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			Introduction

		

		
			Have you ever had someone look you straight in the eye and say, “I need you to know this is real”? Not in a dramatic, movie-trailer way. More like the way a parent talks to you when something actually matters. No jokes. No sarcasm. Just someone who loves you, leaning in and saying, “Listen to me. This is true. Don’t let anyone talk you out of it.”

			That’s what the letters of 1, 2, and 3 John sound like. They were written by an old man to people he loved deeply, and they were written because something dangerous was happening. People had come into the church with confident voices and impressive ideas, and they were trying to convince Christians that what they’d been taught about Jesus wasn’t quite right. They weren’t attacking the faith from the outside. They were rewriting it from the inside. And if they succeeded, everything the church believed about God, about forgiveness, about eternal life, would quietly collapse.

			John wasn’t going to let that happen.

			The Story Behind the Letters

			To understand these letters, you need to know a little about the situation they were written into.

			By the end of the first century, the Christian church had been growing for decades. The original apostles, the men who had walked with Jesus, were dying off. John was likely the last one still alive. He was an old man now, probably living in or near the city of Ephesus in what is modern-day Turkey, overseeing a network of churches scattered across the region.

			These churches were under pressure. Not from Roman soldiers or angry mobs, though that kind of persecution was real enough. The pressure John was most concerned about came from within. A group of teachers had risen up inside the Christian community and started promoting ideas that sounded spiritual but were rotten at the core.

			Their central claim was that the eternal Christ could not have truly become a flesh-and-blood human being. Some of them taught that Jesus only appeared to have a real body. Others taught that “the Christ” was a spiritual power that temporarily rested on the man Jesus but left before the cross. Either way, they split Jesus in two. They kept the spiritual part and threw away the physical part.

			This might sound like an obscure debate about theology, but the consequences were enormous. If Jesus didn’t really come in the flesh, then there was no real death on the cross. If there was no real death, there was no real sacrifice for sin. If there was no sacrifice, there was no forgiveness. And if there was no forgiveness, everything John had spent his life preaching was a lie.

			But the damage didn’t stop at theology. These false teachers also had a warped view of sin. Because they believed the physical world didn’t really matter to God, they concluded that what you did with your body didn’t affect your relationship with God. You could claim to know God and live however you pleased. You could call yourself enlightened and ignore your neighbor’s needs. You could talk about spiritual intimacy with God while treating the people around you with contempt.

			John saw all of this and recognized it for what it was: a lie dressed up as wisdom. And he wrote these letters to tear the disguise off.

			What You’re About to Read

			First John is the longest and most important of the three letters. It doesn’t read like a typical letter. There’s no greeting, no signature, no personal news. It reads more like a sermon or a heartfelt appeal, written by someone who knows his audience and loves them fiercely. John calls his readers “dear children” throughout, and the warmth in his voice is unmistakable even across two thousand years.

			The letter circles around three big ideas, returning to each one multiple times and going deeper with every pass. The first is truth: do you believe the right things about Jesus? The second is obedience: does your life reflect what you claim to believe? The third is love: do you treat other people the way God has treated you? John weaves these three tests together so tightly that by the end, you can’t separate them. Real faith produces real obedience and real love. If any one of the three is missing, something has gone wrong.

			Along the way, John gives us some of the most quoted lines in the entire Bible. “God is light; in him there is no darkness at all.” “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us.” “God is love.” “Perfect love drives out fear.” “He who has the Son has life.” These aren’t just beautiful phrases. They’re anchors, driven deep into the bedrock of who God is, designed to hold you steady when everything else is shaking.

			Second John is tiny, just thirteen verses, and it’s written to a local church John refers to as “the chosen lady.” Its message is pointed: keep walking in truth and love, and don’t welcome traveling teachers who deny that Jesus came in the flesh. It’s a companion piece to 1 John, applying the same concerns to a specific situation involving itinerant false teachers who were moving from church to church.

			Third John is even shorter and more personal. It’s addressed to a man named Gaius and deals with a very practical problem: hospitality. Who should the church welcome, and who should it turn away? John praises Gaius for opening his home to faithful missionaries, rebukes a man named Diotrephes who loves power more than people, and commends a man named Demetrius whose life matches his message. It’s a snapshot of real church life in the first century, with all its beauty and all its mess.

			Why This Matters for You

			You might be wondering why letters written to first-century churches about a first-century heresy have anything to say to you.

			Here’s why: the questions John addresses are the same questions every generation has to answer. Who is Jesus, really? Does what I believe actually change how I live? What does real love look like? How do I know my faith is genuine? How do I tell the difference between truth and a convincing lie? What do I do when someone I trusted turns out to be wrong about God?

			These aren’t ancient questions. They’re your questions. And John answers them not with abstract theology but with the kind of plain, direct, heartfelt language that an old man uses when he’s talking to people he considers his own children.

			John also writes with an authority that no one else in the New Testament can match on this particular subject. He was there. He heard Jesus teach. He saw Jesus heal. He watched Jesus die. He touched Jesus after the resurrection. When John says, “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,” he’s not quoting someone else’s research. He’s testifying from personal experience. This is a man who leaned against Jesus’ chest at the Last Supper. When he tells you that Jesus is real, he means it in the most literal way possible.

			Before You Begin

			These letters are not long, but they are deep. John has a habit of circling back to the same themes and going further each time, like a spiral staircase that keeps passing the same window but at a higher elevation. Don’t be surprised if you feel like you’ve read something before. You have. But look again, because John is saying something new with it.

			You’ll also notice that John sees the world in sharp contrasts. Light and darkness. Truth and lies. Love and hatred. Children of God and children of the devil. He doesn’t offer much middle ground. That can feel uncomfortable in a world that prefers gray areas, but John isn’t being simplistic. He’s being clear. When the truth about Jesus is at stake, clarity is an act of love.

			One last thing. These letters were written by a man who had spent his entire adult life following Jesus. He had seen the best and worst of the church. He had outlived every other apostle. He had watched friends walk away from the faith and enemies try to destroy it. And after all of that, at the end of his life, with nothing left to prove and no one left to impress, this is what he chose to write about: that Jesus is real, that God is love, and that the way you treat people tells the truth about what you believe.

			That’s the message. It hasn’t changed. And it never will.

			Turn the page.

		

	
		
		
		
		

		
			1

			The Message

		

		
			In the movie The Polar Express, a boy wakes up on Christmas Eve to find a mysterious train waiting outside his house. He climbs aboard and meets other kids heading to the North Pole. But the whole journey is really about one thing: whether this boy can still believe. He’s reached that age where doubt creeps in. The magic of Christmas is fading. Everyone around him seems to hear things and see things that he can’t quite experience for himself. Near the end of the film, Santa offers him any gift he wants. The boy asks for a single silver bell from Santa’s sleigh. When Santa places it in his hand, the boy shakes it and hears the most beautiful sound he’s ever heard. The bell is real. The sound is real. He can hold it in his hands and hear it with his ears.

			That’s what the opening of 1 John sounds like. John isn’t writing about a silver bell, of course. He’s writing about something far more important. But the energy is the same: This is real. I heard it. I saw it. I touched it with my own hands. And I need you to know about it.

			Most letters in the New Testament start the way you’d expect a letter to start. The author introduces himself, names the people he’s writing to, and offers a greeting. Paul does this. Peter does this. Even the short letters like Philemon and Jude follow the pattern.

			First John doesn’t do any of that. There’s no “From John, to the church at…” There’s no greeting, no prayer of thanksgiving. Instead, John launches straight into the deep end with one of the most intense opening paragraphs in the entire Bible:

			“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. 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.”

			If that feels like a lot to take in all at once, you’re not alone. Scholars have called this paragraph a “grammatical tangle” because John is trying to pack so much into a single burst of thought. But here’s the main idea, stripped down to its simplest form: We are telling you about something eternal that became real and touchable, and we saw it for ourselves.

			The “something” John is talking about is Jesus.

			John is not writing about a theory or a philosophy. He’s not sharing a spiritual idea he came up with after years of quiet meditation. He’s talking about a person who existed before anything else existed, who stepped into our world, and who could be heard, seen, and physically touched. John is talking about the Son of
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