
The Epistle of 1st John 
 
Background 
 
The Epistle of 1st John was written approx. 95-110 CE in the city of Ephesus.   
Along with the Gospel of John and 2nd & 3rd John, the epistle comprises what is 
known as the Johannine Writings. 

There is scholarly agreement that the writer of the Gospel of John is not the 
same person who wrote the Johannine Epistles. There is also scholastic 
agreement that the same person(s) wrote all three epistles. 

 
The audience of 1st John is the Johannine Community of Early Christians. The 
community was distinctive for its theology that took Platonic thought and 
applied Plato’s philosophy (particularly the idea of the Perfect Forms, and the 
Allegory of the Cave)  to understand the meaning of Christ’s life, death, and 
resurrection. It was not geographically isolated, say like the Qumran or Essene 
communities, but was linked together through rituals and theological beliefs. 

The Johannine Community was a smaller, alternative to the Pauline 
movement of Christianity.  Over time, by the mid to late 2nd Century, 
Johannine thought and Pauline thought merged to form what is known as 
Classical Orthodox Christianity. 

 
The format of the epistle is less a letter than a collection of theological principles.  
It is written to a primarily Hellenistic gentile population that probably had only a 
rudimentary understanding of Jewish thought and the Hebrew Bible. 

The style is circular in its presentation of ideas. It comes back again and 
again to the same phraseology and terms leading some to think this epistle 
may have been originally a series of sermons or shorter writings put 
together. 

It has much in common with the rhetoric of ancient moral 
philosophers and their exhortations to “stay the course” and remain 
faithful to their values. 

 
1st John became an authoritative writing by the mid-2nd Century and was 
included in most early Christian Codex.  The earliest reference to 1st John being 
an authoritative Christian writing was Muratorian Papyrus Fragment (170 CE). 
 



Themes 

• The major theme of the epistle is Love.  Originating from the Love God has 
for humanity, and then being in relationship with God and each other 
through the practice of Christ’s Love principle/commandment. 

o It is clear in the epistle that Love is not just a feeling or an emotion 
but is a foundation for our behavior and way of life. 

o Expressing Love is how we express our Love of God.  Loving one’s 
neighbor is how we show our Love of God. 

• The epistle has an innate tension presented in it: binary vs. oneness. 
o The writer obviously sees the world through a binary lens (love/hate, 

light/dark, Christ/antichrist, good/evil, eternal life/the world, etc.) 
o The writer also sees a one-ness between God and Christ (Father and 

Son) and that through the Son we are brought into oneness with God 
as well.   

o This tension is expressed throughout the epistle. 

• A common theme of the Johannine Community and the epistle is the play 
on Light and Dark.   

o It is important to note that in contemporary times, there has been a 
tremendous effort to rid these texts of how they’ve been used 
through the years to oppress people of color, justify colonialism and 
slavery, and promote racist ideologies of white privilege.    

• The antichrists mentioned in the epistle are not supernatural adversaries of 
God, but teachers who the writer feel are heretical and ought to be 
ignored.  Among the most dangerous in the writers opinion are the 
“docetists” who taught that Christ was not human, and therefore his death 
was not a true moment of reconciliation between God and humanity. 

• The epistle was written in a time that was highly anticipatory of the Second 
Coming.  As the original community was beginning to die off, the 
expectation of the “Paraousia” ramped up.  The writer implores his 
community to keep the faith and remain true to their principles until the 
end. 

• The epistle ends with something almost like a PS.  “Little children, guard 
yourselves from idols.”  It is an independent sentence with no context 
before it or after, but obviously something the writer felt was important to 
include. 

 


