(TtovT]pQ%) as is used throughout the First Epistle of 'the evil one.'
It is frequent
for 'prate' {cpXvapeiv) occurs nowhere else in N.T.
in Aristophanes and Demosthenes, and means literally 'to talk nonsense.'
Its construction here with an accusative after it is quite excep'
tional.
Prates against us,' garriens in nos, cannot well be improved:
it conveys the idea that the words were not only wicked, but senseless.
Comp. 'And not only idle, but tattlers {(pXvapoL) also and busybodies,
speaking things which they ought not' (i Tim. v. 13). Other renderings
are 'chiding against us' (Wiclif), 'jesting on us' (Tyndale and Cranmer), 'pratteling against us' (Genevan), 'chatting against us' (Rhemish),
plaudert 7vider lais (Luther).
neither doth he himself receive the brethren] The same word (eriS^-

word

9

10

III.
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11

JOHN.

[vv. II, 12.

forbiddeth them that would, and casteth the77i out of the
church.
Beloved, follow not that which is evil, but that
which is good. He that doeth good is of God but he that
doeth evil hath not seen God. Demetrius hath good report
:

12

used here and at the end of v. 9. It occurs nowhere else in
In v. 9 the meaning probably
is common in classical Greek.
Here of course
is 'admits not our authority,' or 'ignores our letter.'
But perhaps 'closes his doors against'
it is 'refuses hospitality to.'
may be the meaning in both places; 'us' being S. John's friends. By
saying 'us' rather than 'me', the Apostle avoids the appearance of a
personal quarrel.
casteth thefn out of the Chufch^
He excommunicates those who are
The exact meaning of this
•willing to receive the missionary brethren.
is uncertain, as we have not sufficient knowledge of the circumstances.
The natural meaning is that Diotrephes had sufficient authority or
influence in some Christian congregation to exclude from it those who
For the expression
received brethren of whom he did not approve.
Xerat)

is

N.T. but

comp. John

ix. 34, 35.

11, 12.

The Moral.

In it the Apostle
the main portion of the Epistle.
bids Gaius beware of imitating such conduct.
And if an example of
Christian conduct is needed there is Demetrius.
11.
Beloved'\
The address again marks transition to a new subject,
but without any abrupt change. The behaviour of Diotrephes will at
least serve as a warning.
More simply,
folloiv not that which is evil, but that 7vhich is good'\
imitate not the ill, but the good. The word for evil' or 'ill' is not
that used in the previous verse {irov-qpo^), but a word, which, though
one of the most common in the Greek language to express the idea of
Elsewdiere only John xviii.
'bad,' is rarely used by S. John (/ca/c6s).
Perhaps 'ill'
-23; Rev. ii. a, xvi. i\ in Rev. xvi. 2 both words occur.
is hardly strong enough here, and the
evil
of A. V. had better be
retained.
Nothing turns on the change of word, so that it is not absolutely necessary to mark it.
For 'imitate' comp. 2 Thess. iii. 7, 9;
Heb. xiii. 7 the word occurs nowhere else in N.T.
He that doeth good is of God] He has God as the source (e/c) of
his moral and spiritual life he is a child of God.
In its highest sense
this is true only of Him who 'went about doing good;' but it is true
in a lower sense of every earnest Christian.
See on i John ii. 16, 29,
11, 12.

This

is

'

'

'

:

;

8, 9, iv. 4, 6, 7.

iii.

hath not seen God] See on i John iii. 6. Of course doing good and
doing evil are to be understood in a wide sense the particular cases of
granting and refusing hospitality to missionary brethren are no longer
:

specially in question.

While Diotrephes sets an example to be abhorred, Demetrius
one to be imitated. We know of him, as of Diotrephes, just what
told us here and no more.
Perhaps he was the bearer of this letter.

12.
sets
is

HI.

V. 12.]

JOHN.

of all ine?i^ and of the truth
record ; and ye know that our record
itself:

193

yea,
is

and we

also bear

true.

the silversmith of Ephesus who once made silver
shrines for Artemis (Acts xix. 24) is a conjecture, which is worth
mentioning but cannot be said to be probable.
Literally, Witness hath been borne
Deinetriiis hath good report, &c.]
to Demetrius by all men and by the trnth itself; or less stiffly, as R. V.,
All
Demetrius hath the witness of all jnen. See on i John i. 2.
men' means chiefly those who belonged to the Church of the place
where Demetrius lived, and the missionaries who had been there in
The force of the perfect is the common
the course of their labours.
one of present result of past action the testimony has been given and

That Demetrius

is

'

:

abides.
great deal has been written about this
and of the truth itself]
Of the various explaclause ; and it is certainly a puzzling statement.
i.
'The Truth' means
nations suggested these two seem to be best.
"the divine rule of the walk of all believers:" Demetrius walked
according to this rule and his conformity was manifest to all who knew
This is
the rule: thus the rule bore witness to his Christian life.
1. ' The Truth is the Spirit
intelligible, but it is a little far-fetched.
of truth (i John v. 6) which speaks in the disciples. The witness which
'
all men
bear to the Christian conduct of Demetrius is not mere
human testimony which may be the result of prejudice or of deceit:
This explanation
it is given under the direction of the Holy Spirit.
is preferable.
The witness given respecting Demetrius was that of
disciples, who reported their own experience of him : but it was also
that of the Spirit, who guided and illumined them in their estimate.
See note on John xv. 27, which is a remarkably parallel passage, and
comp. Acts v. 32, XV. 28, where as here the human and Divine elements
in Christian testimony are clearly marked.
yea, and lue also bear record]
Better, as R. V., yea, we also bear
witness (see on i John i. 2) the and of A.V. is redundant. The
Apostle mentions his own testimony in particular as corroborating the
still

A

'

'

:

evidence of

'all

'

'

men.'

and ye know

that our record is true]
Rather, as R.V., and thou
knowest that our witness is trtie. The evidence for the singular,
olSas (NABC and most Versions), as against the plural, oWaT^ (RL)>
is quite decisive
a few authorities, under the influence of John xxi. 24,
read 'we know:' comp. John xix. 35.
The plural has perhaps grown
:

out of the belief that the Epistle is not private but Catholic.
John xxi. is evidently an appendix to the Gospel, and was possibly
written long after the first twenty chapters.
It may have been written
after this Epistle
and (if so) xxi. 24 may be " an echo of this sentence"
(Westcott).
;

13,

14.

Conclusion.

The marked

similarity to the Conclusion of the Second
Epistle is strong evidence that the two letters were written about the
same time. See notes on 2 John 12, 13.
13, 14.

S.JOHN

(EP.)

12

ni.
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[vv. 13, 14.

I had many tJmigs to write, but I will not with ink and
pen write unto thee but I trust / shall shortly see thee,
and w^e shall speak face to face. Peace be to thee. Our
Greet the friends by name.
friends salute thee.
:

I had many things to tvrite] With R. V., following XABC and
'I had' is imperfect:
ancient Versions, we must add to thee.
at the time of my writing there were many things which I had to
13.

all

communicate

to thee.

I

'Will' is not the sign cf the future tense auxiliary
will 7tot]
to ' write,' but the present of the verb to will:' bztt I will not to xvrite
See on John vi. 67, vii. 17, viii. 44.
to thee ; I do not care to write.
with ink and pejt\ In the Second Epistle we had with /fl'/tv and
The word for 'pen' {Kci\afj.os) occurs in this sense nowhere else
ink.'
It signifies the reed, ea/a;nns, commonly used for the purpose.
in N. T.
In LXX. of Ps. xliv. 2, 'My tongue is the pen of a ready writer,' the
same word is used; so also in Matt. xi. 7 and Rev. xi. 1, but in the
sense of reed, not of pen.
But I trust I shall shortly sec thee] More closely, but I hope
14.
immediately to see thee. The punctuation of this passage should be
There is
assimilated to the parallel passage in the Second Epistle.
no reason for placing a comma before 'but I hope' in the one case,
and a full stop in the other.

but

'

'

face to face\ As in 2 John 12, this is literally 'mouth to mouth.
Peace be to thee'] Instead of the usual 'Farewell' we have an oi'dinary
blessing with Christian fulness of meaning.

Fax interna conscientiae,
Fax fraterna amicitiae,
Fax supertia gloriae.
The concluding blessing i Pet. v. 14 is
23; 2 Thess. iii. 16; Gal. vi. 16.
Our friends salute thcc] Rather, The friends salute thee : there is no
If any proauthority for 'our' either as translation or interpretation.
noun be inserted, it should be 'thy' the friends spoken of are probably
It is perhaps on account of the private character
tlie friends of Gaius.
of the letter, as addressed to an individual and not to a Church, that
S. John says 'the friends' rather than 'the brethren.' Comp. 'Lazarus,
owr friend, is fallen asleep' (John xi. 11); and 'Julius treated Paul
kindly, and gave him leave to go unto the friends and refresh himself
(Acts xxvii. 3), where 'the friends' probably means his friends,' just as
In 'Lazarus, oitr friend' the
it probably means 'thy friends' here.
pronoun is expressed in the Greek.
Gi-ect the friends by name] Better, as R. V., Salute the friends by
name: the same verb is used as in the previous sentence and in 2 John
'greet' may be reserved for the verb used Acts xv. 23,
13 {affira^eadaL)
xxiii. 26; James i. i; comp. 2 John 10, 11 (xaipeLp).
The former is
much the more common word in N. T. to express salutation. For other

Comp. John
similar;

xx.

19,

comp. Eph.

26.

vi.

:

^

:

III.

[4-]

JOHN.

instances of capricious changes of rendering in the

195

same passage

in

A.V.

comp. I John ii. 24, iii. 24, v. 10, 15; John iii. 31,
by name] The phrase {Kar' opo/xa) occurs in N. T. in only one other
passage (John x. 3); 'He calleth His own sheep dy name.'
The
not to be given in a general way, but to each individual
John as shepherd of the Churches of Asia would imitate
Shepherd and know all his sheep by name.

salutation
separately.

the

Good

is

S.

APPENDICES.
A.

The Three Evil Tendencies

in

the World.

The

three forms of evil 'in the world' mentioned in i John ii. i6
have been taken as a summary of sin, if not in all its aspects, at least
in its chief aspects.
'The lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and
the vainglory of life
have seemed from very early times to form a
synopsis of the various modes of temptation and sin.
And certainly
they cover so wide a field that we cannot well suppose that they are
mere examples of evil more or less fortuitously mentioned. They
appear to have been carefully chosen on account of their typical nature
'

and wide comprehensiveness.
There is, however, a wide difference between the views stated at the
beginning and end of the preceding paragraph.
It is one thing to say

we have here a very comprehensive statement of three typical
evil; quite another to say that the statement is a summary of
the various kinds of temptation and sin.
To begin with, we must bear in mind what seems to be S. John's
purpose in this statement. He is not giving us an account of the
different ways in which Christians are tempted, or (what is much the
same) the different sins into which they may fall.
Rather, he is stating
the principal forms of evil which are exhibited 'in the world,' i.e. in
those who are not Christians.
He is insisting upon the evil origin of
these desires and tendencies, and of the world in which they exist, in
order that his readers may know that the world and its ways have no
claim on their affections.
All that is of God, and especially each child
of God, has a claim on the love of every believer.
All that is not of
God has no such claim.
difficult
It is
to maintain, without making some of the three heads
unnaturally elastic, that all kinds of sin, or even all of the principal
kinds of sin, are included in the list.
Under which of the three heads
are we to place unbelief, heresy, blasphemy, or persistent impenitence?
Injustice in many of its forms, and especially in the most extreme form
of all murder, cannot without some violence be brought within the
sweep of these three classes of evil.
Two positions, therefore, may be insisted upon with regard to this

that

forms of
all

—

classification.
1.
It applies to forms of evil which prevail in the non-Christian
world rather than to forms of temptation which beset Christians.
2.
It is very comprehensive, but it is not exhaustive.
It seems well, however, to quote a powerful statement of what may
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be said on the other side. The italics are ours, to mark where there
seems to be over-statement. "I think these distinctions, the lust of the
flesh, the lust of the eye, and the pride of life, prove themselves to be
very accurate and very complete distinctions in practice, though an
ordinary philosopher may perhaps adopt some other classification of
those tendencies which connect us with the world and give it a dominion
over us. To the lust of the flesh may be referred the crwies and miseries
•which have been produced by gluttony, drunkenness, and the irregular
intercourse of the sexes; an appalling catalogue, certainly, which no
mortal eye could dare to gaze upon. To the lust of the eye may be
referred all worship of visible things, ivith the divisiojis, persecutions,
hatreds, superstitions, which this zaorship has produced in different
countries and ages.
To the pride or boasting of life, where you are
not to understand by life, for the Greek words are entirely different,
either natural or spiritual life, such as the Apostle spoke of in the first

—

chapter of the Epistle, but

all that belongs to the outside of existence,
houses, lands, whatever exalts a man above his fellow,
to this head we
must refer the oppressor's zurongs, and that contumely which Hamlet
reckons among the things which are harder to bear even than the
'slings and arrows of outrageous fortune.
In these three divisions I
suspect all the mischiefs which have befallen our race may be reckoned,
and each of us is taught by the Apostle, and may know by experience
that the seeds of the evils so enumerated are in himself" (Maurice).
Do we not feel in reading this that S. John's words have been
somewhat strained in order to make them cover the whole ground?
One sin produces so many others in its train, and these again so many
more, that there will not be much difficulty in making the classification
exhaustive, if under each head we are to include all the crimes and
miseries, divisions and hatreds, which that particular form of evil has

—

'

pj'oduced.

Some
made to

of the parallels and co7itrasts which have from early times been
the Apostle's classification are striking, even when somewhat
Others are both fanciful and unreal.
fanciful.
The three forms of evil noticed by S. John in this passage are only
partially parallel to those which are commonly represented under the
three heads of the world, the flesh, and the devil.
Strictly speaking
those particular forms of spiritual evil which would come under the
head of the devil, as distinct from the world and the flesh, are not
included in the Apostle's enumeration at all.
'The vainglory of life'
would come under the head of the world; 'the lust of the flesh' of
course under that of the flesh
while ' the lust of the eyes would
belong partly to the one and partly to the other.
There is more reality in the parallel drawn between S. John's classification and the three elements in the temptation by which Eve was
overcome by the evil one, and again the three temptations in which
Christ overcame the evil one.
'When the woman saw that the tree
was good for food (the lust of the flesh), and that it was pleasant to the
eyes (the lust of the eyes), and a tree to be desired to make one wise
(the vainglory of life), she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat'
;

'

'

'
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Similarly, the temptations (i) to work a miracle in order
(Gen, iii. 6).
to satisfy the cravings of the flesh, (2) to submit to Satan in order to
win possession of all that the eye could see, (3) to tempt God in order

—

win the glory of a miraculous preservation (Luke iv. i 12).
Again, there is point in the contrast drawn between these three
forms of evil 'in the world' and the three great virtues which have been
the peculiar creation of the Gospel [Liddon Bamp^on Lectures viu. iii. B),
purity, charity, and humility, with the three corresponding 'counsels of
to

perfection,

'

chastity, poverty,

and obedience.

whether of parallel or contrast, it will probably
be felt that the correspondence is not perfect throughout, and that the
comparison, though striking, is not quite satisfying, because not quite
But

in all these cases,

exact.
It is surely both fanciful and misleading to see in this trinity of evil
any contrast to the three Divine Persons in the Godhead. Is there any
sense in which we can say with truth that a lust, whether of the flesh or
of the eyes, is more opposed to the attributes of the Father than to the
attributes of the Son? Forced analogies in any sphere are productive of

fallacies;

the sphere of religious truth

in

they

may

easily

become

profane.

B.

Antichrist.

In the notes on i John ii. 18 it has been pointed out that the term
Antichrist' is in N. T. peculiar to the Epistles of S. John (i John ii.
18, 22, iv. 3; 2 John 7), and that in meaning it seems to combine the
ideas of a mock Christ and an opponent of Christ, but that the latter
The false claims of a rival Christ are more
idea is the prominent one.
or less included in the signification ; but the predominant notion is that
of hostility.
I.
Is
It remains to say something on two other points of interest.
the Antichrist of S.John a person or a tendency, an individual man or a
principle? II.
Is the Antichrist of S. John identical with the great
adversary spoken of by S. Paul in 2 Thess. ii. ? The answer to the one
question will to a certain extent depend upon the answer to the other.
It will be observed that S. John introduces the term 'Antichrist,'
I.
as he introduces the term Logos' (1 John i. i ; John i. i), without any
explanation.
He expressly states that it is one with which his readers
'
even as ye heard that Antichrist cometh.' Certainly
are familiar
this, the flrst introduction of the name, looks like an allusion to a perAll the more so when we remember that the Christ was 'He that
son.
cometh' (Matt. xi. 3; Luke xix. 20). Both Christ and Antichrist had
been the subject of prophecy, and therefore each might be spoken of as
may underHe that cometh.' But it is by no means conclusive.
stand ' Antichrist to mean an impersonal power, or principle, or tendency, exhibiting itself in the words and conduct of individuals, without
doing violence to the passage. In the one case the ' many antichrists'
will be forerunners of the great personal opponent ; in the other the
antichristian spirit which they exhibit may be regarded as Antichrist.
*

'

;

We

'

'
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But the balance of probability seems to be in favour of the view that
the Antichrist, of which S. John's readers had heard as certain to come
shortly before the end of the world, is a person.
Such is not the case with the other three passages in which the term
occurs.
Who is the liar but he that denieth that Jesus is the Christ?
This is the Antichrist, even he that denieth the Father and the Son'
There were many who denied that Jesus is the Christ
(i John ii. 22).
and thereby denied not only the Son but the Father of whom the Son
Therefore once more we have
is the revelation and representative.
many antichrists, each one of whom may be spoken of as the AntiNo
characteristics.
antichristian
christ,' inasmuch as he exhibits the
doubt this does not exclude the idea of a person who should have these
characteristics in the highest possible degree, and who had not yet
appeared. But this passage taken by itself would hardly suggest such a
'

*

person.

Every spirit
So also with the third passage in the First Epistle.
which confesseth not Jesus is not of God and this is the (spirit) of the
Antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it cometh, and now is in the
world already' (iv. 3). Plere it is no longer 'the Antichrist' that is
spoken of, but the spirit of the Antichrist.' This is evidently a principle; which again does not exclude, though it would not necessarily
suggest or imply, the idea of a person who would embody this anti'

:

'

christian spirit of denial.
The passage in the Second Epistle is similar to the second passage
'
Many deceivers are gone forth into the world,
in the First Epistle.
even they that confess not Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. This is

Here again we have many who
the deceiver and the Antichrist' (jj. 7).
Each one of them, and also
exhibit the characteristics of Antichrist.
the spirit which animates them, may be spoken of as 'the Antichrist;'
the further idea of an individual who shall exhibit this spirit in an extraordinary manner being neither necessarily excluded, nor necessarily
implied.
The first of the four passages, therefore, will have to interpret the
other three. And as the interpretation of that passage cannot be determined beyond dispute, we must be content to admit that the question
as to whether the Antichrist of S. John is personal or not cannot be
answered with certainty. The probability seems to be in favour of an
affirmative answer. In the passage which introduces the subject (i John
ii. 18) the Antichrist, of which the Apostle's little children had heard as
coming, appears to be a person of

whom

the

'

many

antichrists'

with

and already existing representatives.
And it may well be that, having introduced the term with the personal
signification familiar to his readers, the Apostle goes on to make other
uses of it
in order to warn them that, although the personal Antichrist
has not yet come, yet his spirit and doctrine are already at work in the
their lying doctrine are the heralds

;

world.
Nevertheless, we must allow that, if we confine our attention to the
passages of S. John in which the term occurs, the balance in favour of
the view that he looked to the coming of a personal Antichrist is far
from conclusive. This balance, however, whatever its amount, is con-

APPENDICES.
siderably augmented when we take a wider range and consider
[a) The
origin of the doctrine which the Apostle says that his readers had ah-eady
heard respecting Antichrist (d) The treatment of the question by those
who followed S. John as teachers in the Church; (c) Other passages in
the N. T. which seem to bear upon the question.
The discussion of
this third point is placed last because it involves the second question to
be investigated in this Appendix; Is the Antichrist of S. John identical with S. Paul's man of sin.'
{a) There can be little doubt that the oi-igin of the primitive doctrine
respecting Antichrist is the Book of Daniel, to which our Lord Himself
had drawn attention in speaking of the 'abomination of desolation'
(Matt. xxiv. 15; Dan. ixt 27, xii. 11). The causing the daily sacrifice
to cease, which was one great element of this desolation, at once brings
these passages into connexion with the 'little horn' of Dan, viii. 9
14,
the language respecting which seems almost necessarily to imply an
individual potentate.
The prophecies respecting the 'king of fierce
countenance' (viii. 23 25) and 'the king' who 'shall do according to
his will' (xi. 36
And just as it has
39) strongly confirm this view.
been in individuals that Christians have seen realisations, or at least
types, of Antichrist (Nero, Julian, Mahomet), so it was in an individual
(Antiochus Epiphanes) that the Jews believed that they saw such.
It
is by no means improbable that S. John himself considered Nero to be
a type, indeed the great type, of Antichrist.
When Nero perished so
miserably and obscurely in A. D. 68, Romans and Christians alike
believed that he had only disappeared for a time. Like the Emperor
Frederick II. in Germany, and Sebastian 'the Regretted' in Portugal,
this last representative of the Caesars was supposed to be still alive in
mysterious retirement some day he would return. Among Christians
this belief took the form that Nero was to come again as the Antichrist
(Suet. iSfej-o 40, 56; Tac. Nisi. ii. 8). All this will incline us to believe
that the Antichrist, of whose future coming S.John's 'little children'
had heard, was not a mere principle, but a person.
{b) "That Antichrist is one individual man, not a power, not a mere
ethical spirit, or a political system, not a dynasty, or a succession of
rulers, was the tinivcrsal tradition of the early Church.''''
This strong
statement seems to need a small amount of qualification. The Alexandrian School is not fond of the subject.
"Clement makes no mention
of the Antichrist at all; Origen, after his fashion, passes into the region
of generalizing allegory.
The Antichrist, the 'adversary,' is 'false
doctrine;' the temple of God in which he sits and exalts himself, is the
written Word; men are to flee, when he comes, to 'the mountains of
truth' [Horn. xxix. in Matt.).
Gregory of Nyssa {Oral. xi. c. Euno??i.)
follows in the same track."
Still the general tendency is all the other
way. Justin Martyr {IVypho xxxii.) says "He whom Daniel foretells
would have dominion for a time, and times, and an half, is even already
at the door, about to speak blasphemous and daring things against the
Most High." He speaks of him as 'the man of sin.' Irenaeus (v.
xxv. I, 3), Tertullian [Be Res. Cam. xxiv., XXV.), Lactantius [Div.
Inst. VII. xvii.), Cyril of Jerusalem {Catech. XV. 4, ir, 14, 17), and
others take a similar view, some of them enlarging much upon the
;

—

'

—

—

—

:
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Augustine {De Civ. Dei, XX. xix.) says "Satan shaU be
subject.
loosed, and by means of that Antichrist shall work with all power in a
lying but wonderful manner." Jerome affirms that Antichrist "is one
man, in whom Satan shall dwell bodily;" and Theodoret that "the
Man of Sin, the son of perdition, will make every effort for the seduction
of the pious, by false miracles, and by force, and by persecution."
From these and many more passages that might be cited it is quite clear
that the Church of the first three or four centuries almost universally
regarded Antichrist as an individual. The evidence, beginning with
Justin Martyr in the sub-Apostolic age, warrants us in believing that in
this stream of testimony we have a belief which prevailed in the time of
the Apostles and was possibly shared by them. But as regards this last
point it is worth remarking how reserved the Apostles seem to have
"What the
been with regard to the interpretation of prophecy.
Apostles disclosed concerning the future was for the most part disclosed
by them in private, to individuals not committed to writing, not intended for the edifying of the body of Christ,— and was soon lost"

—

(J.

H. Newman).

Besides the various passages in N.T. which point to the coming
{c)
of false Christs and false prophets (Matt. xxiv. 5, 24; Mark xiii. 12, iy,
Acts XX. 29; 1 Tim. iii. i ; 2 Pet. ii. i), there are two passages which
give a detailed description of a great power, hostile to God and His
Rev. xiii.
people, which is to arise hereafter and have great success
and 2 Thess. ii. The second of these passages will be considered in the
With regard to the first this much
discussion of the second question.
may be asserted with something like certainty, that the correspondence
between the 'beast' of Rev. xiii. and the 'little horn' of Dan. vii. is too
But in consideration of the difficulty of the
close to be accidental.
subject and the great diversity of opinion it would be rash to affirm
The correpositively that the 'beast' of the Apocalypse is a person.
spondence between the 'beast' and the 'little horn' is not so close as to
compel us to interpret both images alike. The wiser plan will be to
leave Rev. xiii. out of consideration as neutral, for we cannot be at all
sure whether the beast (i) is a person, (2) is identical with Antichrist.
shall find that 2 Thess. ii. favours the belief that Antichrist is an
;

—

We

individual.

There is a strong preponderance of opinion in favour of the
II.
view that the Antich'ist of S. John is the same as the great adversary of
1. Even in the nanie there is some similarity;
S. Paul (2 Thess. ii. 3).
the Antichrist (6 di'Tixpto'7-oj) and 'he that opposeth' (6 dpriKeiixevos).
And the idea of being a rival Christ which is included in the name
Antichrist and is wanting in 'he that opposeth,' is supplied in S. Paul's
description of the great opponent: for he is a ';;/««,' and he 'setteth
2.
Both Apostles state that their readers had
himself forth as God.
3. Both declare
previously been instructed about this future adversary.
that his coming is preceded by an apostasy of many nominal Christians.
5.
4. Both connect his coming with the Second Advent of Christ.
Both describe him as a liar and deceiver. 6. S. Paul says that this
'

'man of sin exalteth himself against all that is called God.' S.
places the spirit of Antichrist as the opposite of the Spirit of

John
God.
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Paul states that his 'coming is according to the working of Satan.'
8.
Both Apostles state that,
that he is of the evil one.
although this great opponent of the truth is still to come, yet his spirit is
already at work in the world. With agreement in so many and such important details before us, we can hardly be mistaken in affirming that the
two Apostles in their accounts of the trouble in store for the Church
have one and the same meaning.
S.

7.

S.

John implies

Having answered,

therefore, this second question in the affirmative
question with a substantial addition to the evidence.
It would be most unnatural to understand S. Paul's 'man of sin' as an
impersonal principle and the widely different interpretations of the
passage for the most part agree in this, that the great adversary is an
If, therefore, S. John has the same meaning as S. Paul,
individual.
then the Antichrist of S. John is an individual.
To sum up: Although none of the four passages in S. John's Epistles
are conclusive, yet the hrst of them (i John ii. 18) inclines us to regard
This view is confirmed (a) by earlier Jewish
Antichrist as a person.
ideas on the subject, [d] by subsequent Christian ideas from the subApo^tolic age onwards, (c) above all by S. Paul's description of the
'man of sin,' whose similarity to S. John's Antichrist is of a very close
and remarkable kind.
For further information on this difficult subject see the articles on
Antichrist in Smitlrs Biaio7iarj/ 0/ ^/le Bil)/e {Appendix), and Dictionary
of Christian Biography, with the authorities there quoted ; also four
lectures on The Patristical Idea of Antichrist in J. H. Newman's
Discussions and Arguments.

we

return to the

first

;

—

C.

The Sect of the

The name

Caixites.

of this extravagant Gnostic sect varies considerably in
different authors who mention them Cainistae, Caiani, Cainani, Cainaei,
The Cainites
Cainiani, Caini, and possibly other varieties, are found.
were a branch of the Ophites, one of the oldest forms of Gnosticism
known to us. Other branches of the Ophites known to us through
Hippolytus are the Naassenes {Naash) or 'Venerators of the serpent,'
the Peratae (vepav or irepav) 'Transmarines' or 'Transcendentalists,'
the Sethians or Venerators of Seth,' and the Jiistinians or followers of
Of these the Naassenes, as far
Justin, a teacher otherwise unknown.
as name goes, are the same as the Ophites, the one name being Hebrew,
and the other Greek (o0ts) in origm, and both meaning 'Serpentists'
or 'Venerators of the serpent.'
All the Ophite sects make the serpent play a prominent part in their
system, and that not out of sheer caprice or extravagance, but as part
In common with almost all
of a reasoned and philosophical system.
Gnostics they held that matter is radically evil, and that therefore the
Creator of the material universe cannot be a perfectly good being. The
Ophites regarded the Creator as in the main an evil being, opposed to
From this it followed that Adam in disobeying
the Supreme God.
his Creator did not fall from a high estate, nor rebelled against the
:

'
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Most High, but defied a hostile power and freed himself from its
thraldom and the serpent who induced him to do this, so far from
being the author of sin and death, was the giver of light and liberty.
It was through the serpent that the human race were first made aware
that the being who created them was not supreme, but that there were
higher than he; and accordingly the serpent became the symbol of
:

and enlightenment.
Logically carried out, such a system involved a complete inversion of
the moral teaching of the Old Testament.
All that the Creator of
the world (who is the God of the Jews) commands, must be disobeyed,
and all that He forbids must be done. The negative must be struck
out of the Ten Commandments, and everything that Moses and the
intelligence

all

Prophets denounced must be cultivated as virtues. From this monstrous
consequence of their premises most of the Ophites seem to have recoiled.
Some modified their premises and made the Creator to be, not an
utterly evil being, but an inferior power, who through ignorance sometimes acted in opposition to the Supreme God. Others, while retaining
the Ophite doctrine that the serpent was a benefactor and deliverer of
mankind in the matter of the temptation of Eve, endeavoured to bring
this into harmony with Scripture by declaring that he did this service
His intention was evil ; he wished to do a
to mankind unwittingly.
mischief to the human race.
But it was overruled to good ; and what
the serpent plotted for the ruin of man turned out to be man's enlightenment.
The Cainites, however, accepted the Ophite premises without qualiwithout shrinking to their legitimate
fication, and followed them
conclusion.
Matter and the Creator of everything material are utterly
evil.
The revolt of Adam and Eve against their Creator was a
righteous act, the breaking up of a tyranny. The serpent who suggested
and aided this emancipation is a good being, as worthy of veneration,
as the Creator is of abhorrence.
The redemption of man begins with
the first act of disobedience to the Creator. Jesus Christ is not the
redeemer of the human race. He merely completed what the serpent
had begun. Indeed some Cainites seem to have identified Jesus with
Others again, with more consistency, seem to have
the serpent.
maintained that Jesus was an enemy of the truth and deserved to die.
The moral outcome of such a system has been already indicated,
and the Cainites are said to have openly accepted it. Everything that
the God of the Old Testament forbids must be practised, and everything
Cain, the people of Sodom, Esau, Korah,
that He orders abjured.
Dathan and Abiram, are the characters to be imitated as saints and
heroes and in the New Testament, Judas. These are the true martyrs,
whom the Creator and His followers have persecuted. About Judas,
as about Jesus Christ, they seem not to have been agreed, some maintaining that he justly caused the death of one who perverted the truth;
others, that having higher knowledge than the Eleven, he saw the
benefits which would follow from the death of Christ, and therefore
brought it about. These benefits, however, were not such as Christians
commonly suppose, viz. the deliverance of mankind from the power of the
serpent, but the final extinction of the dominion of the Creator. Irenaeus
;
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{Uaer. I. xxxi, i) tells us that they had a book called the Gospel of Judas.
In the next section he states the practical result of these tenets. " They
say, like Carpocrates, that men cannot be saved until they have gone
through all kinds of experience. They maintain also that in everyone
of their sinful and foul actions an angel attends them and listens to
them as they work audacity and incur pollution. According to the
nature of the action they invoke the name of the angel, saying, *
thou angel, I use thy work. O thou great power, I accomplish thy
And they declare that this is 'perfect knowledge,' fearlessly
action.'
to rush into such actions as it is not right even to name."
These are developments of those 'depths of Satan' of which S. John
speaks in the Apocalypse (ii. 24) as a vaunted form of knowledge.
Into the fantastic details of the system it is not necessary to enter.
Suffice to say, that taking an inverted form of the Old Testament
narrative as their basis, they engrafted upon it whatever took their
fancy in the Egyptian rites of Isis and Osiris, the Greek mysteries of
Eleusis, the Phoenician cultus of Adonis, the speculative cosmogony of
Purpiirei panni from
Plato, or the wild orgies of Phrygian Cybele.
all these sources find place in the patchwork system of the Ophite
Gnostics. Christianity supplied materials for still further accretions,
and probably acted as a considerable stimulus to the development of
such theories. In several of its Protean forms we trace what appear
to be adaptations of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity.
"The first appearance of the Ophite heresy in connexion with
Christian doctrines," says Dean Mansel {The Gnostic Heresies p. 104),
"can hardly be placed later than the latter part of the first century;"
which brings us within the limits of S. John's lifetime. It is not
probable that the monstrous system of the Cainites was formulated as
But the first beginnings of it were there; and it is by no
early as this.
means impossible that i John iii. 10 12 was written as a condemnation
of the principles on which the Cainite doctrine was built. Be this as it
may, the prodigious heresy, although it probably never had very many
adherents and died out in the third centuiy, is nevertheless very inIt shews us to what results the great Gnostic principle, that
structive.
matter is utterly evil, when courageously followed to its logical conAnd it therefore helps us to understand the stern
sequences, leads.
and uncompromising severity with which Gnostic principles are condemned, by implication in the Fourth Gospel, and in express terms

O

—

—

in these Epistles.

D.

The Three Heavenly Witnesses.

outcry which has been made in some quarters against the
Revisers for omitting the disputed words in i John v. 7, and without a
hint in the margin that there is any authority for them, is not creditable
The veteran scholar Bollinger expressed his
to English scholarship.
surprise at this outcry in a conversation with the present writer in July,
1882 and he expressed his amazement and amusement that anyone in
these days should write a book in defence of the passage, in a converThe Revisers' action is a very tardy act of
sation in September, 1883.

The

:
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work

as a

whole

is

autho-

rised or not, leave will before long be granted to the clergy to omit these
words in reading i John v. as a Lesson at Morning or Evening Prayer,
or as the Epistle for the First Sunday after Easter. The insertion of the
first instance was quite indefensible, and it is difficult to see
upon what sound principles its retention can be defended. There would
be no difficulty in treating this case by itself and leaving other disputed

passage in the

The passage stands absolutely alone
texts to be dealt with hereafter.
(a) in the completeness of the evidence against it, {d) in the momentous
summary of the evidence at greater
character of the insertion.
length than could conveniently be given in a note will convince any un-

A

prejudiced person that (as Dr DoUinger observed) nothing in textual
criticism is more certain than that the disputed words are spurious.

(i)

I.

1.

T/ie

Exte7'nal Evidence.

Every Greek uncial MS. omits the passage.
Every Greek cursive MS. earlier than the fifteenth centujy omits

the passage.
Out of about 250 known cursive MSS. only two (No. 162 of the
3.
15th century and No. 34 of the i6th century) contain the passage, and
in them it is a manifest translation from a late rccensioji of the Latin
Vtilgate.

Erasmus hastily promised that if he could find the words in a single
Greek MS. he would insert them in his text and on the authority of
No. 34 he inserted them in his third edition Beza and Stephanus inserted them also
and hence their presence in all English Versions until
;

;

:

the Revised Version of 1S81.
4.

Every Ancient Version of

tlie first foiir

centuries omits the

passage.

Every Version earlier than the fourteenth century, except the
5.
Latin, omits the passage.
6.
No Greek Father quotes the passage in any of the numerous discussions on the doctrine of the Trinity.
Against Sabellianism and
Arianism it would have been almost conclusive.
It has been urged that the orthodox Fathers did not quote v. 7 because
in conjunction with v. 8 it might be used in the interests of Arianism.
But in that case why did not the Arians quote ^'. 7 ? Had they done
so, the orthodox would have replied and shewn the true meaning of
both verses.
Evidently both parties were ignorant of its existence.
Again, it has been urged that the Greek Synopsis of Holy Scripture
printed in some editions of the Greek Fathers, and also the so-called
Disputation with Arius, ''seem ta betray an acquaintance with the
disputed verse." Even if this 'seeming' could be shewn to be a reality,
the fact would prove no more than that the interpolation existed in a
Greek as well as a Latin form about the fifth century. Can we seriously
defend a text which does not even 'seem' to be known to a single
Greek Father until 350 years or more after S. John's death. Could we
defend a passage as Chaucer's which was never quoted until the nine-
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teenth century, and was in no edition of his works of earlier date than
that ? And the seeming' can not be shewn to be a reality.
No Latin Father earlier than the fifth centtcry quotes the
7.
passage.
It is sometimes stated that Tertullian possibly, and S. Cyprian certainly, knew the passage.
Even if this were true, it would prove
nothing for the genuineness of the words against the mass of testimony
mentioned in the first six of these paragraphs. Such a fact would only
prove that the insertion, which is obviously of Latin origin, was made
at a very early date.
But the statement is not true. "Tertullian and
Cyprian use language which makes it morally certain that they would
have quoted these words had they known them" (Westcott and Hort
Vol. II. p. 104).
Tertullian 's words are as follows
^ De meo stiniet,'' inqziit, siciit ipse
de Patris. Jta connexus Pairis in Filio, et Filii in Paracleto, tres efficit
cohaercntes alterJivi ex altcro : qzii tres t(mim sunt, non timis ; qiiouiodo

—

'

:

dictimi

est,

'

Ego

et

Pater timim

siinnts,''

ad stibstantiae iinitatem, non ad

" He saith, He shall take of Mine (John xvi.
mime}-i singularitaiem.
Thus the connexion of the
14), even as He Himseiif .of the Father.
Father in the Son, and of the Son in the Paraclete, maketh Three that
cohere together one from the .other which Three are one Substance,
not one Person
as it is said, / and
Father are one (John x. 30), in
respect to unity of essence, not to singularity of number'' {Adv. Praxean.
:

My

;

XXV.).

Cyprian writes thus;

S.

suvms'' ;
*

Et

tres

again

it

three are

Ego

et Pater timim
Sancto scriptujji est,
tinum sunt.'' "The Lord saith, I and the Father are one ; and
is written concerning the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, And

et iteriim

one''''

F)icit

Domintis,

de Patre et Filio

[De Unit. Feci.

^

Spiritii

et

vi.).

very difficult to believe that Tertullian's words contain any allusion to the disputed passage.
The passage in S. Cyprian seems at first
sight to look like such an allusion ; but in all probability he has in his
mind the passage which follows the disputed words; 'the spirit, the
water, and the blood and the three agree in one'; the Latin Version
For
of which runs, spirittis et aqua et sanguis; et hi ires unum sunt.
the Vulgate makes no difference between the conclusions of Z'Z', 7 and 8;
That S.
in both cases the sentence ends with d hi tres zimnn sunt.
Cyprian should thus positively allude to the spirit, the water, and the
blood' as 'the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit' will seem improbable to no one who is familiar with the extent to which the Fathers
make any triplet found in Scripture, not merely suggest, but signify the
find that
Trinity.
To take an example from Cyprian himself:
the three children with Daniel, strong in faith and victorious in captivity, observed the third, sixth, and ninth hour, as it were, for a sacrament of the Trinity, which in the last times had to be manifested. For
both the first hour in its progress to the third shews forth the consummated number of the Trinity, and also the fourth proceeding to the
sixth declares another Trinity; and when from the seventh the ninth is
completed, the perfect Trinity is numbered every three hours " {Doin.
It is

:

'

"We

Orat. XXX

I

v).
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But perhaps the most conclusive argument in favour of the view that
Cyprian is alhiding to 'the spirit, the water and the blood,' and not
in heaven, the Father, the Word, and
Augustine's treatment of the passage in question.
Jn all his voluminous wi'itings Ihcrc is no trace of the clause about the
Three Heavenly Witnesses ; but about 'the spirit, the water and the
blood' he writes thus; "Which three things if we look at as they are
in themselves, they are in substance several and distinct, and not one.
But if we will inquire into the things signified by these, there not
unreasonably comes into our thoughts the Trinity itself, which is the one,
only, true, supreme God, Father, and Son and Holy Spirit, of whom it
could most truly be said, There are Three lVit7iesscs, and the Three are
One. So that by the term 'spirit' we should understand God the
Father to be signified; as indeed it was concerning the worshipping of
Him that the Lord was speaking, when He said, God is spirit. By the
term 'blood,' the Son; because the Word was made flesh. And by the
term 'water,' the Holy Spirit; as, when Jesus spake of the water which
He would give to them that thirst, the Evangelist saith. But this said
to

the

'the

Three that bear witness

Holy

Spirit,' is S.

—

of the Spirit, 7vhich they that believed on Him were to receive. Moreover, that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are witnesses, who that
believes the Gospel can doubt, when the Son saith, / am one that bear
witness of Myself and the Fatlier that sent Me, He bearetJi wil7iess of Me?
Where, though the Holy Spirit is not mentioned, yet He is not to be
thought separated from them " [Contra Maxim. 11. xxii. 3). Is it credible

He

that S. Augustine would go to S. John's Gospel to prove that the Father
and the Son might be called witnesses if in the very passage which he is
explaining they were called such? His explanation becomes fatuous if
the disputed words are genuine.
minute point of some significance
is worth remarking, that in these passages both S. Cyprian and S.
Augustine invariably write 'the Son,' not 'the Word,' which is the

A

expression used in the disputed passage.
Facundus of Hermiana in his Defoise of the "Three Chapters"
(c. A.D. 550) explains i John v. S in the same manner as S. Augustine,
quoting the verse several times and evidently knowing nothing of v. 7.
This shews that late in the sixth century the passage was not generally
known even in North Africa. Moreover he quotes the passage of S.
Cyprian as authority for this mystical interpretation of v. 8. This
shews how (300 years after he wrote) S. Cyprian was still understood
by a Bishop of his own Church, even after the interpolation had been
made. Attempts have been made to weaken the evidence of Facundus
by asserting that Fulgentius, who is a little earlier in date, understood
Cyprian to be referring to v. 7, not to v. 8. It is by no means certain
that this is the meaning of Fulgentius ; and, even if it is, it proves no
more than that in the sixth century, as in the nineteenth, there were
some persons who believed that Cyprian alludes to i John v. 7.
Even if such persons were right, it would only shew that this corruption,
like many other corruptions of the text, was in existence in the third
century.
This may suffice to shew that the passage in Cyprian probably
refers to i John v. 8 and gives no support to v. 7. And this probability
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becomes something like a certainty when we consider the extreme unlikelihood of his knowing a text which was wholly unknown to S.
Hilary, S. Ambrose, and S. Augustine; which is absent from the earliest
MSS. of the Vulgate (and consequently was not known to Jerome) ; and
which is not found in Leo I.^
The anonymous treatise On Rebaptis^n (which begins with a fierce
attack on the view of S. Cyprian that heretics ought to be rebaptized,
and was therefore probably written before the martyrdom of the bishop)
twice quotes the passage (xv. and xix.), and in each case says nothing
about the Three bearing witness in heaven, but mentions only the spirit,
the water, and the blood. This confirms the belief that the words were
not found in the Latin Version in use in north Africa at that time.
Lastly, the letter of Leo the Great to Flavianus in B.C. 449, shortly
before the Council of Chalcedon, "supplies positive evidence to the
same effect for the Roman text by quoting vv. 4 8 without the inserted
words" (Westcott and Hort Vol, ii. p. 104).
Therefore the statement, that No Latin Father earlier tha7i the fifth
The words in question
century quotes the passao;e, is strictly correct.
first occur in some Latin controversial writings towards the end of the
The insertion
fifth century, but are not often quoted until the eleventh.
appears to have originated in North Africa, which at the close of the
fifth century was suffering from a cruel persecution under the Arian
Vandals. The words are quoted in part in two of the works attributed
to Vigilius of Thapsus, and a little later in one by Fulgentius of
Ruspe. They ai-e also quoted in a confession of faith drawn up by
Eugcnius, Bishop of Carthage, and presented to Hunneric c. A.D. 484.
But it is worth noting that in these first appearances of the text the
wording of it varies the form has not yet become set. The Prologiis
Galeatus to the Catholic Epistles, falsely written in the name of Jerome,
blames the Latin translators of the Epistle for omitting Patris et^ Filii et
Spiritus testimonium. But not until some centuries later are the inserted
words ofien cited even by Latin writers. Bede, the representative
scholar of Western Christendom in the eighth century, omits all notice
of them in his commentary, and probably did not know them ; he comments on every other verse in the chapter.
The external evidence against them could not well be much stronger.
If S. John had written the words, who would wish to expel such conIf
clusive testimony to the doctrine of the Trinity from Scripture?
anyone had wished to do so, how could he have kept the words out of
eveiy MS. and every Version for four centuries? And had he succeeded
in doing this, how could they have been recovered?
In short, we may use in this case the argument which Tertullian
" Is it credible
uses with such force in reference to the Christian faith.
that so many and such important authorities should have strayed into
giving unanimous testimony?" Ecqiiid verisimile est nt tot et tantae

—

:

ecclesiae in

unam fidem

erraverint ?

as from S. Cyprian) in the Epistle to Jubaianus
be omitted, i. S. Augustine doubted the genuineness of the Epistle. 2. The
important words cumi ires iuiu)7t simt are not found in all, if any, early editions of
the Epibtle. 3. Even if they are genuine, they come from v. 8, not from v. 7.
1

The passage (sometimes quoted

may
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Internal Evidence.

But it is sometimes said, that, although the external evidence is no
doubt exceedingly strong, yet it is not the whole of the case. The
internal evidence also must be considered, and that tells very powerLet us admit for the sake of argiiment that the
fully the other way.
is very strongly in favour of the genuineness of the
Let us assume that the passage, though making
disputed words.
sense without the words (as is indisputably the case), makes far better
sense with the words. Let us suppose that the sense of the passage
when thus enlarged is so superior to the shorter form of it, that it
would be incredible that anyone to whom the longer form had occurred
would ever write the shorter one. Can all this prove, in the teeth of
abundant evidence to the contrary, that the longer and vastly superior
passage was written, and not the shorter and inferior one? If twenty
reporters quite independently represent an orator as having uttered a
very tame and clumsy sentence, which the insertion of a couple of short
clauses would make smooth and far more telling, would this fact convince us that the orator must have spoken the two clauses, and that
twenty reporters had all accidentally left just these two clauses out?
The fact that in a few out of many editions of the orator's collected
speeches, published many years after his death, these two clauses were
found, but not always in exactly the same words, would hardly
strengthen our belief that they were actually uttered at the time. No
amount of internal probability, supplemented by subsequent evidence
of this kind, ought to shake our confidence in the reports of the twenty
Where
writers who took down the speaker's words at the moment.
the external evidence is ample, harmonious, and credible, considerations
If the authorities which omit
of internal evidence are out of place.
the words in question had united in representing S. John as having
written nonsense or blasphemy, then, in spite of their number and
weight and unanimity, we should refuse to believe them. But here no
such doubts are possible; and the abundance and coherence of the
external evidence tell us that the internal evidence, whatever its testimony, cannot be allowed any weight.
And here it is very important to bear in mind an obvious but not
always remembered truth. Although internal evidence by itself may
be sufficient to decide what an author did not write, it can never by
Without any external
itself be sufficient to decide what he did write.
evidence we may be certain that S.John did not write 'The Word
cannot come in the flesh;' but without external evidence we cannot
know what he did write. And if the external evidence amply testifies

internal evidence

that he wrote 'The Word became flesh,' it is absurd to try and ascertain from the internal evidence what (in our judgment) he must have
written. So also in the present case it is absurd to say that the internal
evidence (even if altogether in favour of the disputed words) can prove
that S.

The
and

to
s.

John wrote the words.
case has been discussed on this basis for the sake of argument
meet the extraordinary opinion that the internal evidence is in

john(ep.)
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favour of the inserted words. But as a matter of fact internal considerations require us to expel the clauses in question almost as imperatively as does the testimony of MSS., Versions, and Fathers.
1.
The inserted words break the sense. In v. 6 we have the water,
the blood, and the spirit mentioned; and they are recapitulated in
The spurious words in v. 7 make an awkS. John's manner in v. 8.
ward parenthesis, in order to avoid which, z/. 7 is sometimes inserted
a/ler v. 8.
S. John nowhere speaks of 'the Father'' and 'the Word'' together.
either says GotV and 'the Word' (John i. r, 2, 13, 14; Rev. xix. i:?),
John
or 'the Father'' and 'the Son' (1 John ii. 22, 23, 24, &c. &c.).
'father' in that passage has no article in the
i. 14
is no exception;
never
English,
in
have
capital
letter
S.
John
should
not
a
Greek, and
uses Trarrip for the Father without the article and the meaning of the
2.

He

'

;

clause is 'the glory as of an only son on a mission from a father.'
Contrast, as marking S. John's usage, John i. i with i. 18.
Neither in his Gospel, nor in the First Epistle, does S. John use
3.
the theological term 'the Word' in the body of the work: in both cases
this expression, which is peculiar to himself in N.T., is confined to the
Prologue or Introduction.
The inserted words are in the theological language of a later age.
4.
No Apostle or Evangelist writes in this sharp, clear cut style respecting
the Persons in the Trinity. The passage is absolutely without anything
approaching to a parallel in N.T. If they were original, they would
throw the gravest doubt upon the Apostolic authorship of the Epistle.
As Haupt observes, " No one can deny that in the whole compass of
Holy Writ there is no passage even approaching the dogmatic precision
with which, in a manner approximating to the later ecclesiastical defiSuch a verse could not
nitions, this one asserts the immanent Trinity.
have been omitted by inadvertence for even supposing such a thing
possible in a text of such moment, the absence of the words ev r^ yj
The omission must then have been
of v. 8 would still be inexplicable.
But would such an act
intentional, and due to the hand of a heretic.
;

have remained uncondemned? And were
heretics or framed from heretical copies?"

all

our

MSS. produced by

The incarnate Son bears witness to man; and the Spirit given at
5.
Pentecost bears witness to man and through the Son, and the Spirit,
and His messengers in Old and New Testament, the Father bears
witness to man ; respecting the Sonship and Divinity of Jesus Christ.
But in what sense can the Three Divine Persons be said to bear witness
Is there not something almost irreverent in making Them
in heaven ?
the counterpart of the triple witness on earth ? And for whose benefit
Do the angels need it? And if they
is the witness in heaven given?
do, what has this to do with the context? Nor can we avoid this
difficulty by saying that the Three are in heaven, but dear zvitness on
It is expressly stated that the Three bear witness in heave7i,
earth.
while three other witnesses do so on earth.
6.
The addition 'and these Three are one,' though exactly what
was required by the interpolators for controversial purposes, is exactly
what is not required here by the context. What is required is, not
;

—
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that the Three Witne<;ses should in essence be only One, which would
reduce the value of the testimony; but that the Three should agree,
which would enhance the value of the testimony.
On this part of the evidence the words of F. D. Maurice respecting
the passage are worth considering.
"If it was genuine, we should be
bound to consider seriously what it meant, however much its introduction in this place might puzzle us, however strange its phraseology might
appear to us. Those who dwell with awe upon the Name into which
they have been baptized ; those who believe that all the books of the
Bible, and St John's writings more than all the rest, reveal it to us; those
who connect it with Christian Ethics, as I have done; might wonder
that an Apostle should make a formal announcement of this Name in a
parenthesis, and in connexion with such a phrase as bearing record,
one admirably suited to describe the intercourse of God with us, but
quite unsuitable, one would have thought, as an expression of His
absolute and eternal being.
Still, if it was really one of St John's
utterances, we should listen to it in reverence, and only attribute these
difficulties to our own blindness.
As we have the best possible reasons
for supposing it is not his, but merely the gloss of some commentator,
which crept into the text, and was accepted by advocates eager to
confute adversaries, less careful about the truth they were themselves
fighting for,
we may thankfully dismiss it" {Epistles of St John

—

pp. 276, 277).
have, therefore, good grounds for saying that the internal
evidence, no less than the external, requires us to banish these words
from the text. They are evidence of the form which Trinitarian doctrine assumed in North Africa in the fifth century, and possibly at an
earlier date.
They are an old gloss on the words of S. John ; valuable
as a specimen of interpretation, but without the smallest claim to be
considered original. Had they not found a place in the Textiis Receptus,
few people not bound (as Roman Catholics are) to accept the later editions of the Vulgate without question, would have dreamed of defending
Had the translators of 161 1 omitted them, no one (with the
them.
evidence, which we now possess, before him) would ever have dreamed
of inserting them.
In Greek texts the words were first printed in the
Complutensian edition of A. D. 15 14. Erasmus in his first two editions

We

(1516 and 15 18) omitted them; but having given his unhappy promise to
them if they could be found in any Greek MS., he printed them
in his third edition (1552), on the authority of the worthless Codex
Britannicus (No. 34). Stephanus and Beza inserted them also and thus
Luther
they obtained a place in the universally used Textus Receptiis.
never admitted them to his translation, and in the first edition of his
commentary declared them to be spurious ; but in the second edition he
They
followed the third edition of Erasmus and admitted the words.
first appear in translations published in Switzerland without Luther's
name, as in the Ziirich edition of Froschover (1529). They were at
The
first commonly printed either in different type or in brackets.
Basle edition of Bryllinger (1552) was one of the first to omit the
Perhaps the last edition which omitted the words in the
brackets.
German Version is the quarto of Zach. Schlirer (1620). Among English
insert

:
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Versions the Revised of iSSi has the honour of being the first to omit
them. Tyndale in his first edition (1525) printed them as genuine, in
his second (1534) and third (1535) he placed them in brackets, in the
second edition with a difference of type. Cranmer (1539) follows
Tyndale's second edition. But in the Genevan (1557) the difference of
type and the brackets disappear, and are not restored in the Authorised
Version (1611).
The following by no means complete list of scholars who have pronounced against the passage will be of interest. After Richard Simon
had led the way in this direction towards the close of the seventeenth
century he was followed in the eighteenth by Bentley, Clarke, Emlyn,
Gibbon, Hezel, Matthaei, Michaelis, Sir Isaac Newton, Porson, Semler,
and Wetstein. In the nineteenth century we have, among others, Alexander, Alford, Davidson, Dollinger, Dlisterdieck, F. W. Farrar, Field,
Haddan, Hammond, Haupt, Hort, Huther, Lachmann, Lightfoot,
Marsh, F. D. Maurice, McClellan, Meyrick, Renan, Sanday, Scrivener,
Scholz, Tischendorf, Tregelles, Turton, Weiss, Weizsacker, Westcott,
De Wette, Wordsworth, and the Revisers. Even the most conservative
textual critics have abandoned the defence of this text.
Some will perhaps think that this Appendix is wasted labour: that
But so long as any
it is a needlessly elaborate slaying of the slain.
educated Englishman, above all, so long as any English clergyman^,
believes, and indeed publicly maintains, that the passage is genuine,
or even possibly genuine, trouble to demonstrate its spuriousness will
not be thrown away.

1

An

Essex Rector has recently (Feb. 18S3) thought

it

worth while to publish a

book restating most of the old and exploded arguments in defence of the disputed
text: and a member of the York Convocation (April, 1883) denounced the Revised
Version as most mischievous, because people now heard words read as Scripture
in Church and then went home and found that the words were omitted from the
new Version as not being Scripture and he gave as an instance the passage
about the Three Heavenly Witnesses, which had been read in the Epistle that
morning. He afterwards stated in a published letter "that the last word had not
been spoken on this text, and that he was quite content himself to read it in the
A. v., as required in the Church Service.... Whether the text was expunged by
the Arians (!), or interpolated by the Western Athanasians, is as much a question as
ever." Jerome's famous hyperbole, "The whole world groaned and was amazed
to find itself Arian," fades intp insignificance compared with the supposition that long
before Jerome's day the Arians had acquired influence enough to expunge a decisive
passage y>-^;« every copy of the Bible in. every language, so that neither Jerome, nor
any Christian writer of his time, or before his time, had any knowledge of its existence
Where was the passage lying hid all those centuries? How was it rediscovered? Those who have been endeavouring upon critical principles to obtain a
pure text of the Greek Testament have been accused of unsettling men's minds by
shewing that certain small portions of the common text are of very doubtful authority.
But what profound uncertainty must be. the result if we once admit, as a legitimate
hypothesis, the supposition that an heretical party in the Church could for several
hundred years rob the whole Church, and for many hundred years rob all but
Western Christendom, of the clearest statement of the central doctrine of Christianity.
What else may not the Arians have expunged? What may they not have inserted?
;

!
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John the Presbyter or the Elder.

For some time past the writer of this Appendix has been disposed
to doubt the existence of any such person as John the Elder as a
contemporary of S. John the Apostle at Ephesus. It was, therefore,
with much satisfaction that he found that Professor Salmon in the
article on Joannes Presbyter in the Dictionary of Christian Biography,
Vol. III. pp. 398 401, and Canon Farrar in The Early Days of

—

Dr Salmon's
Chj'istianity, Vol. II. pp. 553
581, take a similar view.
conclusion is this; "While we are willing to receive the hypothesis of
two Johns, if it will help to explain any difihculty, we do not think
the evidence for it enough to make us regard it as a proved historical
fact.
And we frankly own that if it were not for deference to better
judges, we should unite with Keim in relegating, though in a different
way, this 'Doppelgiinger' of the apostle to the region of ghostland."
credulous spirit
Dr Farrar, with more confidence, concludes thus;
of innovation is welcome to believe and to proclaim that any or all
of S. John's writings were written by 'John the Presbyter.' They
were: but 'John the Presbyter' is none other than John the Apostle."
Professor Milligan, Riggenbach, and Zahn are of a similar opinion,
and believe that this personnage dotdeux, sorte de sosie dc Papotre, qui
trouble co??ime un spectre toute Vhistoire de V Eglise d'Ephese'^, has no
separate existence.
The question mainly depends upon a quotation from Papias and
Papias is stating
the interpretation of it by Eusebius, who quotes it.
how he obtained his information. " If on any occasion any one who
had been a follower of the Elders came, I used to inquire about the
what Andrew or Peter said, or Philip, or
discourses of the Elders
Thomas or James, or John or Matthew, or any of the Lord's disciples.;
and what Aristion and the Elder John, the disciples of the Lord, say.''
Certainly the meaning which this at first sight conveys is the one
which Eusebius adopts; that Papias here gives us two Johns, the Apostle
and the Elder. But closer study of the passage raises a doubt whether
this is correct.
With regard to most of the disciples of the Lord
Papias could only get second-hand information ; he could learn what
each said {elirev) in days long since gone by. But there were two
disciples still living at the time when Papias wrote, Aristion and John
and about these he had contemporary and perhaps personal knowledge
he knows what they say {Xe-yovat). Of one of these, John, he had
knowledge of both kinds; reports of what he said long ago in the days

"A

—

when

Philip,

and Thomas, and Matthew were

living,

and knowledge

If this be the
of what he says now at the time when Papias writes.
meaning intended, we may admit that it is rather clumsily expressed :
but that will not surprise us in a writer, who (as Eusebius tells us)
was "of very mean intellectual power, as one may state on the evidence
Elder' cuts both ways, and tells
of his own dissertations." The title
'

Renan, DAntechrist,
believe in two Johns.
1

p. xxiii.

On

the whole, however,

Renan

is

disposed to
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and against either interpretation. It may be urged that 'the Elder'
before the second John seems to be intended to distinguish him from
the Apostle. To which it may be replied, that it may quite as probably
have been added in order to identify him with the Apostle, seeing that
throughout the passage, Andrew, Philip, Peter, &c. are called 'Elders'
and not Apostles, May not ' the Elder be prefixed to John to distinguish him from Aristion, who was not an Apostle? In any case
the first John is called 'elder' and 'disciple of the Lord;' and the
second John is called 'elder' and 'disciple of the Lord.' So that the
view of Eusebius, which prij?id facie appears to be natural, turns out
for

'

'

'

upon examination to be by no means certain, and perhaps not even
the more probable of the two.
But other people besides Eusebius studied Papias. What was their
view? Among the predecessors of Eusebius none is more important
than Irenaeus, who made much use of Papias's work, and independently
of it knew a great deal about Ephesus and S. John; and he makes no
mention of any second John. This fact at once throws the balance
Polycrates, Bishop of
against the Eusebian interpretation of Papias.
Ephesus, would be likely to know the work of Papias and certainly
knew a great deal about S. John and his later contemporaries. In the
letter which he wrote to Victor, Bishop of Rome, on the Paschal
Controversy he proudly enumerates the 'great lights,' who have fallen
asleep and lie buried at Ephesus, Smyrna, Hierapolis, Laodicea,.
and Sardis, as authorities in favour of the Quartodeciman usage.
Among these the Presbyter John is not named. At Ephesus there are
the graves of 'John who rested on the Lord's bosom' and of the
martyred Polycarp. But no tomb of a second John is mentioned. And
would not the reputed author of two canonical Epistles and possibly of
the Apocalypse have found a place in such a list, had such a person
existed distinct from the Apostle? Whether Dionysius of Alexandria
knew Papias or not we cannot tell but he had heard of two tombs at
Ephesus, each bearing the name of John. And yet he evidently knows
nothing of the Presbyter John. For while contending that the John
who wrote the Apocalypse cannot be the Apostle, he says that it
is quite uncertain who this John is, and suggests as a possibility John
whose surname was Mark,' the attendant of Paul and Barnabas (Acts
The fragments of Leucius, writings of unknown date,
xii. 25, xiii. 5).
but probably earlier than Dionysius, contain many traditions respecting
The
S. John the Apostle, but nothing respecting any other John.
fragments are sufficient to render it practically certain that the compiler
;

_

;

'

of the stories which they contain knew no second John.
It would seem therefore that the predecessors of Eusebius, whether
they had read Papias or not, agreed in believing in only one John, viz.
the Apostle. Therefore those of them who had read Papias (and Ire-

naeus certainly had done so) must either have understood him to mean
only one John, or must have ignored as untrue his statement respecting
a second.
Indeed Eusebius himself would seem at one time to have held the
same view. In his Chronicon (Schoene, p. 162) he states that Papias
and Polycarp (to whom Jerome adds Ignatius) were disciples of John
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the Divine and Apostle. That Papias was the disciple of another John,
is a later theory of his, adopted (as there is good reason for believing)
Eusebius was greatly opposed to
in order to discredit the Apocalypse.
the millenarian theories which some people spun out of the Apocalypse;
and in order to attack them the better he wished to shew that the ApoBut the Apocalypse claims
calypse was not the work of the Apostle.
Therefore there must have been some other
to be written by John.
John who wrote it. And as evidence of this other John he_ quotes
Papias, whose language is so obscure that we cannot be certain whether he means one John or two.
The two tombs at Ephesus, each said to have borne the name of
John, need not disturb us much. Polycrates, writing on the spot
within a hundred years of the Apostle's death, seems to know nothing
of a second tomb. Dionysius, writing a century and a half after his death
and far away from Ephesus, has heard of two monuments, but (much
as it would have suited his theory to do so) he does not venture to
Jerome, writing still
assert that they were the tombs of two Johns.
later and still farther away from the -spot, says that a second tomb is
shewn at Ephesus as that of John the Presbyter, and that "some think
that they are two monuments of the same John, viz. the Evangelist"
nonmilli piitant diias nicmorias ejitsdem Johannis evangelistae esse
{De Vir. Illnst. ix.). The probabilities are that these people were
Either there Vv^ere rival sites (a very common thing in toporight.
graphy), each claiming to be the grave of the Apostle ; or there were
two monuments commemorating two different things, e.g. the place of
his death and the place of his burial. Very possibly they were churches
(Zahn, Acta Johannis, clxiv.).
The evidence, therefore, of the existence of this perplexing Presbyter
It amounts simply to the statement
is of a somewhat shadovyy kind.
of Papias, as interpreted by Eusebius, and the two monuments. But
the Eusebian interpretation is not by any means certainly correct, and
the two monuments do not by any means necessarily imply two Johns.
Moreover, Eusebius himself was not always of the same opinion,
making Papias sometimes the disciple of the Apostle, sometimes the
And in this inconsistency he is
disciple of the supposed Presbyter.
followed by Jerome.
Assume the Eusebian interpretation to be correct, and it will then be very difficult indeed to explain how it is that
Irenaeus and Polycrates know nothing of this second John, and how
even Dionysius does seem to have heard of him. Assume that Eusebius was mistaken, and that Papias mentions the Apostle twice over,
and then all runs smoothly.
Does this hypothetical Presbyter explain a single difficulty? If so,
But if, as seems to be the
let us retain him as a reasonable hypothesis.
case, he causes a great deal of difficulty and explains nothing that
cannot be quite well explained without him, then let him be surrendered
Personae non sunt inultiplicandae.
as a superfluous conjecture.
may heartily welcome the wish of Zahn {Acta yohannis, p. cliv.) that
the publication of the fragments of Leucius will "give the coup de grace
to the erudite myth created by Eusebius about 'the Presbyter John.'
The latter has quite long enough shared in the lot of the undying

We
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Apostle. Had this doublet of the Apostle ever existed, he could not
have failed to appear in Leucius: and in his pages the Apostle of
Ephesus could never have been called simply John, if he had had at his
We, therefore, give up
side a second disciple of Jesus of this name."
the second John as unhistorical.
Presbyter John' was destined to plague and
It would seem as if
spectral personage of this name troubles, as we
perplex historians.
have seen, the history of the Church of Ephesus. Another equally
mysterious personage of the same name confronts us in the history of
Europe in the twelfth century ; when the West was cheered with the
news that a mighty Priest-King called Presbyter Johannes had arisen
in the East, and restored victory to the Christian cause in the contest
with the Saracens. For this extraordinary story, which appears first
perhaps in Otto of Freisingen, see Baring Gould's Myths of the Middle
Probably in this case an unfamiliar oriental name was
Ages, p. 32.
corrupted into a familiar name which happened to sound something
'

A

like

it.
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