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1 . Duane F . Watson, “ ‘Keep Yourselves from Idols’: A Socio-
Rhetorical Analysis of the Exordium and Peroratio of 1 John,” 
in Fabrics of Discourse: Essays in Honor of Vernon K. Robbins 
(ed . David B . Gowler, L . Gregory Bloomquist, and Duane F . 

Watson; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2003), 
282, 284 .

2 . Martinus De Boer, “The Death of  Jesus Christ and His 
Coming in the Flesh (1 John 4:2),” NovT 33 (1991): 331 .

Introduction to 1 John

Genre and Purpose
We know 1  John originated in a written form because the verb “I/we write 

[γράφω] these things” occurs more than a dozen times in reference to the letter (e .g ., 
1 John 1:4; 2:1; 5:13) . Yet this document does not have the form of personal cor-
respondence since it lacks an address and salutation and a letter closing . Because 
of this, there was once an attempt to call such a writing an “epistle” in distinction 
from a letter, but scholars have largely abandoned that distinction . Furthermore, the 
structure shows characteristics suggesting the author intended it to be read or per-
formed aloud (see Structure, below) . Most likely it originally served as a sermon in 
the author’s church, and it was then circulated to other outlying churches in the area .

Socio-rhetorical analysis leads to the conclusion that 1 John was written with the 
purpose of “increasing audience adherence to the Johannine tradition and assuring 
its continued fellowship with the Johannine community, God, and Christ,” and that 
the letter can be categorized as epideictic rhetoric, targeted to increase the audience’s 
adherence to values it already holds .1 Specifically, the author is keen to convince his 
readers to continue in their faith in  Jesus Christ despite the disruption and confusion 
caused by members of the community who have left the church (2:19) .

The false theology of the secessionists may have been especially confusing be-
cause it used the same language as and originated out of the Johannine tradition 
itself . “This [secessionist] theology has much in common with the author’s own and 
appeals to the same stock of tradition that he does, a tradition to which we have ac-
cess through the Gospel of John . In short, the author writes against the background 
of a Johannine thoughtworld that he assumes is familiar to both his readers and his 
opponents .”2 The author’s purpose is then to untwist distorted understandings of 
statements found in John’s gospel and to correct errant theology, in order to keep his 
readers aligned with the truth that has been revealed in  Jesus Christ .
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38 Introduction to 1 John

3 . R . W . L . Moberly, “ ‘Test the Spirits’: God, Love, and Criti-
cal Discernment in 1 John 4,” in The Holy Spirit and Chris tian 
Origins: Essays in Honor of James D. G. Dunn (ed . G . Stanton, B . 
Longenecker, and S . Barton; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 
298 .

4 . Duane F . Watson, “Rhetorical Criticism of Hebrews and 
the General Epistles since 1978,” CurBS 5 (1997): 198 .

5 . See Grace E . Sherman and John C . Tuggy, A Semantic 
and Structural Analysis of the Johannine Epistles (Dallas: SIL, 
1994); David J . Clark, “Discourse Structure in 3 John,” BT 57 
(July 2006): 109 – 15; Sebastiaan Floor, “A Discourse Analysis 
of 3 John,” Notes on Translation 4, no . 4 (1990): 1 – 17; Birger 

Olsson, “First John: Discourse Analyses and Interpretations,” in 
Discourse Analysis and the New Testament: Approaches and Re-
sults (ed . Stanley E . Porter and Jeffrey T . Reed; Sheffield: Shef-
field Academic, 1999), 369 – 91; Robert Longacre, “Towards 
an Exegesis of 1 John Based on the Discourse Analysis of the 
Greek Text,” in Linguistics and New Testament Interpretation: 
Essays on Discourse Analysis (ed . David Alan Black; Nashville: 
Broadman, 1992), 271 – 86 .

6 . Watson, “ ‘Keep Yourselves from Idols,’ ” 281 – 302 .
7 . Jeffrey E . Brickle, Aural Design and Coherence in the Pro-

logues of First John (LNTS 465; London: T&T Clark, 2012) .

Structure
The structure of 1  John is difficult to outline because its thought is circular 

more than linear . It returns to the same intertwined themes  —  sin, love, and sound 
 Christology  —  again and again, developing each further in light of what has been said 
of the other two . Walter Moberly observes:

John’s pattern of thinking does not involve sequential logic in the manner of a 
conventional argument so much as the literary equivalent of musical variations on 
a theme  —  a constant circling around the basic issue, coming at it from a variety of 
angles, developing now this aspect and now that aspect, balancing one statement with 
another to clarify what is and is not entailed, returning to a point already made so 
that it may be seen afresh in the light of what has been said subsequently .3

Duane Watson argues that “the repetitive and emphatic nature of 1 John is ex-
plained by the author’s use of Greco-Roman amplification techniques,” which func-
tion to “strengthen adherence to traditional and honorable truths”  —  in this case 
clarifying the Johannine tradition “through repetition and emphasis of themes and 
topics, drawing subtle distinctions between Johannine tradition and its aberrant 
forms as taught by the secessionists .”4 The resulting structure helps the audience to 
see more clearly where their allegiance should be .

Attempts by modern scholars to describe and outline the structure of 1 John de-
pend on the methodology employed . John’s letters have been subjected most fre-
quently to analysis based on semantic discourse analysis, which observes criteria such 
as spanning, boundaries, coherence, and marked prominence .5 Discourse analysis 
concludes with different structures than, for instance, that revealed by the method 
of classical Greco-Roman rhetoric, but even the results of discourse analysis vary 
widely .6 Relatively recent recognition of the aural design of a text intended to be read 
aloud suggests other structures .7 Exegetical outlines display yet other features of the 
text, and virtually no two exegetes segment their commentaries exactly the same way . 
Partly this is because there are several janus verses in 1 John, verses that bridge two 
sections and can be grouped with either . We must also recognize that with human 
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 Introduction to 1 John 39

8 . J . Callow, “Where Does 1 John 1 End?” JSNT 170 (1999): 
397 .

9 . Brickle, Aural Design, 109 .

communication being what it is, no discourse follows exactly the principles of either 
its contemporaneous conventions or, much less, the theories of modern scholarship .

Modern analyses using various methodolgies have shown that 1 John is a carefully 
crafted work . Based on discourse analysis Callow concludes in his analysis of 1 John 
1 that “not only is this a strongly structured piece of writing, but it is also lexically 
cohesive .”8 Brickle concludes from an aural analysis of the sound patterns in the pro-
logue of 1 John that “while John did not strive to meet classical standards  .  .  . he clearly 
demonstrates the ability to compose in an aurally and rhetorically powerful manner .”9 
The outline offered below is the result of this writer’s exegetical understanding of the 
book, consulting the results of various other methodologies along the way .

Outline of 1 John
 I. John Claims the Authority of the Apostolic Witness (1:1 – 4)
 A. John’s Claim to Accurate Historical Knowledge (1:1)
 B. The Appearance of the Eternal Life (1:2)
 C. John’s Goal of Fellowship (1:3)
 D. Making the Joy of Fellowship Complete (1:4)
 II. Announcement of the Message (1:5 – 10)
 A. God Is Light (1:5)
 B. First Two Contrasting Conditional Clauses (1:6 – 7)
 C. Second Two Contrasting Conditional Clauses (1:8 – 9)
 D. Fifth Conditional Clause: If We Say That We Have Not Sinned . . . (1:10)
 III. Dealing with Sin (2:1 – 6)
 A. Bringing the Topic of Sin to Bear on His Readers (2:1 – 2)
 B. Knowing God Means Avoiding Sin by Keeping His Commands (2:3 – 6)
 IV. Love, Light, and Darkness (2:7 – 11)
 A. The Continuity of John’s Teaching with  Jesus’ Teaching (2:7 – 8)
 B. The Relationship of Love and Hate to the Light and Darkness Duality (2:9 – 11)
 V. Children, Fathers, and Young Men (2:12 – 14)
 A. Children, Your Sins Are Forgiven (2:12)
 B. Fathers, You Know Him Who Is from the Beginning (2:13a – c)
 C. YoungMen, You Have Overcome the Evil One (2:13d – f)
 D. Children, You Know the Father (2:14a – c)
 E. Fathers, You Know Him Who Is from the Beginning (2:14d – f)
 F. Young Men, You Are Strong (2:14g – k)
 VI. Love for World Is Contrary to Love for Father (2:15 – 17)
 A. Command Not to Love the World (2:15)
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40 Introduction to 1 John

 B. About the World (2:16 – 17a)
 C. Obedience to the Will of God Means Eternal Life (2:17b)
 VII. Schism in the Church (2:18 – 28)
 A. John Announces the “Last Hour” (2:18)
 B. A Group Has Left the Johannine Church(es) (2:19)
 C. The Nature of the Truth about Christ (2:20 – 21)
 D. The False Teacher Characterized (2:22 – 23)
 E. Exhortation and Promise (2:24 – 27)
 F. Summarizing John’s Point in Eschatological Context (2:28)
 VIII. Who Are the Children of God? (2:29 – 3:10)
 A. “Like Father, like Son” (2:29 – 3:1)
 B. The Hope of Our Eschatological Lives (3:2 – 3)
 C. The Nature of Sin (3:4 – 6)
 D. Who’s Your Daddy? (3:7 – 10)
 IX. Love One Another (3:11 – 18)
 A. The Command to Love One Another (3:11 – 12)
 B. Application to John’s Readers (3:13 – 15)
 C. Love Means Laying Down One’s Life (3:16 – 18)
 X. Children of God Can Be Confident (3:19 – 24)
 A. Having Confidence in God’s Grace (3:19 – 22)
 B. Doing What God Wants (3:23 – 24)
 XI. The Spirit of Truth Must Be Discerned from the Spirit of Error (4:1 – 6)
 A. Test If the Spirits Are from God (4:1 – 3)
 B. Those Who Are of God Understand Each Other (4:4 – 6c)
 C. This Is How to Discern the Spirit of Truth from the Spirit of Error (4:6d)
 XII. God’s Love Expressed (4:7 – 16)
 A. The Command to Love One Another (4:7 – 10)
 B. The Command to Love One Another Restated (4:11 – 14)
 C. Confession That  Jesus Is the Son Is Necessary for One to Remain in God (4:15 – 16)
 XIII. God’s Love Perfected in the Believer (4:17 – 5:3)
 A. God’s Love Perfected in the Believer Produces Confidence to Face the Coming Day of Judgment 

(4:17 – 18)
 B. The Believer’s Love for God Is Demonstrated through Love for One Another (4:19 – 21)
 C. What the New Birth through Faith in Christ Produces (5:1 – 3)
 XIV. The Blood, Eternal Life, and Assurance (5:4 – 13)
 A. Faith in the Son of God Overcomes the World (5:4 – 5)
 B. The Testimony (5:6 – 13)
 XV. Knowing God (5:14 – 21)
 A. Prayer for a Sinning Brother or Sister (5:14 – 17)
 B. What “We Know” (5:18 – 20)
 C. Closing Exhortation (5:21)
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1 John 1:1 – 4

Literary Context
This opening prologue of the book provides the foundation for its message by 

introducing the authority of its author, who bears the eyewitness testimony of  Jesus, 
the Word who is Life . According to the conventions of Greco-Roman rhetoric, these 
verses function to make the audience attentive and well disposed to receive the mes-
sage that follows . They introduce the major topic of the letter, assure the readers of 
eternal life, and encourage them to continue in the beliefs and values they already 
hold . The possible allusion to idolatry stands in contrast to the truth about God 
revealed in  Jesus Christ and forms an inclusio with the final command in 5:21, “Chil-
dren, keep yourselves from idols .”

 I. John Claims the Authority of the Apostolic Witness (1:1 – 4)
 A. John’s Claim to Accurate Historical Knowledge (1:1)
 B. The Appearance of the Eternal Life (1:2)
 C. John’s Goal of Fellowship (1:3)
 D. Making the Joy of Fellowship Complete (1:4)
 II. Announcement of the Message (1:5 – 10)
 A. God Is Light (1:5).
 B. First Two Contrasting Conditional Clauses (1:6 – 7)
 C. Second Two Contrasting Conditional Clauses (1:8 – 9)
 D. Fifth Conditional Clause: If We Say That We Have Not Sinned . . . (1:10)

Main Idea
The truth about  Jesus Christ begins with his being an actual person in human 

history who chose witnesses to explain the true significance of his life, death, and 
resurrection . This opening invites readers to join the fellowship of like-minded belief 
by following and remaining in the teaching about Christ given by those who have the 
authority to speak spiritual truth .

1

C
h

a
p

t
e

r
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42 1 John 1:1 – 4

Translation

1 John 1:1– 4
 1a list/object of 3c  What was from the beginning,
 b list/object of 3c  what we have heard,
 c list/object of 3c  what we have seen with our eyes,
 d list/object of 3c  what we have perceived, and
 e list/object of 3c   our hands have touched —
 f reference of 3c  this we proclaim about the Word of Life.

 2a assertion The Life appeared,
 b assertion and we have seen [it],
 c assertion and testify [to it],
 d assertion and proclaim to you the eternal Life, 

 which  was with the Father and
 e assertion  has appeared to us.
 3a object  What we have seen and
 b object  have heard,
 c assertion we proclaim also to you,
 d purpose  so that you also may have  fellowship with us. 
 e assertion  And indeed our fellowship is  with the Father and 

  with his Son, Jesus Christ.
 4a assertion And these things we write 
 b purpose  so that our joy may be complete.

Structure
The opening of 1 John is perhaps the most unusual in the biblical corpus, for no 

other book begins with a relative pronoun, “what” (ὅ), as its first word . In fact, there 
are four neuter singular relative pronouns in the opening verse, and the main verb 
doesn’t appear until verse 3 (“we proclaim,” ἀπαγγέλλομεν) . The unusual word order 
that fronts this string of pronouns with respect to their verbs highlights the message 
of the testimony and adds rhetorical impact by emphasizing the object of proclama-
tion, the gospel of  Jesus Christ .

What was from the beginning,
what we have heard,
what we have seen with our eyes,
what we have perceived,
and our hands have touched  —  
this we proclaim about the Word of Life . (italics added)

The structure of this testimony is centered on the assertion that the Life has 
appeared and that “we have seen” it and now we “testify” and“ proclaim” it (v . 2) . 
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 1 John 1:1 – 4 43

1 . Brown, Epistles of John, 152 .

Following this assertion, the neuter singular accusative relative pronoun “what” (ὅ) 
resumes the claim of having seen and heard what is being announced in the follow-
ing content of the letter (v . 3a) . The “so that” (ἵνα) clause in v . 3d-e states the purpose 
of the announcement, that recipients might have fellowship with “us,” a fellowship 
that is with the Father and his Son,  Jesus Christ .

The use of the first person plural pronoun raises an exegetical debate well known 
to interpreters of 1 John about the identity of the referent (see Explanation of the 
Text) . The verbs of sensory perception (“have heard,” “have seen,” “have touched”) 
make a claim that the message is based on firsthand testimony to the Word of Life, 
though not necessarily eyewitness testimony of the earthly  Jesus, since the relative 
pronoun is neuter, not masculine, as would be required to refer to  Jesus or to the 
noun “word” (λόγος) . Perhaps the author is thinking of the gospel message, which 
could be referred to as a neuter noun (εὐαγγέλιον), or the more absract idea of the 
significance of  Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection .

The final statement of the letter opening states one, though not the only, purpose 
for writing (taking “these things” [ταῦτα] to refer to all that is to follow), that the joy 
resulting from the Word of Life might be made complete . Textual variants make it 
uncertain whether John wrote “our” joy or “your” joy (see discussion in Explanation 
of the Text) .

Although the Greek of this passage is relatively easy, its meaning is more difficult 
to discern . Raymond Brown has described the syntax of the passage as “a grammati-
cal obstacle course”1 because the relationship of various parts of the passage to each 
other  —  which is smoothed out in English translation  —  is not straightforward in the 
Greek . These first four verses form one long sentence in the Greek text, made more 
difficult by two parenthetical statements .

Exegetical Outline

 I. John Claims the Authority of the Apostolic Witness (1:1 – 4)
 A. John claims to have accurate historical knowledge about the Word of Life and its 

significance (1:1)
 B. The eternal Life that was with the Father has appeared (1:2)
 1. John testifies to it (1:2a – c)
 2. He proclaims it to his readers (1:2d)
 C. John announces what he has seen and heard so that those who hear might have 

fellowship with John and with God the Father and his Son,  Jesus Christ (1:3)
 D. John writes to make the joy of fellowship complete (1:4)
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44 1 John 1:1 – 4

2 . Perhaps similar to the English construction, “What you 
said was very good,” where “what” is a pronoun referring gen-
erally to all that was said .

3 . E .g ., Watson, “ ‘Keep Yourselves from Idols,’ ” 297 .
4 . Brickle, Aural Design, 108 – 10 .

Explanation of the Text
1:1    What was from the beginning, what we 
have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, 
what we have perceived, and our hands have 
touched  —  this we proclaim about the Word of 
Life (Ὃ ἦν ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς, ὃ ἀκηκόαμεν, ὃ ἑωράκαμεν 
τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ἡμῶν, ὃ ἐθεασάμεθα καὶ αἱ χεῖρες 
ἡμῶν ἐψηλάφησαν περὶ τοῦ λόγου τῆς ζωῆς ) . This 
opening verse of the prologue to 1 John forms an 
essential foundation for understanding the rest of 
the letter, but it is fraught with exegetical issues . 
Although the Greek of 1 John is often said to be 
the easiest in the NT, the syntax of this first verse 
and its relationship to the rest of the passage is not 
straightforward . There are at least five exegetical 
issues that must be considered in an attempt to un-
derstand what is being said here:

(1) the referent of the neuter relative pronouns 
(ὅ) and their relationships to each other

(2) the meaning of “from the beginning”  
(ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς)

(3) the purpose of the repeated verbs of sensory 
experience

(4) the identity of the first person plural  
pronoun “we”

(5) the meaning of the genitive in the phrase  
“the Word of Life .”

It is worth the time and effort to discuss each of 
these in some detail to have the clarity needed to 
understand the rest of the letter .

(1) Given that the author is basing his author-
ity on the eyewitness source of his knowledge, it 
may seem natural to read this opening verse as 
a claim that the “we” subject of the verbal forms 
refers to one or more eyewitnesses of the earthly 
life of  Jesus . In other words, to paraphrase, “we 

have heard  Jesus, we have seen  Jesus with our own 
eyes, we have looked at him (while he taught and 
performed miracles), and our hands have touched 
him .” But the Greek does not allow this direct ref-
erence to the person of  Jesus . It is somewhat sur-
prising to find neuter relative pronouns rather than 
the masculine pronouns, which would be gram-
matically required if John were referring directly 
to hearing, seeing, and touching  Jesus . It seems 
the author is not referring directly to the person 
of  Jesus, but is thinking more broadly of the gospel 
message centered on  Jesus, which could be referred 
to with the neuter noun (“gospel,” εὐαγγέλιον), 
even though he doesn’t use that word . Or perhaps 
he was using the relative pronoun of general refer-
ence to point to all that had been involved gener-
ally with knowing  Jesus .2

Some interpreters understand the referent to be 
“the message preached by  Jesus during his minis-
try and that message as later proclaimed by the Jo-
hannine tradition-bearers .”3 Brickle’s recent work 
on the aural design of this prologue, intended to 
be read aloud in its original church setting, has 
suggested that the repetition of the neuter relative 
pronoun is part of “three key aural patterns (ὅ/καί/
vowel-μεν)” that by design aid the listener’s under-
standing and memory .4

Although the author is basing his knowledge on 
the eyewitness source, he is apparently referring to 
 Jesus in categories that go beyond what one could 
have known about  Jesus from mere physical obser-
vation, with phrases such as “what was from the 
beginning” and “the eternal Life, which was with 
the Father and has appeared to us .” The author 
seems to be making a distinction here similar to 
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5 . Stephen S . Smalley, 1, 2, 3  John (WBC 51; Waco, TX: 
Word, 1984), 3; Martin M . Culy, I, II, III John: A Handbook on 

the Greek Text (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2004), 2 .

the distinction between physical event and its sig-
nificance that we find in the signs of John’s gospel . 
Yes, the seven signs are miracles, but they function 
as signs only as their revelatory significance is per-
ceived . Some  people saw only what  Jesus did but 
failed to perceive its significance; those who did 
perceive the significance are said to have put their 
faith in  Jesus (e .g ., John 2:11) . And so the neuter 
relative pronouns suggest a perception of  Jesus 
with all the truth he brings that goes beyond mere 
sensory perception .

(2)  There is some question about the rela-
tionship of the four relative pronouns to each 
other . Many interpreters take all four as the di-
rect objects of the verb in verse 3, “we proclaim” 
(ἀπαγγέλλομεν) . Others construe the first pronoun 
(ὃ) to function as the nominative subject of the 
predicate “was from the beginning” (ἦν ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς) 
with the three relative clauses that follow in appo-
sition: we proclaim what was from the beginning, 
namely, what we have heard, what we have seen 
with our eyes, what we have perceived and our 
hands have handled .5

Either way, John is stressing the message about 
 Jesus, which was “from the beginning” (ὃ ἦν ἀπ’ 
ἀρχῆς) . This raises the question, the beginning of 
what? The prepositional phrase “from the begin-
ning” (ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς) is used eight times in this brief 
letter (1:1; 2:7, 13, 14, 24 [2x]; 3:8, 11) and twice 
in 2 John (vv . 5, 6), as well as twice in John’s gos-
pel (8:44; 15:27) . Interpreters see a number of op-
tions for the referent of “the beginning” in John’s 
writings:

(1) the preexistence of the Son, echoing John 1:1 
(“In the beginning was the Word  .  .  .”) and, 
indirectly, Gen 1:1 (“in the beginning  .  .  .”)

(2) the beginning of a Chris tian’s life at 
conversion to faith in Christ

(3) the beginning of God’s redemptive work in 
human history

(4) the beginning of the Chris tian gospel,  
defined as:
(a) the conception and birth of  Jesus, or
(b) the beginning of  Jesus’ public ministry, or
(c) the beginning of the preaching of the 

gospel after  Jesus’ resurrection

The prologue of 1 John is obviously similar to 
that of John’s gospel, with both mentioning a “be-
ginning” in their first verse . Although some object 
to allowing John’s gospel and letters to mutually 
interpret each other, the extent of the parallels and 
correspondences seems to demand that the meta-
phors, images, and theology of the letters be under-
stood within the framework of the Fourth Gospel 
(see Relationship of the Letters to John’s Gospel in 
the Introduction to 1, 2, and 3 John) .

John’s gospel begins with the famous statement 
“in the beginning was the Word” (ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ 
λόγος), which alludes to Gen 1:1, “in the begin-
ning God made the heavens and the earth” (Gk . 
LXX, ἐν ἀρχῇ ἐποίησεν ὁ θεὁς τὸν οὐρανὸν καὶ τὴν 
γῆν) . Both statements are made in reference to the 
creation, for John 1:3 goes on to explain: “Through 
him all things were made; without him nothing 
was made that has been made .” Furthermore, both 
John 1:1 and Gen 1:1 LXX use the same preposi-
tional phrase, “in the beginning” (ἐν ἀρχῇ) . The 
situation in 1 John 1:1 is somewhat different, where 
there is no mention of creation and the preposi-
tional phrase is “from the beginning” (ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς) . 
Construing 1 John 1:1 in light of John 1:1 and Gen 
1:1 means that what “we” have heard, have seen, 
and have touched is the message about the Word 
(ὁ λόγος), who was the agent of creation .

This understanding is supported by the prepo-
sitional phrase “about the Word of Life . The Life 
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appeared” (περὶ τοῦ λόγου τῆς ζωῆς  .  .  . ἡ ζωὴ 
ἐφανερώθη), which modifies all three neuter rela-
tive clauses . Moreover, in verse 2, the Life that ap-
peared “was with the Father” (ἦν πρὸς τὸν πατέρα), 
another echo of John 1:1, where the same preposi-
tion (πρός) is used in reference to God (“the Word 
was with God”) . The interpretation that “what was 
from the beginning” in 1 John 1:1 is a reference 
that ties the gospel to the preexistent Christ seems 
to sit well with the use of the same prepositional 
phrase in 1 John 2:13, 14, which refers to “the One 
who is from the beginning” (τὸν ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς) .6 The 
allusion to the primeval history of Genesis is also 
mentioned in 1 John 3:8 with the reference to the 
devil, who has been sinning “from the beginning” 
(ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς) .

But other occurrences of this prepositional 
phrase in 1 John more clearly refer to the begin-
ning of the Chris tian lives of the readers (2:7, 24; 
3:11; 2 John 6, and possibly v . 5 as well) .7 Following 
this option would mean that what “we” have heard, 
and seen, and touched is also the truth that Chris-
tians have known since the first day they came to 
believe in Christ . First John 2:7 uses “beginning” in 
a reference to the start of one’s Chris tian life: “Dear 
friends, I am not writing to you a new command 
but an old command, which you have had from 
the beginning [ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς] . The old command is the 
message that you have heard .”

Another option is to take “beginning” to refer to 
the beginning of the Chris tian gospel, when  Jesus 
himself first began to preach and perform mira-
cles, when the Word who is “the Life appeared” 
(1:2) .8 This interpretation accords well with John 
15:26 – 27, where  Jesus promises his disciples, 

“When the Advocate [παράκλητος] comes, whom 
I will send to you from the Father  —  the Spirit of 
truth who goes out from the Father  —  he will testify 
about me . And you also must testify, for you have 
been with me from the beginning” (ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς; italics 
added) .  Jesus made this promise on the night be-
fore he died, during the Passover meal that he cele-
brated as his Last Supper with the Twelve .  Jesus’ use 
of ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς here offers convincing evidence that in 
1 John 1:1 – 4, John claims to represent the apos-
tolic witness about the life and ministry of  Jesus as 
witnessed from its beginning . When understood 
in this way, it is a claim either that the author was 
an eyewitness of  Jesus, or that he is among those 
who preserve and teach the true apostolic mes-
sage about  Jesus received from the eyewitnesses . 
This claim would underscore the authority of the 
letter, highlighting the apostolic witness as older 
and more reliable than the newer ideas that were 
making inroads, because it was based on accurate 
knowledge of the historical  Jesus .

The Johannine corpus is well known for its 
abundant wordplays and double entendres, and 
the use of “from the beginning” in 1 John 1:1 is 
probably meant to suggest more than one sense . 
The Word who was with God and who was God in 
the beginning at the creation is, in 1:1 – 2, the Word 
who is the Life that was revealed in the man  Jesus, 
whom “we” have heard, and seen, and touched 
during his incarnation9 (see discussion below on 
the phrase “Word of Life”) . Thus, while the tem-
poral focus of 1:1 is on the lifetime of  Jesus, it al-
ludes to his preexistence and reminds the readers 
of what they have believed since the beginning of 
their faith in Christ .
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(3) Of the five major exegetical issues in this 
verse, the third is the repetition of verbs of sen-
sory experience  —  “what we have heard, what we 
have seen with our eyes, what we have perceived, 
and our hands have touched” (ὃ ἀκηκόαμεν, ὃ 
ἑωράκαμεν τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ἡμῶν, ὃ ἐθεασάμεθα καὶ 
αἱ χεῖρες ἡμῶν ἐψηλάφησαν)  —  which emphasizes 
both the physicality of the Word who is Life and 
the eyewitness knowledge of  Jesus as the source of 
the author’s testimony .

The two references to the sense of sight (“we 
have seen,” “we have perceived”; ἑωράκαμεν and 
ἐθεασάμεθα) are especially puzzling, unless the 
two verbs of sight are somewhat different in their 
sense . The first is clearly a verb of sensory per-
ception, seeing “with our eyes” (τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς 
ἡμῶν) . The second verb, “what we have perceived” 
(θεάομαι), can also be used of a perception that is 
nonsensory, to see something “above and beyond 
what is merely seen with the eye,”10 which suggests 
that the author has perceived the true significance 
of  Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection that goes be-
yond what could be seen with the eyes . This use of 
the verb “what we have perceived” can be seen in 
every other instance of the verb in the letters and 
gospel (John 1:14, 32, 38; 4:35; 6:5; 11:45; 1 John 
4:12, 14), both where a physically visible object is 
in view (e .g ., John 4:35) and where the perception 
requires an understanding that goes beyond the 
physical (e .g ., 1 John 4:14) .

The spiritual truth of the gospel is not simply 
the historical facts of  Jesus’ person, teaching, and 
miracles . Consider the difference between these 
two statements: “ Jesus of Nazareth died on a cross 
in Jerusalem” and “ Jesus Christ died on a cross in 
Jerusalem for our sin .” The first states certain facts 
about the man  Jesus that anyone present at that 

moment could have witnessed and that are corrob-
orated by historians of the period, such as Tacitus 
and Suetonius, and the Jewish historian Josephus .11 
The second statement is an interpretation of the 
significance of  Jesus’ death  —  a statement about his 
identity as the Messiah and what he accomplished 
by dying on the cross  —  a truth that must be re-
ceived in faith . It is a statement of the orthodox tra-
dition that forms the heart of the Chris tian gospel .

This idea of a perception that goes beyond 
physically seeing is similar to the use of the term 
“sign” (σημεῖον) in John’s gospel to refer not just to 
a miracle  Jesus performed, but also to the signifi-
cance of that miracle . The verb translated “touch” 
here (ψηλαφάω) is also used in Heb 12:18 in a ref-
erence to Mount Sinai, where God revealed him-
self in tangible manifestations that could be felt or 
touched . It also alludes to the episode of Thomas 
and the resurrected  Jesus, when Thomas refused 
to believe unless he touched  Jesus’ resurrected 
body (John 20:25) . Although a different verb is 
used there, John implies that those who have not 
touched  Jesus (like Thomas) but believe the mes-
sage of those who have (the disciples who saw him) 
are the blessed who have not seen and yet believe 
(John 20:29) .

Some interpreters do not see any reference to 
an eyewitness experience in this verse at all, and 
instead see the verbs of perception here as an al-
lusion to Isa 59:9 – 10 and/or Ps 15 “with its vivid 
mockery of the idols of the nations, who ‘have eyes 
and will not see, have ears and will not hear, have 
noses and will not smell, have hands and will not 
touch [ψηλαφάω] .”12 A similar heaping up of the 
verbs of sensory perception is found Ps 115:3 – 7:

Our God is in heaven;
 he does whatever pleases him .
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But their idols are silver and gold,
 made by human hands .
They have mouths, but cannot speak,
 eyes, but cannot see .
They have ears, but cannot hear,
 noses, but cannot smell .
They have hands, but cannot feel,
 feet, but cannot walk,
 nor can they utter a sound with their throats .

In contrast to the deceptive knowledge of the 
divine that the ancient world sought through idols 
made by craftsmen (and that our modern world 
seeks through intangible gods of our own making), 
1  John 1:1 holds out the truth about God as re-
vealed in  Jesus Christ . Most relevant to John’s pur-
poses would be the next line of this psalm, “Those 
who make them will be like them, and so will all 
who trust in them” (Ps 115:8, emphasis added) . 
In contrast to those who consult lifeless idols and 
know nothing, the apostles have seen, and heard, 
and touched the source of true knowledge of God, 
and they now proclaim that knowledge .

Moreover, the phrase “from the beginning” may 
also be echoing traditional language that is found 
in extrabiblical writings to refer to idols that were 
not “from the beginning” (e .g ., Wis 14:12 – 13) . 
In contrast to idols, Hab 1:12 speaks of the true 
God as being from the beginning, using the same 
phrase “from the beginning” (ἀπ’ ἀρχῆς) in its 
ancient Greek translation: “Are you not from the 
beginning, O Lord, my holy God? So we shall not 
die” (NETS) . In this intriguing variation from the 
MT, God’s eternality is given as the basis of eter-
nal life for God’s  people, the very topic that John 
wishes to assure his readers about (1 John 5:13) . 
The Hebrew text reads, “My God, my Holy One, 
you will never die,” which is a congenial statement 
in light of the resurrection of  Jesus, who was “from 
the beginning .”

If there is any allusion to idols in the opening 
of 1 John, it is indeed subtle, at least to modern 
readers . But the strength of this argument is that 
the closing verse of the letter, “Children, keep 
yourselves from idols” (5:21), is resolved from an 
abruptly puzzling ending to an intelligible inclusio, 
exhorting readers to remain in the apostolic teach-
ing if they wish to have true knowledge of God .13

(4) A fourth factor of major exegetical signifi-
cance in this opening verse is John’s use of the first 
plural form of the verbs, “what we have heard  .  .  . we 
have seen  .  .  . we have touched .” This long-standing 
debate is about whether the “we” is a true plural, 
referring to some group of  people whom the au-
thor considered himself to represent (such as the 
apostolic eyewitnesses or the Johannine commu-
nity), or whether it is a singular reference to only 
the author himself, similar to the “editorial” or 
“magisterial” we in English .14 If it is a genuine plu-
ral, then is it an associative “we,” which defines the 
author and his readers as one group together? Or 
is it the dissociative “we,” which defines a group 
composed of the author and unspecified peers, but 
excludes the readers?

The first person singular pronoun occurs only 
fourteen times, either explicit in the text or implied 
by the verb form, in 1 John (2:1, “my,” μου; pas-
sim, first singular forms of “I write,” γράφω) . But 
there are almost a hundred occurrences of verbs in 
the first plural form with the implied subject “we” 
and another more than fifty occurrences of an in-
flected form of the first person personal pronoun 
“we” (e .g ., ἡμῖν, ἡμᾶς) . Most of these are inclusive 
(or associative) plurals, where the author is includ-
ing himself together with the readers . For instance, 
1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and righ teous, to forgive our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrigh teous ness” (italics added) . The au-
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thor would no doubt include himself in that group 
(though one could imagine a dissociative “we” for 
rhetorical purposes even in such instances) .

But if the “we” of 1:1 – 4 is a true plural, an in-
clusive “we” does not work well there because the 
“we” of which the author is a member has fellow-
ship with God the Father and his Son,  Jesus Christ, 
and he writes so that “you may have” (or continue 
to have) that fellowship too (1:3d) . If the plural is 
genuine, it must be a dissociative use, where the 
author is identifying himself with a group of whom 
the readers are not necessarily a part .

Reading the “we” as a genuine plural, some 
scholars take it to be a direct reference to the apos-
tles, who were eyewitnesses of  Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection  —  a small and elite group indeed . On 
this view, the neuter relative pronoun would refer 
to the eyewitnesses’ whole experience of  Jesus, 
such as his teaching, miracles, and the like .15 Per-
haps the majority of NT scholars who take the first 
plural as a genuine plural read it as referring to the 
“Johannine community,” a group of undetermined 
number who faithfully preserved the teaching of an 
eyewitness of  Jesus, who was probably the “beloved 
disciple” of John’s gospel . For those who would 
identify the beloved disciple as the apostle John, 
the Johannine community preserved the eyewit-
ness testimony of the apostle after his death  —  that 
is, what he had heard, and seen, and touched con-
cerning the Word of Life from the beginning . In 
this view, the neuter relative pronouns refer to the 
Johannine tradition vicariously experienced, an in-
direct witness to the testimony of the beloved dis-
ciple of John’s gospel . Others, who see no relation 
between “John’s” gospel and “John’s” letters, con-
sider each book to be an independent reworking of 
the common tradition to which the neuter relative 
pronoun refers .16

But 1 John was clearly written by one person, 
even if he was representative of a group, because 
he most often uses the first person singular when 
referring to his writing, for instance, in 2:1, “These 
things I write to you” (ταῦτα γράφω ὑμῖν) . The fact 
that the author uses both “we write” and “I write” 
to refer to one and the same letter strongly tilts 
the “we” in 1:1 – 4 in the direction of a singular 
reference .

There are a few reasons an author might use 
the plural pronoun as a singular self-reference . 
Although this usage is found in modern writings, 
similar instances can be found in ancient texts as 
well . The plural of majesty (i .e ., authority) would 
imply that the author had well-recognized author-
ity over his readers; it was a form often used by roy-
alty . The editorial “we” implies no authority of the 
author over the readers, but is a convention used 
where “I” would sound too self-focused . Its use 
borders on the rhetorical “we,” meant to create “a 
sense of corporate unity and of continuity reaching 
beyond the present situation and players .”17 Judith 
Lieu, for instance, considers the plural “we” to be a 
device to “deflect attention away from the author as 
if he were speaking only on his own authority” and 
to create “a sense of corporate unity and of con-
tinuity” into which the readers are invited .18 She 
considers the “we” to refer to the singular author, 
who is a bearer of the orthodox  Jesus tradition, 
though not an eyewitness himself .

Greek writers such as Demosthenes and 
Thucydides often referred to themselves with the 
plural form “we,” creating the sense of the narra-
tor’s involvement with the story and consequently 
their reliability in reporting it, a factor that might 
inform the use of the first person plural in John’s 
gospel, especially in John 21:24 .19 The first person 
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plural form also implies a sense of familiarity that 
draws readers into the text, to become personally 
involved and share a sense of purpose with the au-
thor . As William Campbell writes, “The bond that 
readers develop with the first person plural nar-
rator engenders a more compassionate and appre-
ciative stance toward the narrator and, therefore, 
acceptance of the narrator’s perspective and an 
empathetic reading .”20 While Campbell’s research 
centered in narrative, it is easy to see how similar 
aims could be achieved by use of the first plural in 
discourse (and his argument may be more directly 
relevant to the “we” in John’s gospel narratives) .

Adolf von Harnack, John Chapman, and, more 
recently, Howard Jackson have each argued that the 
“we” in the epilogue of the gospel of John (21:24) 
refers to the singular author because the singular 
and plural first person forms are often found inter-
changed in ancient writings beyond the NT; this 
suggests that 1 John 1:1 – 4 should be read simi-
larly .21 Jackson observed that in formally registered 
public documents found among the papyri, such 
as contracts, deeds, wills, and affidavits, the body 
of the document was written in third person but 
an appendix included a reference in first person to 
the testator, witness, or other legal agent involved . 
John’s gospel is centrally concerned with providing 
an authoritative witness to the story of  Jesus and 
may have imitated that convention, even though it 
is unlikely the gospel was ever formally registered 
as a public document . First John is similarly con-
cerned with the testimony based on the eyewitness 
source .

More recently, Richard Bauckham has argued 
persuasively that the “we” in the epilogue of John’s 

gospel (and elsewhere) and in 1 John 1:1 – 4 is the 
singular “we” of “authoritative testimony .”22 If the 
“we” were so understood, John’s gospel would be 
read as a deposition of eyewitness testimony with 
a self-reference to the witness in John 21:24 . Given 
the similarities of John’s gospel and 1 John, the “we” 
in the opening verses of the letter would be under-
stood as a singular reference to the author, using the 
“we” of authoritative testimony . This understand-
ing sits well with the function of the opening verses, 
which certainly seek to establish authority for the 
teaching that follows in the body of the letter . If the 
“we” of John 21:24 is in fact singular, it largely un-
dercuts the reigning theory of the last thirty years 
or more, which has read it as a reference to a Johan-
nine community behind the epilogue of the Fourth 
Gospel and the opening verses of 1 John .

The identity of the “we” here cannot be decided 
with certainty, but the singular “we” of authoritative 
testimony has much to recommend it . If the author 
were an eyewitness of the historical  Jesus such as 
the apostle John (which Bauckham denies),23 the 
basis of his authoritative “we” of testimony would 
nevertheless be his membership in the group of ap-
ostolic eyewitnesses, even if the “we” is not a direct 
reference to that group . In other words, even an 
apostolic eyewitness could use the singular “we” 
for his rhetorical purposes . But the singular “we” 
of authoritative testimony does not completely rule 
out the possibility of an author who, although not 
himself an eyewitness, nevertheless stood in the 
genuine apostolic tradition that had its origin with 
the eyewitnesses (much like Mark’s relationship to 
Peter or Luke’s to Paul) .

Regardless of whether the plural pronoun refers 
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to the author alone or to him as a member of a 
group, the author claims to speak the true, apos-
tolic message about  Jesus Christ with the apostolic 
authority of those who have experienced God’s 
revelation through  Jesus from the beginning . The 
issue of who has the authority to speak spiritual 
truth is raised throughout John’s letters because 
it was written at a time (late first century) and a 
place (outside Palestine) in which Greek ideas were 
making heretical inroads in the churches . These 
opening verses include an implied invitation to 
the readers to embrace the author’s message (his 
authoritative testimony) if they wish to enjoy the 
fellowship of truly knowing God .

(5) John’s concern was to proclaim with author-
ity what he knew “about the Word of Life” (περὶ 
τοῦ λόγου τῆς ζωῆς) to his readers . The final ex-
egetical issue of this verse involves determining the 
referent of the “Word of Life,” specifically, how to 
construe logos . Is this “Word of Life” a reference to 
 Jesus himself as the living Word of God, echoing 
the opening of John’s gospel?24 Or does it refer to 
the “message of life” proclaimed about him?

How one understands the referent of “word” 
(λόγος) will also influence the sense of the geni-
tive “of life .” Does the author mean to say that the 
word is life, using an epexegetical genitive? Or is 
life an attribute of the word, i .e ., a life-giving word 
(adjectival attributive genitive)? Or is “of life” an 
objective genitive, where “life” serves as the con-
tent of the message  —  in other words, that the mes-
sage is about life (which requires the word to be 
impersonal) . On the one hand, remember that the 
neuter relative pronouns in this verse cannot refer 
to the person of  Jesus himself, but go beyond the 
historical person of  Jesus to the true significance 
of his death and resurrection . The gospel consists 
not only of the historical facts about  Jesus, but the 
divine interpretation of the meaning of his life, 

death, and resurrection . Since v . 1 is in the con-
text of proclamation (vv . 2 – 3), the phrase “Word 
of Life” could refer to the gospel message about 
Christ, who has brought eternal life to humankind .

On the other hand, 1 John is concerned with the 
topic of the assurance of eternal life (5:13; see The 
Theology of John’s Letters) . While John’s gospel 
states that the Word became incarnate, 1 John 1:2 
says that the Life appeared, the Life that had been 
with the Father . What was seen, and heard, and 
touched is “about the Word” (περὶ τοῦ λόγου), but 
then the genitive “of Life” (τῆς ζωῆς) becomes the 
subject of the next statement, “the Life appeared,” 
an apparent reference to the incarnation (v . 2) . This 
suggests that the phrase “Word of Life” is a tran-
sition intended to bridge the Word of John’s pro-
logue with the Life of 1 John, and it can be taken as 
epexegetical, meaning the “Word who is Life .” This 
reading echoes  Jesus’ statement in John’s Gospel, 
“I am  .  .  . the life” (John 11:25; 14:6) . While some 
interpreters would cite this difference between the 
gospel and 1 John as evidence that two authors are 
at work, using similar terms but meaning some-
thing different by them, it is more likely that be-
cause of his emphasis on the assurance of eternal 
life, John wishes to point to the Word who is eter-
nal Life as the grounds for assurance about eternal 
life .

John accomplishes much in this opening verse . 
First, he claims a source of knowledge that cannot 
be matched by those who did not have access to, or 
who chose to ignore, the apostolic eyewitness . Sec-
ond, “what was from the beginning” had become a 
physical reality capable of being heard, being seen, 
and being touched . This statement speaks to the is-
sues of who has the authority to speak about Christ 
and true Christology, both major issues later in the 
letter . The issue of authority hinges on the ques-
tion of who knows the truth about  Jesus  —  those he 
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chose to be with him during his lifetime and bear 
witness after his death or those who had no such 
direct access or calling . Clearly, the more reliable 
witnesses would be the apostles chosen by  Jesus 
because they walked with him during his earthly 
ministry and witnessed his resurrection . The ap-
ostolic tradition is what they passed on to others 
about who  Jesus is and what his life meant . That 
is the reliable apostolic tradition preserved in the 
NT, written either by the eyewitnesses themselves 
or by their closest colleagues (e .g ., Luke with Paul, 
Mark with Peter) .

But over time new interpretations of the signifi-
cance of  Jesus emerged from other sources as the 
gospel message interacted with  people who had 
come into the church from different backgrounds 
and who were distorting the apostolic tradition 
under various influences, such as Greek philoso-
phy and pagan beliefs . Just as the Bible is used 
and misused by countless  people today, those who 
can legitimately claim the authority of the truth 
about  Jesus are those who embrace the reliability 
of the NT, where the apostolic tradition has been 
preserved .

The second claim of this verse is about the con-
tent of the apostolic tradition concerning the true 
nature of  Jesus . Those who were with him during 
his public ministry and were privy to his teaching 
about himself knew that he was a physical being, 
fully human . As ideas emerged after his resurrec-
tion about the spiritual presence and reality of the 
Christ, the significance of the full humanity of 
 Jesus began to recede . After all, for those living be-
yond the lifetime of  Jesus, ourselves included, it is 
his spiritual presence that is most real to us . We 
do not now have direct contact with  Jesus in any 
physical form . In the history of Chris tian thought, 
the depreciation of the humanity of  Jesus Christ 
opened the door to claims of new revelation that 
were other than, and sometimes contradictory to, 
the apostolic tradition . This issue is also present 

later in John’s letter, with his concern about the 
antichrists’ apparent denial that the physical man 
 Jesus is the Christ (1 John 2:22), and that the Christ 
has come in the flesh (1 John 4:2 – 3; 2 John 7) .

1:2    The Life appeared, and we have seen [it], 
and testify [to it], and proclaim to you the eter
nal Life, which was with the Father and has ap
peared to us (καὶ ἡ ζωὴ ἐφανερώθη, καὶ ἑωράκαμεν 
καὶ μαρτυροῦμεν καὶ ἀπαγγέλλομεν ὑμῖν τὴν ζωὴν 
τὴν αἰώνιον ἥτις ἦν πρὸς τὸν πατέρα καὶ ἐφανερώθη 
ἡμῖν) . John states his role as a witness to the Life 
that entered human history . To “see” and “bear wit-
ness” are legal terms of the courtroom deposition, 
where one not only gave evidence from eyewitness 
experience but also vouched for the truthfulness 
of what others said . The issue of what is true is at 
the heart of testimony, and therefore it is not coin-
cidental that truth is also a major concept within 
John’s writings . In fact,  Jesus states that the purpose 
of his incarnation was to testify to the truth (John 
18:37b) of what he revealed about God and eternal 
life (1:18) .

Therefore, the role of a reliable, testifying wit-
ness is arguably the major theme in John’s gospel 
and letters, where the Greek verb “to witness” or 
“testify” (μαρτυρέω) occurs more than forty times . 
The Fourth Gospel can be seen as the story of 
the witnesses, starting with John the Baptist, who 
“came as a witness to testify concerning that light, 
so that through him all might believe” (John 1:7) . 
But the events of  Jesus’ life brought testimony even 
weightier than that of John the Baptist (5:36) . God 
himself testified about  Jesus (5:37; 8:18), and in 
turn  Jesus was a witness to what the Father said 
and did (12:49; 17:18) .

This chain of witnesses continued with the 
apostles whom  Jesus Christ personally chose to 
bear witness of him (John 15:27), and with the one 
whose testimony comprises John’s gospel (19:35; 
21:24) . That theme of an unbroken line of witness 
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is picked up again here in these opening verses of 
1 John . Standing in this direct chain of witnesses, 
the author of 1 John faithfully executes his role as 
a witness, even by writing this letter: “And we have 
beheld and testify that the Father sent his Son [to 
be] the Savior of the world” (1 John 4:14) .

John testifies to the Life that “appeared,” that he 
has seen the Life, and that his writing is his testi-
mony “about the Word of Life” (περὶ τοῦ λόγου τῆς 
ζωῆς, v . 1f) . The testimony about the Life that has 
appeared originated with the Incarnate One him-
self . Some take the phrase “the eternal life” (τὴν 
ζωὴν τὴν αἰώνιον) to refer to the eternal life that be-
came available to believers through Christ, but it is 
more likely primarily a statement that the Life that 
became incarnate had preexisted eternally “with 
the Father .”25 As Yarbrough notes, “in  Jesus Christ 
what is eternal and transcendent has become pal-
pably immanent .”26 John here makes one of the 
clearest statements of the eternal preexistence of 
 Jesus Christ, raising him above any other religious 
teacher or prophet . But it is also true that eter-
nal life is offered to fallen human beings through 
Christ when they come to faith in him and share in 
his eternal life, and so both ideas are in view .

John reiterates that “we have seen” (perfect 
tense) and “testify” (present tense) to the Life that 
appeared . Not only has the author seen the Life and 
not only does he now bear witness to it, but he also 
proclaims that witness to the readers of this letter, 
specifically that “the eternal Life, which was with 
the Father  .  .  . has appeared to us” in the person of 
 Jesus Christ . As Smalley observes, these three verbs 
of seeing, testifying, and proclaiming “express in 
order the three ideas of experience, attestation and 
evangelism which form part of any genuine and 
lasting response to the gospel .”27

1:3  What we have seen and have heard, we pro
claim also to you, so that you also may have fel
lowship with us. And indeed our fellowship is 
with the Father and with his Son,  Jesus Christ 
(ὃ ἑωράκαμεν καὶ ἀκηκόαμεν ἀπαγγέλλομεν καὶ 
ὑμῖν, ἵνα καὶ ὑμεῖς κοινωνίαν ἔχητε μεθ’ ἡμῶν. καὶ 
ἡ κοινωνία δὲ ἡ ἡμετέρα μετὰ τοῦ πατρὸς καὶ μετὰ 
τοῦ υἱοῦ αὐτοῦ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ) . John extends an 
invitation to his readers to fellowship with him and 
with God . The English word “fellowship” might 
connote little more than coffee and donuts after 
church, or the large room in the church building 
where potluck dinners are held . But the Greek 
word translated “fellowship” (κοινωνία) means 
having not only a close relationship but also an 
association based on common interests and pur-
poses . John invites his readers to enter into a re-
lationship with God the Father and his Son,  Jesus 
Christ, by embracing God’s redemptive purposes 
for the world in general and for individual lives in 
particular, as  Jesus revealed them .

Those who lived and walked with  Jesus the Mes-
siah during his earthly ministry were drawn into 
fellowship with him, and not just because he was the 
Messiah but also because he was the Son of God, his 
Father . The title “Son of God” has become so famil-
iar to Chris tian ears as to have almost lost its mean-
ing . It has certainly lost the shock value it must have 
had among the earliest hearers of the gospel . Within 
the pagan world, “son of god” could refer to various 
demigods in Greco-Roman mythology as well as to 
human heroes . The Roman emperor was referred 
to as “a son of god” and often would be divinized, 
sometimes even before his death .

Within the Jewish world, “son of God” had 
messianic connotations from the covenant prom-
ises of 2 Sam 7:14 and Ps 2:6 – 7 . It was with the 
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 resurrection of  Jesus that the full extent of the mes-
sianic promises was realized (Rom 1:4) . God’s de-
liverance brought by the Messiah was not just from 
foreign occupation but from death itself, showing 
Yahweh to be Creator and sovereign King in dis-
tinction from pagan deities . Furthermore, the res-
urrection shows  Jesus to be the world’s true Ruler, 
who has passed beyond anything the world’s power 
can do to him and, furthermore, to his followers . 
Finally,  Jesus’ sonship shows that he and the Father 
share the same nature and purposes for the world .28

John invites his readers into the fellowship of 
those who recognize that the eternal Life that was 
with the Father has appeared on earth to be seen, 
and heard, and touched by human beings . The 
hina clause, “so that you also may have fellowship 
with us” (ἵνα καὶ ὑμεῖς κοινωνίαν ἔχητε μεθ’ ἡμῶν) 
explains that the purpose of the apostolic procla-

mation “we proclaim also to you” (ἀπαγγέλλομεν 
καὶ ὑμῖν) is to extend an invitation to fellowship 
with God and his Son,  Jesus Christ . This fellowship 
comes to those who receive the apostolic gospel 
message of the significance of the Life from God, 
who walked among us .

Implied in this invitation is the warning that 
if John’s readers do not continue to embrace the 
apostolic witness, their fellowship with John and 
with God and the Son cannot be sustained . This 
seems to be the case of those who “went out from 
us” (2:19), breaking fellowship with the commu-
nity that John represents, and the case of those who 
go beyond the teaching about Christ (2 John 9) . 
This letter then becomes both an invitation to re-
main in fellowship by continuing to embrace the 
apostolic tradition and an exhortation to reject the 
newer teaching of those who have departed from it .

IN DEPTH: Messiah or Christ?
One of the exegetical debates about 1 John among scholars today is how to 
construe the Greek word christos (χριστός) in reference to  Jesus. The Greek ad-
jective derives from the cognate verb chrio ̄(χρίω), which means to anoint. In 
the OT, Messiah similarly derives from the Hebrew verb “to anoint,” and so in the 
ancient Greek translation of the OT (the Septuagint), references to the Messiah 
were translated with the Greek word christos.

In the NT the sense of the word develops as the true nature of  Jesus is pro-
gressively revealed. In the Gospels and Acts Christos was often used to identify 
 Jesus as the Messiah (e.g., Matt 1:1, “This is the genealogy of  Jesus the Mes-
siah [Christou] the son of David, the son of Abraham”; or as in Mark 8:29, “Peter 
answered, ‘You are the Messiah [Christos].’ ” But after the resurrection of  Jesus 
and further illumination from the Spirit, the appellation Christos came to have 
a significance that went beyond any expectations for the Messiah of Israel.29 It 
shifted from designating the title of God’s anointed leader of Israel to a proper 
name that reflected the divine nature of the Son of God who was incarnate as 
 Jesus Christ (e.g., Col 1:22).
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There is debate about when, or even whether, this shift occurred. Martin 
Hengel thinks that even in Paul’s writings Christos is used almost entirely as a 
proper name with only “a glimmer of its titular use.”30 Representing another side 
of the debate, N. T. Wright argues that “ Jesus’ Messiahship remained central and 
vital for Paul” and in fact persisted throughout early Chris tian ity.31 However, the 
idea of the Messiah was transformed in at least four ways, according to Wright, 
when applied to  Jesus: (1) it lost its ethnic specificity and became relevant to 
all nations; (2) the messianic battle was not against worldly powers but against 
evil itself; (3) the rebuilt temple would be the followers of  Jesus; and (4) the 
justice, peace, and salvation that Messiah would bring to the world would not 
be a geopolitical program but the cosmic renewal of all creation.32 It is to this 
transformed sense of the Messiah as the Son of God himself that the appellation 
Christos refers by the time John writes his gospel and letters.

When John wrote his gospel, the sense of Christos as Messiah had appar-
ently declined almost completely, at least to the Gentile ear, because in 1:41 
when Andrew tells Simon (Peter) about  Jesus, John reminds his readers that 
Christos once meant Messiah, “ ‘We have found the Messiah [Μεσσίαν]’ (that is, 
the Christ [χριστός]).” This transformed sense of “Messiah” is equivalent to and 
interchangeable with “Son of God” in John 20:31. This shift in sense of the title 
Christos during the first century raises the question of when it should be under-
stood, and probably translated, as Messiah and when as Christ.

More to the point for 1 John, which does John mean when he writes, “Who is 
the liar but the one who denies that  Jesus is the Christ? This one is the antichrist, 
the one who denies the Father and the Son” (1 John 2:22, italics added)? Is the 
liar the person who denies that  Jesus is the Messiah? Or is it those who deny 
the divine nature of  Jesus designated by the compound name  Jesus Christ? The 
answer to that question has far-reaching implications for understanding the 
historical setting and interpreting 1 John.

If John is insisting that  Jesus is the Jewish Messiah against those who are 
waiting for another, then John’s primary message goes against a Jewish audi-
ence, some of whom apparently had become Chris tians but then changed their 
mind about  Jesus.33 But if Christos had come to designate the divine nature of 
 Jesus that went beyond all Jewish expectation for the Messiah, then he writes 
against any who deny that divine nature.

In the context of what is said about  Jesus “Christos” in 1 John, it seems the 
focus is on his divine nature. First John 2:22 immediately goes on to mention 
denying “the Father and the Son,” a reference to the divine nature of  Jesus. In 
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is difficult to decide, as both external and intrinsic evidence are 
inconclusive . Both readings are widely attested in the manu-
script witnesses and are about equally early . Scribes may have 
been influenced for the second person pronoun by the similar 
construction in John 16:24 . But a variant introduced by mis-
hearing the exemplar being read aloud or being influenced by 
the preceding first person pronoun (which also has a variant 
reading) could also account for the variant . Metzger argues 

on intrinsic evidence that the first person pronoun “seems to 
suit best the generous solicitude of the author, whose own joy 
would be incomplete unless his readers shared it” (A Textual 
Commentary on the Greek New Testament [Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 1994], 639) . However, as Metzger also ad-
mits, the second person ὑμῶν is “more expected” and therefore, 
in Metzger’s opinion, a reason why scribes would have changed 
it from the first person . Contra Metzger, Culy observes that 
“the letter is clearly to benefit the readers” and argues that the 
second person pronoun is original (Culy, I, II, III John, 9) .

1:4  And these things we write so that our joy may 
be complete (καὶ ταῦτα γράφομεν ἡμεῖς ἵνα ἡ χαρὰ 
ἡμῶν ᾖ πεπληρωμένη) . John concludes the opening 
of his letter with a statement of his purpose in writ-
ing . This is the first of thirteen occurrences of the 
verb “write” (γράφω), but the only one in the first 
person plural, “we write” (γράφομεν) . The demon-
strative pronoun “these things” (ταῦτα) most likely 
refers to the letter as a whole . As Watson points 
out, 1:4 (“these things we write”) and 5:13 (“these 
things I write”) form an inclusio for the body of 
the letter .34

The shift from the first plural in the opening 
of the letter to subsequent occurrences of the first 
singular “I write” (γράφω) suggests that the author 
considered himself an authoritative representative 
of those who bore reliable witness to the Life that 
had appeared . Two other statements of the purpose 
of the letter are given with hina clauses in 1 John 
2:1 (“My little children, these things I write to you 

so that you will not sin”; italics added) and 5:13 
(“These things I write to you who believe in the 
name of the Son of God so that you might know 
that you have eternal life”; italics added) . In both, 
the second plural indirect object (“to you”) is used, 
which may count as evidence for the textual variant 
that here in 1:4 it is the readers’ joy that is in view, 
not the author’s (“and these things we write so that 
your joy may be complete”) .35

Nevertheless, given that John is writing to en-
courage his readers to remain within the bounds of 
the apostolic teaching about  Jesus, their continued 
embrace of the author’s message will complete his 
joy in knowing that his proclamation has not been 
in vain . But given the reciprocal nature of fellow-
ship, where shared joy is one of its characteristics, 
either reading comes out at about the same place . 
The first plural “our” joy captures reference to the 
readers’ joy if taken as an inclusive plural .

The theme of joy fulfilled is also found in John’s 

1 John 4:2, John specifies the criteria for orthodoxy, writing, “In this way you 
know the Spirit of God: every spirit that acknowledges  Jesus Christ has come in 
the flesh is from God” (italics added). Clearly here the reference to “Christ” sig-
nifies his divine nature, for it would not have been exceptional even in Jewish 
thinking to think that the Messiah was a human being. Therefore, while John 
certainly believed that  Jesus was the Messiah, his point to both Jew and Gentile 
is that  Jesus was more than the expected Messiah. For the Messiah turned out 
to be God himself come to earth.
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gospel, particularly in the Upper Room Discourse 
(John 3:29 [2x]; 15:11 [2x]; 16:20 – 22, 24; 17:13),36 
and also in the two other letters of John (2 John 
12; 3 John 4) . John’s statement here echoes one of 
 Jesus, who, on the night before he died, consoled 
his disciples by saying, “I have told you this so that 
my joy may be in you and that your joy may be 
complete” (italics added; John 15:11) . If John’s gos-
pel influenced the author’s choice of words here, it 
provides intrinsic evidence that the original read-
ing was the second person plural .

The repetition of the verb “write” (γράφω) 
throughout 1  John makes it difficult to argue 
that this book originated as anything but in writ-
ten form, despite its rhetorical features that sug-
gest an oral delivery .37 Given that most reading 
was done aloud in the first century, even written 
works would have been composed with consider-
ation of how the wording sounded, and the elusive 
structure of 1 John may be due largely to this aural 
context, which is unfamiliar to readers within lit-
erary cultures .38 Although it originated as written 
discourse, the letter’s lack of the standard Hellenis-
tic letter opening and of any conventional closing 
greetings means it could not have been a personal 
letter, even though traditionally it is called just that 
(see discussion of genre in Introduction to 1 John) . 
Evidently the author’s identity, which would have 
been specified in the conventional letter opening, 
must have been clearly known to the original re-
cipients through other means, perhaps communi-

cated by the courier of the letter or because it was 
sent with a cover letter, possibly what we know as 
2 John (see Introduction to 2 John) .

Socio-rhetorical analysis has shown that 1 John 
1:1 – 4 functions as the exordium of rhetorical dis-
course, intended to predispose the audience to ad-
here to the author’s viewpoint .39 The character of 
an author as a perceivably good man and reliable 
witness is, according to Quintilian, the strongest 
influence at every point of the case to be made 
(Inst . 4 .1 .7) . In this case, the origin of John’s long-
standing message of eyewitness testimony about 
the Life that appeared makes the author a reliable 
witness, an important factor in persuading the 
readers to his viewpoint . This opening establishes 
the author’s authority to speak to the issues that he 
will develop in the body of the letter, specifically to 
speak against those who are teaching an aberrant 
Christology .

These opening verses of 1 John establish the au-
thor’s authority to teach spiritual truth because his 
message is grounded in both the historical reality 
of  Jesus Christ and his authoritative understanding 
of the true significance of those facts . His message 
is not something that he has merely dreamed up, 
perhaps in contrast to false teaching mentioned 
later in the letter . John invites his readers to the 
fellowship of like belief, that they might have fel-
lowship not only with the author but also with the 
Father and  Jesus Christ, and thereby truly know 
God . This will make their joy complete .

Theology in Application
It is difficult to imagine any two topics of greater relevance and importance to 

Chris tian theology and life than the authority of Scripture and the nature of  Jesus 
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Christ . The eyewitness testimony of the Twelve (with Judas replaced by the apostle 
Paul), whom  Jesus selected to bear witness of the significance of his life, death, and 
resurrection, now resides in the pages of the NT . This is not to say that every NT 
book was written by an eyewitness of  Jesus, for clearly not all were . Luke, for in-
stance, did not see  Jesus with his eyes, but he worked closely with the apostle Paul, 
who encountered the risen  Jesus on the Damascus road . Mark, who as a young boy 
may actually have seen  Jesus, is said to have produced his gospel from the eyewitness 
testimony of Peter .

The gospel of John had its origin in the eyewitness testimony of the disciple 
whom  Jesus loved, who was likely the apostle John . James is the half brother of  Jesus, 
who became the leader of the church in Jerusalem after Peter’s departure . While the 
authors of some books cannot be identified with certainty, this commentary operates 
on the premise that the NT is the repository of the reliable and authoritative witness 
to the significance of the person and message of  Jesus Christ . Beyond its reliability 
as ancient and authentic human testimony to  Jesus, it is the divinely inspired Word 
of God, whose truth is based on the character of God himself . The NT is God’s in-
terpretation of the significance of  Jesus .

The Problem of Truth in an Age of Relativism

In our day the proclamation of the gospel as the exclusive truth about  Jesus Christ 
has fallen out of favor with many, even among those who would self-identify as 
Chris tians . The influence of cultural pressures such as rationalism and historical 
criticism, New Age spirituality, and radical ecumenicalism with non-Chris tian reli-
gions has reduced the NT to an irrelevant ancient artifact, at worst, or as simply one 
option for modern religion, at best . To preach the NT as the exclusive truth about 
 Jesus Christ and his mission to reconcile humanity to God is often viewed dimly as 
an assertion of power and inappropriate behavior in our largely pluralistic modern 
society .

It can be reassuring to realize that this situation today is similar to that of the 
first century, when heresy made inroads into Chris tian communities through the 
influence of Greco-Roman philosophy, through the beliefs and practices of pagan 
religions, and under the pressure of the Roman rule to accept polytheism and plural-
ism in the name of the empire so that one might not be a “hater of mankind” (Sue-
tonius, Nero 16) . It is reassuring to realize that despite such a hostile environment, 
the NT and its apostolic witness have survived, bringing the true gospel message to 
successive generations of  people from the time the ink dried on the autographs down 
through the centuries to our present day .

In the earliest days of the infant church, before the NT had come into existence, 
the mobility that allowed the gospel to travel throughout the Roman Empire in just 
a few decades also gave rise to the problem of conflicting interpretations of  Jesus’ life 
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and the apostles’ teachings that were incompatible with the truth .40 All of the epistles 
preserved in the NT had some concern to define and circumscribe the boundary of 
truth against false claims . Now that the church has the NT, there is still the problem 
of interpretations of its text that bend and distort its message . Moreover, we now live 
in a time that manifests the further problem of a radical relativism that denies there 
is one truth, one meaning of a text, one orthodox interpretation of the gospel mes-
sage . Nevertheless, this ancient book that preserves the voices of the Lord’s apostles 
will continue to speak to every generation until the Lord returns . Far from being an 
assertion of power, the apostolic gospel is a gracious invitation to fellowship with 
God and his Son,  Jesus Christ . Those who embrace the gospel find fellowship with 
one another around the Word of God and with the apostles he chose to be bearers 
of his revelation .

The second point of essential importance is that  Jesus Christ was a real person 
whom many  people heard, saw, and touched . While the Holy Spirit today mediates 
Christ’s presence to his church, the work of the Spirit does not replace the incarna-
tion of Christ as the man  Jesus . In fact, it was necessary for  Jesus to be born into 
humanity, to live a sinless life, to die a redemptive death, and to rise from the grave 
in final victory before the Holy Spirit could be given (John 16:7) . The work of the 
Spirit is to testify about  Jesus (15:26), not to offer a generic brand of spirituality or 
religious experience of the kinds so popular in our modern society . The point of 
1 John 1:1 – 4 is that  Jesus really was with us, that the eternally preexistent Son of God 
was here! God knows firsthand the joys and sorrows, the trials and temptations, the 
hopes and fears of being human . The gospel message of the apostles originated in 
their encounter with the God-man .

Ongoing Revelation from the Spirit?
Modern claims that the work of the Spirit offers the world something in addi-

tion to  Jesus Christ, or other than  Jesus Christ, were also preceded by such claims 
already in the first century . The dispute between John and those who went out from 
his church(es) was evidently about the true nature of Christ, with the heretics influ-
enced by neoplatonic ideas and likely claiming some sort of truth based perhaps in a 
misunderstanding of the promises of the gospel of John . This opening unit of 1 John 
points its readers today as it did in ancient times to the inseparable truth that  Jesus is 
who the NT says he is, and that apart from the NT, there is no true knowledge about 
 Jesus Christ . The Spirit’s work today is always in agreement with the testimony of 
the NT .
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