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 Introduction

 


It is becoming increasingly obvious that we
are living in those times when, as Paul prophesied, 'men will not
put up with sound doctrine' (2nd Timothy 4:3). Charismatics predict
a great revival ushered in by an army of miracle workers, whilst
the Scriptures speak of a great apostasy. Added to this are two
other extremes among more conservative denominations. The new
Calvinists continue to teach that God has predestined the masses to
hell, despite verses which teach that the Lord 'wants all men to be
saved and come to a knowledge of the truth' (2nd Timothy 2:4), and
they insist that God's sovereignty wipes out any place for human
decision or responsibility, even in the final call to surrender all
to Christ.

Evangelicals, on the other hand, have placed
such an extreme on human decision that God's sovereignty is
diminished to a point where He seems to be sitting on His throne
and forced to hand out the gift of the Holy Spirit to anyone, of
any age, who ‘asks Jesus into his heart’. The modern gospel is
devoid of any hint of carrying our cross, counting the cost, or
forsaking the world, so we have unregenerate churchgoers living in
fornication, practicing homosexuals in leadership roles, and people
running around claiming they were 'born again' as young as four
years old, as if a child even had a life of their own to give to
Christ.

Although some of this false theology is
relatively new, the problem of unregenerate people claiming to be
Christians is not. This letter of John's is a case in point. By the
time this letter was written, at least 35 years after the Church
began at Pentecost, apostasy, false doctrines and teachers were
rife. In this letter John gives us twelve specific marks by which
to identify a true Christian. Many of them concern evidence of a
changed life, whilst others reveal false teachings. All of these
are given, not to point fingers at others, but rather to examine
ourselves.



Authorship

 


This first letter of John's is somewhat
different in that it does not state the name of the author, nor is
it addressed to anyone in particular, as is customary for a letter.
Although it identifies its readers as 'dear children' (2:1, 5:21)
it is more like a written sermon than the traditional format of a
1st century letter. Even though the author never gives his name,
scholars recognize the similarities in style and context to the
Gospel of John, the apostle who walked with Jesus. For example, no
other writer uses the title of Word (logos) for Jesus other than
John, and this writing is very similar to the opening of John's
gospel.

 


Date

 


Scholars differ in dating the letter. It may
have been written before John's gospel, which is considered to be
in the latter part of the 1st century, but like the gospel there is
no reference to major events such as the fall of Jerusalem in AD
69-70, or persecutions under the reign of the Emperor Nero which
began in AD 64, therefore, some suggest that it was written prior
to these events. The book of Revelation, also penned by John, seems
to have very strong references to Nero's reign, so perhaps there is
a good case to suggest that, had these persecutions started at the
time of writing this letter, John would have made reference to the
effects they were having on the Church.

Whilst the case for a timeline before AD 64
has merits, it is also possible that the fall of Jerusalem was such
a well-known event that it needed no mention in any of the
apostle’s letters. Scholars, who point to a date beyond AD 64,
point to John’s well developed Christology, which is prevalent
throughout his writings. This is clearly seen in this particular
letter which is written to combat Docetism, which itself emerged
from the Gnostics. With all of these factors in mind, it would seem
most unlikely that the letter is earlier than the mid seventies,
and possibly even a decade later.

 


Reasons for Writing

The system which became known as Gnosticism
was well established by the middle of the second century, a system
of belief which, according to Irenaeus in his Against
Heresies, can been traced back to the teachings of Simon the
Sorcerer of Acts 8. This system emphasized a form of secret
knowledge (gnosis) which was known only to a select few, and
often said to be received through the mediation of angels.
Knowledge is a key issue in this letter of John's, in fact he uses
the Greek verbs 'to know' (ginosko) twenty-five times and
(oida) fifteen times. The apostle Paul confronted
early forms of this system in his letters to the Colossians and
Corinthians, and in this writing of John's we see the author
confronting another developing Gnostic belief, namely,
Docetism.

Docetism comes from the word 'doce'
which means 'to appear'. The Docetists, like those later referred
to generally as Gnostics, claimed that all of the material world
was inherently evil. Although the later system of Gnosticism
claimed that Jehovah was a jealous and evil God, and this teaching
was certainly started during the lifetime of Simon Magus, many of
the early Docetists still considered God (Jehovah) to be good and,
therefore, unable to be associated with matter in any way. It is
important to understand that Magus (and the Gnostics) taught that
the Supreme God was Sophia, not Jehovah, and that Jesus Christ was
created directly by Sophia. Therefore, both groups denied that God
could be incarnate in the person of Jesus Christ and that Jesus
only seemed to have a body of flesh, he only 'appeared' to
be human.

It is doubtful that John is confronting
full-blown Docetism as he never uses words such as 'phantom' which
appear in later Gnostic writings, however, the theme of Christ's
real bodily incarnation occurs throughout, therefore, my view is
that John recognizes and is anticipating the Gnostic teachings
which seriously attacked true Christian doctrine and spawned some
40 false gospels. (For more on Gnostic teachings see Religion:
History and Mystery on www.stevecopland.com).

John understands that the heresy of Docetism
attacks the very foundations of Christianity, and without truth,
there can be no real and abiding fellowship, either with God or
those who know God. Therefore, he gives the following reason for
his letter:



3 We proclaim to
you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have
fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and his
Son, Jesus Christ. 4 We write this
to make our joy complete.

 


This letter, as we shall refer to it, shares
some very practical advice and challenges to Christians regarding
the issues of sin, and fellowship, both with God and other members
of the Body of Christ, which we will study as we work through the
chapters. One of the most powerful themes throughout the letter is
love. John challenges us about what and who we love; God, our
brothers and sisters, or are we still in love with the world?

Another fundamental theme of the letter is in
what I have termed 'marks' of a true Christian, which we will
identify in each study. John often uses phrases which challenge his
readers to examine whether or not they really know, love and obey
Christ. He also speaks of the 'anointing', the indwelling presence
of the Holy Spirit which must be present within all who claim to be
Christian, the same Spirit which testifies to the non-negotiable
truths he declares regarding the nature of Jesus Christ, His
Divinity and humanity.

 


To Whom

 


As previously mentioned, there are several
fatherly terms of care used in the letter which indicate the
writer's concern for those he considered his spiritual children,
such as 'dear children', 'little children let no one deceive you'
etc. In both 2nd and 3rd John, the writer refers to himself as 'The
Elder' a term used to indicate both apostolic authority, and the
heart of an overseer to shepherd those in his care.

 


 Chapter One

 


Prologue 1st John 1:1-4

 


1 That which was
from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with
our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched - this
we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to
it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the
Father and has appeared to us. 3 We
proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may
have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and
his Son, Jesus Christ. 4 We write
this to make our joy complete.

 


In these first four verses John confronts the
heresy of Docetism head on. In his introductory sentences John
begins with two non-negotiable doctrines of the Christian faith,
namely, that Jesus Christ is both God and man.

That which was from the beginning.
These words echo the first verses of Genesis and are continued in
his title for Christ as the 'Word of Life' which we will discuss
shortly. John takes us back to the beginning of creation to
introduce us to the fact of the incarnation; that the One who was
there in the beginning has appeared as a man ( John 1:14).

John uses the Greek 'phaneroo', which
the NIV has translated as 'appeared', an unusual translation choice
considering the fact that the author is writing to refute the
Docetists claim that Christ was a mere apparition. As discussed in
the introduction, the word 'doce' means to appear or to
seem to be real, but John has intentionally used a word
which means to be manifested, to be a real physical entity. His use
of 'phaneroo' is a direct contradiction to the Docetists
teaching that Jesus only appeared to be a real person.

Notice too how often he hammers home his
point with the phrases we have seen with our eyes, looked at
and our hands have touched. These phrases are telling his
readers that Christ was a real man, not a phantom. He tells us that
the Word of Life was manifested, we have seen and testify to His
physical reality. The we are the apostles who walked with
Jesus, ate with Him, saw Him, touched Him, and He is and was the
Eternal Life manifest in the flesh.

If any man could testify about the true
Divine and human natures of Jesus Christ it was John. John lived
with Jesus for three years. He knew the man he’d shared countless
meals with, the man he travelled with, sleeping under the stars. He
saw the Jesus who grew tired after speaking to the crowds and
healing their sick for hours, the man who went into the hills alone
to pray, and the Jesus who wept as He stood before the tomb of His
friend Lazarus. No doubt there are countless conversations he’d had
with Jesus which are not mentioned in his gospel, but those events
he wrote about obviously amazed him.

He was there that day, early in the Lord's
ministry, when Jesus performed hundreds of miracles, fed a crowd of
around 20,000 people (including women and children), sent the
disciples away in a boat, and then came to them walking on the
water (Matthew 14). That night John and the others thought they
were seeing a phantom, crying out in terror, "it's a ghost", for
Jesus was glowing with the majesty of God, much the same as He did
on the Mount of Transfiguration, an experience John shared with
Peter and James (Matthew 17:1-8, Luke 9: 28-36, 2nd Peter
1:16-18).

And no doubt he was there when Jesus appeared
to His disciples after He resurrected. Jesus realized that some of
them thought He was a ghost and invited them to touch Him, to see
that He had real flesh and bones (Luke 24:38-39). On that occasion
the risen Christ asked for food and ate fish in front of them all,
and a short time later He cooked them breakfast on the beach by the
Sea of Galilee (John 21:12).

John lived with Jesus for three years and had
no doubts about His humanity and Divinity. He had many moments when
he was challenged to make decisions about the nature of Jesus, as
would any who witnessed the things he saw, and therefore, he has
unrivaled authority to make the claims he does in his introductory
sentences of this letter.

 


What did John believe about Jesus’
Divinity?



John says He was there in the
beginning and calls Him the Word of Life, a reference to
Christ as the Logos (Word) and Creator which, either echo
the first verses of his gospel - if we consider it was written
first - or are a precursor to the Christology of the gospel. The
gospel of John opens with the words:

 


1. In the
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God and the Word was
God. 2 He was with God in the
beginning. 3 Through him all things
were made; without him nothing was made that has been made (John
1:1-3).

14 The Word
became flesh and dwelt for a while among us. We have seen His
glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father,
full of grace and truth (John 1:14).

 


Jesus Christ is the Logos, He is God the Son
who became the Son of God and lived for a time among us. He is the
Creator of all that exists and the One who reveals the Godhead to
us (Colossians 2:9). This same Logos became 'flesh' (John1:14). The
word flesh is the Greek sarx, a word used throughout the New
Testament (NT) to describe our physical bodies and human nature. We
will discuss the implications of sarx, as it applies to
Jesus, in study six.

John also tells us twice in his prologue that
he and the apostles of Christ proclaim this message of the
incarnation; they, like him, are witnesses to the physical reality
of Jesus, and all proclaim the same message, so that those who hear
and believe may have fellowship together with the apostles, and
fellowship with the Father and Jesus Christ.



Why does John consider the heresy of Docetism
such a serious issue?

 


1. Firstly, if Jesus Christ was a mere
phantom there has been no real sacrifice offered for sin, and
therefore, there is no salvation in Him. God's holy wrath against
sin demands a real, physical sacrifice in order for perfect justice
to be fulfilled. This fact is taught throughout the Old Testament
and witnessed in the animal sacrifices conducted by the Levitical
priesthood. Sin brought death (Romans 5:12), and only blood, which
is the symbol of life, can cancel the debt of sin. Jesus' sacrifice
was real, a life given to redeem us from death, His blood had to be
shed in order to fulfill the debt owed to the Father on our behalf.
If He was a mere phantom, then no debt has been paid, it was all a
deception, indeed, Docetism was in essence claiming that God was a
cheat.

2. Secondly, we must take note of John’s use
of the word fellowship, which we will discuss deeply in our
next two studies. This is the Greek koinonia which means to
possess something in common. For Christians, this means the binding
of one to another through the fact that we possess the Holy Spirit,
and also, that we are God's own possession (Ephesians 1:14). John
understands that those who have been filled with the Holy Spirit
know that Jesus Christ is both God the Son, the 'Word', and the
real manifestation as the Son of God.

He reminds his readers later that they have
an anointing from the Holy Spirit and all of them know the
truth (1st John 2:20). True Christian fellowship can only occur
through the common indwelling of the Holy Spirit, and no true
Christian can believe that Christ was a phantom if the Spirit
dwells within them, for it is He who reveals this truth.

3. Thirdly, John is saying that there is no
real fellowship with those who deny the full humanity and Divinity
of Christ. It is not a matter of agreeing to disagree, it is a
matter of eternal life or eternal damnation. The humanity and
Divinity of Christ are non-negotiable. If Jesus was not 100% human
He could never be our substitute for sin, and if He is not 100%
Divine He cannot save, for only God can save.

In His humanity He reaches down to where we
are, taking upon Himself human nature with all its weaknesses, and
in His Divinity He lifts us up to the very throne room of God where
He is Savior, Redeemer and Judge. It is a delusion to believe that
Christians can have fellowship with those such as Mormons and
Jehovah's Witnesses who deny the full humanity or Divinity of Jesus
Christ, and it is equally deluded to suggest that such have
received the gift of the Holy Spirit.

 


Summary

 


Within the Christian faith there are
non-negotiable truths which are its very foundation. The
Incarnation is the most fundamental of these truths, a truth which
was foretold throughout the Old Testament and fulfilled in the
birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The human mind
cannot comprehend what Paul calls the 'mystery of God' (Colossians
2:3), for we cannot understand how our Creator could become a part
of His own creation. For this reason many cults have arisen for the
past two thousand years, beginning with Docetism and Gnosticism
(and later Arianism), denying either the full humanity or Divinity
of Jesus Christ.

There is no salvation for people who insist
on remaining in such ignorance, for in essence they demand that God
submit His plans to their pathetic intellects, indeed, they
defiantly refuse to believe what cannot be fully understood. But
there is something far more powerful than mere intellectual
understanding which can only be experienced by those who choose to
believe, namely, conviction. Conviction occurs when the Holy Spirit
testifies with our spirit the truth of the nature of Jesus Christ.
It is difficult to explain to those who have never experienced it,
because it is the very voice of God Himself witnessing to our
spirit. It is this witness of the Spirit (Romans 8:16-17) that
testifies that we are God's children, and without it, there can be
no true fellowship either between 'believers', or a person and
God.

Throughout this letter John identifies
several marks or proofs which may be used to determine whether or
not a person is a true believer. These are given, not as a formal
judgment, but rather as tests for individuals to examine themselves
to see that they are really in the faith.

 



Chapter Two


The First Mark: Fellowship with God

 


1st John 1:5-6

 


5 This is the
message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light;
and in him is no darkness at all. 6
If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the
darkness, we lie and do not walk by the truth. 7 But if we walk in the light, as he is in the
light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus,
his Son, purifies us from all sin.

 


In our first study I wrote that there can be
no true fellowship with those who deny the full humanity and
Divinity of Jesus Christ: this truth is one of the marks of a true
Christian. The reason for this is simple in that it is the
indwelling Spirit of God who reveals these truths to us at the time
of our conversion. When we are born again we become, as Peter
writes, partakers of the Divine nature (2nd Peter
1:4). The word ‘partakers’, that Peter uses, comes from the same
root as John’s use of koinonia which is translated
'fellowship'. To have fellowship is to have something in common.
After salvation we have the Divine nature in common with our holy
Creator, and with all of our brothers and sisters in Christ. See
how John describes the Divine nature.

 


God is light; and in Him there is no
darkness at all.

 


This statement declares the infinite holiness
of God which can never compromise with sin. This is the moral
perfection of the Divine Nature, that which Christians have
received and desire to imitate. John is about to speak about sin in
our lives, so he reminds us of the nature of God, a nature that we
have received, and then challenges us as to whether or not His
nature is being manifest in our lives.

In verse 5 John tells us of the message he
has heard, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at
all. It is likely that he has heard this message from Jesus
Himself, for Christ is the subject of the previous verse, yet
nowhere in the gospels do we find Jesus using these exact words. We
know that Jesus frequently referred to Himself as the Light of the
World and the Light that came into the world, and also claimed that
He and the Father are one, therefore, John may be simply declaring
the indivisibility of God and Christ, for there is no doubt that
John considered Jesus to be God, the Word, the Creator (John 1:1)
who came from the Father (John 1:14).

However, in this particular case, it is
likely that he is primarily referring to the invisible Father, for
he makes a distinction in verse 7, writing, the blood of Jesus,
his Son, purifies us from all sin. The apostle may also be
underlining the real humanity of Jesus in this verse with his
reference to the blood of Jesus.

In especially his gospel, John frequently
records the claims of Jesus Christ as the Light which dispels the
darkness (John 1:4-5, 7-9, 3:19-21, 8:12, 9:5, 12:35-36, 46). This
was a common theme of Jesus and one that John takes up here in his
first letter. Whenever light enters a dark place those things which
were hidden become visible, even those which lurk in the shadows.
John is about to challenge his readers about knowing Christ, and he
will tell us later in this letter that whosoever claims to live
in him must walk as Jesus walked (2:6).

His point is simple to understand! Jesus had
perfect fellowship with the Father during His life on earth because
He continually walked in the light. If we claim to have this same
fellowship, then we must walk accordingly, therefore, John tells us
in verse 6 that if we claim to have fellowship with him, yet
walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth.

 


Here, then, is the first of John’s marks of a
true Christian.

 


If we claim to have fellowship with God, then
we are claiming to be born again (John 3:3), to be new creations
(2nd Corinthians 5:17) and partakers of the Divine
nature (2nd Peter 1:4). This means that Christ, the
light of men, is living within us, and we are hidden in Him
(Colossians 3:3). Remember that the word koinonia
(fellowship) means to have something in common, therefore, if we do
not share the Divine nature in common with God we have no real
fellowship with Him.

 


How then can we be sure that we have this
fellowship?

 


John gives us practical advice, and a way to
test ourselves, using the analogies of light and darkness. The
light of Christ initially exposes the desires of our sinful
natures, those things which belong to the world of darkness. We
refer to this as the conviction of the Holy Spirit (John 16:9). It
is this conviction which calls us to repent and trust in Christ as
Lord and Savior. As we surrender ourselves to Christ we are born
again and the Divine nature takes up residence within us (John
14:18, 23). From this moment onwards we begin to walk in the light
for the light Himself has taken up residence within us and guides
our steps into new life (Romans 6:5).


How, John asks, can one who has the light of
Christ continue to walk in darkness?

 


To walk in darkness is to live in ignorance
of the truth of ourselves as sinners; it is to live without regard
to the moral excellence of the Divine Nature, and to walk devoid of
fellowship with our holy Creator. No person who is united with
Christ can continue to walk in such darkness, for this would be a
complete contradiction to the power and miracle of new birth. If a
person claims to be born of God, yet does not walk as Jesus walked
(2:6), this person deceives themselves. In other words, if there is
no evidence of a changed and changing life, then we should
seriously doubt that new birth has occurred.

There are some who teach that anyone who
makes a declaration of Jesus as their Savior is automatically born
again, whether or not they produce fruits which accompany
salvation. Such people claim to have led hundreds to Christ, most
of whom they never see again. I have had several debates with
self-proclaimed evangelists who enjoy posting their exploits on
social media regarding their 'soul-winning' activities. One
particular person approaches strangers with the introduction, 'do
you realize that Jesus loves you?'. He then proceeds to explain
that this person is a sinner, but all he needs to do is to ask
God's forgiveness for sinning and believe that Jesus has saved him
from God's wrath. The person then repeats a simple prayer and
'receives Jesus into their heart'. After writing of these
experiences on social media there is often the words, 'I hope this
new-born comes to church'.

However much I may applaud the intentions of
such evangelists, I am dismayed at the lack of understanding
regarding what is required for a person to be born again. This
topic is discussed in-depth in the first chapter of Running the
Race, which is available as a free download on my website
(www.stevecopland.com), and is beyond the scope of this study.

However, Scripture is replete with warnings
about evidence of a changed life such as the verses we are studying
here. Jesus' parable of the sower and the seed (Matthew 13) is
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