Introducing John's Letters

Today many people claim to be Christians. In fact, a 1986 Gallup Survey revealed that ninety-four per cent of adult Americans believe in God, and that seventy-six per cent believe that Jesus is either God or the Son of God. Furthermore, when the question was asked, “Would you describe yourself as a ‘born again’ Christian or not?” thirty-three percent said yes.

The problem, of course, is that actions speak louder than words. The same survey revealed that many of the mainline Protestant denominations have experienced sharp losses in membership since the mid-sixties. For example, only forty per cent told Gallup that they had attended church in the last week, and only ten per cent claimed to read the Bible on a daily basis.

This credibility problem is intensified when we move from the pew to the pulpit. A shocking number of Christian leaders have been found guilty of sexual sin or financial misconduct. Sadly, their moral failures have been brought to our national attention by the secular news media, anxious to expose such blatant hypocrisy. If such leaders are representative of the church in general, it seems that we are indeed experiencing a period of unprecedented moral decline.

How are we to respond to this kind of situation? How can we tell the difference between genuine Christians and those who merely profess to know Christ?

John's letters were written for that very purpose. John writes to expose the false claims of those whose conduct contradicts their claims. He also provides strong assurance to those whose lifestyle is consistent with their Christian faith.

Background to 1 John

First John was written between a.d. 85–95 by the Apostle John, the author of the Gospel of John and Revelation. Evidently the letter was circulated among a number of churches in Asia who were threatened by false teachers.

These false teachers embraced an early form of heresy known as Gnosticism. They taught that matter was entirely evil and spirit was entirely good. This teaching resulted in two fundamental errors:

A “new” theology. This centered in a denial of the incarnation. Since God could not be contaminated by a human body, these false teachers did not believe God became man in Jesus Christ. Some taught that he merely seemed to have a body, a view known as Docetism. Others claimed that the divine Christ descended on Jesus at his baptism but departed before the crucifixion, a view known as Cerinthianism. This latter view seems to be in the back ground of much of 1 John.

A “new” morality. These false teachers also claimed “to have reached such an advanced stage in spiritual experience that they were ’beyond good and evil.’ They maintained that they had no sin, not in the sense that they had attained moral perfection but in the sense that what might be sin for people at a less mature stage of inner development was no longer sin for the completely ‘spiritual’ man. For him ethical distinctions had ceased to be relevant.” [F. F. Bruce, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1978), p. 26.]

What intensified this problem was that these false teachers had once been an active part of the fellowship which John's readers were continuing to enjoy (see 2:19). But because their “new” teaching was so contrary to the apostolic truths of the gospel, they had to part company with the faithful. As you can well imagine, those who remained in the true fellowship were unsettled and shaken by the defection of these new teachers and needed to be reassured. But in the process, the others also needed to be exposed for what they truly were—unbelieving heretics.

In order to accomplish both purposes, John provides a series of tests for distinguishing between genuine Christians and those who falsely claim to know Christ. In response to the “new” theology, he provides us with a doctrinal test: What does the person believe about Christ? In response to the “new” morality, he provides us with a moral test: How does the person respond to the commandments of Christ? Finally, he provides us with a social test: Does the person love other Christians?

In fact, John's entire first letter is structured around these three tests, each of which appears in three separate groups, or cycles, in the letter. After the prologue (1:1–4), there is the first cycle (1:5–2:27), followed by the second (2:28–4:6) and third (4:7–5:12). Then in the conclusion (5:13–21), John again emphasizes his theme of Christian assurance.

In view of this purpose and structure, it is important to realize that the contrasts in John's letter are not between two types of Christians but between genuine Christians and those who merely claim to be Christians. For in the words of John Stott: “John's argument is double-edged. If he seeks to bring believers to the knowledge that they have eternal life, he is equally at pains to show that unbelievers have not. His purpose is to destroy the false assurance of the counterfeit as well as to confirm the right assurance of the genuine.” [John Stott, The Epistles of John (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1964), p. 52.]

Background to 2 John

Second John was also written by the Apostle John between a.d. 85–95. It was written to provide guidance about hospitality. During the first century, traveling evangelists relied on the hospitality of church members. Because inns were few and unsafe, believers would take such people into their homes and then give them provisions for their journey. Since Gnostic teachers also relied on hospitality, John warned his readers against taking such people into their homes lest they participate in spreading heresy.

Background to 3 John

Third John was also written to provide us with guidance about hospitality, but in a much more positive way. Whereas 2 John tells us what we are not to do, 3 John emphasizes what we are to do. For those genuine teachers who are totally dependent upon the Body of Christ for all of their needs, we are to open not only our hearts but also our homes. This instruction is primarily found in John's commendation of Gaius, who has done this very thing, and in his denunciation of Diotrephes, who has refused. These two men become living examples of good and evil, truth and error.

This LifeGuide contains thirteen studies in John's letters. The first ten cover 1 John, and the next two look at 2 & 3 John. The final study is a review of the three books. It is my hope that these studies will encourage and assure you that you “walk in the truth.”

1

Fellowship & Forgiveness

1 John 1:1–10

Purpose: To understand the basis for having true fellowship with other Christians and with God.

Christians everywhere seem to be interested in fellowship. They gather in fellowship halls, attend fellowship dinners and participate in well-organized activities with fellow believers. But what really constitutes biblical fellow ship? A covered dish supper? Coffee and doughnuts? Social events and activities? Perhaps more than any other passage of Scripture, these opening verses of 1 John establish the basis of true fellowship that is to be enjoyed and experienced by all Christians. More importantly, they enable us to understand how we can know we have fellowship with God.

1.  What normally comes to your mind when you think of Christian fellowship?

2.  Read 1 John 1:1–10. John begins this chapter by announcing an apostolic message. What is the content of that message (vv. 1–2)? |

3.  What are John's reasons for announcing his message (vv. 3–4)?

4.  In light of this apostolic message, what is the foundation of our fellowship as Christians?

5.  John provides a test by which we can know if we have fellowship with God (vv. 5–10). What kind of test is it?

6.  The basis for this test is God's character (v. 5). What specifically do light and darkness symbolize (vv. 5–7; see Jn 3:19–21)?

7.  The first part of John's test concerns the way we live or “walk” (vv. 6–7). What is the relationship between our conduct and our claim to have fellow ship with God?

Is John describing Christians who are either in or out of fellowship with God, or Christians and those who really do not know God at all? Explain.

8.  The second part of John's test concerns our attitude toward sin (vv. 8–10). What does our denial or confession of sin reveal about the reality of our relationship with God?

9.  Based on your study of this passage, what does it mean to have fellowship with God and each other?

10.  Does John's test strengthen or weaken your assurance of fellowship with God? Explain.

11.  How can we enjoy a greater fellowship with those who know the Father and the Son?

2

Talking & Walking the Truth

1 John 2:1–11

Purpose: To realize that we must look beyond what we say to what we do in order to be certain about the reality of our faith.

From the very beginning of Jesus' ministry, he emphasized that it is not what we profess but what we possess that counts for eternity. In his first major message he declared, “By their fruit you will recognize them.” He then went on to teach, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Mt 7:20–21).

In the same way, John emphasizes that our claim to know Jesus must be backed by our conduct; our talk must be matched by our walk. Both are necessary if we are to be certain about the reality of our faith.

1.  When people we know say one thing yet do another, which usually tells the truth about them? Why?

2.  Read 1 John 2:1–11. Although John does not want us to sin, he knows that we sometimes do (vv. 1–2). How does the realization that Jesus speaks “in our defense” provide comfort and assurance when you sin?

3.  How does the concept of atoning sacrifice (v. 2) help us understand the way Jesus “speaks” for us?

4.  According to John, how can we tell whether we truly know Christ or merely claim to know him (vv. 3–6)?

What other conclusions does John make about those who obey or disobey Christ's commands?

5.  Practically speaking, what does it mean to “walk as Jesus did” (v. 6)?

6.  In verses 7–11, John focuses on one of the commands. How can this command be both old and new (vv. 7–8)?

7.  Why would love for our brother rather than love for God serve as a test of being in the light (vv. 9–11)?

8.  Compare John's statements about love and hate (vv. 9–11) with similar ones made later in the epistle (3:10, 14–15). How do these verses clarify the two types of people John is contrasting?

9.  In view of the overall context of this passage, what does it mean to live in the light (v. 10)?

To live in Christ (v. 6)?

10.  How does this passage encourage you to obey Christ and love other members of his Body?

3

Encouragement & Warning

1 John 2:12–17

Purpose: To encourage us in view of our spiritual attainments and to warn us in view of our spiritual enemies.

Pilgrim's Progress is the classic tale of Christian's escape from the City of Destruction to the Heavenly City. It is true to experience because all of us can identify with his encounters along the way. In the Valley of Humiliation he enters into combat with Apollyon, his fiercest foe. At the Hill of Difficulty he meets Adam-the-First and his three daughters: the Lust-of-the-Flesh, the Lust-of-the-Eyes and the Pride-of-Life. In the town of Folly he narrowly escapes its greatest attraction, Vanity Fair.

These encounters are John Bunyan's well-known descriptions of the threefold arena of all Christian conflict—the world, the flesh and the devil. They are the same three foes which appear here in 1 John. In a context of encouragement and warning, the apostle tells us something of the evil one, the enticement of the world and the sinful desires of the flesh.

1.  How far did you progress as a Christian before you became aware of these three foes? Explain.

2.  Read 1 John 2:12–17. Why would John want to give a word of encouragement at this point in his letter?

Why a word of warning?

3.  Who is represented by the three groups being addressed (vv. 12–14)?

How are you encouraged by what John says to each group?

4.  What is the source of our victory over the evil one (vv. 13–14)?

On a daily basis, how can that truth help us overcome his tactics and schemes?

5.  Compare John's warning against worldliness (vv. 15–17) with what he says about the world elsewhere (2:2; 3:13; 4:4–5; 5:4–5, 19). What is the meaning of the word world here?

6.  Why can there be no middle ground between our love for God and love for the world (vv. 15–17)?

7.  How would you explain each of the three worldly desires John mentions in verse 16?

In what ways do these desires manifest themselves today?

8.  What are the reasons why we are to resist such temptations (vv. 15–17)?

9.  How does the realization that the world is passing away (v. 17) lessen its appeal in your life?

10.  How does this passage help us gain a better understanding of our spiritual battle?

4

How Important Is Theology?

1 John 2:18–27

Purpose: To confirm that the teaching ministry of the Holy Spirit is our defense against those who would have us believe that Jesus is not the Christ.

There is an increasingly popular mindset within the church today which seeks to divorce Christian teaching from Christian living. “We don't want more theology,” we are told, “just more about Jesus.” But how can we learn more about Jesus apart from a proper understanding of who he is and what he has accomplished? The fact is, there is nothing more basic to Christianity than the person and work of Christ. Apart from understanding Christ, there can be no real Christian living. That is why John goes to great lengths to protect his “dear children” from false views about Christ and to instruct them in the truth. Right thinking leads to right living.

1.  What false views about Jesus Christ are popular today?

2.  Read 1 John 2:18–27. What characteristics of false teachers and their teaching is John exposing in these verses?

3.  All the New Testament authors viewed the first coming of Christ as the event which marked the beginning of the end—“the last hour.” What are some of the signs of the last hour (vv. 18–19)?

4.  What does John tell us about the relationship between our presence in the church and our perseverance in the faith (v. 19)?

5.  Truth is the most effective defense against an onslaught of error. What is the “anointing” that gives us such knowledge of the truth (vv. 20–21; also v. 27)?

6.  To deny that “Jesus is the Christ” (v. 22) is to deny that the man Jesus is the eternal, divine Christ—the God-Man. Why is John so harsh toward those who believe and teach such a view (vv. 22–23)?

7.  Why is remaining in the truth so important in the Christian life (vv. 24–25)?

8.  How do verses 18–27 serve to fulfill John's purpose for writing this portion of his letter (v. 26)?

9.  What can we learn from his approach that will help us not to be led astray by false teaching?

10.  Obviously John is not suggesting that all human teachers are unnecessary (v. 27), or else he would not have written this epistle. In light of the problem he is addressing, what then is he saying?

11.  How does his instruction (v. 27) help us understand what it means to remain in Christ?

12.  What does this passage teach us about the Holy Spirit's ministry of preserving us from error?

What does it teach about our responsibility of persevering in the truth?

5

Like Father, Like Son

1 John 2:28–3:10

Purpose: To demonstrate that those who are born of a righteous God will live a righteous life.

A number of years ago Newsweek Magazine featured an article on the increasing amount of people within our society who are claiming to be “born again.” The article included the following report:

According to a recent Gallop survey based on personal interviews with 1,553 Americans of voting age, half of all Protestants—and a third of all Americans—say they have been ‘born again.’ That figure comes to nearly 50 million adult Americans who claim to have experienced a turning point in their lives by making a personal commitment to Jesus Christ as their Savior. [“Born Again,” Newsweek Magazine, October 25, 1976, p. 68.]

How would we go about discovering if the results of that survey were true? Where would we turn in God's Word to validate such a claim? Without question, 1 John 2:28–3:10 provides one of the clearest tests in Scripture for determining whether one who claims to be a Christian has truly been born of God.

1.  What do you think your local community would be like if one-third of everyone who lived there was born again?

2.  Read 1 John 2:28–3:10. Based on John's emphasis at the beginning and the end of the passage (2:28–29; 3:9–10), what test is he using to validate a person's claim of being born again?

3.  Why is our continuance in Christ the basis of our confidence at his coming (v. 28)?

4.  Throughout this passage John teaches that God's children resemble their Father. In what ways does he reinforce this principle (2:29–3:10)?

5.  J. I. Packer writes: “The New Testament gives us two yardsticks of measuring God's love. The first is the cross (see Rom 5:8; 1 Jn 4:8–10); the second is the gift of sonship.” [J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1973), p. 194] How does the realization that we are God's children help us grasp the greatness of his love for us (3:1)?

6.  How does the hope (confident assurance) of Christ's appearing (vv. 2–3) serve as a purifying influence in your life?

7.  How does John's definition of sin (v. 4) compare with some of the view points people have today?

8.  Although Christians can and do sin, how does knowing Christ change our relationship to sin (v. 6)?

What do you think John means by “keeps on sinning” and “continues to sin” (v. 6)?

9.  What specifically is the deception John warns against in this passage (v. 7)?

Is this a common error in people's thinking today? Explain.

10.  Why does the new birth make it impossible for God's children to have a life characterized by sin (v. 9)?

11.  Since the universal fatherhood of God is not taught in Scripture, our spiritual parentage is either from God or the devil. How do we know to which family we belong (v. 10)?

12.  As one who has been born of God, what are some ways you see the family traits of obedience and love developing in your life?

6

Blessed Assurance

1 John 3:11–24

Purpose: To show that the evidence of a right standing before God is a sacrificial love for other Christians.

In his classic book Holiness, J. C. Ryle expresses concern for believers who doubt: “I heartily wish that assurance was more sought after than it is. Too many among those who believe begin doubting and go on doubting, live doubting and die doubting, and go to heaven in a kind of mist. [J. C Ryle, Holiness (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1070), p. 158.] He goes on to say:

Doubts and fears have power to spoil much of the happiness of a true believer in Christ. Uncertainty and suspense are bad enough in any condition—in the matter of our health, our property, our families, our affections, our earthly callings—but never so bad as in the affairs of our souls. [Ryle, Holiness, p. 159.]

Without question, doubt and fear have robbed many of the joy of Christian assurance. That is why this passage is so important for Christian living. It overflows with the confidence and assurance that ought to characterize every member of God's family.

1.  Have you ever questioned whether you were a member of God's family? Explain.

2.  Read 1 John 3:11–24. John begins this passage by talking about love and hate. How do Cain and Able illustrate the two basic categories of humanity (vv. 11–15)?

3.  How do verses 14–15 answer those who claim assurance is based solely on our profession of faith?

4.  Why is Christ's death on the cross the supreme example of love (v. 16)?

5.  In verse 17 John mentions one specific way we can follow Christ's example. How have you and those in your church sought to love those with material needs?

In what other practical ways might we “lay down our lives” for each other?

6.  How can John's assurances in verses 19–20 help us deal with times of doubt?

7.  Why would our obedience to God's commands affect our confidence in prayer (vv. 21–22)?

8.  Why do you think John reduces the commandments to a single command to be obeyed (v. 23)?

9.  Both outwardly and inwardly, how can we know Christ lives in us (v. 24)?

Why are both types of assurance important?

10.  Based on this passage, how would you counsel someone who lacked assurance that he or she was a Christian?

7

Discernment & Devotion

1 John 4:1–12

Purpose: To demonstrate that the indwelling presence of God's Spirit enables us to confess Jesus as Christ and to love one another.

Every Christian virtue bears within itself the seeds of its own destruction. A zeal for the truth, for example, if not tempered by love and compassion, can cause us to become arrogant, harsh and cold. Likewise, love for others, if unchecked by the truth, can cause us to be wishy-washy and even tolerant toward sin. If one of these virtues is not governed by the other, it can become a liability and not a strength. Like everything else, obtaining a proper balance is of utmost importance.

In this passage, both doctrinal discernment and devotion to other Christians are held before us in perfect balance. They are not either/or, but both/and. One without the other is not enough.

1.  Which of these two aspects of the Christian life do you tend to emphasize above the other? Why?

2.  Read 1 John 4:1–12. Why is there such a great need for Christians to be discerning (v. 1)?

What false prophets are active in the world today?

3.  What test does John give us for determining whether a person's teaching is from “the Spirit of God” or the “spirit of the antichrist” (vv. 2–3)?

Does this mean that everyone who believes in the incarnation of Christ is “from God”? Explain.

4.  As Christians, how can we overcome the doctrinal errors that continually confront us (v. 4)?

5.  What additional test does John provide for discerning whether a person's teaching is “from the world” or “from God” (vv. 5–6)?

How does John's test differ from the attitude of doctrinal superiority found in some Christian groups?

6.  Why must we be diligent in our devotion to one another (vv. 7–8)?

7.  What does John mean when he says, “God is love” (v. 8)?

8.  How does the cross of Christ demonstrate the manner in which “God so loved us” (vv. 9–11)?

9.  How does God's love for you motivate you to love others (v. 11)?

10.  How does our love for each other make the invisible God visible in our midst (v. 12)?

other believers, God is seen in our lives because he is the source of our love. In this sense, 
11.  In what practical way can you show love this week to a brother or sister in Christ?

8

Fear's Remedy

1 John 4:13–21

Purpose: To demonstrate that God's love for us enables us to stand confidently before him without fear.

In the sequel to Pilgrim's Progress, Mr. Great-heart and Father Honest engage in a conversation about an old friend, Mr. Fearing. At one point in the dialogue he is portrayed in the following way: “He was a man that had the root of the matter in him, but he was one of the most troublesome Pilgrims that I ever met with in all my days.”

That is Bunyan's way of describing many who are on the road to heaven: thoroughly sincere (the root of the matter is in them), yet so overloaded with doubts and fears that their pilgrimage is indeed “troublesome.” How is Mr. Fearing to fare in this life? How does he, and how do we, overcome this kind of problem? The answer, in part, lies within this passage in 1 John.

1.  Why do you think fear can so easily overcome us?

2.  Read 1 John 4:13–21. What three tests does John give for determining whether “we live in him and he in us” (vv. 13–16)?

3.  According to John, how is our testimony about Christ related to our experience of God's presence and love (vv. 14–16)?

4.  How is our experience of God's love related to our ability to love others (vv. 16, 19)?

5.  Why does our love for others enable us to be confident on the day of judgment (vv. 17–18)?

6.  What insights does verse 18 give us into why we sometimes fear God and others?

7.  How can the principle “perfect love drives out fear” (v. 18) help us overcome our fears?

8.  If we have difficulty loving other Christians, what might be the root of the problem (v. 19)?

How does this verse also suggest a solution?

9.  Why is it impossible to love God and yet hate one of the members of his family (vv. 20–21)?

10.  In what ways can this passage strengthen our confidence before God?

9

Faith Is the Victory

1 John 5:1–12

Purpose: To demonstrate that faith in the incarnate Son of God is the means of overcoming the errors and falsehoods of the world system.

Christians with a variety of theological views have wholeheartedly sung the words to the well-known hymn:

“Faith is the victory! Faith is the victory!

O glorious victory, That overcomes the world.”

But in light of the daily battles in the Christian life, not all agree on what this victory is, when it is accomplished, or how we go about achieving it. In this passage John clears up some of our confusion. He focuses our attention not only on the victory we have in Christ, but also on Christ himself. For, first and foremost, overcoming faith is one that is centered in a correct understanding of who Christ is.

1.  What are some of the more popular ways the “victorious Christian life” is being portrayed today?

2.  Read 1 John 5:1–12. What are some inevitable results of the new birth (vv. 1–2)?

How are these results related to each other?

3.  Why is obedience to God's commandments not burdensome for Christians (v. 3)?

How then can we explain the struggle we sometimes have to obey?

4.  Reflect for a moment on the two major characteristics of the world described earlier (see 2:15–17; 4:1–6). What then does it mean for us to “over come the world” (vv. 4–5)?

When and how does this victory take place (vv. 4–5)?

5.  What evidence of this victory do you see in your life?

6.  The heretics of John's day taught that the divine Christ descended on Jesus at his baptism but left before his death (v. 6). What is wrong with this view?

7.  How does the fact that Jesus Christ came by water (symbolizing his baptism) and blood (symbolizing his death) refute that heresy (v. 6)?

8.  The Old Testament law required two or three witnesses to prove a claim. Who are John's three witnesses, and what do they testify (vv. 7–8)?

9.  Why should we accept this threefold testimony concerning God's Son (v. 9)?

10.  How does your own experience confirm the truth that eternal life is found in Jesus (vv. 10–12)?

11.  Take time to thank God for his Son, and for the victory and eternal life we have in him.
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What We Know as Christians

1 John 5:13–21

Purpose: To teach us that God has not only given us assurances of knowing him but of receiving answers from him in prayer.

Almost immediately after his well-known conversion experience at Aldersgate Street, John Wesley struggled for months over the uncertainty of his own salvation. Receiving little help from his friends or his church, his thoughts began to turn inward. Focusing on his sinful failures, he became increasingly despondent and dejected. He sought relief by opening passages within the Bible at random, but when that also proved unfruitful he continued his downward spiral. Finally he sank to such depths of despair that he made the following shocking notation in his journal: “My friends affirm that I am mad because I said I was not a Christian a year ago. I affirm I am not a Christian now.” [Arnold A. Dallimore, George Whitefield, Vol. I (Carlisle, Penn.: Banner of Truth, 1975), p. 196.]

What was Wesley's problem? Unfortunately, it is the same problem that afflicts many sincere Christians today—a lack of knowledge. There are certain truths that all of us as Christians must know if we are to avoid an experience like his. Those truths are found in this passage.

1.  How well can you relate to Wesley's experience? Explain.

2.  Read 1 John 5:13–21. What assurances does John give us in these verses?

3.  Verse 13 is a summary statement of purpose for the entire epistle. What then are those “things” which assure us we have eternal life?

How would you respond to those who say it is presumptuous to claim we know we have eternal life?

4.  How can we be assured that our prayers will be answered (vv. 14–15; see also 3:21–22)?

5.  How can we get to the point where we want what God wants?

6.  Verses 16–17 provide one illustration of the kind of prayer that can be made with confidence. For whom should we be praying? Why?

7.  In light of the whole context of this epistle, what might be the distinction between the sin which does not lead to death and the one that does?

8.  Why would John not encourage prayer for a person involved in the sin that leads to death?

9.  Another New Testament author writes: “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8). In light of this danger, how are you encouraged by John's assurance in verses 18–19?

10.  How do we know we belong to God's family and not the world's (v. 19)?

11.  How does the coming of God's Son enable us to know the true God in contrast to the false conceptions of God that continually surround us (vv. 20–21)?

12.  What certainties in this passage are the most encouraging to you?

11
John's Letters in Review

Purpose: To review some of the applications of John's teaching for us today.

We are no longer confronted with the false teachers of John's day. Yet their modern-day counterparts are just as troublesome for us as they were for his readers. Cult members, for example, regularly knock on our doors, distributing pamphlets and presenting distorted views about Christ. Many “progressive” theologians deny the deity of Christ and urge us to accept a merely human Jesus. Leading authorities on ethics claim that standards of right and wrong are totally subjective and relative. For these and other reasons, it is important to review the applications of John's teachings for today.

1.  In 1 John there are no less than six references to the new birth (2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18). According to John, what are some of the inevitable results of that experience?

2.  How would you respond to a person who says that he is a Christian regardless of how he lives because he has professed faith in Christ?

3.  Why is it impossible to have fellowship with those who have not truly been born of God's Spirit?

What does this say about being involved in today's ecumenical movement or in a church that does not accept the fundamentals of the faith?

4.  The moral enticements of the world seem to be getting stronger every day. How do John's letters help us to realize and resist the world's influence?

5.  How can John's letters help you to respond to the Mormons or Jehovah's Witnesses next time they knock on your door?

6.  Concerning the Christian faith, F. F. Bruce has written, “Continuance is the test of reality.” How do John's letters support that statement, especially in view of his emphasis on “remaining” (or abiding) in Christ?

7.  Professing Christians who choose to continue in sin are often described as “backsliders” or “carnal Christians” in an attempt to explain their behavior. What perspectives have John's letters given you about such people?

8.  How have these letters changed your understanding of the Christian life?

9.  How have they changed your understanding of living the Christian life?
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Truth & Love

2 John

Purpose: To demonstrate how our love for others is to be guided and governed by the truth.

There are two equally extreme misconceptions many people have concerning what it means to be a Christian or to live the Christian life. One view says, “It doesn't matter what you believe as long as you are sincere and loving.” The other one says, “It doesn't matter how you live as long as you believe the truth.” The reason why both views are just as wrong is because the Word of God binds both truth and love inseparably together. They are friends, not enemies. Nowhere will you see this perspective more clearly than in John's second epistle. His major purpose is to demonstrate how love and truth are designed to support and complement one another as only good friends can.

1.  Have you ever been in a situation where you felt you were torn between doing the right thing and the loving thing? Explain.

2.  Read 2 John. In the brief introductory address and greeting (vv. 1–3), notice how many times truth and love are mentioned together. What does it mean to love someone “in the truth” (v. 1)?

3.  We tend to love only those Christians who agree with us or who we feel are compatible with us. But what does it mean to love them “because of the truth” (v. 2)?

4.  In verses 4–6 the unity of truth and love is applied to our relationships within the church. What distinction is made between the commandment and the commandments?

5.  How does our obedience to the commandments enable us to fulfill the commandment—and vice versa?

6.  What specific commands in Scripture have helped you know how to love someone?

7.  In verses 7–11 the unity of truth and love is applied to our relationships outside the church. By denying that Christ had come in the flesh (v. 7), what fundamental truths were the false teachers rejecting?

What are some modern counterparts to this kind of heresy?

8.  Obtaining a future reward for faithful service was a strong motivation for John (v. 8). In what sense does the prospect of receiving a reward from Jesus Christ motivate you to walk in truth and love?

9.  In view of the fact that these false teachers were traveling about from place to place, what specifically is being prohibited in verses 9–11?

10.  What are some other situations in which John's instruction would and would not apply today?

11.  Would you identify yourself as someone whose truth needs to be balanced by love or whose love needs to be balanced by truth? Explain.

12.  What can you do to gain a better balance?
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John's Letters in Review

Purpose: To review some of the applications of John's teaching for us today.

We are no longer confronted with the false teachers of John's day. Yet their modern-day counterparts are just as troublesome for us as they were for his readers. Cult members, for example, regularly knock on our doors, distributing pamphlets and presenting distorted views about Christ. Many “progressive” theologians deny the deity of Christ and urge us to accept a merely human Jesus. Leading authorities on ethics claim that standards of right and wrong are totally subjective and relative. For these and other reasons, it is important to review the applications of John's teachings for today.

1.  In 1 John there are no less than six references to the new birth (2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18). According to John, what are some of the inevitable results of that experience?

2.  How would you respond to a person who says that he is a Christian regardless of how he lives because he has professed faith in Christ?

3.  Why is it impossible to have fellowship with those who have not truly been born of God's Spirit?

What does this say about being involved in today's ecumenical movement or in a church that does not accept the fundamentals of the faith?

4.  The moral enticements of the world seem to be getting stronger every day. How do John's letters help us to realize and resist the world's influence?

5.  How can John's letters help you to respond to the Mormons or Jehovah's Witnesses next time they knock on your door?

6.  Concerning the Christian faith, F. F. Bruce has written, “Continuance is the test of reality.” How do John's letters support that statement, especially in view of his emphasis on “remaining” (or abiding) in Christ?

7.  Professing Christians who choose to continue in sin are often described as “backsliders” or “carnal Christians” in an attempt to explain their behavior. What perspectives have John's letters given you about such people?

8.  How have these letters changed your understanding of the Christian life?

9.  How have they changed your understanding of living the Christian life?
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Opening Our Hearts & Homes

3 John

Purpose: To demonstrate how our commitment to the truth is to be manifested by our love for others.

Imagine living in a world where there were no bed and breakfasts, no hotels and headwaiters. If traveling evangelists and teachers were to come to your town, you would have the privilege of inviting them into your home for the night and giving them provisions for their journey. Such was the world of John and his readers. Their hospitality was one of the clearest testimonies of their love for the brethren and obedience to God.

The same is true today. For in the words of Helga Henry, wife of noted theologian Carl F. H. Henry, “Christian hospitality is not a matter of choice; it is not a matter of money; it is not a matter of age, social standing, sex, or personality. Christian hospitality is a matter of obedience to God.” For that reason the instruction concerning hospitality in this letter takes on added significance.

1.  Have you had much opportunity to be involved in the ministry of hospitality? Explain.

2.  Read 3 John. Why is Gaius an especially good example for us to follow (vv. 2–4)?

3.  What does it mean for us to be “walking in the truth” (vv. 3–4)?

4.  How are both love and faithfulness demonstrated in Christian hospitality (vv. 5–6)?

5.  What does it mean for us to show hospitality “in a manner worthy of God” (v. 6)?

6.  Why do you think Christian workers are to look to Christians for support and not to non-Christians (vv. 7–8)?

7.  In addition to hospitality, how else can we “work together” with such people?

8.  How are the actions of Diotrephes consistent with his true heart's desire (vv. 9–11)?

9.  If we desire to be first, how will that conflict with our ability to be loving?

10.  In contrast to Diotrephes, Demetrius was “well spoken of by everyone” (v. 12). If those who know you best were asked about your love and hospitality, what might they say?

11.  In light of this passage, what practical steps could you take to develop more of a ministry of hospitality?
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