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How do I get the most out of these materials? 

These materials are primarily for use in preparing for the weekly group discussions but they will also be useful in keeping your thoughts together in one place. 

The format of the materials is firstly to provide you with the passage so that you can identify and highlight recurring themes and note down your own thoughts and questions. Secondly, we also provide a set of questions that are designed to provoke thought and help you think through what the passage meant to the Christians at the time and what it means for us now.

We would really encourage you to make use of these materials, as doing so will help you contribute and get the most out of the group discussions. The materials are however only “tools”, they are there to help you and not to restrict you or force you to think in a certain manner.  We want to see God alone speaking to us through these passages and if the questions or notes do not help you, then don’t use them. 

We have included within these materials an introduction to the book, which is the opinion of an expert. Remember though that this introduction is not the inspired word of God and experts often disagree with one another and do get it wrong!

Make sure that you spend some time praying. Try to spend most of your time reading and re-reading the passage and then with the passage in mind consider the suggested questions with an open mind. The questions are written so that there is rarely “a single right answer” and we would encourage you to bring your thoughts to the studies to share with your group.

We would appreciate your feedback and suggestions on how to make these materials as helpful as they can be.

SOTON NAVS leadership team
 Introduction - Walking in God’s light, practising God’s truth, living in God’s love, sharing in God’s victory

“John does not attempt a detailed analysis or critique of error; he has no need to do so.  He proclaims the truth in the characteristic apostolic confidence that where the truth is declared and believed, error will be undermined and will ultimately collapse.”1
Why was 1 John written?

(1) To expose false teachers (2:26)

(2) To give believers assurance of salvation (5:13)

In keeping with his intention to combat Gnostic teachers, John specifically struck at their total lack of morality (3:8-10); and by giving eye-witness testimony to the incarnation, he sought to confirm his readers’ belief in the incarnate Christ (1:3).  Success in this would give joy to the writer.

When and to whom?

It is difficult to date with precision, but 3 factors date it to between 85-95AD:

(1) Evidence from early Christian writers e.g. Iranaeus, Clement of Alexandria.

(2) The early form of Gnosticism reflected in the denunciations of the letter.

(3) Indications of the advance age of John suggest the end of the 1st century.

As the letter builds on some of the concepts and themes found in Johns Gospel, (1 John 2:7-11) it is reasonable to date it after the writing of the Gospel.

The letter was written to believers (2:12-14, 19; 3:1; 5:13), but with no indication as to where they lived, suggesting it was a circular letter sent to Christians in a number of places.  Evidence form early Christian writers places John in Ephesus in his latter years (70-100AD), with the earliest confirmed use of this letter being in what is now modern Turkey.  It may then be assumed that the letter was initially sent to churches in Asia Minor.
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Map 1:  Main area 1 John was written to.

What do we know about the author?

John the son of Zebedee (Mark 1:19-20), apostle and author of the Gospel of John, Revelation, 2 and 3 John.  He was first cousin of Jesus (his mother was Salome, sister of Mary, Matthew 27:56; Mark 16:1; John 19:25), a fisherman, and one of Jesus’ inner circle of friends with James and Peter.  The earliest identification of him as author comes from the church fathers:  all designated the writer as the apostle John, no one else was suggested as far as we know.  Traditional identification is confirmed by evidence in the letter itself:

(1) Markedly similar style to the Gospel of John, using simple Greek and contrasting figures, e.g. light and dark, truth and lies, love and hate.

(2) Similar phrases and expressions, e.g. 1 John 3:14, John 5:24.

(3) The mention of eye-witness testimony, harmonises with the fact that John was a follower of Christ from the earliest days of his ministry.

(4) The authoritative manner of the letter, its firm assertions and its pointed identification of error are all to be expected from and apostle.

(5) The suggestion of advanced age (e.g. “children” 2:1, 28; 3:7) agree with early church tradition concerning John’s age when he wrote the books known to be his.

(6) The description of heretics as antichrists (2:18), liars (2:22) and children of the devil (3:10) is consistent with Jesus’ characterisation of John as a son of thunder (Mark 3:17).

(7) The indications of the close relationship with the Lord (1:1; 2:5-6, 24, 27-28) fit the description of “the disciple whom Jesus loved” and the one who reclined “next to him” (John 13:23).

Gnosticism

One of the most dangerous heresies of the first 2 centuries of the church was Gnosticism.  Its central teaching was that spirit is entirely good and matter is entirely evil.  This “dualism” is unbiblical, and led to the following errors:

1. Man’s body, which is matter, is therefore evil.  It is to be contrasted with God, who is wholly spirit and therefore good.

2. Salvation is the escape from the body, achieved not by faith in Christ, but by special knowledge (from Greek gnosis, meaning knowledge).

3. Christ’s true humanity was denied in two ways: (1) Some said that Christ only seemed to have a body, (called Docetism) and (2) others said that the divine Christ joined the man Jesus at his baptism and left him before he died (Cerinthianism).  This view is the background to most of 1 John (see 1:1, 2:22, 4:2-3).

4. Since the body was considered evil, it was to be treated harshly.  This simple, self denying form of Gnosticism is the background to part of Colossians (2:21-23).

5. This dualism between evil matter and good spirit lead to licentiousness.  The reasoning being that since matter was evil (and not breaking God’s laws 3:4), there was no moral consequence of breaking Gods laws.

The Gnosticism addressed here and elsewhere in the New Testament was the early less developed form.  The readers of 1 John were confronted by the Cerinthian variety, encouraging them to throw off all moral restraints.
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1. p17, The Message of John’s Letters, (David Jackman).

1 John 1:1-2:6 (NIV) – Marks of being a Christian

11That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched--this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 2The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 3We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. 4We write this to make our joy complete. 5This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. 6If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 7But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. 8If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 10If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives. 21My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not sin. But if anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense--Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. 2He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins of the whole world. 

3We know that we have come to know him if we obey his commands. 4The man who says, "I know him," but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 5But if anyone obeys his word, God's love is truly made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: 6Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did. 

Questions for thought

· Identify the various “if” statements that John makes in this section. How do these statements help us to understand what it means to be a Christian?

· Why do you think that John goes to such lengths to explain how they had seen, heard and touched the “life”? What do we learn about why John is writing this letter? (esp. v1-4, 2v1)

· What do you think John means by the following phrases?

· God is light (v5)

· Live by the truth (v6)

· Walk in the light / darkness (v6-7)

· How do you understand John’s seemingly “black and white” statements about God’s character and Christian life? (e.g. 1v5-6,8-10, 2v3-4,6)

· How do you understand the truths that Jesus is our “mediator” (2v1), our “sacrifice” (2v2) and He that ”purifies us” through His blood (1v7)?

1 John 2:7-29 (NIV) – Practicing God’s truth

7Dear friends, I am not writing you a new command but an old one, which you have had since the beginning. This old command is the message you have heard. 8Yet I am writing you a new command; its truth is seen in him and you, because the darkness is passing and the true light is already shining. 9Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates his brother is still in the darkness. 10Whoever loves his brother lives in the light, and there is nothing in him to make him stumble. 11But whoever hates his brother is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness; he does not know where he is going, because the darkness has blinded him. 12I write to you, dear children, because your sins have been forgiven on account of his name. 13I write to you, fathers, because you have known him who is from the beginning. I write to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I write to you, dear children, because you have known the Father. 14I write to you, fathers, because you have known him who is from the beginning. I write to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God lives in you, and you have overcome the evil one. 15Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16For everything in the world--the cravings of sinful man, the lust of his eyes and the boasting of what he has and does--comes not from the Father but from the world. 17The world and its desires pass away, but the man who does the will of God lives forever. 18Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last hour. 19They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. For if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but their going showed that none of them belonged to us. 20But you have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the truth. 21I do not write to you because you do not know the truth, but because you do know it and because no lie comes from the truth. 22Who is the liar? It is the man who denies that Jesus is the Christ. Such a man is the antichrist--he denies the Father and the Son. 23No one who denies the Son has the Father; whoever acknowledges the Son has the Father also. 24See that what you have heard from the beginning remains in you. If it does, you also will remain in the Son and in the Father. 25And this is what he promised us--even eternal life. 26I am writing these things to you about those who are trying to lead you astray. 27As for you, the anointing you received from him remains in you, and you do not need anyone to teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about all things and as that anointing is real, not counterfeit--just as it has taught you, remain in him. 28And now, dear children, continue in him, so that when he appears we may be confident and unashamed before him at his coming. 29If you know that he is righteous, you know that everyone who does what is right has been born of him.

Questions for thought

· What are the commands to which John is referring in v7-8? In what sense are they both new and old? (See v5-6)

· How do you understand the stark way that John seems to link “walking in the light” with how we treat one another? (v9-11)

· What does “loving the world” look like and why do you think that John I so adamant that it should have no place in our lives? (v15-17)
· What do you think John means when he talks about “antichrist(s)” If this is the last hour, how do we ensure that we live in the truth and are not led astray?

· What would it take in order for us to truly…

· live in the light (v10)
· remain in Him (v24, 27)
· be confident and unashamed at His return (v28)
1 John 3 (NIV) – Authentic Christianity

1How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God! And that is what we are! The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him. 2Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. 3Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure. 4Everyone who sins breaks the law; in fact, sin is lawlessness. 5But you know that he appeared so that he might take away our sins. And in him is no sin. 6No one who lives in him keeps on sinning. No one who continues to sin has either seen him or known him. 7Dear children, do not let anyone lead you astray. He who does what is right is righteous, just as he is righteous. 8He who does what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil's work. 9No one who is born of God will continue to sin, because God's seed remains in him; he cannot go on sinning, because he has been born of God. 10This is how we know who the children of God are and who the children of the devil are: Anyone who does not do what is right is not a child of God; nor is anyone who does not love his brother. 11This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another. 12Do not be like Cain, who belonged to the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother's were righteous. 13Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the world hates you. 14We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death. 15Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him. 16This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers. 17If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 18Dear children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth. 19This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence 20whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything. 21Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before God 22and receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do what pleases him. 23And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and to love one another as he commanded us. 24Those who obey his commands live in him, and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave us.

III
Questions for thought 

· From where do derive our sense of value and identity? What has John got to say about our identity in Christ? (1-3)

· Is sin completely incompatible with being a child of God? How can we reconcile the apparent contradiction in John’s “black & white” statements about sin (v6-10) and the fact that we are clearly still sinners? (1v8, 3v3) 

· Why do you think God was displeased with Cain’s offering? What are the characteristics of the love that John is talking about here? (v16-18)

· How should our the truths of our “identity in Christ” and the nature of the “love of God” motivate and transform our Christian lives?

· How do the following provide assurance us of our faith in Christ?

· Our attitude to sin (v8-10)

· Our love for one another (v14,19-22)

· The spirit (v24)

1 John 4 (NIV) – Living in God’s love

1Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. 2This is how you can recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, 3but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the world.  4You, dear children, are from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world. 5They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them. 6We are from God, and whoever knows God listens to us; but whoever is not from God does not listen to us. This is how we recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood. 

7Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 9This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. 10This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us. 13We know that we live in him and he in us, because he has given us of his Spirit. 14And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Saviour of the world. 15If anyone acknowledges that Jesus is the Son of God, God lives in him and he in God. 16And so we know and rely on the love God has for us.  God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. 17In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like him. 18There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. 19We love because he first loved us. 20If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen. 21And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother.

Questions for thought

· What are the “spirits” that John speaks about? How do we know if they are from God? What experience do you have of testing spirits? (v1-6)

· What does John mean by saying that “God’s love is made complete” in us? In what sense could God’s love be incomplete in us? (v12,17)

· The word “love” is used between 25-30 times in this chapter but how would you understand the following ideas and phrases about love?

· Love comes from God / God is love (v7,8,16) 

· Perfect love drives out fear (v18)

· Know and rely on the Love of God (v16)

· Love gives us confidence on the last day (v17)

· Why is God’s love (that works in us and through us) so distinctive that John says that if we do not love we cannot know God? (v8,12,20-21)

· How practically do you think we should go about “living in love” (v16)? How can we be more loving towards one another? this section? What are the things that John is able to say “we know”, the things he

1 John 5 (NIV) – Sharing God’s Victory

1Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and everyone who loves the father loves his child as well. 2This is how we know that we love the children of God: by loving God and carrying out his commands. 3This is love for God: to obey his commands. And his commands are not burdensome, 4for everyone born of God overcomes the world. This is the victory that has overcome the world, even our faith. 5Who is it that overcomes the world? Only he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God. 6This is the one who came by water and blood--Jesus Christ. He did not come by water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 7For there are three that testify: 8the Spirit, the water and the blood; and the three are in agreement. 9We accept man's testimony, but God's testimony is greater because it is the testimony of God, which he has given about his Son. 10Anyone who believes in the Son of God has this testimony in his heart. Anyone who does not believe God has made him out to be a liar, because he has not believed the testimony God has given about his Son. 11And this is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. 12He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. 

13I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. 14This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. 15And if we know that he hears us--whatever we ask--we know that we have what we asked of him. 16If anyone sees his brother commit a sin that does not lead to death, he should pray and God will give him life. I refer to those whose sin does not lead to death. There is a sin that leads to death. I am not saying that he should pray about that. 17All wrongdoing is sin, and there is sin that does not lead to death. 18We know that anyone born of God does not continue to sin; the one who was born of God keeps him safe, and the evil one cannot harm him. 19We know that we are children of God, and that the whole world is under the control of the evil one. 20We know also that the Son of God has come and has given us understanding, so that we may know him who is true. And we are in him who is true--even in his Son Jesus Christ. He is the true God and eternal life. 21Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.
Questions for thought

What assures you from has written so that we would know that we have eternal life? (Esp. v3,13,14,15,18,19,20)

What are the things that John says are key to the following?

· Being born of God (v1)

· Having eternal life (v11-12)

· Overcoming the world / evil one (v4, 18-19)

· Having confidence in prayer / approaching God (v13-15)

· If believing that Jesus is the Christ is so crucial to faith and to having victory in our Christian lives (v1,4-5), how do you understand the various sources of testimony to which John refers? (v6-12)

· What does John mean by the “sin that does / does not lead to death” and why does he tell us not to pray about it? (v16-17)
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