
1, 2, 3 JOHN (Teacher’s Edition) 
1 John 
Part One: The Basis of Fellowship (1:1--2:27) 
I. Introduction  1:1-4  
II. The Conditions for Fellowship  1:5--2:14  
    A. Walk in the Light  1:5-7  
    B. Confession of Sin  1:8--2:2  
    C. Obedience to His Commandments  2:3-6  
    D. Love for One Another  2:7-14  
III. The Cautions to Fellowship  2:15-27  
    A. Love of the World  2:15-17  
    B. Spirit of the Antichrist  2:18-27  
 
Part Two: The Behavior of Fellowship (2:28--5:21) 
I. Characteristics of Fellowship  2:28--5:3  
    A. Purity of Life  2:28--3:3  
    B. Practice of Righteousness  3:4-12  
    C. Love in Deed and Truth  3:13-24  
    D. Testing the Spirits  4:1-6  
    E. Love as Christ Loved  4:7--5:3  
II. Consequences of Fellowship  5:4-21  
    A. Victory over the World  5:4-5  
    B. Assurance of Salvation  5:6-13  
    C. Guidance in Prayer  5:14-17  
    D. Freedom from Habitual Sin  5:18-21  
 
2 John 
I. Abide in God's Commandments   1:1-6  
    A. Salutation   1:1-3  
    B. Walk in Truth   1:4  
    C. Walk in Love   1:5-6  
II. Abide Not with False Teachers  1:7-13  
    A. Doctrine of the False Teachers  1:7-9  
    B. Avoid the False Teachers  1:10-11  
    C. Benediction   1:12-13  
 
3 John 
I. The Commendation of Gaius   1:1-8  
    A. Salutation   1:1  
    B. Godliness of Gaius   1:2-4  
    C. Generosity of Gaius   1:5-8  
II. The Condemnation of Diotrephes   1:9-14  
    A. Pride of Diotrephes   1:9-11  
    B. Praise for Demetrius   1:12  
    C. Benediction   1:13-14  
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AUTHOR- 
Although the first epistle is anonymous, its style and vocabulary clearly indicate that it 
was written by the author of the Gospel of John. Internal evidence also points to John as 
the author, and ancient testimony unanimously ascribes the epistle to him. 
The tone of 1 John is friendly and fatherly, reflecting the authority that age and 
apostleship bring. The style is informal and personal, revealing the apostle’s intimate 
relationship with God and God’s people. Lack of a special dedication and salutation 
indicates that the letter was circular, probably sent to the churches near Ephesus, where 
John spent his latter years.   
 
Although the early testimony concerning the authorship of 2 and 3 John is not as strong 
as that of 1 John, they are nevertheless linked with John by vocabulary and general 
subject matter. In both 2 and 3 John, the writer refers to himself as “the Elder,” 
suggesting that he was older than the other Christians and that his personal knowledge 
of the faith went back much further than theirs. 
John addresses his second epistle to “the elect lady and her children,” indicating that the 
recipient was a hospitable Christian mother whose children persevere in the faith.  
Others suggest that the designation does not denote an individual at all, but is the 
personification of a local church. “Her children” are the members of that church, and “the 
children” of her “elect sister” are the members of the local church in the place from which 
John is writing. A definite conclusion seems unattainable; the question remains open. 
Nothing is known about “the beloved Gaius” beyond the warm tribute John pays to him in 
the address of the third letter. Gaius was a common name in the Roman world, and the 
New Testament mentions several, but there is no evidence for associating the Gaius of 3 
John with any of these men. He was, evidently, a leader in some church of Asia. 
 
WHEN THE BOOK WAS WRITTEN- 
The weight of early and strong Christian tradition is that John spent his latter years at 
Ephesus and that he wrote all three of these epistles from there.  The subject matter and 
the way he wrote points to all of them being written around A.D. 90. 
 
ABOUT THE BOOKS- 
First John has none of the usual features of an epistle: no salutation or identification of 
author; no greetings; and no references to persons, places, or events. The apostle 
plainly refutes false ideas positively, giving fresh interpretation and application of the 
gospel to the urgent demands of his time. He shows the reality of the fellowship with the 
Father and that believers possess eternal life now in this world. He stresses the close 
connection of the possession of eternal life with the manifestation of love, right conduct, 
and sound morality. And he does not develop this thought in progressive fashion but in 
what has been called a “spiral” manner, treating a number of related topics and 
interweaving them. 
 
All three epistles were written to deepen the spiritual life of the churches while guarding 
against false teaching. The heresy being taught was a forerunner of second century 
Gnosticism, which taught that matter is essentially evil and spirit is essentially good. This 
dualistic viewpoint caused the false teachers to deny the Incarnation of Christ and, 
hence, the Resurrection. The true God, they taught, could never indwell a material body 
of flesh and blood. Therefore, the human body that Jesus supposedly possessed was 
not real, but merely apparent. They also taught that since the evil human body was 
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merely an envelope for the spirit within, and since nothing the body could do could affect 
the inner spirit, ethical distinctions ceased to be relevant. Hence, they had no sin. 
Gnostics later taught salvation by mental enlightenment (Gnostic is taken from a Greek 
word meaning knowledge), which came only to elite spiritual initiates, not to ordinary 
Christians. Hence, they substituted intellectual pursuits for faith and exalted speculation 
above the basic tenets of the gospel. John reacted strenuously (see 2:20, 27), declaring 
that there is no private revelation reserved for a few intellectuals, and that the whole 
body of believers possesses the apostolic teaching. John’s purpose in writing, then, was 
to expose the heresy of the false teachers and to confirm the faith of the true believers. 
One key is that the false teachers had arisen within the church!  By emphasizing the 
divine nature of Jesus, the false teachers appeared to be Christians; but they showed 
their true colors by denying that God became a true human in Jesus. Claiming to have 
the Spirit of God, they were actually false prophets (1 John 4:1-6). The content of their 
teaching clearly should have betrayed that they were not part of the church (1 John 2:19; 
4:4), again reminding us of the need of upholding correct doctrine.  This great book 
makes it clear that John feared, as we should, that such a splinter group would lead true 
believers astray and he went so far as to call them "antichrists" for denying that Jesus 
had come in the flesh.   
 
1 John stresses many themes, among them being love, light, knowledge, and life in its 
warnings against heresy. These major elements are repeated throughout the letter, with 
love being the dominant note. Possessing love is clear evidence that one is a Christian, 
and lack of love indicates that one is in darkness (1 John 2:9–11; 3:10–23; 4:7–21). 
John affirms that God is light, and fellowship with Him causes one to walk in the light in 
true fellowship with other believers. Fellowship with God and the brethren enables one to 
recognize, through the anointing of God, false doctrine and the spirit of the Antichrist. 
Fellowship with God necessitates walking in the light and obeying the commandments of 
God (1:6–7; 2:3–5). The one “who practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is 
righteous” (3:7), while “whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God” (3:10). 
The love of the Father and the love of the world are totally incompatible (2:15–17), and 
no one born of God is in the habit of practicing sin (3:9; 5:18). Christ is the antithesis of 
sin, and He has appeared that He might take away all of our sins (3:5). 
Chapter 4 continues the theme of understanding the rival spirits—the false prophets who 
have gone out into the world (v. 1). In order to test the spirits we must find whom they 
acknowledge as savior and lord. Every spirit that does not acknowledge that Jesus 
Christ is God in the flesh is not from God (v. 3). 
The epistle ends with the testimony of Jesus the Son of God. Jesus is the One who 
came. The technical title of the Messiah is “He who comes” or “He who is to come” (Matt. 
11:3; 1 John 5:6). John identifies Him as the One who came by water and by blood, the 
God who came and dwelt among us, the Word that was made flesh. 
 
2 John is concerned with the relation of Christian truth to hospitality extended to those 
teachers traveling from church to church. Such hospitality was often abused. False 
teachers, probably from the same group that is the subject of 1 John, were confusing the 
fellowship of believers. John therefore gave instructions concerning which itinerant 
teachers to welcome and which to refuse. Genuine Christians, who could be recognized 
by the orthodoxy of their message (v. 10), are worthy of aid; but heretical teachers, 
especially those who denied the Incarnation (v. 7), are to be rejected. John also 
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commends “the elect lady” for walking in the truth and gives prominence once again to 
the commandment of love. 
 
Whereas in 2 John itinerant heretics were disturbing the faith of Christians, in 3 John 
genuine teachers of truth are making a circuit of the churches. Whereas in the previous 
letter John forbade hospitality toward the false teachers, here he encourages hospitality. 
However, Diotrephes, a domineering person in one of the churches, opposed the 
authority of John. In addition, he refused hospitality to the traveling missionaries and 
prohibited others from entertaining them, excommunicating them when they did. John 
wrote to encourage Gaius in his generosity and to rebuke Diotrephes for his uncharitable 
conduct.  You may say that this third letter of John stresses personal responsibility in a 
day of deterioration of spiritual leadership from what the early church modeled into the 
clericalism and abusive spiritual authoritarianism we see today in many places. 
 
BASIC THEMES IN 1, 2, 3 JOHN- 
Like the Gospel of John, the epistles of John are built on the foundation blocks of love, 
truth, sin, world, life, light, etc. It emphasizes the great themes of knowing, believing, 
walking, and abiding. These words seem simple on the surface. But in the hands of one 
who had pondered the mystery and meaning of Jesus' existence in human form, they 
yield many deep truths. 
For John, the keystone in the arch of the gospel is that God has appeared in human form 
(1 John 1:1-4). The INCARNATION is life (1 John 1:2); and this life is available in the 
Son of God, Jesus Christ (1 John 5:11). "He who has the Son has life; he who does not 
have the Son of God does not have life" (1 John 5:12). The message of life is the alpha 
(1 John 1:2) and omega (1 John 5:20), the beginning and the end, of the epistle. 
Jesus Christ has transferred us from death to life (1 John 3:14) by destroying the works 
of the devil (1 John 3:8). God made Jesus a “propitiation" (1 John 2:2; 4:10) in order to 
forgive sin (1 John 1:7-9; 2:12; 3:5). As a propitiation, Jesus is our "Advocate with the 
Father" (1 John 2:1) who takes away the guilt of our wrongdoing and gives us confidence 
to approach the judgment seat of God (1 John 2:28; 4:17). Jesus Christ is both the Son 
of God and the bearer of sin, the eternal demonstration of the love of God. 
For John, love is not a feeling or attitude toward others. God is love (1 John 4:8, 16), and 
He acts in love on our behalf (1 John 4:9-10). Love, therefore, is something one does, by 
keeping God's commandments (1 John 2:2-5; 5:3), "in deed and in truth" (1 John 3:18), 
and, above all, by loving others (1 John 2:9-11; 3:10). John declares that it is hypocritical 
to profess love for God and to show hatred toward others (1 John 4:20). The love of God 
does not take us out of this world. Rather, it draws us into fellowship with God (1 John 
1:3) and with others (1 John 1:7). 
Fellowship with God is realized by knowing God and abiding in Him. To know God (the 
verb occurs over 25 times in the epistles) is not to know about God, but to be joined to 
Him.  The Greek word is the same as that used to convey the thought of connection or 
union, as between man and woman and also indicates a relation between the person 
"knowing" and the object known; in this respect, what is "known" is of value or 
importance to the one who knows, and hence the establishment of the relationship, i.e., 
we really must want to know God because He and what He thinks is of utmost value to 
us.   
Accordingly, we must know Him, or be joined to Him, in righteousness (1 John 2:29), 
truth (1 John 3:19), and especially love (1 John 4:7-8). The permanence of such knowing 
is expressed in the word abide, which occurs 26 times in these epistles. To abide in God 
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is to share the identity of Jesus Christ and to experience the characteristics of God: light 
(1 John 2:10), love (1 John 3:17; 4:12), and eternal life (1 John 3:15). 
1 John also gives us three important tests that prove the genuineness of Christianity: the 
test of belief (1 John 4:2), the test of obedience (2:3), and the test of love (4:20). The 
same affirmations are stated negatively. The one who professes to be a Christian, but 
who cannot pass the test of belief (2:22), the test of obedience (1:6), and the test of love 
(4:20), is a liar. John brings all three tests together in 5:1–5, where he indicates that a 
profession of Christianity is false unless it is characterized by correct belief, godly 
obedience, and brotherly love. The same tests are valid today and should be used by us 
all! 
 
In 2 John the apostle encourages continued hospitality, but he also warns and guards 
against the abuse of Christian fellowship. Throughout the epistle he stresses truth as the 
basis and test of fellowship. In particular, he insists on a correct belief regarding the 
Incarnation of Christ, and charges that those who reject this reality have gone beyond 
the doctrine of Christ (2 John 9). He urges readers of the letter to keep close to Christ by 
abiding in the truth.  John’s message in 2 John is timeless in that seductive teachings 
continue to threaten the doctrinal stability of the church. The epistle reminds us to 
receive Jesus as the Son of God, not as a son of God or as a powerful god. John warns 
about those who advance beyond the doctrine of Christ, accepting new teachings and 
leaving apostolic doctrine behind (v. 9). To receive such people is to be identified with 
their evil (v. 11) and to run the risk of losing the faith (v. 8). 
In fulfilling his purpose in the third epistle, John describes three personalities. The first is 
Gaius, who has demonstrated his Christian faith by his generous hospitality, even to 
strangers. The second is Diotrephes, whose selfish pride was disrupting the harmony of 
the fellowship. The third is Demetrius, whose life exemplified Christian fidelity and was 
worthy of imitation. These three men bear positive and negative witness to proper 
relationships among Christian brethren.  The church is portrayed as a family united by 
bonds of love, with its members extending gracious hospitality toward one another. 
Selfish ambition and factious jealousy imperil the church’s fellowship, and its members 
must guard against such attitudes and strive to maintain a loving relationship with each 
other. 
I want to include one last thought that goes back to 1 John.  Many Christians wonder 
about John's declaration, "Whoever abides in Him [Jesus Christ] does not sin" (1 John 
3:6). This does not mean that if someone sins he is not a Christian. Indeed, in the 
epistles we are told that Christ came to forgive sins; and we are admonished to confess 
our sins to Him (1 John 1:6-2:2; 3:5; 4:10). The statement means that Christ has 
transferred us from death to life and has caused us to share in the nature of God. 
Consequently, we are no longer confined to darkness because Jesus Christ has broken 
the power of sin in our lives (1 John 3:8).  We should and can walk holy! 
 
A POSSIBLE KEY WORD- 
For me there is no doubt that the key word in all three is the word: FELLOWSHIP.  Each 
of these epistles deals with a different aspect of this word: 1 John, fellowship with God; 2 
John, do not fellowship with false teachers; 3 John, do enjoy fellowship with the Body.  
 
KEY VERSE(S) AND CHAPTER- 
Because of my key word, I chose 1 John 1:3 for my key word in 1 John.  As to key 
chapter, 1 John 1 fits the bill.  The two central passages for continued fellowship with 
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God are John 15 and 1 John 1.  John 15 relates the positive side of fellowship, which is, 
abiding in Christ.  1 John 1 unfolds the other side, pointing out that when Christians do 
not abide in Christ, they must seek forgiveness before fellowship can be restored.   
Key chapter should not have been an issue for 2 John and 3 John, so my key verses 
are: 
For 2 John, verses 9 & 10 because it speaks to the central issue of the letter, and for 3 
John, verses 7 & 8 are not only central, but great advice! 
 
JESUS REVEALED IN THE BOOK- 
There is so much about Jesus in 1 John!  The scripture references will follow, but here is 
some of the revelation of Jesus in this great book: He is the Word of Life, Eternal life, the 
Son we can have fellowship with, His blood purifies us from sin, He speaks in our 
defense if we sin as the Righteous One, He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, we are 
called to walk as Jesus walked, denying Him means denying the Father, He is coming 
again and our hope in His return keeps us pure, He came to take away sin and He 
Himself has no sin, you cannot know Him and abide in sin, He appeared to destroy the 
works of the devil, He laid down His life for us and showed us love, we are to believe in 
His name, to obey Him means to live in Him and He in you, He came in the flesh, God’s 
love is shown through Jesus’ coming into the world, He is the Son and Savior of the 
world, acknowledging Him as the Son of God means God is in you, He is the Christ and 
believing that makes you born of God, believing He is the Son of God helps you 
overcome the world, Jesus came by water and the blood, if you don’t believe in Jesus 
you make God into a liar, eternal life is in Jesus and without Him you don’t have life, 
Jesus is the true God and eternal life, Jesus gives us understanding to know God who is 
true. (1:1, 2, 3, 7; 2:1, 2, 6, 22, 23; 3:2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 16, 23, 24; 4:2, 9, 10, 14, 15; 5:1, 5, 6, 
7-10, 11, 12, 20) 
In 2 John 

q He is both the God (v. 3) and human (v. 7) 
q Anyone who denies the fundamental truth concerning the divine-human Person 

of Jesus Christ does not have God (v. 9) 
2 John views fellowship as a distinctive feature of the Christian life, but he leaves no 
doubt that biblical fellowship is impossible where the apostolic doctrine of the Person 
and work of Christ is denied or compromised. 
In 3 John Jesus is the Truth in whom we should walk. Devotion to Him motivates 
genuine teachers in their itinerant service (v. 7). The lives of Gaius and Demetrius 
exactly harmonized with the teaching of Christ and gave strong witness to the power of 
His love.  
 
THE HOLY SPIRIT REVEALED IN THE BOOKS- 

q God’s gift of the Spirit assures us of our relationship to Christ, both that He 
abides in us (1 John 3:24) and that we abide in Him (1 John 4:13) 

q The Holy Spirit testifies to the reality of the Incarnation of Christ (1 John 4:2; 5:6–
8) 

q The Spirit leads true believers into a full realization of the truth concerning Jesus, 
that they may successfully oppose the heretics who deny that truth (1 John 2:20, 
26, 27; 4:4) 

q He is the Spirit of truth and causes us to listen to the Word and Godly leaders (1 
John 4:6) 
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q In 2 John the Spirit isn’t directly mentioned, but it is strongly implied that the Spirit 
enables the true believer to discern false teachings and to “abide in the doctrine 
of Christ.” 

q 3 John also does not refer directly to the Holy Spirit, but again His ministry is 
apparent throughout its message, particularly in enabling believers to “walk in the 
truth” and empowering missionaries in their ministries. The fruit of the Spirit is 
evident in the lives of Gaius and Demetrius. 

 
 
SOME TRUTHS & APPLICATIONS- 
1 John 2:3–6; 3:4–9- We must recognize that only those who obey Jesus really know 
Him. Understand that obedience is the first evidence of love for God. Know and believe 
that only those who are learning to live like Jesus know and love Him.  Know that 
continued, willful sinning in the life contradicts a genuine conversion. 
 
1 John 3:8; 4:4- The death, disease, and destruction which came to man in the Garden 
have been overcome by Jesus Christ in His victory at Calvary. Through sin, the devil has 
exploited the weakness of people and has been able to “work” the pain, cruelty, and evil 
of his kingdom on the human scene.  Jesus’ total triumph has completely undone the 
works of the devil (1 Cor.2:6–8). Believers have the life of the living God within them.  
The Lord has triumphed over every demonic power at the Cross.  The power of this 
triumph is within every believer.  Our confidence is not in ourselves, but in the King of all 
who is our Father.  So in faith, overcome the attacks of the devil in your life! 
 
2 John 9- Beware of those who act presumptuously and do things God has not told 
them to do. Understand that this is as evil as doing things He has forbidden.  
 
2 John 10- Do not fellowship with those who teach error. Do not give false teachers 
access to God’s people.  If you do either, you are sharing in their wickedness (and will 
share their punishment). 
 
3 John 5-8- Minister hospitality and give financially to those who travel and minister the 
Word faithfully- this is truly working together for the Gospel. 
 
3 John 11- Do what is right and imitate the lifestyle of those who have a good testimony.  
If someone does evil, they have not even seen God! 
 
 
 


