1 John – Handout 1—Background

I. Authorship

A.
Evidence for Johannine authorship

1. John's name not included in the epistle, nor "apostle", but simply "the Elder" in 2 and 3John—indicates well-known status. 

2. Strong connection with Gospel of John

3. Never in the early church attributed to anyone but John

4. Speaks with authority about doctrine, life issues

5. Declares those who oppose him as deceivers, false prophets, and antichrists

6. Declaration of eyewitness status in 1:1-4, 
7. known intimately as a father to the church (2:1)

B. 
Strong extrabiblical evidence that John was residing in Asia Minor at this
 time.  

1. John, along with many Christians, fled Jerusalem during Roman siege from AD 66-70.  John is said to have gone to live and minister in Asia minor.

2. Early 2nd Century church leaders: knew John.

a. The Epistle is referenced in earliest sources

i. Clement of Rome—1 Clement—A.D. 96

ii. The Didache (Teaching)—A.D. 90-120

iii. Epistle of Barnabas—A.D. 130 

b. Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna—in Asia Minor---knew John—A.D. 135
c. Papias, Bishop of Heirapolis – in Asia Minor--knew John—mid 2nd C.
C. 
Probably written in Asia minor (western half of Turkey) between A.D. 66 and 95, most likely early 90s.

II. 
Purpose: The epistles of 1-3 John "were written in part to establish and encourage
the faith of Christians in the wake of rising controversy over proto-Gnosticism"
(Carson & Moo, Introduction to the New Testament, 676).

"A crisis had arisen in the church due to the rise of teachers who were advocating an understanding of Christianity different from that upheld by John and his colleagues.  The point had been reached where they had actually left the church, presumably to set up their own rival institution (1 Jn 2:19), but, although they had left the church, they were still in contact with its members and were causing considerable uncertainty among them regarding the true character of Christian belief and whether the members of the church could truly regard themselves as Christians" (Marshall, 14).
III. 
Historical Background 

A. 
Gnosticism (from gnosis – knowledge)
1.  
Dualism (matter evil/spirit good)—common Greek notion among

many philosophical schools: (Acts 17 Paul in Athens with Stoics

and Epicureans)(defeater belief).

2. 
Highly syncretistic: a hodgepodge of theology and philosophy

including Greek platonic thought, Jewish thought, and Christian

ideas.

3. 
Creation: emanations, creation of evil world---no fall

4. 
Sin: not man's problem, ignorance is, salvation is attaining secret knowledge and spiritual transcendence of the physical.

5. 
Morality—body not important, so led to licentiousness or

asceticism

6.
Very diverse and didn't gain formal status as a movement until mid
2nd C.

B
Docetism (from dokeo – to seem)

1. 
A branch of Gnosticism

2.
Dualistic view of Jesus that denied His physical human nature. The divine Logos could not become evil flesh.

3. 
Christ only seemed to be physical or Christ left man Jesus at death. He only seemed to suffer.  Thus death of Jesus is irrelevant.
4.
JESUS THE MAN IS NOT THE CHRIST NOR THE LOGOS
C.
Possible Historical Connections for the Opponents

1. 
Cerinthus-Christ came upon Jesus at his baptism, left him at cross.
But we know very little about him.

2.
Letters of Ignatius to Asian churches date from about this time and discuss similar heresies but not exactly the same.

3.
Conclusion: no certainty about who exactly John's opponents are.  Probably some form of protognostics with docetic tendencies
D. 
New Testament Context of Apostasy and Opposition
1. 
Acts 20:28-30 Churches of Asia Minor warned by Paul of false
 teachers arising

2.
Churches of Rev. 2-3 similar area, most of those churches fallen
away or in bad shape.

3.
Colossians—Paul fighting heresy of syncretism—Col 2:8-10; 16-18
4.
2 Tim. 1:15—all in Asia have forsaken Paul
IV
The Opponents – What We Know

A.
OVERVIEW OF THE OPPONENTS ERRORS:
1.
Deny Person of Jesus Christ—incarnation and saving death




2:22; 5:1; 4:2-3; 5:20-21.

2.
Rebellion against Jesus' moral teachings 1:6, 2:4, 6, 29

3.
They claim spiritual superiority and super-knowledge—gnosis




2:26, 27; 4:2-3; 5:20



4.
They don't love 2:9; 3:11; 4:7



5.
They may have claimed sinlessness or being "beyond good and
 evil" 1:8,10



6. 
Spiritual Innovators—Progressive thinkers 2 Jn 9


B.  
Three recurring themes of concern:

1. 
Doctrinal and Christological—they deny key doctrines

2. 
Moral—they live in sin

3. 
Communal—they don’t love other believers

V.  Review of Purpose: John's purpose is not just negative but positive:
His main purpose is to encourage the churches that they have the true saving gospel, which is evidenced by their life and faith.  They need not be doubting or shaken by the heretical group which left and which claims greater spirituality.  The heretics don't have true eternal life, those who hold to the teachings of Christ and His apostles do (5:13).
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