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1 JOHN

INTRODUCTION

SECTION 1. THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE EPISTLE.

Little needs to be said respecting the authenticity of this Epistle, or the
evidence that it was written by the apostle John. There are, in general, two
sources of evidence in regard to ancient writings: the external evidence, or
that which may be derived from the testimony of other writers; and the
evidence which may be derived from some marks of the authorship in the
writing itself, which is called the internal evidence. Both of these are
remarkably clear in regard to this Epistle.

(1) The external evidence:

(a) It is quoted or referred to by the early Christian writers as the
undoubted production of the apostle John. It is referred to by Polycarp in
the beginning of the second century; it is quoted by Papias, and also by
Irenaeus. Origen says,

“John, beside the Gospel and Revelation, has left us an epistle of a
few lines. Grant also a second, and a third; for all do not allow
these to be genuine.”

See Lardner, vi. 275, and Lueke, Einlei. i. Dionysius of Alexandria
admitted the genuineness of John’s First Epistle; so also did Cyprian. All
the three Epistles were received by Athanasius, by Cyril of Jerusalem, and
by Epiphanius. Eusebius says, “Beside his Gospel, his First Epistle is
universally acknowledged by those of the present time, and by the ancients;
but the other two are contradicted.”

(b) It is found in the Old Syriac Version, probably made in the first
century, though the Second and Third Epistles are not there.

(c) The genuineness of the First Epistle was never extensively called in
question, and it was never reckoned among the doubtful or disputed
epistles.
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(d) It was rejected or doubted only by those who rejected his Gospel, and
for the same reasons. Some small sects of those who were called ‘heretics,’
rejected ALL the writings of John, because they conflicted with their
unique views; but this was confined to a small number of persons, and
never affected the general belief of the church. See Lucke, Einlei. 9ff.

(2) There is strong internal evidence that the same person wrote this
Epistle who was the author of the Gospel which bears the same name. The
resemblance in the mode of expression, and in the topics referred to, are
numerous, and at the same time are not such as would be made by one who
was ATTEMPTING to imitate the language of another. The allusions of this
kind, moreover, are to what is UNIQUE in the Gospel of John, and not to
what is common to that Gospel and the other three. There is nothing in the
Epistle which would particularly remind us of the Gospel of Matthew, or
Mark, or Luke; but it is impossible to read it and not be reminded
constantly of the Gospel by John. Among those passages and expressions
the following may be referred to:

FIRST JOHN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN
<620101>1 John 1:1 <430101>John 1:1,4,14
<620205>1 John 2:5 <431423>John 14:23
<620206>1 John 2:6 <431504>John 15:4
<620208>1 John 2:8; 3:11 <431334>John 13:34
<620208>1 John 2:8,10 <430105>John 1:5,9; 11:10
<620213>1 John 2:13,14 <431703>John 17:3
<620301>1 John 3:1 <430112>John 1:12
<620302>1 John 3:2 <431724>John 17:24
<620308>1 John 3:8 <430844>John 8:44
<620313>1 John 3:13 <431520>John 15:20
<620409>1 John 4:9 <430316>John 3:16
<620412>1 John 4:12 <430118>John 1:18
<620513>1 John 5:13 <432031>John 20:31
<620514>1 John 5:14 <431414>John 14:14
<620520>1 John 5:20 <431702>John 17:2

This language in the Epistle, as will be easily seen by a comparison, is such
as the real author of the Gospel by John would be likely to use if he wrote
an epistle. The passages referred to are in his style; they show that the mind
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of the author of both was turned to the same points, and those not such
points as might be found in all writers, but such as indicated a unique mode
of thinking. They are not such expressions as Matthew, or Mark, or Luke,
or Paul would have used in an epistle, but just such as we should expect
from the writer of the Gospel of John. It must be clear to anyone that
either the author of the Gospel was also the author of this Epistle, or that
the author of the Epistle MEANT to imitate the author of the Gospel, and to
leave the impression that the apostle John was the author. But there are
several things which make it clear that this is NOT a forgery.

(a) The passages where the resemblance is found are not exact quotations,
and are not such as a man would make if he DESIGNED to imitate another.
They are rather such as the same man would use if he were writing twice
on the same subject, and should express himself the second time without
intending to copy what he had said the first.

(b) If it had been an intentional fraud or forgery, there would have been
some allusion to the name or authority of the author; or, in other words,
the author of the Epistle would have endeavored to sustain himself by
some distinct reference to the apostle, or to his authority, or to his well-
known characteristics as a teller of truth. See <431935>John 19:35; 21:24.
Compare <640112>3 John 1:12. But nothing of the kind occurs in this Epistle. It
is written without disclosing the name of the author, or the place where he
lived, or the persons to whom it was addressed, and with no allusions to
the Gospel, except such as show that the author thought in the same
manner, and had the same things in his eye, and was intent on the same
object. It is, throughout, the style and manner of one who felt that his
method of expressing himself was so well understood, that he did not need
even to mention his own name; as if, without anything further, it would be
apparent from the very Epistle itself who had written it, and what right he
had to speak. But this would be a device too refined for forgery. It bears all
the marks of sincerity and truth.

SECTION 2. THE TIME AND PLACE OF
WRITING THE EPISTLE.

Almost nothing is known of the time and place of writing the Epistle, and
nearly all that is said on this point is mere conjecture. Some recent critics
have supposed that it was in fact a part of the Gospel, though in some way
it afterward became detached from it; others, that it was sent “as an
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epistle” at the same time with the Gospel, and to the same persons. Some
have supposed that it was written before the destruction of Jerusalem, and
some long after, when John was very aged; and these last suppose that they
find evidences of the very advanced age of the author in the Epistle itself,
in such characteristics as commonly mark the conversation and writings of
an old man. An examination of these opinions may be found in Lucke,
Einlei. Kap. 2; and in Hug, Introduction, pp. 456ff; pp. 739ff.

There are “very few” marks of time in the Epistle, and none that can
determine the time of writing it with any degree of certainty. Nor is it of
much importance that we should be able to determine it. The truths which
it contains are, in the main, as applicable to one age as to another, though it
cannot be denied (see Section 3) that the author had some prevailing forms
of error in his eye. The only marks of time in the Epistle by which we can
form any conjecture as to the period when it was written are the following:

(1) It was in what the author calls “the last time,” (escath <2078> wJra <5610>)
<620218>1 John 2:18. From this expression it might perhaps be inferred by some
that it was just before the destruction of Jerusalem, or that the writer
supposed that the end of the world was near. But nothing can be certainly
determined from this expression in regard to the exact period when the
Epistle was written. This phrase, as used in the Scriptures, denotes no
more than, the last dispensation or economy of things, the dispensation
under which the affairs of the world would be wound up, though that
period might be in fact much longer than any one that had preceded it. See
Notes on <230202>Isaiah 2:2; <440217>Acts 2:17; <580102>Hebrews 1:2. The object of the
writer of this Epistle, in the passage referred to, (<620218>1 John 2:18), is merely
to show that the closing dispensation of the world had actually come; that
is, that there were certain things which it was known would mark that
dispensation, which actually existed then, and by which it could be known
that they were living under the last or closing period of the world.

(2) It is quite evident that the Epistle was composed AFTER the Gospel by
John was published. Of this no one can have any doubt who will compare
the two together, or even the parallel passages referred to above, Section
1. The Gospel is manifestly the original; and it was evidently presumed by
the writer of the Epistle that the Gospel was in the hands of those to whom
he wrote. The statements there made are much more full; the
circumstances in which many of the peculiar doctrines adverted to were
first advanced are detailed; and the writer of the Epistle clearly supposed
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that all that was necessary in order to an understanding of these doctrines
was to state them in the briefest manner, and almost by mere allusion. On
this point Lucke well remarks,

‘the more brief and condensed expression of the same sentiment by
the same author, especially in regard to peculiarities of idea and
language, is always the later one; the more extended statement, the
unfolding of the idea, is an evidence of an earlier composition,’
Einlei. p. 21.

Yet while this is clear, it determines little or nothing about the time when
the Epistle was written, for it is a matter of great uncertainty when the
Gospel itself was composed. Wetstein supposes that it was soon after the
ascension of the Saviour; Dr. Lardner that it was about the year 68 A.D.;
and Mill and LeClerc that it was about the year 97 A.D. In this uncertainty,
therefore, nothing can be determined absolutely from this circumstance in
regard to the time of writing the Epistle.

(3) The only other note of time on which any reliance has been placed is
the supposed fact that there were indications in the Epistle itself of the
“great age” of the author, or evidences that he was an old man, and that
consequently it was written near the close of the life of John, There IS
some evidence in the Epistle that it was written when the author was an old
man, though none that he was in his “dotage,” as Eichhorn and some
others have maintained. The evidence that he was even an old man is not
positive, but there is a certain air and manner in the Epistle, in its
repetitions, and its want of exact order, and especially in the style in which
he addresses those to whom he wrote, as “little children” — (teknia <5040>)
— (<620201>1 John 2:1,12,28; 3:7,18; 4:4; 5:21) — which would seem to be
appropriate only to an aged man. Compare Lucke, Einlei. pp. 23, 25, and
Stuart in Hug’s Introduction, pp. 732, 733.

As little is known about the PLACE where the Epistle was written as about
the TIME of its writing. There are no local references in it; no allusions to
persons or opinions which can help us to determine where it was written.
As John spent the latter part of his life, however, in Ephesus and its
vicinity, there is no impropriety in supposing that it was written there.
Nothing, in the interpretation of the Epistle, depends on our being able to
ascertain the place of its composition. Hug supposes that it was written on
Patmos, and was sent as a letter accompanying his Gospel, to the church at
Ephesus. — Intro. Section 69. Lucke supposes that it was a circular epistle
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addressed to the churches in Asia Minor, and sent from Ephesus — Einlei.
p. 27.

To WHOM the Epistle was written is also unknown. It bears no inscription,
as many of the other epistles of the New Testament do, and as even the
Second and Third Epistles of John do, and there is no reference to any
particular class of persons by which it can be determined for whom it was
designed. Nor is it known why the name of the author was not attached to
it, or why the persons for whom it was designed were not designated. All
that can be determined on this subject from the Epistle itself is the
following:

(1) It seems to have been addressed to no particular church, but rather to
have been of a circular character, designed for the churches in a region of
country where certain dangerous opinions prevailed.

(2) The author presumed that it would be known who wrote it, either by
the style, or by the sentiments, or by its resemblance to his other writings,
or by the messenger who bore it, so that it was unnecessary to affix his
name to it.

(3) It appears to have been so composed as to be adapted to ANY people
where those errors prevailed; and hence it was thought better to give it a
GENERAL direction, that all might feel themselves to be addressed, than to
designate any particular place or church. There is, indeed, an ancient
tradition that it was written to the “Parthians.” Since the time of Augustine
this has been the uniform opinion in the Latin church. Venerable Bede
remarks, that “many of the ecclesiastical writers, among whom is
Athanasius, testify that the First Epistle of John was written to the
Parthians.” Various conjectures have been made as to the origin of this
opinion, and of the title which the Epistle bears in many of the Latin MSS.,
(ad Parthos,) but none of them are satisfactory. No such title is found in
the Epistle itself, nor is there any intimation in it to whom it was directed.
Those who are disposed to examine the conjectures which have been made
in regard to the origin of the title may consult Lucke, Enlei. p. 28ff. No
reason can be assigned why it should have been sent to the Parthians, nor is
there any sufficient evidence to suppose that it was.
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SECTION 3. THE OBJECT OF THE EPISTLE.

It is evident from the Epistle itself that there were some prevailing errors
among those to whom it was written, and that one design of the writer was
to counteract those errors. Yet very various opinions have been entertained
in regard to the nature of the errors that were opposed, and the persons
whom the writer had in his eye. Loeffler supposes that “Jews” and
“Judaizers” are the persons opposed; Semler, Tittman, Knapp, and Lange
suppose that they were “Judaizing Christians,” and especially “Ebionites,”
or apostate Christians; Michaelis, Kleuker, Paulus, and others, suppose that
the “Gnostics” are referred to; others, as Schmidt, Lucke, Vitringa,
Bertholdt, Prof. Stuart, suppose that the “Docetoe” was the sect that was
principally opposed.

It is impossible now to determine with accuracy to whom particularly the
writer referred, nor could it be well done without a more accurate
knowledge than we now have of the peculiarities of the errors which
prevailed in the time of the author, and among the people to whom he
wrote. All that we can learn on the subject that is certain, is to be derived
from the Epistle itself; and there the intimations are few, but they are so
clear that we may obtain some knowledge to guide us.

(1) The persons referred to had been professing Christians, and were now
apostates from the faith. This is clear from <620219>1 John 2:19, ‘They went out
from us, but they were not of us,’ etc. They had been members of the
church, but they had now become teachers of error.

(2) They were probably of the sect of the “Docetae;” or if that sect had not
then formally sprung up, and was not organized, they held the opinions
which they afterward embraced. This sect was a branch of the great
Gnostic family; and the peculiarity of the opinion which they held was that
Christ was only in appearance and seemingly, but not in reality, a man; that
though he seemed to converse, to eat, to suffer, and to die, yet this was
merely an “appearance” assumed by the Son of God for important
purposes in regard to man. He had, according to this view, “no real
humanity;” but though the Son of God had actually appeared in the world,
yet all this was only an assumed form for the purpose of a manifestation to
men. The opinions of the “Docetes” are thus represented by Gibbon:

“They denied the truth and authenticity of the Gospels, as far as
they relate the conception of Mary, the birth of Christ, and the
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thirty years which preceded the first exercise of his ministry. He
first appeared on the banks of the Jordan in the form of perfect
manhood; but it was a form only, and not a substance; a human
figure created by the hand of Omnipotence to imitate the faculties
and actions of a man, and to impose a perpetual illusion on the
senses of his friends and enemies. Articulate sounds vibrated on the
ears of his disciples; but the image which was impressed on their
optic nerve, eluded the more stubborn evidence of the touch, and
they enjoyed the spiritual, but not the corporeal presence of the Son
of God. The rage of the Jews was idly wasted against an impassive
phantom, and the mystic scenes of the passion and death, the
resurrection and ascension of Christ, were represented on the
theater of Jerusalem for the benefit of mankind.” — Decl. and Fall,
vol. iii. p. 245, Ed. New York, 1829. Compare vol. i. 440.

That these views began to prevail in the latter part of the first century there
can be no reason to doubt; and there can be as little doubt that the author
of this Epistle had this doctrine in his eye, and that he deemed it to be of
special importance in this Epistle, as he had done in his Gospel, to show
that the Son of God had actually “come in the flesh;” that he was truly and
properly a man; that he lived and died in reality, and not in appearance
only. Hence, the allusion to these views in such passages as the following:

“That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which
we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our
hands have handled, of the Word of life — that which we have seen
and heard declare we unto you,” <620101>1 John 1:1,3.

“Many false prophets are gone out into the world. Hereby know we
the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesseth that Jesus Christ ‘is
come in the flesh’ is of God; and every spirit that confesseth not
that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God; and this is that
spirit of antichrist, whereof ye have heard that it should come,”
<620401>1 John 4:1-3.

Compare <620409>1 John 4:9,14,15; 5:1,6,10-12. John had written his Gospel to
show that Jesus was the Christ, (<432031>John 20:31;) he had furnished ample
proof that he was divine, or was equal with the Father, (<430101>John 1:1-14,)
and also that he was truly a man, (<431525>John 15:25-28;) but still it seemed
proper to furnish a more unequivocal statement that he had actually
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appeared “in the flesh,” not in appearance only but in reality, and this
purpose evidently was a leading design of this Epistle.

The main scope of the Epistle the author has himself stated in <620513>1 John
5:13: “These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the
Son of God; that ye may know that ye have eternal life, and that ye may
believe on the name of the Son of God;” that is, that you may have just
views of him, and exercise an intelligent faith.

In connection with this general design, and keeping in view the errors to
which they to whom the Epistle was written were exposed, there are two
leading trains of thought, though often intermingled, in the Epistle.

(a) The author treats of the doctrine that Jesus is the Christ, and

(b) the importance of “love” as an evidence of being united to him, or of
being true Christians.

Both these things are characteristic of John; they agree with the design for
which he wrote his gospel, and they were in accordance with his
uniqueness of mind as “the beloved disciple,” the disciple whose heart was
full of love, and who made religion consist much in that.

The main characteristics of this Epistle are these:

(1) It is full of love. The writer dwells on it; places it in a variety of
attitudes; enforces the duty of loving one another by a great variety of
considerations, and shows that it is essential to the very nature of religion.

(2) The Epistle abounds with statements on the evidences of piety, or the
characteristics of true religion. The author seems to have felt that those to
whom he wrote were in danger of embracing false notions of religion, and
of being seduced by the abettors of error. He is therefore careful to lay
down the characteristics of real piety, and to show in what it essentially
consists. A large part of the Epistle is occupied with this, and there is
perhaps no portion of the New Testament which one could study to more
advantage who is desirous of ascertaining whether he himself is a true
Christian. An anxious inquirer, a man who wishes to know what true
religion is, could be directed to no portion of the New Testament where he
would more readily find the instruction that he needs, than to this portion
of the writings of the aged and experienced disciple whom Jesus loved.
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Nowhere else can a true Christian find a more clear statement of the nature
of his religion, and of the evidences of real piety, than in this Epistle.
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THE FIRST EPISTLE OF JOHN

NOTES ON 1 JOHN 1

This short chapter embraces the following subjects:

I. A strong affirmation that the Son of God, or the “Life,” had appeared in
the flesh, <620101>1 John 1:1-3. The evidence of this, the writer says, was that
he had seen him, heard him, handled him; that is, he had had all the
evidence which could be furnished by the senses. His declaration on this
point he repeats, by putting the statement into a variety of forms, for he
seems to regard it as essential to true religion.

II. He says that he wrote to them, in order that they might have fellowship
with him in the belief of this truth, and might partake of the joy which
flows from the doctrine that the Son of God has actually come in the flesh,
<620103>1 John 1:3,4.

III. He states that the sum and substance of the whole message which he
had to bring to them was, that God is light, and that if we profess to have
fellowship with him we must walk in the light, <620105>1 John 1:5-10.

(a) In God is no darkness, no impurity, no sin, <620105>1 John 1:5.

(b) If we are in darkness, if we are ignorant and sinful, it proves that we
cannot have any fellowship with him, <620106>1 John 1:6.

(c) If we walk in the light as he is in the light, if we partake of his character
and spirit, then we shall have fellowship one with another, and we may
believe that the blood of Christ will cleanse us from all sin, <620107>1 John 1:7.

(d) Yet we are to guard ourselves from one point of danger, we are not to
allow ourselves to feel that we have “no” sin. We are to bear with us the
constant recollection that we are sinners, and are to permit that fact to
produce its proper impression on our minds, <620108>1 John 1:8,10.

(e) Yet we are not to be desponding though we do feel this, but are to
remember, that if we will truly confess our sins he will be found faithful to
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his promises, and just to the general arrangements of grace, by which our
sins may be forgiven, <620109>1 John 1:9.

<620101>1 John 1:1. That which was from the beginning There can be no
doubt that the reference here is to the Lord Jesus Christ, or the “Word”
that was made flesh. See the notes at <430101>John 1:1. This is such language as
John would use respecting him, and indeed the phrase “the beginning,” as
applicable to the Lord Jesus, is unique to John in the writings of the New
Testament: and the language here may be regarded as one proof that this
Epistle was written by him, for it is just such an expression as “he” would
use, but not such as one would be likely to adopt who should attempt to
palm off his own writings as those of John. One who should have
attempted that would have been likely to introduce the name “John” in the
beginning of the Epistle, or in some way to have claimed his authority. The
apostle, in speaking of “that which was from the beginning,” uses a word in
the neuter gender instead of the masculine, (oJ <3739>.) It is not to be
supposed, I think, that he meant to apply this term “directly” to the Son of
God, for if he had he would have used the masculine pronoun; but though
he had the Son of God in view, and meant to make a strong affirmation
respecting him, yet the particular thing here referred to was “whatever”
there was respecting that incarnate Saviour that furnished testimony to any
of the senses, or that pertained to his character and doctrine, he had borne
witness to. He was looking rather at the evidence that he was incarnate; the
proofs that he was manifested; and he says that those proofs had been
subjected to the trial of the senses, and he had borne witness to them, and
now did it again. This is what is referred to, it seems to me, by the phrase
“that which,” (oJ <3739>). The sense may be this: “Whatever there was
respecting the Word of life, or him who is the living Word, the incarnate
Son of God, from the very beginning, from the time when he was first
manifested in the flesh; whatever there was respecting his exalted nature,
his dignity, his character, that could be subjected to the testimony of the
senses, to be the object of sight, or hearing, or touch, that I was permitted
to see, and that I declare to you respecting him.” John claims to be a
competent witness in reference to everything which occurred as a
manifestation of what the Son of God was. If this be the correct
interpretation, then the phrase “from the beginning” (ap’ <575> archv <746>)
does not here refer to his eternity, or his being in the beginning of all
things, as the phrase “in the beginning” (en <1722> arch <746>) does in <430101>John
1:1; but rather means from the very commencement of his manifestation as
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the Son of God, the very first indications on earth of what he was as the
Messiah. When the writer says (<620103>1 John 1:3) that he “declares” this to
them, it seems to me that he has not reference merely to what he would say
in this Epistle, for he does not go extensively into it here, but that he
supposes that they had his Gospel in their possession, and that he also
means to refer to that, or presumes that they were familiar with the
testimony which he had borne in that Gospel respecting the evidence that
the “Word became flesh.” Many have indeed supposed that this Epistle
accompanied the Gospel when it was published, and was either a part of it
that became subsequently detached from it, or was a letter that
accompanied it. See Hug, Introduction P. II. Section 68. There is, it seems
to me, no certain evidence of that; but no one can doubt that he supposed
that those to whom he wrote had access to that Gospel, and that he refers
here to the testimony which he had borne in that respecting the incarnate
Word.

Which we have heard John was with the Saviour through the whole of his
ministry, and he has recorded more that the Saviour said than either of the
other evangelists. It is on what he said of himself that he grounds much of
the evidence that he was the Son of God.

Which we have seen with our eyes That is, pertaining to his person, and to
what he did. “I have seen him; seen what he was as a man; how he
appeared on earth; and I have seen whatever there was in his works to
indicate his character and origin.” John professes here to have seen enough
in this respect to furnish evidence that he was the Son of God. It is not
hearsay on which he relies, but he had the testimony of his own eyes in the
case. Compare the notes at <610116>2 Peter 1:16.

Which we have looked upon The word used here seems designed to be
more emphatic or intensive than the one occurring before. He had just said
that he had “seen him with his eyes,” but he evidently designs to include an
idea in this word which would imply something more than mere beholding
or seeing. The additional idea which is couched in this word seems to be
that of desire or pleasure; that is, that he had looked on him with desire, or
satisfaction, or with the pleasure with which one beholds a beloved object.
Compare <401107>Matthew 11:7; <420724>Luke 7:24; <430114>John 1:14; 10:45. See
Robinson, Lexicon. There was an intense and earnest gaze, as when we
behold one whom we have desired to see, or when one goes out purposely
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to look on an object. The evidences of the incarnation of the Son of God
had been subjected to such an intense and earnest gaze.

And our hands have handled That is, the evidence that he was a man was
subjected to the sense of touch. It was not merely that he had been seen by
the eye, for then it might be pretended that this was a mere appearance
assumed without reality; or that what occurred might have been a mere
optical illusion; but the evidence that he appeared in the flesh was subjected
to more senses than one; to the fact that his voice was heard; that he was
seen with the eyes; that the most intense scrutiny had been employed; and,
lastly, that he had been actually touched and handled, showing that it could
not have been a mere appearance, an assumed form, but that it was a
reality. This kind of proof that the Son of God had appeared in the flesh, or
that he was truly and properly a man, is repeatedly referred to in the New
Testament. <422439>Luke 24:39:

“Behold my hands and my feet, that it is I myself: handle me and
see; for a spirit hath not flesh and bones as ye see me have.”

Compare <432025>John 20:25-27. There is evident allusion here to the opinion
which early prevailed, which was held by the Docetes, that the Son of God
did not truly and really become a man, but that there was only an
appearance assumed, or that he seemed to be a man. See the Introduction,
Section 3. It was evidently with reference to this opinion, which began
early to prevail, that the apostle dwells on this point, and repeats the idea
so much, and shows by a reference to all the senses which could take any
cognizance in the case, that he was truly and properly a man. The amount
of it is, that we have the same evidence that he was properly a man which
we can have in the case of any other human being; the evidence on which
we constantly act, and in which we cannot believe that our senses deceive
us.

Of the Word of life Respecting, or pertaining to, the Word of life. “That is,
whatever there was pertaining to the Word of life, which was manifested
from the beginning in his speech and actions, of which the senses could
take cognizance, and which would furnish the evidence that he was truly
incarnate, that we have declared unto you.’ The phrase “the Word of life,”
means the Word in which life resided, or which was the source and
fountain of life. See the notes at <430101>John 1:1,3. The reference is
undoubtedly to the Lord Jesus Christ.
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<620102>1 John 1:2. For the life was manifested Was made manifest or visible
unto us. He who was the life was made known to people by the
incarnation. He appeared among people so that they could see him and
hear him. Though originally with God, and dwelling with him, (<430101>John
1:1,2), yet he came forth and appeared among people. Compare the notes
at <450103>Romans 1:3; <540316>1 Timothy 3:16. He is the great source of all life,
and he appeared on the earth, and we had an opportunity of seeing and
knowing what he was.

And we have seen it This repetition, or turning over the thought, is
designed to express the idea with emphasis, and is much in the manner of
John. See <430101>John 1:1-3. He is particularly desirous of impressing on them
the thought that he had been a personal witness of what the Saviour was,
having had every opportunity of knowing it from long and familiar contact
with him.

And bear witness We testify in regard to it. John was satisfied that his own
character was known to be such that credit would be given to what he said.
He felt that he was known to be a man of truth, and hence he never doubts
that faith would be put in all his statements. See <431935>John 19:35; 21:24;
<660102>Revelation 1:2; <640112>3 John 1:12.

And shew unto you that eternal life That is, we declare unto you what that
life was — what was the nature and rank of him who was the life, and how
he appeared when on earth. He here attributes eternity to the Son of God
— implying that he had always been with the Father.

Which was with the Father Always before the manifestation on the earth.
See <430101>John 1:1. “The word was with God.” This passage demonstrates
the pre-existence of the Son of God, and proves that he was eternal.
Before he was manifested on earth he had an existence to which the word
life could be applied, and that was eternal. He is the Author of eternal life
to us.

And was manifested unto us In the flesh; as a man. He who was the life
appeared unto people. The idea of John evidently is,

(1) that the Being here referred to was forever with God;

(2) that it was proper before the incarnation that the word life should be
given to him as descriptive of his nature;
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(3) that there was a manifestation of him who was thus called life, on earth;
that he appeared among people; that he had a real existence here, and not a
merely assumed appearance; and

(4) that the true characteristics of this incarnate Being could be borne
testimony to by those who had seen him, and who had been long with him.
This second verse should be regarded as a parenthesis.

<620103>1 John 1:3. That which we have seen and heard declare we unto you
We announce it, or make it known unto you — referring either to what he
purposes to say in this Epistle, or more probably embracing all that he had
written respecting him, and supposing that his Gospel was in their hands.
He means to call their attention to all the testimony which he had borne on
the subject, in order to counteract the errors which began to prevail.

That ye may have fellowship with us With us the apostles; with us who
actually saw him, and conversed with him. That is, he wished that they
might have the same belief, and the same hope, and the same joy which he
himself had, arising from the fact that the Son of God had become
incarnate, and had appeared among people. To “have fellowship,” means to
have anything in common with others; to partake of it; to share it with
them, (see the notes at <440204>Acts 2:49); and the idea here is, that the apostle
wished that they might share with him all the peace and happiness which
resulted from the fact that the Son of God had appeared in human form in
behalf of men. The object of the apostle in what he wrote was, that they
might have the same views of the Saviour which he had, and partake of the
same hope and joy. This is the true notion of fellowship in religion.

And truly our fellowship is with the Father With God the Father. That is,
there was something in common with him and God; something of which he
and God partook together, or which they shared. This cannot, of course,
mean that his nature was the same as that of God, or that in all things he
shared with God, or that in anything he was equal with God; but it means
that he partook, in some respects, of the feelings, the views, the aims, the
joys which God has. There was a union in feeling, and affection, and desire,
and plan, and this was to him a source of joy. He had an attachment to the
same things, loved the same truth, desired the same objects, and was
engaged in the same work; and the consciousness of this, and the joy which
attended it, was what was meant by fellowship. Compare the notes at <461016>1
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Corinthians 10:16; <471214>2 Corinthians 12:14. The fellowship which
Christians have with God relates to the following points:

(1) Attachment to the same truths, and the same objects; love for the same
principles, and the same beings.

(2) The same kind of happiness, though not in the same degree. The
happiness of God is found in holiness, truth, purity, justice, mercy,
benevolence. The happiness of the Christian is of the same kind that God
has; the same kind that angels have; the same kind that he will himself have
in heaven — for the joy of heaven is only that which the Christian has now,
expanded to the utmost capacity of the soul, and freed from all that now
interferes with it, and prolonged to eternity.

(3) Employment, or cooperation with God. There is a sphere in which God
works alone, and in which we can have no cooperation, no fellowship with
him. In the work of creation; in upholding all things; in the government of
the universe; in the transmission of light from world to world; in the return
of the seasons, the rising and setting of the sun, the storms, the tides, the
flight of the comet, we can have no joint agency, no cooperation with him.
There God works alone. But there is also a large sphere in which he admits
us graciously to a cooperation with him, and in which, unless we work, his
agency will not be put forth. This is seen when the farmer sows his grain;
when the surgeon binds up a wound; when we take the medicine which
God has appointed as a means of restoration to health. So in the moral
world. In our efforts to save our own souls and the souls of others, God
graciously works with us; and unless we work, the object is not
accomplished. This cooperation is referred to in such passages as these:
“We are laborers together (sunergoi )<4904>) with God,” <460309>1 Corinthians
3:9. “The Lord working with them,” <411620>Mark 16:20. “We then as workers
together with him,” <470601>2 Corinthians 6:1. “That we might be fellow-
helpers to the truth,” <640108>3 John 1:8. In all such cases, while the efficiency
is of God — alike in exciting us to effort, and in crowning the effort with
success — it is still true that if our efforts were not put forth, the work
would not be done. In this department God would not work by himself
alone; he would not secure the result by miracle.

(4) We have fellowship with God by direct communion with him, in prayer,
in meditation, and in the ordinances of religion. Of this all true Christians
are sensible, and this constitutes no small part of their special joy. The
nature of this, and the happiness resulting from it, is much of the same



465

nature as the communion of friend with friend — of one mind with another
kindred mind — that to which we owe no small part of our happiness in
this world.

(5) The Christian will have fellowship with his God and Saviour in the
triumphs of the latter day, when the scenes of the judgment shall occur,
and when the Redeemer shall appear, that he may be admired and adored
by assembled worlds. Compare the notes at <530110>2 Thessalonians 1:10. See
also <401928>Matthew 19:28; <660321>Revelation 3:21.

And with his Son Jesus Christ That is, in like manner there is much which
we have in common with the Saviour — in character, in feeling, in desire,
in spirit, in plan. There is a union with him in these things — and the
consciousness of this gives peace and joy.

(There is a real union between Christ and his people, which lies at
the foundation of this fellowship. Without this union there can be
no communion. But a “union with Christ in these things, i.e., in
character and feeling, etc.” is nothing more than the union which
subsists between any chief and his followers; and why the apostle
Paul, or others after him, should reckon this a great mystery, is not
easily comprehended. <490532>Ephesians 5:32; <510127>Colossians 1:27. For a
full view of the subject, see the author’s notes, with the
supplementary note at <450810>Romans 8:10.)

<620104>1 John 1:4. And these things write we unto you These things
respecting him who was manifested in the flesh, and respecting the results
which flow from that.

That your joy may be full This is almost the same language which the
Saviour used when addressing his disciples as he was about to leave them,
(<431511>John 15:11); and there can be little doubt that John had that
declaration in remembrance when he uttered this remark. See the notes at
that passage. The sense here is, that full and clear views of the Lord Jesus,
and the fellowship with him and with each other, which would follow from
that, would be a source of happiness. Their joy would be complete if they
had that; for their real happiness was to be found in their Saviour. The best
editions of the Greek Testament now read “your joy,” instead of the
common reading “our joy.”
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<620105>1 John 1:5. This then is the message which we have heard of him
This is the substance of the announcement (epangelia<1860>) which we have
received of him, or which he made to us. The message here refers to what
he communicated as the sum of the revelation which he made to man. The
phrase “of him” (ap’ <575> autou<846>) does not mean respecting him, or
about him, but from him; that is, this is what we received from his
preaching; from all that he said. The peculiarity, the substance of all that he
said, may be summed up in the declaration that God is light, and in the
consequences which follow from this doctrine. He came as the messenger
of Him who is light; he came to inculcate and defend the truths which flow
from that central doctrine, in regard to sin, to the danger and duty of man,
to the way of recovery, and to the rules by which men ought to live.

That God is light Light, in the Scriptures, is the emblem of purity, truth,
knowledge, prosperity, and happiness — as darkness is of the opposite.
John here says that “God is light” — fwv<5457> — not the light, or a light,
but light itself; that is, he is himself all light, and is the source and fountain
of light in all worlds. He is perfectly pure, without any admixture of sin. He
has all knowledge, with no admixture of ignorance on any subject. He is
infinitely happy, with nothing to make him miserable. He is infinitely true,
never stating or countenancing error; he is blessed in all his ways, never
knowing the darkness of disappointment and adversity. Compare the notes
at <590117>James 1:17; <430104>John 1:4,5; <540616>1 Timothy 6:16.

And in him is no darkness at all This language is much in the manner of
John, not only affirming that a thing is so, but guarding it so that no
mistake could possibly be made as to what he meant. Compare <430101>John
1:1-3. The expression here is designed to affirm that God is absolutely
perfect; that there is nothing in him which is in any way imperfect, or which
would dim or mar the pure splendor of his character, not even as much as
the smallest spot would on the sun. The language is probably designed to
guard the mind from an error to which it is prone, that of charging God
with being the Author of the sin and misery which exist on the earth; and
the apostle seems to design to teach that whatever was the source of sin
and misery, it was not in any sense to be charged on God. This doctrine
that God is a pure light, John lays down as the substance of all that he had
to teach; of all that he had learned from him who was made flesh. It is, in
fact, the fountain of all just views of truth on the subject of religion, and all
proper views of religion take their origin from this.
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<620106>1 John 1:6. If we say that we have fellowship uith him If we reckon
ourselves among his friends, or, in other words, if we profess to be like
him: for a profession of religion involves the idea of having fellowship with
God, (compare the notes at <620103>1 John 1:3), and he who professes that
should be like him.

And walk in darkness Live in sin and error. To “walk in darkness” now
commonly denotes to be in doubt about our religious state, in
contradistinction from living in the enjoyment of religion. That is not,
however, probably the whole idea here. The leading thought is, that if we
live in sin, it is a proof that our profession of religion is false. Desirable as
it is to have the comforts of religion, yet it is not always true that they who
do not are not true Christians, nor is it true by any means that they intend
to deceive the world.

We lie We are false professors; we are deceived if we think that we can
have fellowship with God, and yet live in the practice of sin. As God is
pure, so must we be, if we would be his friends. This does not mean
necessarily that they meant to deceive, but that there was an irreconcilable
contradiction between a life of sin and fellowship with God.

And do not the truth Do not act truly. The profession is a false one.
Compare the notes at <430322>John 3:22. To do the truth is to act in accordance
with truth; and the expression here means that such an one could not be a
Christian. And yet how many there are who are living in known sin who
profess to be Christians! How many whose minds are dark on the whole
subject of religion, who have never known anything of the real peace and
joy which it imparts, who nevertheless entertain the belief that they are the
friends of God, and are going to heaven! They trust in a name, in forms, in
conformity to external rites, and have never known anything of the internal
peace and purity which religion imparts, and in fact have never had any
true fellowship with that God who is light, and in whom there is no
darkness at all. Religion is light; religion is peace, purity, joy; and though
there are eases where for a time a true Christian may be left to darkness,
and have no spiritual joy, and be in doubt about his salvation, yet still it is a
great truth, that unless we know by personal experience what it is to walk
habitually in the light, to have the comforts of religion, and to experience in
our own souls the influences which make the heart pure, and which bring
us into conformity to the God who is light, we can have no true religion.
All else is but a name, which will not avail us on the final day.
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<620107>1 John 1:7. But if we walk in the light Compare the notes at <620105>1
John 1:5. Walking in the light may include the three following things:

(1) Leading lives of holiness and purity; that is, the Christian must be
characteristically a holy man, a light in the world, by his example.

(2) Walking in the truth; that is, embracing the truth in opposition to all
error of paganism and infidelity, and having clear, spiritual views of truth,
such as the unrenewed never have. See <470406>2 Corinthians 4:6; <460209>1
Corinthians 2:9-15; <490118>Ephesians 1:18.

(3) Enjoying the comforts of religion; that is, having the joy which religion
is fitted to impart, and which it does impart to its true friends, <199419>Psalm
94:19; <235708>Isaiah 57:8; <470103>2 Corinthians 1:3; 13:11. Compare the notes at
<431235>John 12:35.

As he is in the light In the same kind of light that he has. The measure of
light which we may have is not the same in degree, but it is of the same
kind. The true Christian in his character and feelings resembles God.

We have fellowship one with another As we all partake of his feelings and
views, we shall resemble each other. Loving the same God, embracing the
same views of religion, and living for the same ends, we shall of course
have much that is common to us all, and thus shall have fellowship with
each other.

And the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin See the
sentiment here expressed fully explained in the notes at <580914>Hebrews 9:14.
When it is said that his blood cleanses us from all sin, the expression must
mean one of two things — either that it is through that blood that all past
sin is forgiven, or that that blood will ultimately purify us from all
transgression, and make us perfectly holy. The general meaning is plain,
that in regard to any and every sin of which we may be conscious, there is
efficacy in that blood to remove it, and to make us wholly pure. There is no
stain made by sin so deep that the blood of Christ cannot take it entirely
away from the soul. The connection here, or the reason why this is
introduced here, seems to be this: The apostle is stating the substance of
the message which he had received, <620105>1 John 1:5. The first or leading part
of it was, that God is light, and in him is no darkness, and that his religion
requires that all his friends should resemble him by their walking in the
light. Another, and a material part of the same message was, that provision
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was made in his religion for cleansing the soul from sin, and making it like
God. No system of religion intended for man could be adapted to his
condition which did not contain this provision, and this did contain it in the
most full and ample manner. Of course, however, it is meant that that
blood cleanses from all sin only on the conditions on which its efficacy can
be made available to man — by repentance for the past, and by a cordial
reception of the Saviour through faith.

<620108>1 John 1:8. If we say that we have no sin It is not improbable that the
apostle here makes allusion to some error which was then beginning to
prevail in the church. Some have supposed that the allusion is to the sect of
the Nicolaitanes, and to the views which they maintained, particularly that
nothing was forbidden to the children of God under the gospel, and that in
the freedom conferred on Christians they were at liberty to do what they
pleased, <660206>Revelation 2:6,15. It is not certain, however, that the allusion
is to them, and it is not necessary to suppose that there is reference to any
particular sect that existed at that time. The object of the apostle is to show
that it is implied in the very nature of the gospel that we are sinners, and
that if, on any pretence, we denied that fact, we utterly deceived ourselves.
In all ages there have been those who have attempted, on some pretence,
to justify their conduct; who have felt that they did not need a Saviour;
who have maintained that they had a right to do what they pleased; or who,
on pretence of being perfectly sanctified, have held that they live without
the commission of sin. To meet these, and all similar cases, the apostle
affirms that it is a great elementary truth, which on no pretence is to be
denied, that we are all sinners. We are at all times, and in all circumstances,
to admit the painful and humiliating truth that we are transgressors of the
law of God, and that we need, even in our best services, the cleansing of
the blood of Jesus Christ. The fair interpretation of the declaration here will
apply not only to those who maintain that they have not been guilty of sin
in the past, but also to those who profess to have become perfectly
sanctified, and to live without sin. In any and every way, if we say that we
have no sin, we deceive ourselves. Compare the notes at <590302>James 3:2.

We deceive ourselves We have wrong views about our character. This does
not mean that the self-deception is willful, but that it in fact exists. No man
knows himself who supposes that in all respects he is perfectly pure.

And the truth is not in us On this subject. A man who should maintain that
he had never committed sin, could have no just views of the truth in regard
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to himself, and would show that he was in utter error. In like manner,
according to the obvious interpretation of this passage, he who maintains
that he is wholly sanctified, and lives without any sin, shows that he is
deceived in regard to himself, and that the truth, in this respect, is not in
him. He may hold the truth on other subjects, but he does not on this. The
very nature of the Christian religion supposes that we feel ourselves to be
sinners, and that we should be ever ready to acknowledge it. A man who
claims that he is absolutely perfect, that he is holy as God is holy, must
know little of his own heart. Who, after all his reasoning on the subject,
would dare to go out under the open heaven, at midnight, and lift up his
hands and his eyes toward the stars, and say that he had no sin to confess
— that he was as pure as the God that made those stars?

<620109>1 John 1:9. If we confess our sins Pardon in the Scriptures, always
supposes that there is confession, and there is no promise that it will be
imparted unless a full acknowledgment has been made. Compare Psalm 51;
32:; <421518>Luke 15:18ff; 7:41ff; <202813>Proverbs 28:13.

He is faithful To his promises. He will do what he has assured us he will
do in remitting them.

And just to forgive us our sins The word “just” here cannot be used in a
strict and proper sense, since the forgiveness of sins is never an act of
justice, but is an act of mercy. If it were an act of justice it could be
demanded or enforced, and that is the same as to say that it is not
forgiveness, for in that case there could have been no sin to be pardoned.
But the word “just” is often used in a larger sense, as denoting upright,
equitable, acting properly in the circumstances of the case, etc. Compare
the notes at <400119>Matthew 1:19. Here the word may be used in one of the
following senses:

(1) Either as referring to his general excellence of character, or his
disposition to do what is proper; that is, he is one who will act in every
way as becomes God; or,

(2) that he will be just in the sense that he will be true to his promises; or
that, since he has promised to pardon sinners, he will be found faithfully to
adhere to those engagements; or perhaps,

(3) that he will be just to his Son in the covenant of redemption, since, now
that an atonement has been made by him, and a way has been opened
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through his sufferings by which God can consistently pardon, and with a
view and an understanding that he might and would pardon, it would be an
act of injustice to him if he did not pardon those who believe on him.

Viewed in either aspect, we may have the fullest assurance that God is
ready to pardon us if we exercise true repentance and faith. No one can
come to God without finding him ready to do all that is appropriate for a
God to do in pardoning transgressors; no one who will not, in fact, receive
forgiveness if he repents, and believes, and makes confession; no one who
will not find that God is just to his Son in the covenant of redemption, in
pardoning and saving all who put their trust in the merits of his sacrifice.

And to cleanse us from all unrighteousness By forgiving all that is past,
treating us as if we were righteous, and ultimately by removing all the
stains of guilt from the soul.

<620110>1 John 1:10. If we say that we have not sinned In times that are past.
Some perhaps might be disposed to say this; and as the apostle is careful to
guard every point, he here states that if a man should take the ground that
his past life had been wholly upright, it would prove that he had no true
religion. The statement here respecting the past seems to prove that when,
in <620108>1 John 1:8, he refers to the present — “if we say we have no sin” —
he meant to say that if a man should claim to be perfect, or to be wholly
sanctified, it would demonstrate that he deceived himself; and the two
statements go to prove that neither in reference to the past nor the present
can anyone lay claim to perfection.

We make him a liar Because he has everywhere affirmed the depravity of
all the race. Compare the notes at Romans 1; 2; 3. On no point have his
declarations been more positive and uniform than on the fact of the
universal sinfulness of man. Compare <010611>Genesis 6:11,12; <181404>Job 14:4;
15:16; <191401>Psalm 14:1,2,3; 51:5; 58:3; <450309>Romans 3:9-20; <480321>Galatians
3:21.

And his word is not in us His truth; that is, we have no true religion. The
whole system of Christianity is based on the fact that man is a fallen being,
and needs a Saviour; and unless a man admits that, of course he cannot be
a Christian.
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REMARKS ON 1 JOHN 1

(1) The importance of the doctrine of the incarnation of the Son of God,
<620101>1 John 1:1,2. On that doctrine the apostle lays great stress; begins his
Epistle with it; presents it in a great variety of forms; dwells upon it as if he
would not have it forgotten or misunderstood. It has all the importance
which he attached to it, for

(a) it is the most wonderful of all the events of which we have any
knowledge;

(b) it is the most deeply connected with our welfare.

(2) The intense interest which true piety always takes in this doctrine, <620101>1
John 1:1,2. The feelings of John on the subject are substantially the feelings
of all true Christians. The world passes it by in unbelief, or as if it were of
no importance; but no true Christian can look at the fact that the Son of
God became incarnate but with the deepest emotion.

(3) It is an object of ardent desire with true Christians that all others should
share their joys, <620103>1 John 1:3,4. There is nothing selfish, or narrow, or
exclusive in true religion; but every sincere Christian who is happy desires
that all others should be happy too.

(4) Wherever there is true fellowship with God, there is with all true
Christians, <620103>1 John 1:3,4. There is but one church, one family of God;
and as all true Christians have fellowship with God, they must have with
each other.

(5) Wherever there is true fellowship with Christians, there is with God
himself, <620103>1 John 1:3,4. If we love his people, share their joys, labor with
them in promoting his cause, and love the things which they love, we shall
show that we love him. There is but one God, and one church; and if all the
members love each other, they will love their common God and Saviour.
An evidence, therefore, that we love Christians, becomes an evidence that
we love God.

(6) It is a great privilege to be a Christian, <620103>1 John 1:3,4. If we are
Christians, we are associated with:

(a) God the Father;

(b) with his Son Jesus Christ;
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(c) with all his redeemed on earth and in heaven;

(d) with all holy angels.

There is one bond of fellowship that unites all together; and what a
privilege it is to be united in the eternal bonds of friendship with all the
holy minds in the universe!

(7) If God is “light” (<620105>1 John 1:5), then all that occurs is reconcilable
with the idea that he is worthy of confidence. What he does may seem to
be dark to us, but we may be assured that it is all light with him. A cloud
may come between us and the sun, but beyond the cloud the sun shines
with undimmed splendor, and soon the cloud itself will pass away. At
midnight it is dark to us, but it is not because the sun is shorn of his beams,
or is extinguished. He will rise again upon our hemisphere in the fullness of
his glory, and all the darkness of the cloud and of midnight is reconcilable
with the idea that the sun is a bright orb, and that in him is no darkness at
all. So with God. We may be under a cloud of sorrow and of trouble, but
above that the glory of God shines with splendor, and soon that cloud will
pass away, and reveal him in the fullness of his beauty and truth.

(8) We should, therefore, at all times exercise a cheerful confidence in
God, <620105>1 John 1:5. Who supposes that the sun is never again to shine
when the cloud passes over it, or when the shades of midnight have settled
down upon the world? We confide in that sun that it will shine again when
the cloud has passed off, and when the shades of night have been driven
away. So let us confide in God, for with more absolute certainty we shall
yet see him to be light, and shall come to a world where there is no cloud.

(9) We may look cheerfully onward to heaven, <620105>1 John 1:5. There all is
light. There we shall see God as He is. Well may we then bear with our
darkness a little longer, for soon we shall be ushered into a world where
there is no need of the sun or the stars; where there is no darkness, no
night.

(10) Religion is elevating in its nature, <620106>1 John 1:6,7. It brings us from a
world of darkness to a world of light. It scatters the rays of light on a
thousand dark subjects, and gives promise that all that is now obscure will
yet become clear as noonday. Wherever there is true religion, the mind
emerges more and more into light; the scales of ignorance and error pass
away.
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(11) There is no sin so great that it may not be removed by the blood of the
atonement, <620107>1 John 1:7, “last clause.” This blood has shown its efficacy
in the pardon of all the great sinners who have applied to it, and its efficacy
is as great now as it was when it was applied to the first sinner that was
saved. No one, therefore, however great his sins, needs to hesitate about
applying to the blood of the cross, or fear that his sins are so great that
they cannot be taken away!

(12) The Christian will yet be made wholly pure, <620107>1 John 1:7, “last
clause.” It is of the nature of that blood which the Redeemer shed that it
ultimately cleanses the soul entirely from sin. The prospect before the true
Christian that he will become perfectly holy is absolute; and whatever else
may befall him, he is sure that he will yet be holy as God is holy.

(13) There is no use in attempting to conceal our offences, <620108>1 John 1:8.
They are known, all known, to one Being, and they will at some future
period all be disclosed. We cannot hope to evade punishment by hiding
them; we cannot hope for impunity because we suppose they may be
passed over as if unobserved. No man can escape on the presumption
either that his sins are unknown, or that they are unworthy of notice.

(14) It is manly to make confession when we have sinned, <620109>1 John
1:9,10. All meanness was in doing the wrong, not in confessing it; what we
should be ashamed of is that we are guilty, not that confession is to be
made. When a wrong has been done, there is no nobleness in trying to
conceal it; and as there is no nobleness in such an attempt, so there could
be no safety.

(15) Peace of mind, when wrong has been done, can be found only in
confession, <620109>1 John 1:9,10. That is what nature prompts to when we
have done wrong, if we would find peace, and that the religion of grace
demands. When a man has done wrong, the least that he can do is to make
confession; and when that is done and the wrong is pardoned, all is done
that can be to restore peace to the soul.

(16) The “ease” of salvation, <620109>1 John 1:9. What more easy terms of
salvation could we desire than an acknowledgment of our sins? No painful
sacrifice is demanded; no penance, pilgrimage, or voluntary scourging; all
that is required is that there should be an acknowledgment of sin at the foot
of the cross, and if this is done with a true heart the offender will be saved.
If a man is not willing to do this, why should he be saved? How can he be?
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NOTES ON 1 JOHN 2

The subjects which are introduced into this chapter are the following:

I. A statement of the apostle that the great object which he had in writing
to them was that they should not sin; and yet if they sinned, and were
conscious that they were guilty before God, they should not despair, for
they had an Advocate with the Father who had made propitiation for the
sins of the world, <620201>1 John 2:1,2. This is properly a continuation of what
he had said in the close of the previous chapter, and should not have been
separated from that.

II. The evidence that we know God, or that we are His true friends, is to
be found in the fact that we keep His commandments, <620203>1 John 2:3-6.

III. The apostle says that what he had been saying was no new
commandment, but was what they had always heard concerning the nature
of the gospel; but though in this respect the law of love which he meant
particularly to enforce was no new commandment, none which they had
not heard before, yet in another respect it was a new commandment, for it
was one which in its peculiarity was originated by the Saviour, and which
he meant to make the characteristic of his religion, <620207>1 John 2:7-11. A
large part of the Epistle is taken up in explaining and enforcing this
commandment requiring love to the brethren.

IV. The apostle specifies (<620212>1 John 2:12-14) various reasons why he had
written to them — reasons derived from the unique character of different
classes among them — little children, fathers, young men.

V. Each of these classes he solemnly commands not to love the world, or
the things that are in the world, for that which constitutes the peculiarity of
the “world” as such is not of the Father, and all “that there is in the world
is soon to pass away,” <620215>1 John 2:15-17.

VI. He calls their attention to the fact that the closing dispensation of the
world had come, <620218>1 John 2:18-20. The evidence of this was, that
antichrist had appeared.
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VII. He calls their attention to the characteristics of the antichrist. The
essential thing would be that antichrist would deny that Jesus was the
Christ, involving a practical denial of both the Father and the Son. Persons
of this character were abroad, and they were in great danger of being
seduced by their arts from the way of truth and duty, <620221>1 John 2:21-26.

VIII. The apostle, in the close of the chapter (<620227>1 John 2:27-29)
expresses the belief that they would not be seduced, but that they had an
anointing from above which would keep them from the arts of those who
would lead them astray. He earnestly exhorts them to abide in God the
Saviour, that when he should appear they might have confidence and not
be ashamed at his coming.

<620201>1 John 2:1. My little children Teknia <5040> mou <3450>. This is such
language as an aged apostle would be likely to use when addressing a
church, and its use in this Epistle may be regarded as one evidence that
John had reached an advanced period of life when he wrote the Epistle.

These things write I unto you To wit, the things stated in <620101>1 John 1:1.

That ye sin not To keep you from sin, or to induce you to lead a holy life.

And if any man sin As all are liable, with hearts as corrupt as ours, and
amidst the temptations of a world like this, to do. This, of course, does not
imply that it is proper or right to sin, or that Christians should have no
concern about it; but the meaning is, that all are liable to sin, and when we
are conscious of sin the mind should not yield to despondency and despair.
It might be supposed, perhaps, that if one sinned after baptism, or after
being converted, there could be no forgiveness. The apostle designs to
guard against any such supposition, and to show that the atonement made
by the Redeemer had respect to all kinds of sin, and that under the deepest
consciousness of guilt and of personal unworthiness, we may feel that we
have an advocate on high.

We have an advocate with the Father God only can forgive sin; and though
we have no claim on him, yet there is one with him who can plead our
cause, and on whom we can rely to manage our interests there. The word
rendered “advocate” (paraklhtov <3875> — paraclete) is elsewhere applied
to the Holy Spirit, and is in every other place where it occurs in the New
Testament rendered “comforter,” <431416>John 14:16,26; 15:26; 16:7. On the
meaning of the word, see the notes at <431416>John 14:16. As used with
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reference to the Holy Spirit (<431416>John 14:16, et al.) it is employed in the
more general sense of “helper,” or “aid;” and the particular manner in
which the Holy Spirit aids us, may be seen stated in the notes at <431416>John
14:16. As usual here with reference to the Lord Jesus, it is employed in the
more limited sense of the word “advocate,” as the word is frequently used
in the Greek writers to denote an advocate in court; that is, one whom we
call to our aid; or to stand by us, to defend our suit. Where it is applied to
the Lord Jesus, the language is evidently figurative, since there can be no
literal pleading for us in heaven; but it is expressive of the great truth that
he has undertaken our cause with God, and that he performs for us all that
we expect of an advocate and counselor. It is not to be supposed, however,
that he manages our cause in the same way, or on the same principles on
which an advocate in a human tribunal does. An advocate in court is
employed to defend his client. He does not begin by admitting his guilt, or
in any way basing his plea on the conceded fact that he is guilty; his proper
business is to show that he is not guilty, or, if he be proved to be so, to see
that no injustice shall be done him. The proper business of an advocate in a
human court, therefore, embraces two things:

(1) To show that his client is not guilty in the form and manner charged on
him. This he may do in one of two ways, either,

(a) by showing that he did not do the act charged on him, as when he is
charged with murder, and can prove an alibi, or show that he was not
present at the time the murder was committed; or

(b) by proving that he had a right to do the deed — as, if he is charged
with murder, he may admit the fact of the killing, but may show that it was
in self-defense.

(2) In case his client is convicted, his office is to see that no injustice is
done to him in the sentence; to stand by him still; to avail himself of all that
the law allows in his favor, or to state any circumstance of age, or sex, or
former service, or bodily health, which would in any way mitigate the
sentence.

The advocacy of the Lord Jesus in our behalf, however, is wholly different
from this, though the same general object is pursued and sought, the good
of those for whom he becomes an advocate. The nature of his advocacy
may be stated in the following particulars:
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(1) He admits the guilt of those for whom he becomes the advocate, to the
full extent charged on them by the law of God, and by their own
consciences. He does not attempt to hide or conceal it. He makes no
apology for it. He neither attempts to deny the fact, nor to show that they
had a right to do as they have done. He could not do this, for it would not
be true; and any plea before the throne of God which should be based on a
denial of our guilt would be fatal to our cause.

(2) As our advocate, he undertakes to be security that no wrong shall be
done to the universe if we are not punished as we deserve; that is, if we are
pardoned, and treated as if we had not sinned. This he does by pleading
what he has done in behalf of people; that is, by the plea that his sufferings
and death in behalf of sinners have done as much to honor the law, and to
maintain the truth and justice of God, and to prevent the extension of
apostasy, as if the offenders themselves had suffered the full penalty of the
law. If sinners are punished in hell, there will be some object to be
accomplished by it; and the simple account of the atonement by Christ is,
that his death will secure all the good results to the universe which would
be secured by the punishment of the offender himself. It has done as much
to maintain the honor of the law, and to impress the universe with the truth
that sin cannot be committed with impunity. If all the good results can be
secured by substituted sufferings which there would be by the punishment
of the offender himself, then it is clear that the guilty may be acquitted and
saved. Why should they not be? The Saviour, as our advocate, undertakes
to be security that this shall be.

(3) As our advocate, he becomes a surety for our good behavior; gives a
pledge to justice that we will obey the laws of God, and that he will keep
us in the paths of obedience and truth; that, if pardoned, we will not
continue to rebel. This pledge or surety can be given in no human court of
justice. No man, advocate or friend can give security when one is pardoned
who has been convicted of stealing a horse, that he will not steal a horse
again; when one who has been guilty of murder is pardoned, that he will
never be guilty of it again; when one who has been guilty of forgery is
pardoned, that he will not be guilty of it again. If he could do this, the
subject of pardon would be attended with much fewer difficulties than it is
now. But the Lord Jesus becomes such a pledge or surety for us,
(<580722>Hebrews 7:22), and hence he becomes such an advocate with the
Father as we need.
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Jesus Christ the righteous One who is eminently righteous himself, and
who possesses the means of rendering others righteous. It is an appropriate
feeling when we come before God in his name, that we come pleading the
merits of one who is eminently righteous, and on account of whose
righteousness we may be justified and saved.

<620202>1 John 2:2. And he is the propitiation for our sins The word
rendered “propitiation” (iJlasmov <2434>) occurs nowhere else in the New
Testament, except in <620410>1 John 4:10 of this Epistle; though words of the
same derivation, and having the same essential meaning, frequently occur.
The corresponding word iJlasthrion <2435> occurs in <450325>Romans 3:25,
rendered “propitiation” — “whom God hath set forth to be a propitiation
through faith in his blood;” and in <580905>Hebrews 9:5, rendered mercy-seat —
“shadowing the mercy-seat.” The verb iJlaskomai <2433> occurs also in
<421803>Luke 18:3 — God be merciful to me a sinner;” and <580217>Hebrews 2:17
— “to make reconciliation for the sins of the people.” For the idea
expressed by these words, see the notes at <450325>Romans 3:25. The proper
meaning of the word is that of reconciling, appeasing, turning away anger,
rendering propitious or favorable. The idea is, that there is anger or wrath,
or that something has been done to offend, and that it is needful to turn
away that wrath, or to appease. This may be done by a sacrifice, by songs,
by services rendered, or by bloody offerings. So the word is often used in
Homer — Passow. We have similar words in common use, as when we say
of one that he has been offended, and that something must be done to
appease him, or to turn away his wrath. This is commonly done with us by
making restitution; or by an acknowledgment; or by yielding the point in
controversy; or by an expression of regret; or by different conduct in time
to come. But this idea must not be applied too literally to God; nor should
it be explained away. The essential thoughts in regard to him, as implied in
this word, are:

(1) that his will has been disregarded, and his law violated, and that he has
reason to be offended with us;

(2) that in that condition he cannot, consistently with his perfections, and
the good of the universe, treat us as if we had not done it;

(3) that it is proper that, in some way, he should show his displeasure at
our conduct, either by punishing us, or by something that shall answer the
same purpose; and,
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(4) that the means of propitiation come in here, and accomplish this end,
and make it proper that he should treat us as if we had not sinned; that is,
he is reconciled, or appeased, and his anger is turned away.

This is done, it is supposed, by the death of the Lord Jesus, accomplishing,
in most important respects, what would be accomplished by the
punishment of the offender himself. In regard to this, in order to a proper
understanding of what is accomplished, it is necessary to observe two
things — what is not done, and what is.

I. There are certain things which do NOT enter into the idea of
propitiation. They are such as these:

(a) That it does not change the fact that the wrong was done. That is a fact
which cannot be denied, and he who undertakes to make a propitiation for
sin does not deny it.

(b) It does not change God; it does not make Him a different being from
what He was before; it does not buy Him over to a willingness to show
mercy; it does not change an inexorable being to one who is compassionate
and kind.

(c) The offering that is made to secure reconciliation does not necessarily
produce reconciliation in fact. It prepares the way for it on the part of God,
but whether they for whom it is made will be disposed to accept it is
another question. When two men are alienated from each other, you may
go to B and say to him that all obstacles to reconciliation on the part of A
are removed, and that he is disposed to be at peace, but whether B will be
willing to be at peace is quite another matter. The mere fact that his
adversary is disposed to be at peace, determines nothing in regard to his
disposition in the matter. So in regard to the controversy between man and
God. It may be true that all obstacles to reconciliation on the part of God
are taken away, and still it may be quite a separate question whether man
will be willing to lay aside his opposition, and embrace the terms of mercy.
In itself considered, one does not necessarily determine the other, or throw
any light on it.

II. The amount, then, in regard to the propitiation made for sin is, that it
removes all obstacles to reconciliation on the part of God: it does whatever
is necessary to be done to maintain the honor of His law, His justice, and
His truth; it makes it consistent for Him to offer pardon — that is, it
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removes whatever there was that made it necessary to inflict punishment,
and thus, so far as the word can be applied to God, it appeases Him, or
turns away His anger, or renders Him propitious. This it does, not in
respect to producing any change in God, but in respect to the fact that it
removes whatever there was in the nature of the case that prevented the
free and full offer of pardon. The idea of the apostle in the passage before
us is, that when we sin we may be assured that this has been done, and that
pardon may now be freely extended to us.

And not for our’s only Not only for the sins of us who are Christians, for
the apostle was writing to such. The idea which he intends to convey seems
to be, that when we come before God we should take the most liberal and
large views of the atonement; we should feel that the most ample provision
has been made for our pardon, and that in no respect is there any limit as to
the sufficiency of that work to remove all sin. It is sufficient for us;
sufficient for all the world.

But also for the sins of the whole world The phrase “the sins of” is not in
the original, but is not improperly supplied, for the connection demands it.
This is one of the expressions occurring in the New Testament which
demonstrate that the atonement was made for all people, and which cannot
be reconciled with any other opinion. If he had died only for a part of the
race, this language could not have been used. The phrase, “the whole
world,” is one which naturally embraces all people; is such as would be
used if it be supposed that the apostle meant to teach that Christ died for
all people; and is such as cannot be explained on any other supposition. If
he died only for the elect, it is not true that he is the “propitiation for the
sins of the whole world” in any proper sense, nor would it be possible then
to assign a sense in which it could be true. This passage, interpreted in its
plain and obvious meaning, teaches the following things:

(1) that the atonement in its own nature is adapted to all people, or that it
is as much fitted to one individual, or one class, as another;

(2) that it is sufficient in merit for all; that is, that if anymore should be
saved than actually will be, there would be no need of any additional
suffering in order to save them;

(3) that it has no special adaptedness to one person or class more than
another; that is, that in its own nature it did not render the salvation of one
easier than that of another. It so magnified the law, so honored God, so
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fully expressed the divine sense of the evil of sin in respect to all people,
that the offer of salvation might be made as freely to one as to another, and
that any and all might take shelter under it and be safe. Whether, however,
God might not, for wise reasons, resolve that its benefits should be applied
to a part only, is another question, and one which does not affect the
inquiry about the intrinsic nature of the atonement. On the evidence that
the atonement was made for all, see the notes at <470514>2 Corinthians 5:14, and
<580209>Hebrews 2:9.

(See also the Supplementary notes at these passages, for a general
review of the argument regarding the extent of atonement.)

<620203>1 John 2:3. And hereby we do know that we know him To wit, by that
which follows, we have evidence that we are truly acquainted with him,
and with the requirements of his religion; that is, that we are truly his
friends. The word “him” in this verse, seems to refer to the Saviour. On the
meaning of the word “know,” see the notes at <431703>John 17:3. The apostle
had stated in the previous part of this Epistle some of the leading points
revealed by the Christian religion, and he here enters on the consideration
of the nature of the evidence required to show that we are personally
interested in it, or that we are true Christians. A large part of the Epistle is
occupied with this subject. The first, the grand evidence — that without
which all others would be vain — he says is, that we keep his
commandments.

If we keep his commandments See the notes at <431415>John 14:15. Compare
<431423>John 14:23,24; 15:10,14.

<620204>1 John 2:4. He that saith, I know Him He who professes to be
acquainted with the Saviour, or who professes to be a Christian.

And keepeth not his commandments What he has appointed to be observed
by his people; that is, he who does not obey him.

Is a liar Makes a false profession; professes to have that which he really
has not. Such a profession is a falsehood, because there can be no true
religion where one does not obey the law of God.

<620205>1 John 2:5. But whoso keepeth his word That is, what he has spoken
or commanded, The term “word” here will include all that he has made
known to us as his will in regard to our conduct.
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In him verily is the love of God perfected He professes to have the love of
God in his heart, and that love receives its completion or filling up by
obedience to the will of God. That obedience is the proper carrying out, or
the exponent of the love which exists in the heart. Love to the Saviour
would be defective without that, for it is never complete without
obedience. If this be the true interpretation, then the passage does not
make any affirmation about sinless perfection, but it only affirms that if true
love exists in the heart, it will be carried out in the life; or that love and
obedience are parts of the same thing; that one will be manifested by the
other; and that where obedience exists, it is the completion or perfecting of
love. Besides, the apostle does not say that either the love or the obedience
would be in themselves absolutely perfect; but he says that one cannot fully
develop itself without the other.

Hereby know we that we are in him That is, by having in fact such love as
shall insure obedience. To be in him, is to be united to him; to be his
friends. Compare the notes at <430656>John 6:56; <451314>Romans 13:14.

<620206>1 John 2:6. He that saith, he abideth in him Greek, “remains” in him;
that is, abides or remains in the belief of his doctrines, and in the comfort
and practice of religion. The expression is one of those which refer to the
intimate union between Christ and his people. A great variety of phrase is
employed to denote that. For the meaning of this word in John, see the
notes at <620306>1 John 3:6.

Ought himself also so to walk, even as he walked Ought to live and act as
he did. If he is one with him, or professes to be united to him, he ought to
imitate him in all things. Compare <431315>John 13:15. See also the notes at
<620106>1 John 1:6.

<620207>1 John 2:7. Brethren, I write no new commandment unto you That is,
what I am now enjoining is not new. It is the same doctrine which you have
always heard. There has been much difference of opinion as to what is
referred to by the word “commandment,” whether it is the injunction in the
previous verse to live as Christ lived, or whether it is what he refers to in
the following verses, the duty of brotherly love. Perhaps neither of these is
exactly the idea of the apostle, but he may mean in this verse to put in a
general disclaimer against the charge that what he enjoined was new. In
respect to all that he taught, the views of truth which he held the duties
which he enjoined, the course of life which he would prescribe as proper



484

for a Christian to live, he meant to say that it was not at all new; it was
nothing which he had originated himself, but it was in fact the same system
of doctrines which they had always received since they became Christians.
He might have been induced to say this because he apprehended that some
of those whom he had in his eye, and whose doctrines he meant to oppose,
might say that this was all new; that it was not the nature of religion as it
had been commonly understood, and as it was laid down by the Saviour. In
a somewhat different sense, indeed, he admits (<620208>1 John 2:8) that there
was a “new” commandment which it was proper to enjoin — for he did not
forget that the Saviour himself called that “new;” and though that
commandment had also been all along inculcated under the gospel, yet
there was a sense in which it was proper to call that new, for it had been so
called by the Saviour. But in respect to all the doctrines which he
maintained, and in respect to all the duties which he enjoined, he said that
they were not new in the sense that he had originated them, or that they
had not been enjoined from the beginning. Perhaps, also, the apostle here
may have some allusion to false teachers who were in fact scattering new
doctrines among the people, things before unheard of, and attractive by
their novelty; and he may mean to say that he made no pretensions to any
such novelty, but was content to repeat the old and familiar truths which
they had always received. Thus, if he was charged with breaching new
opinions, he denies it fully; if they were advancing new opinions, and were
even “making capital” out of them, he says that he attempted no such
thing, but was content with the old and established opinions which they had
always received.

But an old commandment Old, in the sense that it has always been
inculcated; that religion has always enjoined it.

Which ye had from the beginning Which you have always received ever
since you heard anything about the gospel. It was preached, when the
gospel was first preached; it has always been promulgated when that has
been promulgated; it is what you first heard when you were made
acquainted with the gospel. Compare the notes at <620101>1 John 1:1.

The old commandment is the word which ye have heard from the
beginning Is the “doctrine;” or is what was enjoined. John is often in the
habit of putting a truth in a new form or aspect in order to make it
emphatic, and to prevent the possibility of misapprehension. See <430101>John
1:1,2. The sense here is: “All that I am saying to yea is in fact an old
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commandment, or one which you have always had. There is nothing new in
what I am enjoining on you.”

<620208>1 John 2:8. Again, a new commandment I write unto you “And yet,
that which I write to you, and particularly enjoin on you, deserves in
another sense to be called a new commandment, though it has been also
inculcated from the beginning, for it was called new by the Saviour
himself.” Or the meaning may be, “In addition to the general precepts
which I have referred to, I do now call your attention to the new
commandment of the Saviour, that which he himself called new.” There
can be no doubt here that John refers to the commandment to “love one
another,” (see <620209>1 John 2:9-11), and that it is here called new, not in the
sense that John inculcated it as a novel doctrine, but in the sense that the
Saviour called it such. For the reasons why it was so called by him, see the
notes at <431334>John 13:34.

Which thing is true in him In the Lord Jesus. That is, which commandment
or law of love was illustrated in him, or was manifested by him in his
contact with his disciples. That which was most prominent in him was this
very love which he enjoined on all his followers.

And in you Among you. That is, you have manifested it in your contact
with each other. It is not new in the sense that you have never heard of it,
and have never evinced it, but in the sense only that he called it new.

Because the darkness is past, and the true light now shineth The ancient
systems of error, under which people hated each other, have passed away,
and you are brought into the light of the true religion. Once you were in
darkness, like others; now the light of the pure gospel shines around you,
and that requires, as its distinguishing characteristic, love. Religion is often
represented as light; and Christ spoke of himself, and was spoken of, as the
Light of the world. See the notes at <430104>John 1:4,5. Compare <430812>John 8:12;
12:35,36,46; <230902>Isaiah 9:2.

<620209>1 John 2:9. He that saith he is in the light That he has true religion,
or is a Christian. See <620107>1 John 1:7.

And hateth his brother The word “brother” seems here to refer to those
who professed the same religion. The word is indeed sometimes used in a
larger sense, but the reference here appears to be to that which is properly
brotherly love among Christians. Compare Lucke, in loc.
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Is in darkness even until now That is, he cannot have true religion unless
he has love to the brethren. The command to love one another was one of
the most solemn and earnest which Christ ever enjoined, (<431517>John 15:17);
he made it the special badge of discipleship, or that by which his followers
were to be everywhere known, (<431335>John 13:35); and it is, therefore,
impossible to have any true religion without love to those who are
sincerely and truly his followers. If a man has not that, he is in deep
darkness, whatever else he may have, on the whole subject of religion.
Compare the notes at <520409>1 Thessalonians 4:9.

<620210>1 John 2:10. He that loveth his brother abideth in the light Has true
religion, and enjoys it.

And there is none occasion of stumbling in him Margin, “scandal.” Greek,
“and there is no stumbling” (or scandal — skandalon <4625> — in him.)
The word here used, means anything against which one strikes or stumbles;
and then a stumbling-block, an impediment, or anything which occasions a
fall. Then it is used in a moral or spiritual sense, as denoting that which is
the occasion of falling into sin. See the notes at <400529>Matthew 5:29, and
<451413>Romans 14:13. Here it refers to an individual in respect to his treatment
of others, and means that there is nothing, so far as he is concerned, to lead
him into sin. — Robinson, Lexicon. If he has love to the brethren, he has
true religion; and there is, so far as the influence of this shall extend,
nothing that will be the occasion of his falling into sin in his conduct
toward them, for “love worketh no ill to his neighbor,” <451310>Romans 13:10.
His course will be just, and upright, and benevolent. He will have no envy
toward them in their prosperity, and will not be disposed to detract from
their reputation in adversity; he will have no feelings of exultation when
they fall, and will not be disposed to take advantage of their misfortunes;
and, loving them as brethren, he will be in no respect under temptation to
do them wrong. In the bosom of one who loves his brother, the baleful
passions of envy, malice, hatred, and uncharitableness, can have no place.
At the same time, this love of the brethren would have an important effect
on his whole Christian life and walk, for there are few things that will have
more influence on a man’s character in keeping him from doing wrong,
than the love of the good and the pure. He who truly loves good people,
will not be likely in any respect to go astray from the paths of virtue.

<620211>1 John 2:11. But he that hateth his brother The word here used
would, in this connection, include both the mere absence of love, and
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positive hatred. It is designed to include the whole of that state of mind
where there is not love for the brethren.

Is in darkness <620209>1 John 2:9.

And walketh in darkness He is like one who walks in the dark, and who
sees no object distinctly. See the notes at <431235>John 12:35.

And knoweth not whither he goeth Like one in the dark. He wanders about
not knowing what direction he shall take, or where the course which he is
on will lead. The general meaning is, that he is ignorant of the whole nature
of religion; or, in other words, love to the brethren is a central virtue in
religion, and when a man has not that, his mind is entirely clouded on the
whole subject, and he shows that he knows nothing of its nature. There is
no virtue that is designed to be made more prominent in Christianity; and
there is none that will throw its influence farther over a man’s life.

<620212>1 John 2:12. I write unto you, little children There has been much
difference of opinion among commentators in regard to this verse and the
three following verses, on account of their apparent tautology. Even
Doddridge supposes that considerable error has here crept into the text,
and that a portion of these verses should be omitted in order to avoid the
repetition. But there is no authority for omitting any portion of the text,
and the passage is very much in accordance with the general style of the
apostle John. The author of this Epistle was evidently accustomed to
express his thoughts in a great variety of ways, having even the appearance
of tautology, that the exact idea might be before his readers, and that his
meaning might not be misapprehended. In order to show that the truths
which he was uttering in this Epistle pertained to all, and to secure the
interest of all in them, he addresses himself to different classes, and says
that there were reasons existing in regard to each class why he wrote to
them. In the expressions “I write,” and “I have written,” he refers to what
is found in the Epistle itself, and the statements in these verses are designed
to be “reasons” why he brought these truths before their minds. The word
here rendered “little children” (teknia <5040>) is different from that used in
<620213>1 John 2:13, and rendered there “little children,” (paidia <3816>); but
there can be little doubt that the same class of persons is intended. Some
have indeed supposed that by the term “little children” here, as in <620201>1
John 2:1, the apostle means to address all believers — speaking to them as
a father; but it seems more appropriate to suppose that he means in these
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verses to divide the body of Christians whom he addressed into three
classes — children, young men, and the aged, and to state particular
reasons why he wrote to each. If the term (teknia <5040>) “little children”
here means the same as the term (paidia <3816>) “little children” in <620213>1
John 2:13, then he addresses each of these classes twice in these two
verses, giving each time somewhat varied reasons why he addressed them.
That, by the term “little children” here, he means children literally, seems to
me to be clear,

(1) because this is the usual meaning of the word, and should be
understood to be the meaning here, unless there is something in the
connection to show that it is used in a metaphorical sense;

(2) because it seems necessary to understand the other expressions, “young
men,” and “fathers,” in a literal sense, as denoting those more advanced in
life;

(3) because this would be quite in character for the apostle John. He had
recorded, and would doubtless remember the solemn injunction of the
Saviour to Peter (<432115>John 21:15), to “feed his lambs,” and the aged apostle
could not but feel that what was worthy of so solemn an injunction from
the Lord, was worthy of his attention and care as an apostle; and

(4) because in that case, each class, fathers, young men, and children,
would be twice addressed in these two verses; whereas if we understood
this of Christians in general, then fathers and young men would be twice
addressed, and children but once.

If this is so, it may be remarked:

(1) that there were probably quite young children in the church in the time
of the apostle John, for the word would naturally convey that idea.

(2) The exact age cannot be indeed determined, but two things are clear:

(a) one is, that they were undoubtedly under 20 years of age, since they
were younger than the “young men” — neaniskoi <3495> — a word usually
applied to those who were in the vigor of life, from about the period of 20
up to 40 years, (Notes, <620213>1 John 2:13), and this word would embrace all
who were younger than that class; and

(b) the other is, that the word itself would convey the idea that they were
in quite early life, as the word “children” — fair translation of it — does
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now with us. It is not possible to determine, from the use of this word,
precisely of what age the class here referred to was, but the word would
imply that they were in quite early life. No rule is laid down in the New
Testament as to the age in which children may be admitted to the
communion. The whole subject is left to the wise discretion of the church,
and is safely left there. Cases must vary so much that no rule could be laid
down; and little or no evil has arisen from leaving the point undetermined
in the Scriptures. It may be doubted, however, whether the church has not
been rather in danger of erring by having it deferred too late, than by
admitting children too early.

(3) Such children, if worthy the attention of an aged apostle, should receive
the particular notice of pastors now. Compare the notes at <432115>John 21:15.
There are reasons in all cases now, as there were then, why this part of a
congregation should receive the special attention of a minister of religion.
The hopes of a church are in them. Their minds are susceptible to
impression. The character of the piety in the next age will depend on their
views of religion. All that there is of value in the church and the world will
soon pass into their hands. The houses, farms, factories; the pulpits, and
the chairs of professors in colleges; the seats of senators and the benches of
judges; the great offices of state, and all the offices in the church; the
interests of learning, and of benevolence and liberty, are all soon to be
under their control. Everything valuable in this world will soon depend on
their conduct and character; and who, therefore, can over-estimate the
importance of training them up in just views of religion. As John “wrote”
to this class, should not pastors “preach” to them?

Because oJti <3754>. This particle may be rendered “for,” or “because;” and
the meaning may be either that the fact that their sins were forgiven was a
REASON for writing to them, since it would be proper, on that ground, to
exhort them to a holy life; or that he wrote to them because it was a
privilege to address them as those who were forgiven, for he felt that, in
speaking to them, he could address them as such. It seems to me that it is
to be taken as a causal particle, and that the apostle, in the various
specifications which he makes, designs to assign particular reasons why he
wrote to each class, enjoining on them the duties of a holy life. Compare
<620221>1 John 2:21.

Your sins are forgiven you That is, this is a reason why he wrote to them,
and enjoined these things on them. The meaning seems to be, that the fact
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that our past sins are blotted out furnishes a strong REASON why we
should be holy. That reason is founded on the goodness of God in doing it,
and on the obligation under which we are brought by the fact that God has
had mercy on us. This is a consideration which children will feel as well as
others; for there is nothing which will tend more to make a child obedient
hereafter, than the fact that a parent freely forgives the past.

For his name’s sake On account of the name of Christ; that is, in virtue of
what he has done for us. In <620213>1 John 2:13, he states another reason why
he wrote to this same class — “because they had known the Father.”

<620213>1 John 2:13. I write unto you, fathers As there were special reasons
for writing to children, so there were also for writing to those who were
more mature in life. The class here addressed would embrace all those who
were in advance of the neaniskoi <3495>, or young men, and would properly
include those who were at the head of families.

Because ye have known him that is from the beginning That is, the Lord
Jesus Christ. Notes, <620101>1 John 1:1. The argument is, that they had been
long acquainted with the principles of his religion, and understood well its
doctrines and duties. It cannot be certainly inferred from this that they had
had a personal acquaintance with the Lord Jesus: yet that this might have
been is not impossible, for John had himself personally known him, and
there may have been some among those to whom he wrote who had also
seen and known him. If this were so, it would give additional
impressiveness to the reason assigned here for writing to them, and for
reminding them of the principles of that religion which they had learned
from his own lips and example. But perhaps all that is necessarily implied in
this passage is, that they had had long opportunity of becoming acquainted
with the religion of the Son of God, and that having understood that
thoroughly, it was proper to address them as aged and established
Christians, and to call on them to maintain the true doctrines of the gospel,
against the specious but dangerous errors which then prevailed.

I write unto you, young men neaniskoi <3495>. This word would properly
embrace those who were in the vigor of life, midway between children and
old men. It is uniformly rendered “young men” in the New Testament:
<401920>Matthew 19:20,22; <411451>Mark 14:51; 16:5; <420714>Luke 7:14; <440217>Acts 2:17;
5:10; and in the passages before us. It does not elsewhere occur. It is
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commonly understood as embracing those in the prime and vigor of
manhood up to the period of about forty years. — Robinson.

Because ye have overcome the wicked one That is, because you have vigor,
(see the next verse), and that vigor you have shown by overcoming the
assaults of the wicked one — the devil. You have triumphed over the
passions which prevail in early life; you have combated the allurements of
vice, ambition, covetousness, and sensuality; and you have shown that
there is a strength of character and of piety on which reliance can be placed
in promoting religion. It is proper, therefore, to exhort you not to disgrace
the victory which you have already gained, but to employ your vigor of
character in maintaining the cause of the Saviour. The thing to which John
appeals here is the energy of those at this period of life, and it is proper at
all times to make this the ground of appeal in addressing a church. It is
right to call on those who are in the prime of life, and who are endowed
with energy of character, to employ their talents in the service of the Lord
Jesus, and to stand up as the open advocates of truth. Thus, the apostle
calls on the three great classes into which a community or a church may be
considered as divided: youth, because their sins were already forgiven, and,
though young, they had actually entered on a career of virtue and religion,
a career which by all means they ought to be exhorted to pursue; “fathers,”
or aged men, because they had had long experience in religion, and had a
thorough acquaintance with the doctrines and duties of the gospel, and
they might be expected to stand steadfastly as examples to others; and
“young men,” those who were in the vigor and prime of life, because they
had shown that they had power to resist evil, and were endowed with
strength, and it was proper to call on them to exert their vigor in the sacred
cause of religion.

I write unto you, little children Many manuscripts read here, “I have
written” — egraya <1125> — instead of I write — grafw <1125>. This reading
is found in both the ancient Syriac versions, and in the Coptic; it was
followed by Origen, Cyril, Photius, and OEeumenius; and it is adopted by
Grotius, Mill, and Hahn, and is probably the true reading. The connection
seems to demand this. In <620212>1 John 2:12,13, the apostle uses the word
grafw <1125> — I write — in relation to children, fathers, and young men; in
the passage before us, and in the next verse, he again addresses children,
fathers, and young men, and in relation to the two latter, he says egraya
<1125> — “I have written.” The connection, therefore, seems to demand that
the same word should be employed here also. Some persons have supposed
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that the whole passage is spurious, but of that there is no evidence; and, as
we have elsewhere seen, it is not uncommon for John to repeat a
sentiment, and to place it in a variety of lights, in order that he might make
it certain that he was not misapprehended. Some have supposed, also, that
the expression “I have written,” refers to some former epistle which is now
lost, or to the Gospel by the same author, which had been sent to them
(Hug.), and that he means here to remind them that he had written to them
on some former occasion, inculcating the same sentiments which he now
expressed. But there is no evidence of this, and this supposition is not
necessary in order to a correct understanding of the passage. In the former
expression, “I write,” the state of mind would be that of one who fixed his
attention on what he was “then” doing, and the particular reason “why” he
did it — and the apostle states these reasons in <620212>1 John 2:12,13. Yet it
would not be unnatural for him immediately to throw his mind into the
past, and to state the reasons why he had resolved to write to them at all,
and then to look at what he had purposed to say as already done, and to
state the reasons why that was done. Thus one who sat down to write a
letter to a friend might appropriately state in any part of the letter the
reasons which had induced him to write at all to him on the subject. If he
fixed his attention on the fact that he was actually writing, and on the
reasons why he wrote, he would express himself in the present tense — I
write; if on the previous purpose, or the reasons which induced him to
write at all, he would use the past tense — “I have written” for such and
such reasons. So John seems here, in order to make what he says emphatic,
to refer to two states of his own mind: the one when he resolved to write,
and the reasons which occurred to him then; and the other when he was
actually writing, and the reasons which occurred to him then. The reasons
are indeed substantially the same, but they are contemplated from different
points of view, and that fact shows that what he did was done with
deliberation, and from a deep sense of duty.

Because ye have known the Father In <620212>1 John 2:12, the reason assigned
for writing to this class is, that their sins were forgiven. The reason
assigned here is, that in early life they had become acquainted with God as
a Father. He desires that they would show themselves dutiful and faithful
children in this relation which they sustained to him. Even children may
learn to regard God as their Father, and may have toward him all the
affectionate interest which grows out of this relation.
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<620214>1 John 2:14. I have written unto you, fathers, because ... The reason
assigned here for writing to fathers is the same which is given in the
previous verse. It would seem that, in respect to them, the apostle regarded
this as a sufficient reason for writing to them, and only meant to enforce it
by repeating it. The fact that they had through many years been acquainted
with the doctrines and duties of the true religion, seemed to him a sufficient
reason for writing to them, and for exhorting them to a steadfast adherence
to those principles and duties.

I have written unto you, young men, because ye are strong ... The two
additional circumstances which he here mentions as reasons for writing to
young men are, that they are strong, and that the word of God abides in
them. The first of these reasons is, that they were strong; that is, that they
were qualified for active and useful service in the cause of the Redeemer.
Children were yet too young and feeble to appeal to them by this motive,
and the powers of the aged were exhausted; but those who were in the
vigor of life might be called upon for active service in the cause of the Lord
Jesus. The same appeal may be made now to the same class; and the fact
that they are thus vigorous is a proper ground of exhortation, for the
church needs their active services, and they are bound to devote their
powers to the cause of truth. The other additional ground of appeal is, that
the word of God abode in them; that is, that those of this class to whom he
wrote had showed, perhaps in time of temptation, that they adhered firmly
to the principles of religion. They had not flinched from an open defense of
the truths of religion when assailed; they had not been seduced by the
plausible arts of the advocates of error, but they had had strength to
overcome the wicked one. The reason here for appealing to this class is,
that in fact they had showed that they could be relied on, and it was proper
to depend on them to advocate the great principles of Christianity.

<620215>1 John 2:15. Love not the world The term “world” seems to be used
in the Scriptures in three senses:

(1) As denoting the physical universe; the world as it appears to the eye;
the world considered as the work of God, as a material creation.

(2) The world as applied to the people that reside in it — “the world of
mankind.”

(3) As the dwellers on the earth are by nature without religion, and act
under a set of maxims, aims, and principles that have reference only to this
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life, the term comes to be used with reference to that community; that is, to
the objects which they especially seek, and the principles by which they are
actuated.

Considered with reference to the first sense of the word, it is not improper
to love the world as the work of God, and as illustrating his perfections;
for we may suppose that God loves his own works, and it is not wrong that
we should find pleasure in their contemplation. Considered with reference
to the second sense of the word, it is not wrong to love the people of the
world with a love of benevolence, and to have attachment to our kindred
and friends who constitute a part of it, though they are not Christians. It is
only with reference to the word as used in the third sense that the
command here can be understood to be applicable, or that the love of the
world is forbidden; with reference to the objects sought, the maxims that
prevail, the principles that reign in that community that lives for this world
as contradistinguished from the world to come. The meaning is, that we are
not to fix our affections on worldly objects — on what the world can
furnish — as our portion, with the spirit with which they do who live only
for this world, regardless of the life to come. We are not to make this
world the object of our chief affection; we are not to be influenced by the
maxims and feelings which prevail among those who do. Compare the
notes at <451202>Romans 12:2, and <590404>James 4:4. See also <401626>Matthew 16:26;
<420925>Luke 9:25; <460120>1 Corinthians 1:20; 3:19; <480403>Galatians 4:3;
<510208>Colossians 2:8.

Neither the things that are in the world Referred to in the next verse as
“the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life.” This
explanation shows what John meant by “the things that are in the world.”
He does not say that we are in no sense to love “anything” that is in the
material world; that we are to feel no interest in flowers, and streams, and
forests, and fountains; that we are to have no admiration for what God has
done as the Creator of all things; that we are to cherish no love for any of
the inhabitants of the world, our friends and kindred; or that we are to
pursue none of the objects of this life in making provision for our families;
but that we are not to love the things which are sought merely to pamper
the appetite, to please the eye, or to promote pride in living. These are the
objects sought by the people of the world; these are not the objects to be
sought by the Christian.
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If any man love the world ... If, in this sense, a person loves the world, it
shows that he has no true religion; that is, if characteristically he loves the
world as his portion, and lives for that; if it is the ruling principle of his life
to gain and enjoy that, it shows that his heart has never been renewed, and
that he has no part with the children of God. See the notes at <590404>James 4:4;
<400624>Matthew 6:24.

<620216>1 John 2:16. For all that is in the world That is, all that really
constitutes the world, or that enters into the aims and purposes of those
who live for this life. All that that community lives for may be comprised
under the following things.

The lust of the flesh The word “lust” is used here in the general sense of
desire, or that which is the object of desire — not in the narrow sense in
which it is now commonly used to denote libidinous passion. See the notes
at <590114>James 1:14. The phrase, “the lust of the flesh,” here denotes that
which pampers the appetites, or all that is connected with the indulgence of
the mere animal propensities. A large part of the world lives for little more
than this. This is the lowest form of worldly indulgence; those which are
immediately specified being of a higher order, though still merely worldly.

And the lust of the eyes That which is designed merely to gratify the sight.
This would include, of course, costly clothes, jewels, gorgeous furniture,
splendid palaces, pleasure-grounds, etc. The object is to refer to the
frivolous vanities of this world, the thing on which the eye delights to rest
where there is no higher object of life. It does not, of course, mean that the
eye is never to be gratified, or that we can find as much pleasure in an ugly
as in a handsome object, or that it is sinful to find pleasure in beholding
objects of real beauty — for the world, as formed by its Creator, is full of
such things, and he could not but have intended that pleasure should enter
the soul through the eye, or that the beauties which he has shed so lavishly
over his works should contribute to the happiness of his creatures; but the
apostle refers to this when it is the great and leading object of life — when
it is sought without any connection with religion or reference to the world
to come.

And the pride of life The word here used means, properly, ostentation or
boasting, and then arrogance or pride. — Robinson. It refers to whatever
there is that tends to promote pride, or that is an index of pride, such as the
ostentatious display of dress, equipage, furniture, etc.
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Is not of the Father Does not proceed from God, or meet with his
approbation. It is not of the nature of true religion to seek these things, nor
can their pursuit be reconciled with the existence of real piety in the heart.
The sincere Christian has nobler ends; and he who has not any higher ends,
and whose conduct and feelings can all be accounted for by a desire for
these things, cannot be a true Christian.

But is of the world Is originated solely by the objects and purposes of this
life, where religion and the life to come are excluded.

<620217>1 John 2:17. And the world passeth away Everything properly
constituting this world where religion is excluded. The reference here does
not seem to be so much to the material world, as to the scenes of show and
vanity which make up the world. These things are passing away like the
shifting scenes of the stage. See the notes at <460731>1 Corinthians 7:31.

And the lust thereof All that is here so much the object of desire. These
things are like a pageant, which only amuses the eye for a moment, and
then disappears forever.

But he that doeth the will of God abideth forever This cannot mean that he
will never die; but it means that he has built his happiness on a basis which
is secure, and which can never pass away. Compare the notes at
<400724>Matthew 7:24-27.

<620218>1 John 2:18. Little children See <620201>1 John 2:1.

It is the last time The closing period or dispensation; that dispensation in
which the affairs of the world are ultimately to be wound up. The apostle
does not, however, say that the end of the world would soon occur, nor
does he intimate how long this dispensation would be. That period might
continue through many ages or centuries, and still be the last dispensation,
or that in which the affairs of the world would be finally closed. See the
notes at <230202>Isaiah 2:2; <440217>Acts 2:17; <580102>Hebrews 1:2. Some have
supposed that the “last time” here refers to the destruction of Jerusalem,
and the end of the Jewish economy; but the more natural interpretation is
to refer it to the last dispensation of the world, and to suppose that the
apostle meant to say that there were clear evidences that that period had
arrived.

And as ye have heard that antichrist shall come The word “antichrist”
occurs in the New Testament only in these Epistles of John, <620218>1 John
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2:18,22; 4:3; <630107>2 John 1:7. The proper meaning of (anti <473>) in
composition is:

(1) “over-against,” as antitassein <498>;

(2) “contrary to,” as antilegein <483>;

(3) reciprocity, as antapodidwmi <467>;

(4) “substitution,” as antibasileuv ;

(5) the place of the king, or anqupatov <446> — “proconsul.”

The word “antichrist,” therefore, might denote anyone who either was or
claimed to be in the place of Christ, or one who, for any cause, was in
opposition to him. The word, further, would apply to one opposed to him,
on whatever ground the opposition might be; whether it were open and
avowed, or whether it were only IN FACT, as resulting from certain claims
which were adverse to his, or which were inconsistent with his. A “vice-
functionary,” or an “opposing functionary,” would be the idea which the
word would naturally suggest. If the word stood alone, and there were
nothing said further to explain its meaning, we should think, when the
word “antichrist” was used, either of one who claimed to be the Christ, and
who thus was a rival; or of one who stood in opposition to him on some
other ground. That which constituted the characteristics of antichrist,
according to John, who only has used the word, he has himself stated. <620222>1
John 2:22,

“Who is a liar, but he that denieth that Jesus is the Christ? He is
antichrist, that denieth the Father and the Son.”

<620403>1 John 4:3,

“And every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus Christ is come in
the flesh, is not of God; and this is that spirit of antichrist.”

<630107>2 John 1:7,

“For many deceivers are entered into the world, who confess not
that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh. This is a deceiver and an
antichrist.”

From this it is clear, that John understood by the word all those that denied
that Jesus is the Messiah, or that the Messiah has come in the flesh. If they



498

held that Jesus was a deceiver, and that he was not the Christ, or if they
maintained that, though Christ had come, he had not come in the flesh, that
is, with a proper human nature, this showed that such persons had the spirit
of antichrist. They arrayed themselves against him, and held doctrines
which were in fact in entire opposition to the Son of God. It would appear
then that John does not use the word in the sense which it WOULD bear as
denoting one who set up a rival claim, or who came in the place of Christ,
but in the sense of those who were opposed to him by denying essential
doctrines in regard to his person and advent. It is not certainly known to
what persons he refers, but it would seem not improbable to Jewish
adversaries, (see Suicer’s Thesaur. s. voc.,) or to some forms of the
Gnostic belief. See the notes at <620402>1 John 4:2. The doctrine respecting
antichrist, as stated in the New Testament, may be summed up in the
following particulars:

(1) That there would be those, perhaps in considerable numbers, who
would openly claim to be the Christ, or the true Messiah, <402405>Matthew
24:5,24.

(2) That there would be a spirit, which would manifest itself early in the
church, that would strongly tend to some great apostasy under some one
head or leader, or to a concentration on an individual, or a succession of
individuals, who would have eminently the spirit of antichrist, though for a
time the developement of that spirit would be hindered or restrained. See
the notes at <530201>2 Thessalonians 2:1-7.

(3) That this would be ultimately concentrated on a single leader —

“the man of sin” — and embodied under some great apostasy, at
the head of which would be that “man of sin,” <530203>2 Thessalonians
2:3,4,8,9,10.

It is to this that PAUL particularly refers, or this is the view which he took
of this apostacy, and it is this which HE particularly describes.

(4) That, in the meantime, and before the elements of the great apostasy
should be concentrated and embodied, there might not be a few who would
partake of the same general spirit, and who would be equally opposed to
Christ in their doctrines and aims; that is, who would embody in themselves
the essential spirit of antichrist, and by whose appearing it might be known
that the last dispensation had come. It is to these that JOHN refers, and
these he found in his own age. PAUL fixed the eye on future times, when
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the spirit of antichrist should be embodied under a distinct and mighty
organization; JOHN on his own time, and found then essentially what it
had been predicted would occur in the church. He here says that they had
been taught to expect that antichrist would come under the last
dispensation; and it is implied that it could be ascertained that it was the
last time, from the fact that the predicted opposer of Christ had come. The
reference is probably to the language of the Saviour, that before the end
should be, and as a sign that it was coming, many would arise claiming to
be Christ, and, of course, practically denying that he was the Christ.
<402405>Matthew 24:5,

“Many shall come in my name, saying, I am Christ; and shall
deceive many.”

<402424>Matthew 24:24,

“And there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets; and they
shall show great signs and wonders, insomuch that, if it were
possible, they shall deceive the very elect.”

This prediction it is probable the apostles had referred to wherever they
had preached, so that there was a general expectation that one or more
persons would appear claiming to be the Christ, or maintaining such
opinions as to be inconsistent with the true doctrine that Jesus was the
Messiah. Such persons, John says, had then in fact appeared, by which it
could be known that they were living under the closing dispensations of the
world referred to by the Saviour. Compare the notes at <530202>2 Thessalonians
2:2-5.

Even now are there many antichrists There are many who have the
characteristics which it was predicted that antichrist would have; that is, as
explained above, there are many who deny that Jesus is the Messiah, or
who deny that he has come in the flesh. If they maintained that Jesus was
an impostor and not the true Messiah, or if, though they admitted that the
Messiah had come, they affirmed, as the “Docetae” did, (Note at <620402>1 John
4:2,) that he had come in “appearance” only, and not really come in the
flesh, this was the spirit of antichrist. John says that there were many such
persons in fact in his time. It would seem from this that John did not refer
to a single individual, or to a succession of individuals who should come
previous to the winding up of the affairs of the world, as Paul did (<530202>2
Thessalonians 2:2ff), but that he understood that there might be many at
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the same time who would evince the spirit of antichrist. Both he and Paul,
however, refer to the expectation that before the coming of the Saviour to
judge the world there would be prominent adversaries of the Christian
religion, and that the end would not come until such adversaries appeared.
Paul goes more into detail, and describes the characteristics of the great
apostasy more at length (<530202>2 Thessalonians 2:2ff; <540401>1 Timothy 4:1ff;
<550301>2 Timothy 3:1ff) John says, not that the appearing of these persons
indicated that the end of the world was near, but that they had such
characteristics as to show that they were living in the last dispensation.
Paul so describes them as to show that the end of the world was not to be
immediately expected (<530201>2 Thessalonians 2:1ff), John, without referring
to that point, says that there were enough of that character then to prove
that the last dispensation had come, though he does not say how long it
would continue.

Whereby we know it is the last time They have the characteristics which it
was predicted many would have before the end of the world should come.
The evidence that it was “the last time,” or the closing dispensation of the
world, derived from the appearing of these persons, consists simply in the
fact that it was predicted that such persons would appear under the
Christian, or the last dispensation, <402405>Matthew 24:5,24-27. Their
appearance was to precede the coming of the Saviour, though it is not said
“how long” it would precede that; but at any time the appearing of such
persons would be an evidence that it was the closing dispensation of the
world, for the Saviour, in his predictions respecting them, had said that
they would appear before he should return to judgment. It cannot now be
determined precisely to what classes of persons there is reference here,
because we know too little of the religious state of the times to which the
apostle refers. No one can prove, however, that there were “not” persons
at that time who so fully corresponded to the predictions of the Saviour as
to be a complete fulfillment of what he said, and to demonstrate that the
last age had truly come. It would seem probable that there may have been
reference to some Jewish adversaries, who denied that Jesus was the
Messiah (Robinson Lexicon), or to some persons who had already
broached the doctrine of the “Docetae,” that though Jesus was the
Messiah, yet that he was a man in appearance only, and had not really
come in the flesh. Classes of persons of each description abounded in the
early ages of the church.
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<620219>1 John 2:19. They went out from us From the church. That is, they
had once been professors of the religion of the Saviour, though their
apostasy showed that they never had any true piety. John refers to the fact
that they had once been in the church, perhaps to remind those to whom he
wrote that they knew them well, and could readily appreciate their
character. It was a humiliating statement that those who showed
themselves to be so utterly opposed to religion had once been members of
the Christian church; but this is a statement which we are often compelled
to make.

But they were not of us That is, they did not really belong to us, or were
not true Christians. See the notes at <400723>Matthew 7:23. This passage proves
that these persons, whatever their pretensions and professions may have
been, were never sincere Christians. The same remark may be made of all
who apostatize from the faith, and become teachers of error. They never
were truly converted; never belonged really to the spiritual church of
Christ.

For if they had been of us If they had been sincere and true Christians.

They would no doubt have continued with us The words “no doubt” are
supplied by our translators, but the affirmation is equally strong without
them: “they would have remained with us.” This affirms, without any
ambiguity or qualification, that if they had been true Christians they
“would” have remained in the church; that is, they would not have
apostatized. There could not be a more positive affirmation than that which
is implied here, that those who are true Christians will continue to be such;
or that the saints will not fall away from grace. John affirms it of these
persons, that if they had been true Christians they would never have
departed from the church. He makes the declaration so general that it may
be regarded as a universal truth, that if “any” are truly “of us,” that is, if
they are true Christians, they will continue in the church, or will never fall
away. The statement is so made also as to teach that if any “do” fall away
from the church, the fact is full proof that they never had any religion, for if
they had had they would have remained steadfast in the church.

But they went out, that they might be made manifest that they were not all
of us It was suffered or permitted in the providence of God that this should
occur, “in order” that it might be seen and known that they were not true
Christians, or in order that their real character might be developed. It was
desirable that this should be done:
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(a) in order that the church might be purified from their influence —
compare the notes at <431502>John 15:2;

(b) in order that it might not be responsible for their conduct, or
reproached on account of it;

(c) in order that their real character might be developed, and they might
themselves see that they were not true Christians;

(d) in order that, being seen and known as apostates, their opinions and
conduct might have less influence than if they were connected with the
church;

(e) in order that they might themselves understand their own true
character, and no longer live under the delusive opinion that they were
Christians and were safe, but that, seeing themselves in their true light, they
might be brought to repentance.

For there is only a most slender prospect that any who are deceived in the
church will ever be brought to true repentance there; and slight as is the
hope that one who apostatizes will be, such an event is much more
probable than it would be if he remained in the church. People are more
likely to be converted when their character is known and understood, than
they are when playing a game of deception, or are themselves deceived.
What is here affirmed of these persons often occurs now; and those who
have no true religion are often suffered to apostatize from their profession
for the same purposes. It is better that they should cease to have any
connection with the church than that they should remain in it; and God
often suffers them to fall away even from the profession of religion, in
order that they may not do injury as professing Christians. This very
important passage, then, teaches the following things:

(1) That when people apostatize from the profession of religion, and
embrace fatal error, or live in sin, it proves that they never had any true
piety.

(2) The fact that such persons fall away cannot be adduced to prove that
Christians ever fall from grace, for it demonstrates nothing on that point,
but proves only that these persons never had any real piety. They may have
had much that seemed to be religion; they may have been zealous, and
apparently devoted to God, and may even have had much comfort and
peace in what they took to be piety; they may have been eminently “gifted”



503

in prayer, or may have even been successful preachers of the gospel, but all
this does not prove that they ever had any piety, nor does the fact that such
persons apostatize from their profession throw any light on a question
quite foreign to this — whether true Christians ever fall from grace.
Compare <400722>Matthew 7:22,23.

(3) The passage before us proves that if any are true Christians they will
remain in the church, or will certainly persevere and be saved. They may
indeed backslide grievously; they may wander far away, and pain the hearts
of their brethren, and give occasion to the enemies of religion to speak
reproachfully; but the apostle says, “if they had been of us, they would
have continued with us.”

(4) One of the best evidences of true piety is found in the fact of continuing
with the church. I do not mean nominally and formally, but really and
spiritually, having the heart with the church; loving its peace and promoting
its welfare; identifying ourselves with real Christians, and showing that we
are ready to cooperate with those who love the Lord Jesus and its cause.

(5) The main reason why professing Christians are suffered to apostatize is
to show that they had no true religion. It is desirable that they should see it
themselves; desirable that others should see it also. It is better that it should
be known that they had no true religion than that they should remain in the
church to be a burden on its movements, and a reproach to the cause. By
being allowed thus to separate themselves from the church, they may be
brought to remember their violated vows, and the church will be free from
the reproach of having those in its bosom who are a dishonor to the
Christian name. We are not to wonder, then, if persons apostatize who
have been professors of true religion; and we are not to suppose that the
greatest injury is done to the cause when they do it. A greater injury by far
is done when such persons remain in the church.

<620220>1 John 2:20. But ye have an unction from the Holy One The apostle
in this verse evidently intends to say that he had no apprehension in regard
to those to whom he wrote that they would thus apostatize, and bring
dishonor on their religion. They had been so anointed by the Holy Spirit
that they understood the true nature of religion, and it might be confidently
expected that they would persevere. The word “unction” or “anointing”
(crisma)<5545> means, properly, “something rubbed in or ointed;” oil for
anointing, “ointment;” then it means an anointing. The allusion is to the
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anointing of kings and priests, or their inauguration or coronation, (<091001>1
Samuel 10:1; 16:13; <022841>Exodus 28:41; 40:15; compare the notes at
<400101>Matthew 1:1;) and the idea seems to have been that the oil thus used
was emblematic of the gifts and graces of the Holy Spirit as qualifying
them for the discharge of the duties of their office. Christians, in the New
Testament, are described as “kings and priests,” (<660106>Revelation 1:6; 5:10),
and as a “royal priesthood” (<600205>1 Peter 2:5,9); and hence they are
represented as “anointed,” or as endowed with those graces of the Spirit,
of which anointing was the emblem. The phrase “the Holy One” refers
here, doubtless, to the Holy Spirit, that Spirit whose influences are
imparted to the people of God, to enlighten, to sanctify, and to comfort
them in their trials. The particular reference here is to the influences of that
Spirit as giving them clear and just views of the nature of religion, and thus
securing them from error and apostasy.

And ye know all things That is, all things which it is essential that you
should know on the subject of religion. See the notes at <431613>John 16:13;
<460215>1 Corinthians 2:15. The meaning cannot be that they knew all things
pertaining to history, to science, to literature, and to the arts; but that,
under the influences of the Holy Spirit, they had been made so thoroughly
acquainted with the truths and duties of the Christian religion, that they
might be regarded as safe from the danger or fatal error. The same may be
said of all true Christians now, that they are so taught by the Spirit of God,
that they have a practical acquaintance with what religion is, and with what
it requires, and are secure from falling into fatal error. In regard to the
general meaning of this verse, then, it may he observed:

I. That it does NOT mean any one of the following things:

(1) That Christians are literally instructed by the Holy Spirit in ALL things,
or that they literally understand all subjects. The teaching, whatever it may
be, refers only to religion.

(2) It is not meant that any new faculties of mind are conferred on them, or
any increased intellectual endowments, by their religion. It is not a fact that
Christians, as such, are superior in mental endowments to others; nor that
by their religion they have any mental traits which they had not before their
conversion. Paul, Peter, and John had essentially the same mental
characteristics after their conversion which they had before; and the same is
true of all Christians.
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(3) It is not meant that any new truth is revealed to the mind by the Holy
Spirit. All the truth that is brought before the mind of the Christian is to be
found in the Word of God, and “revelation,” as such, was completed when
the Bible was finished.

(4) It is not meant that anything is perceived by Christians which they had
not the natural faculty for perceiving before their conversion, or which
other people have not also the natural faculty for perceiving. The difficulty
with people is not a defect of natural faculties, it is in the blindness of the
heart.

II. The statement here made by John “does” imply, it is supposed, the
following things:

(1) That the minds of Christians are so enlightened that they have a new
perception of the truth. They see it in a light in which they did not before.
They see it AS truth. They see its beauty, its force, its adapted less to their
condition and wants. They understand the subject of religion better than
they once did, and better than others do. What was once dark appears now
plain; what once had no beauty to their minds now appears beautiful; what
was once repellant is now attractive.

(2) They see this TO BE true; that is, they see it in such a light that they
cannot doubt that it is true. They have such views of the doctrines of
religion, that they have no doubt that they are true, and are willing on the
belief of their truth to lay down their lives, and stake their eternal interests.

(3) Their knowledge of truth is enlarged. They become acquainted with
MORE truths than they would have known if they had not been under the
teaching of the Holy Spirit. Their range of thought is greater; their vision
more extended, as well as more clear.

III. The EVIDENCE that this is so is found in the following things:

(1) The express statements of Scripture. See <460214>1 Corinthians 2:14,15, and
the notes at that passage. Compare <431613>John 16:13,14.

(2) It is a matter of fact that it is so.

(a) People by nature do not perceive any beauty in the truths of religion.
They are distasteful to them, or they are repulsive and offensive. “The
doctrine of the cross is to the Jew a stumbling-block, and to the Greek
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foolishness.” They may see indeed the force of an argument, but they do
not see the beauty of the way of salvation.

(b) When they are converted they do. These things appear to them to be
changed, and they see them in a new light, and perceive a beauty in them
which they never did before.

(c) There is often a surprising DEVELOPMENT of religious knowledge when
persons are converted. They seem to understand the way of salvation, and
the whole subject of religion, in a manner and to an extent which cannot be
accounted for, except on the supposition of a teaching from above.

(d) This is manifest also in the knowledge which persons otherwise
ignorant exhibit on the subject of religion. With few advantages for
education, and with no remarkable talents, they show an acquaintance with
the truth, a knowledge of religion, an ability to defend the doctrines of
Christianity, and to instruct others in the way of salvation, which could
have been derived only from some source superior to themselves. Compare
<430715>John 7:15; <440413>Acts 4:13.

(e) The same thing is shown by their “adherence to truth” in the midst of
persecution, and simply because they perceive that for which they die to be
the truth. And is there anything incredible in this? May not the mind see
what truth is? How do we judge of an axiom in mathematics, or of a
proposition that is demonstrated, but by the fact that the mind “perceives”
it to be true, and cannot doubt it? And may it not be so in regard to
religious truth — especially when that truth is seen to accord with what we
know of ourselves, our lost condition as sinners, and our need of a
Saviour, and when we see that the truths revealed in the Scriptures are
exactly adapted to our wants?

(See also the supplementary note under <460214>1 Corinthians 2:14.)

<620221>1 John 2:21. I have not written unto you because ye know not the
truth You are not to regard my writing to you in this earnest manner as any
evidence that I do not suppose you to be acquainted with religion and its
duties. Some, perhaps, might have been disposed to put this construction
on what he had said, but he assures them that that was not the reason why
he had thus addressed them. The very fact that they DID understand the
subject of religion, he says, was rather the reason why he wrote to them.
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But because ye know it This was the ground of his hope that his appeal
would be effectual. If they had never known what religion was, if they
were ignorant of its nature and its claims, he would have had much less
hope of being able to guard them against error, and of securing their steady
walk in the path of piety. We may always make a strong and confident
appeal to those who really understand what the nature of religion is, and
what are the evidences of its truth.

And that no lie is of the truth No form of error, however plausible it may
appear, however ingeniously it may be defended and however much it may
seem to be favorable to human virtue and happiness, can be founded in
truth. What the apostle says here has somewhat the aspect of a truism, but
it contains a real truth of vital importance, and one which should have great
influence in determining our minds in regard to any proposed opinion or
doctrine. Error often appears plausible. It seems to be adapted to relieve
the mind of many difficulties which perplex and embarrass it on the subject
of religion. It seems to be adapted to promote religion. It seems to make
those who embrace it happy, and for a time they apparently enjoy religion.
But John says that however plausible all this may be, however much it may
seem to prove that the doctrines thus embraced are of God, it is a great and
vital maxim that NO error can have its foundation in truth, and, of course,
that it must be worthless. The grand question is, “what is truth;” and when
that is determined, we can easily settle the inquiries which come up about
the various doctrines that are abroad in the world. Mere plausible
appearances, or temporary good results that may grow out of a doctrine,
do not prove that it is based on truth; for whatever those results may be, it
is impossible that any error, however plausible, should have its origin in the
truth.

<620222>1 John 2:22. Who is a liar That is, who is false; who maintains an
erroneous doctrine; who is an impostor, if he is not? The object of the
apostle is to specify one of the prevailing forms of error, and to show that,
however plausible the arguments might be by which it was defended, it was
impossible that it should be true. Their own knowledge of the nature of
religion must convince them at once that this opinion was false.

That denieth that Jesus is the Christ It would seem that the apostle
referred to a class who admitted that Jesus lived, but who denied that he
was the true Messiah. On what grounds they did this is unknown; but to
maintain this was, of course, the same as to maintain that he was an
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impostor. The ground taken may have been that he had not the
characteristics ascribed to the Messiah in the prophets; or that he did not
furnish evidence that he was sent from God; or that he was an enthusiast.
Or perhaps some special form of error may be referred to, like that which is
said to have been held by Corinthus, who in his doctrine separated Jesus
from Christ, maintaining them to be two distinct persons. — “Doddridge.”

He is antichrist (See the notes at <620218>1 John 2:18). He has all the
characteristics and attributes of antichrist; or, a doctrine which practically
involves the denial of both the Father and the Son, must be that of
antichrist.

That denieth the Father and the Son That denies the special truths
pertaining to God the Father, and to the Son of God. The charge here is
not that they entertained incorrect views of God “as such” — as almighty,
eternal, most wise, and good; but that they denied the doctrines which
religion taught respecting God as Father and Son. Their opinions tended to
a denial of what was revealed respecting God as a Father — not in the
general sense of being the “Father” of the universe, but in the particular
sense of his relation to the Son. It cannot be supposed that they denied the
existence and perfections of God as such, nor that they denied that God is
a “Father” in the relation which he sustains to the universe; but the
meaning must be that what they held went to a practical denial of that
which is special to the true God, considered as sustaining the relation of a
Father to his Son Jesus Christ. Correct views of the Father could not be
held without correct views of the Son; correct views of the Son could not
be held without correct views of the Father. The doctrines respecting the
Father and the Son were so connected that one could not be held without
holding the other, and one could not be denied without denying the other.
Compare the notes at <401127>Matthew 11:27; <430523>John 5:23. No man can have
just views of God the Father who has not right apprehensions of the Son.
As a matter of fact in the world, people have right apprehensions of God
only when they have correct views of the character of the Lord Jesus
Christ.

<620223>1 John 2:23. Whosoever denieth the Son, the same hath not the
Father That is, has no just views of the Father, and has no evidence of his
friendship. It is only by the Son of God that the Father is made known to
people, (<401127>Matthew 11:27; <580102>Hebrews 1:2,3,) and it is only through him
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that we can become reconciled to God, and obtain evidence of His favor.
See the notes at <430523>John 5:23.

But he that acknowledges the Son, hath the Father also This passage, in
the common version of the New Testament, is printed in italics, as if it
were not in the original, but was supplied by the translators. It is true that it
is not found in all the manuscripts and versions; but it is found in a large
number of manuscripts, and in the Vulgate, the Syriac, the Aethiopic, the
Coptic, the Armenian, and the Arabic versions, and in the critical editions
of Griesbach, Tittmann, and Hahn. It is probable, therefore, that it should
be regarded as a genuine portion of the sacred text. It is much in the style
of John, and though not necessary to complete the sense, yet it well suits
the connection. As it was true that if one denied the Son of God he could
have no pretensions to any proper acquaintance with the Father, so it
seemed to follow that if anyone had any proper knowledge of the Son of
God, and made a suitable confession of him, he had evidence that he was
acquainted with the Father. Compare <431703>John 17:3; <451009>Romans 10:9.
Though, therefore, this passage was wanting in many of the manuscripts
consulted by the translators of the Bible, and though in printing it in the
manner in which they have they showed the great caution with which they
acted in admitting anything doubtful into their translation, yet the passage
should be restored to the text, and be regarded as a genuine portion of the
Word of God. The great truth can never be too clearly stated, or too often
inculcated, that it is only by a knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ that we
can have any true acquaintance with God. and that all who have just views
of the Saviour are in fact acquainted with the true God, and are heirs of
eternal life.

<620224>1 John 2:24. Let that therefore abide in you Adhere steadfastly to it;
let the truth obtain a permanent lodgement in the soul. In view of its great
importance, and its influence on your happiness here and hereafter, let it
never depart from you.

Which ye have heard from the beginning That is, the same doctrines which
you have always been taught respecting the Son of God and the way of
salvation. See the notes at <620207>1 John 2:7.

Ye also shall continue in the Son, and in the Father Truly united to the
Son and to the Father; or having evidence of the favor and friendship of the
Son and the Father.
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<620225>1 John 2:25. And this is the promise that he hath promised us, even
eternal life This is evidently added to encourage them in adhering to the
truths which they had embraced respecting the Son of God. In maintaining
these truths they had the promise of eternal life; in departing from them
they had none, for the “promise” of heaven in our world is made only to
those who embrace one class of doctrines or opinions. No one can show
that any “promise” of heaven is made to the mere possessor of beauty, or
wealth, or talent; to the accomplished or the “happy”; to those who are
distinguished for science, or skill in the arts; to rank, or birth, or blood; to
courage or strength. Whatever expectation of heaven anyone may entertain
on account of any of these things, must be traced to something else than a
“promise,” for there is none in the Bible to that effect. The “promise” of
heaven to people is limited to those who repent of their sins, who believe in
the Lord Jesus Christ, and who lead a holy life; and if anyone will base his
hope of heaven on a “promise,” it must be limited to these things. And yet
what well-founded hope of heaven “can” there be, except that which is
based “on a promise?” How does anyone know that he can be saved,
unless he has some assurance from God that it may and shall be so? Is not
heaven his home? How does anyone know that he may dwell there,
without some assurance from Him that he may? Is not the crown of life His
gift? How can anyone know that he will possess it, unless he has some
promise from Him? However people may reason, or conjecture, or hope,
the only “promise” of eternal life is found in the Bible; and the fact that we
have such promise should surely be a sufficient inducement to us to hold
fast the truth. On the promise of life in the gospel, see <431702>John 17:2;
<450206>Romans 2:6,7; <411616>Mark 16:16; <402546>Matthew 25:46.

<620226>1 John 2:26. These things have I written unto you concerning them
that seduce you Respecting their character, and in order to guard you
against their arts. The word “seduce” means to lead astray; and it here
refers to those who would seduce them “from the truth,” or lead them into
dangerous error. The apostle does not mean that they had actually seduced
them, for he states in the following verse that they were yet safe; but he
refers to the fact that there was danger that they might be led into error.

<620227>1 John 2:27. But the anointing which ye have received of him See
the notes at <620220>1 John 2:20.

Abideth in you The meaning is, that the influence on your heart and life,
which results from the fact that you are anointed of God, permanently
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abides with you, and will keep you from dangerous error. The apostle
evidently meant to say that he felt assured that they would not be seduced
from the truth, and that his confidence in regard to this was placed in the
fact that they had been truly anointed unto God as kings and priests. Thus
understood, what he here says is equivalent to the expression of a firm
conviction that those who are true Christians will not fall away. Compare
the notes at <620219>1 John 2:19,20.

And ye need not that any man teach you That is, what are the things
essential to true religion. See the notes at <620220>1 John 2:20.

But as the same anointing teacheth you of all things This cannot mean that
the mere act of anointing, if that had been performed in their case, would
“teach” them; but it refers to what John includes in what he calls the
anointing — that is, in the solemn consecrating to the duties of religion
under the influences of the Holy Spirit.

And is truth, and is no lie Leads to truth, and not to error. No man was
ever led into error by those influences which result from the fact that he has
been consecrated to the service of God.

Ye shall abide in him Margin, “or it.” The Greek will bear either
construction. The connection, however, seems to demand that it should be
understood as referring to him — that is, to the Saviour.

<620228>1 John 2:28. And now, little children See the notes at <620201>1 John 2:1.

Abide in him; that, when he shall appear In the end of the world, to
receive his people to himself. See the notes at <431402>John 14:2,3.

We may have confidence Greek, boldness — parrhsian <3954>. This word
is commonly used to denote openness, plainness, or boldness in speaking,
<410832>Mark 8:32; <430704>John 7:4,13,26; <440229>Acts 2:29; 4:13,29; <470312>2 Corinthians
3:12; 7:4. Here it means the kind of boldness, or calm assurance, which
arises from evidence of piety, and of preparation for heaven. It means that
they would not be overwhelmed and confounded at the coming of the
Saviour, by its being then found that all their hopes were fallacious. And
not be ashamed before him at his coming By having all our hopes taken
away; by being held up to the universe as guilty and condemned. We feel
ashamed when our hopes are disappointed; when it is shown that we have a
character different from what we professed to have; when our pretensions
to goodness are stripped off, and the heart is made bare. Many will thus be
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ashamed in the last day, (<400721>Matthew 7:21-23;) but it is one of the
promises made to those who truly believe on the Saviour, that they shall
never be ashamed or confounded. See the notes at <600206>1 Peter 2:6.
Compare <234517>Isaiah 45:17; <450505>Romans 5:5; <600416>1 Peter 4:16; <410838>Mark 8:38.

<620229>1 John 2:29. If ye know that he is righteous This is not said as if
there could be any doubt on the subject, but merely to call their attention to
it as a well-known truth, and to state what followed from it. Everyone who
has any true acquaintance with God, must have the fullest conviction that
he is a righteous Being. But, if this be so, John says, then it must follow
that only those who are truly righteous can regard themselves as begotten
of Him.

Ye know Margin, “know ye.” The Greek will bear either construction, and
either would make good sense. Assuming that God is righteous, it would
be proper to state, as in the text, that it followed from this that they must
know that only those who are righteous can be regarded as begotten of
Him; or, assuming this to be true, it was proper to exhort them to be
righteous, as in the margin. Whichever interpretation is adopted, the great
truth is taught, that only those who are truly righteous can regard
themselves as the children of God.

That everyone that doeth righteousness is born of him Or rather, is
begotten of Him; is truly a child of God. This truth is everywhere taught in
the Bible, and is worthy of being often repeated. No one who is not, in the
proper sense of the term, a righteous man, can have any wellfounded
pretensions to being regarded as a child of God. If this be so, then it is not
difficult to determine whether we are the children of God.

(1) If we are unjust, false, dishonest, we cannot be His children.

(2) If we are indulging in any known sin, we cannot be.

(3) If we are not truly righteous, all visions and rapture, all zeal and ardor,
though in the cause of religion, all that we may pride ourselves on in being
fervent in prayer, or eloquent in preaching, is vain.

(4) If we ARE righteous, in the true and proper sense, doing that which is
RIGHT toward God and toward people, to ourselves, to our families, to
our neighbors, to the world at large, to the Saviour who died for us, then
we are true Christians; and then, no matter how soon he may appear, or
how solemn and overwhelming the scenes that shall close the world, we
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shall not be ashamed or confounded, for we shall hail him as our Saviour,
and rejoice that the time has come that we may go and dwell with him
forever.
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NOTES ON 1 JOHN 3

This chapter embraces the following subjects:

I. The fact that Christians are now the sons of God, <620301>1 John 3:1-3.

(1) We are the sons of God, and this will explain the reason why the world
does not appreciate our character, or understand the reasons of our
conduct, <620301>1 John 3:1.

(2) The consequences of sustaining that relation to God, or of being
regarded as His sons.

(a) We shall be like him when he appears, <620302>1 John 3:2.

(b) We shall purify ourselves under the influence of this hope, <620303>1 John
3:3.

II. The fact that he who is an adopted child of God does not commit sin,
<620304>1 John 3:4-10.

(1) All sin is the transgression of the law, <620304>1 John 3:4;

(2) Christ was manifested to take away our sins, <620305>1 John 3:5;

(3) he that commits sin is of the devil, <620308>1 John 3:8; and,

(4) as a matter of fact, he who is of God does not commit sin, <620307>1 John
3:7,9,10.

III. True religion will be manifested by love to the Christian brotherhood,
<620310>1 John 3:10-18.

(1) As a man who is not righteous cannot be a true Christian, neither can
he who does not love his brother, <620310>1 John 3:10.

(2) It is the solemn command of the Saviour that his followers should love
one another, <620311>1 John 3:11.

(3) The importance of this is seen by the opposite conduct of Cain, <620312>1
John 3:12.
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(4) Love to the brethren furnishes the most certain evidence that we have
passed from death unto life, <620314>1 John 3:14.

(5) A man who hates another is in fact a murderer, and, of course, cannot
be a true child of God, <620315>1 John 3:15.

(6) We should be stimulated to the love of the brethren by the example of
the Saviour, who laid down his life for us, <620316>1 John 3:16.

(7) If we see a brother in want, and have the means of aiding him, and do
not do it, we cannot have the love of God dwelling in us, <620317>1 John
3:17,18.

IV. We may have evidence that we love God by the consciousness of our
feelings toward him, as well as by outward acts toward his friends, <620319>1
John 3:19-21.

V. If we keep His commandments our prayers will be answered, <620322>1 John
3:22,23.

(1) There is an assurance that we shall receive what we need if we ask it,
and keep his commandments, <620322>1 John 3:22.

(2) The particular commandments on which the efficacy of prayer so much
depends, are

(a) that we believe on the name of the Saviour, and

(b) that we love the Christian brotherhood, <620323>1 John 3:23.

VI. We may know that we abide in God by the spirit which he has given
us, as well as by keeping his commandments, <620324>1 John 3:24.

This chapter, therefore, is occupied mainly with stating what are the
evidences of true piety; and, in order to determine this question, there is
perhaps no part of the Bible that may be studied with more profit than this
portion of the writings of John.

<620301>1 John 3:1. Behold, what manner of love What love, in “kind” and in
“degree.” In kind the most tender and the most ennobling, in adopting us
into His family, and in permitting us to address Him as our Father; in
“degree” the most exalted, since there is no higher love that can be shown
than in adopting a poor and friendless orphan, and giving him a parent and
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a home. Even God could bestow upon us no more valuable token of
affection than that we should be adopted into His family, and permitted to
regard Him as our Father. When we remember how insignificant we are as
creatures, and how ungrateful, rebellious, and vile we have been as sinners,
we may well be amazed at the love which would adopt us into the holy
family of God, so that we may be regarded and treated as the children of
the Most High. A prince could manifest no higher love for a wandering,
ragged, vicious orphan boy, found in the streets, than by adopting him into
his own family, and admitting him to the same privileges and honors as his
own sons; and yet this would be a trifle compared with the honor which
God has bestowed on us.

The Father hath bestowed upon us God, regarded as a Father, or as at the
head of the universe considered as one family.

That we should be called the sons of God That is, that we should “be” the
sons of God — the word “called” being often used in the sense of “to be.”
On the nature and privileges of adoption, see the notes at <450815>Romans 8:15-
17; <470618>2 Corinthians 6:18, and practical remarks on that chapter, <470601>2
Corinthians 6:19,20

Therefore the world knoweth us not Does not understand our principles;
the reasons of our conduct; the sources of our comforts and joys. The
people of the world regard us as fanatics or enthusiasts; as foolish in
abandoning the pleasures and pursuits which they engage in; as renouncing
certain happiness for that which is uncertain; as cherishing false and
delusive hopes in regard to the future, and as practicing needless
austerities, with nothing to compensate for the pleasures which are
abandoned. There is nothing which the frivolous, the ambitious, and the
selfish “less” understand than they do the elements which go into the
Christian’s character, and the nature and source of the Christian’s joys.

Because it knew him not It did not know the Lord Jesus Christ. That is, the
world had no right views of the real character of the Lord Jesus when he
was on the earth. They mistook him for an enthusiast or an impostor; and it
is no wonder that, having wholly mistaken his character, they should
mistake ours. On the fact that the world did not know him, see the notes at
<460208>1 Corinthians 2:8; <440317>Acts 3:17. Compare <431725>John 17:25. On the fact
that Christians may be expected to be regarded and treated as their Saviour
was, see the notes at <431518>John 15:18-20. Compare <401024>Matthew 10:24,25.
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<620302>1 John 3:2. Beloved, now are we the sons of God We now in fact
sustain this rank and dignity, and on that we may reflect with pleasure and
gratitude. It is in itself an exalted honor, and may be contemplated as such,
whatever may be true in regard to what is to come. In the dignity and the
privileges which we now enjoy, we may find a grateful subject of
reflection, and a cause of thankfulness, even if we should look to nothing
beyond, or when we contemplate the fact by itself.

And it doth not yet appear what we shall be It is not fully revealed what we
shall be hereafter; what will be the full result of being regarded as the
children of God. There are, indeed, certain things which may be inferred as
following from this. There is enough to animate us with hope, and to
sustain us in the trials of life. There is one thing which is clear, that we shall
be like the Son of God; but what is fully involved in this is not made
known. Perhaps,

(1) it could not be so revealed that we could understand it, for that state
may be so unlike the present that no words would fully convey the
conception to our minds. Perhaps,

(2) it may be necessary to our condition here, as on probation, that no
more light should be furnished in regard to the future than to stimulate us
to make efforts to reach a world where all is light. For an illustration of the
sentiment expressed here by the apostle, compare the notes at <610104>2 Peter
1:4.

But we know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him It is revealed
to us that we shall be made like Christ; that is, in the bodies with which we
shall be raised up, in character, in happiness, in glory. Compare the notes at
<500321>Philippians 3:21; <470318>2 Corinthians 3:18. This is enough to satisfy the
Christian in his prospects for the future world. To be like Christ is the
object of his supreme aim. For that he lives, and all his aspirations in regard
to the coming world may be summed up in this — that he wishes to be like
the glorified Son of God, and to share his honors and his joys. See the
notes at <500310>Philippians 3:10.

For we shall see him as he is It is clearly implied here that there will be an
influence in beholding the Saviour as he is, which will tend to make us like
him, or to transform us into his likeness. See the nature of this influence
explained in the notes at <470318>2 Corinthians 3:18.
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<620303>1 John 3:3. And every man that hath this hope in him This hope of
seeing the Saviour, and of being made like him; that is, every true
Christian. On the nature and influence of hope, see the notes at <450824>Romans
8:24,25.

Purifieth himself Makes himself holy. That is, under the influence of this
hope of being like the Saviour, he puts forth those efforts in struggling
against sin, and in overcoming his evil propensities, which are necessary to
make him pure. The apostle would not deny that for the success of these
efforts we are dependent on divine aid; but he brings into view, as is often
done in the sacred writings, the agency of man himself as essentially
connected with success. Compare <503512>Philippians 2:12. The particular
thought here is, that the hope of being like Christ, and of being permitted
to dwell with him, will lead a man to earnest efforts to become holy, and
will be actually followed by such a result.

Even as he is pure The same KIND of purity here, the same DEGREE

hereafter. That is, the tendency of such a hope is to make him holy now,
though he may be imperfect; the effect will be to make him “perfectly” holy
in the world to come. It cannot be shown from this passage that the apostle
meant to teach that anyone actually becomes as pure in the present life as
the Saviour is, that is, becomes perfectly holy; for all that is fairly implied in
it is, that those who have this hope in them aim at the same purity, and will
ULTIMATELY obtain it. But the apostle does not say that it is attained in this
world. If the passage DID teach this, it would teach it respecting
EVERYONE who has this hope, and then the doctrine would be that no one
can be a Christian who does not become absolutely perfect on earth; that
is, not that some Christians MAY become perfect here, but that all actually
DO. But none, it is presumed, will hold this to be a true doctrine. A true
Christian does not, indeed, habitually and willfully sin; but no one can
pretend that all Christians attain to a state of sinless perfection on earth, or
are, in fact, AS pure as the Saviour was. But unless the passage proves that
EVERY Christian becomes absolutely perfect in the present life, it does not
prove that in fact ANY do. It proves:

(1) that the tendency, or the fair influence of this hope, is to make the
Christian pure;

(2) that all who cherish it will, in fact, aim to become as holy as the Saviour
was; and
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(3) that this object will, at some future period, be accomplished. There is a
world where all who are redeemed shall be perfectly holy.

<620304>1 John 3:4. Whosoever committeth sin transgresseth also the law
The law of God given to man as a rule of life. The object of the apostle
here is to excite them to holiness, and to deter them from committing sin,
perhaps in view of the fact stated in <620303>1 John 3:3, that everyone who has
the hope of heaven will aim to be holy like the Saviour. To confirm this, he
shows them that, as a matter of fact, those who are born of God DO lead
lives of obedience, (<620305>1 John 3:5-10); and this he introduces by showing
what is the nature of sin, in the verse before us. The considerations by
which he would deter them from indulging in sin are the following:

(a) all sin is a violation of the law of God, <620304>1 John 3:4;

(b) the very object of the coming of Christ was to deliver people from sin,
<620305>1 John 3:5;

(c) those who are true Christians do not habitually sin, <620306>1 John 3:6;

(d) those who sin cannot be true Christians, but are of the devil, <620308>1 John
3:8; and

(e) he who is born of God has a germ or principle of true piety in him, and
cannot sin, <620309>1 John 3:9.

It seems evident that the apostle is here combating an opinion which then
existed that people might sin, and yet be true Christians, (<620307>1 John 3:7;)
and he apprehended that there was danger that this opinion would become
prevalent. On what GROUND this opinion was held is unknown. Perhaps it
was held that all that was necessary to constitute religion was to embrace
the doctrines of Christianity, or to be orthodox in the faith; perhaps that it
was not expected that people would become holy in this life, and therefore
they might indulge in acts of sin; perhaps that Christ came to modify and
relax the law, and that the FREEDOM which he procured for them was
freedom to indulge in whatever people chose; perhaps that, since Christians
were heirs of all things, they had a right to enjoy all things; perhaps that the
passions of people were so strong that they could not be restrained, and
that therefore it was not wrong to give indulgence to the propensities with
which our Creator has formed us. All these opinions have been held under
various forms of Antinomianism, and it is not at all improbable that some
or all of them prevailed in the time of John. The argument which he urges
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would be applicable to any of them. The consideration which he here states
is, that all sin is a transgression of law, and that he who commits it, under
whatever pretence, is to be held as a transgressor of the law. The literal
rendering of this passage is, “He who doeth sin (aJmartian )<266> doeth also
transgression” — anomian <458>. Sin is the generic term embracing all that
would be wrong. The word transgression (anomia )<458> is a specific term,
showing where the wrong lay, to wit, in violating the law.

For sin is the transgression of the law That is, all sin involves this as a
consequence that it is a violation of the law. The object of the apostle is
not so much to define sin, as to deter from its commission by stating what
is its essential nature — though he has in fact given the best definition of it
that could be given. The essential idea is, that God has given a law to
people to regulate their conduct, and that whatever is a departure from that
law in any way is held to be sin. The law measures our duty, and measures
therefore the degree of guilt when it is not obeyed. The law determines
what is right in all cases, and, of course, what is wrong when it is not
complied with. The law is the expression of what is the will of God as to
what we shall do; and when that is not done, there is sin. The law
determines what we shall love or not love; when our passions and appetites
shall be bounded and restrained, and to what extent they may be indulged;
what shall be our motives and aims in living; how we shall act toward God
and toward people; and whenever, in any of these respects, its
requirements are not complied with, there is sin. This will include
everything in relation to which the law is given, and will embrace what we
“omit” to do when the law has commanded a thing to be done, as well as a
“positive” act of transgression where the law has forbidden a thing. This
idea is properly found in the original word rendered “transgression of the
law” — anomia <458>. This word occurs in the New Testament only in the
following places: <400723>Matthew 7:23; 13:41; 23:28; 24:12; <450407>Romans 4:7;
6:19; <530207>2 Thessalonians 2:7; <560214>Titus 2:14; <580109>Hebrews 1:9; 8:12; 10:17,
in all which places it is rendered “iniquity” and “iniquities;” in <470614>2
Corinthians 6:14, where it is rendered “unrighteousness;” and in the verse
before us twice. It properly means lawlessness, in the sense that the
requirements of the law are not conformed to, or complied with; that is,
either by not obeying it, or by positively violating it. When a parent
commands a child to do a thing, and he does not do it, he is as really guilty
of violating the law as when he does a thing which is positively forbidden.
This important verse, therefore, may be considered in two aspects — as a
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definition of the nature of sin, and as an argument against indulgence in it,
or against committing it.

I. As a definition of the nature of sin. It teaches

(a) that there is a rule of law by which the conduct of mankind is to be
regulated and governed, and to which it is to be conformed.

(b) That there is sin in all cases where that law is not complied with; and
that all who do not comply with it are guilty before God.

(c) That the particular thing which determines the guilt of sin, and which
measures it, is that it is a departure from law, and consequently that there is
no sin where there is no departure from law.

The essential thing is, that the law has not been respected and obeyed, and
sin derives its character and aggravation from that fact. No one can
reasonably doubt as to the ACCURACY of this definition of sin. It is
founded on the fact:

(a) that God has an absolute right to prescribe what we may and may not
do;

(b) that it is to be presumed that what he prescribes will be in accordance
with what is right; and

(c) that nothing else in fact constitutes sin. Sin can consist in nothing else.
It does not consist of a particular height of stature, or a particular
complexion; of a feeble intellect, or an intellect made feeble, as the result of
any former apostasy; of any constitutional propensity, or any disposition
founded in our nature as creatures. For none of these things do our
consciences condemn us; and however we may lament them, we have no
consciousness of wrong.

(In these remarks the author has in view the doctrine of original sin,
or imputed sin, which he thinks as absurd as sin of stature or
complexion. His views will be found at large in the notes at
Romans 5 throughout, and by comparing these with the
supplementary notes on the same place, the reader will be able to
form his own opinion. There does not seem to be anything affecting
the point in this passage.)
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II. As an argument against the commission of sin. This argument may be
considered as consisting of two things — the wrong that is done by the
violation of law, and the exposure to the penalty.

(1) The wrong itself. This wrong, as an argument to deter from sin, arises
mainly from two things:

(a) because sin is a violation of the will of God, and it is in itself wrong to
disregard that will; and

(b) because it is to be presumed that when God has given law there is a
good reason why he has done it.

(2) The fact that the law has a penalty is an argument for not violating the
law. All law has a penalty; that is, there is some suffering, disadvantage,
forfeit of privileges, etc., which the violation of law draws in its train, and
which is to be regarded as an expression of the sense which the lawgiver
entertains of the value of his law, and of the evil of disobeying it. Many of
these penalties of the violation of the divine law are seen in this life, and all
will be certain to occur sooner or later, in this world or in the world to
come. With such views of the law and of sin — of his obligations, and of
the evils of disobedience — a Christian should not, and will not,
deliberately and habitually violate the law of God.

<620305>1 John 3:5. And ye know that he was manifested The Lord Jesus, the
Son of God.

“You know that he became incarnate, or appeared among people,
for the very purpose of putting an end to sin,” <400121>Matthew 1:21.

Compare the notes at <540316>1 Timothy 3:16. This is the “second” argument in
this paragraph, (<620304>1 John 3:4-10,) by which the apostle would deter us
from sin. The argument is a clear one, and is perhaps the strongest that can
be made to bear on the mind of a true Christian — that the Lord Jesus saw
sin to be so great an evil, that he came into our world, and gave himself to
the bitter sorrows of death on the cross, to redeem us from it.

To take away our sins The essential argument here is, that the whole work
of Christ was designed to deliver us from the dominion of sin, not to
furnish us the means of indulgence in it; and that, therefore, we should be
deterred from it by all that Christ has done and suffered for us. He perverts
the whole design of the coming of the Saviour who supposes that his work
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was in any degree designed to procure for his followers the indulgences of
sin, or who so interprets the methods of his grace as to suppose that it is
now lawful for him to indulge his guilty passions. The argument essentially
is this:

(1) That we profess to be the followers of Christ, and should carry out his
ends and views in coming into the world;

(2) that the great and leading purpose of his coming was to set us free from
the bondage of transgression;

(3) that in doing this he gave himself up to a life of poverty, and shame,
and sorrow, and to a most bitter death on the cross; and,

(4) that we should not indulge in that from which he came to deliver us,
and which cost him so much toil and such a death. How could we indulge
in that which has brought heavy calamity upon the head of a father, or
which has pierced a sister’s heart with many sorrows? Still more, how can
we be so ungrateful and hardhearted as to indulge in that which crushed
our Redeemer in death?

And in him is no sin An additional consideration to show that we should be
holy. As he was perfectly pure and spotless, so should all his followers aim
to be; and none can truly pretend to be his who do not desire and design to
become like him. On the personal holiness of the Lord Jesus, see the notes
at <580726>Hebrews 7:26, and <600223>1 Peter 2:23.

<620306>1 John 3:6. Whosoever abideth in him See <620206>1 John 2:6. The word
here employed (menwn )<3306> properly means to remain, to continue, to
abide. It is used of persons remaining or dwelling in a place, in the sense of
abiding there permanently, or lodging there, and this is the common
meaning of the word, <401011>Matthew 10:11; 26:38; <410610>Mark 6:10; <420156>Luke
1:56, “et saepe.” In the writings of John, however, it is quite a favorite
word to denote the RELATION which one sustains to another, in the sense
of being united to him, or remaining with him in affection and love; being
with him in heart and mind and will, as one makes his home in a dwelling.
The sense seems to be that we have some sort of relation to him similar to
that which we have to our home; that is, some fixed and permanent
attachment to him. We live in him; we remain steadfast in our attachment
to him, as we do to our own home. For the use of the word in John, in
whose writings it so frequently occurs, see <430538>John 5:38; 6:56; 14:10,17;
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15:47,9; <620206>1 John 2:6,10,14,17,27,28; 3:6,24; 4:12,13,15,16. In the
passage before us, as in his writings generally, it refers to one who lives the
life of a Christian, as if he were always with Christ, and abode with him. It
refers to the Christian considered as adhering steadfastly to the Saviour,
and not as following him with transitory feelings, emotions, and raptures.

(See the supplementary note at <450810>Romans 8:10. We abide in
Christ by union with him. The phrase expresses the continuance of
the union; of which see in the note as above. Scott explains,
“whoever abides in Christ as one with him and as maintaining
communion with him.’)

It does not of itself necessarily mean that he will always do this; that is, it
does not PROVE the doctrine of the perseverance of the saints, but it refers
to the adherence to the Saviour as a CONTINUOUS state of mind, or as
having permanency; meaning that there is a life of continued faith in him. It
is of a person thus attached to the Saviour that the apostle makes the
important declaration in the passage before us, that he does not sin. This is
the THIRD argument to show that the child of God should be pure; and the
substance of the argument is, that “as a matter of fact” the child of God is
not a sinner.

Sinneth not There has been much difference of opinion in regard to this
expression, and the similar declaration in <620309>1 John 3:9. Not a few have
maintained that it teaches the “doctrine of perfection,” or that Christians
may live entirely without sin; and some have held that the apostle meant to
teach that this is always the characteristic of the true Christian. Against the
interpretation, however, which supposes that it teaches that the Christian is
absolutely perfect, and lives wholly without sin, there are three insuperable
objections:

(1) If it teaches that doctrine at all, it teaches that ALL Christians are
perfect; “whosoever abideth in him,” “whosoever is born of God,” “he
cannot sin,” <620309>1 John 3:9.

(2) This is not true, and cannot be held to be true by those who have any
just views of what the children of God have been and are. Who can
maintain that Abraham, or Isaac, or Jacob; that Moses, David, or Job; that
Peter, John, or Paul, were absolutely perfect, and were never, after their
regeneration, guilty of an act of sin? Certainly they never affirmed it of
themselves, nor does the sacred record attribute to them any such
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perfection. And who can affirm this of ALL who give evidence of true
piety in the world? Who can of themselves? Are we to come to the painful
conclusion that all who are not absolutely perfect in thought, word, and
deed, are destitute of any religion, and are to be set down as hypocrites or
self-deceivers? And yet, unless this passage proves that “all” who have
been born again are absolutely perfect, it will not prove it of anyone, for
the affirmation is not made of a part, or of what any favored individual may
be, but of what everyone is in fact who is born of God.

(3) This interpretation is not necessary to a fair exposition of the passage.
The language used is such as would be employed by any writer if he
designed to say of one that he is not characteristically a sinner; that he is a
good man; that he does not commit habitual and willful transgression. Such
language is common throughout the Bible, when it is said of one man that
he is a saint, and of another that he is a sinner; of one that he is righteous,
and of another that he is wicked; of one that he obeys the law of God, and
of another that he does not. John expresses it strongly, but he affirms no
more in fact than is affirmed elsewhere. The passage teaches, indeed, most
important truths in regard to the true Christian; and the fair and proper
meaning may be summed up in the following particulars:

(a) He who is born again does not sin HABITUALLY, or is not HABITUALLY

a sinner. If he does wrong, it is when he is overtaken by temptation, and
the act is against the habitual inclination and purpose of his soul. If a man
sins habitually, it proves that he has NEVER been renewed.

(b) That he who is born again does not do wrong DELIBERATELY and by
DESIGN. He means to do right. He is not willfully and deliberately a sinner.
If a man deliberately and intentionally does wrong, he shows that he is not
actuated by the spirit of religion. It is true that when one does wrong, or
commits sin, there is a momentary assent of the will; but it is under the
influence of passion, or excitement, or temptation, or provocation, and not
as the result of a deliberate plan or purpose of the soul. A man who
deliberately and intentionally does a wrong thing, shows that he is not a
true Christian; and if this were all that is understood by “perfection,” then
there would be many who are perfect, for there are many, very many
Christians, who cannot recollect an instance for many years in which they
have intentionally and deliberately done a wrong thing. Yet these very
Christians see much corruption in their own hearts over which to mourn,
and against which they earnestly strive; in comparing themselves with the
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perfect law of God, and with the perfect example of the Saviour, they see
much in which they come short.

(c) He who is born again will not sin finally, or will not fall away. “His seed
remaineth in him,” <620309>1 John 3:9. See the notes at that verse. There is a
principle of grace by which he will ultimately be restrained and recovered.
This, it seems to me, is fairly implied in the language used by John; for if a
person might be a Christian, and yet wholly fall away and perish, how
could it be said with any truth that such a man “sinneth not;” how that “he
doth not commit sin;” how that “his seed remaineth in him, and he cannot
sin?” Just the contrary would be true if this were so.

Whosoever sinneth That is, as explained above, habitually, deliberately,
characteristically, and finally. — Doddridge. “Who habitually and
avowedly sinneth.”

Hath not seen him, nor known him Has had no just views of the Saviour,
or of the nature of true religion. In other words, cannot be a true Christian.

<620307>1 John 3:7. Little children Notes at <620201>1 John 2:1.

Let no man deceive you That is, in the matter under consideration; to wit,
by persuading you that a man may live in sinful practices, and yet be a true
child of God. From this it is clear that the apostle supposed there were
some who would attempt to do this, and it was to counteract their arts that
he made these positive statements in regard to the nature of true religion.

He that doeth righteousness is righteous This is laid down as a great and
undeniable principle in religion — a maxim which none could dispute, and
as important as it is plain. And it is worthy of all the emphasis which the
apostle lays on it. The man who does righteousness, or leads an upright
life, is a righteous man, and no other one is. No matter how any one may
claim that he is justified by faith; no matter how he may conform to the
external duties and rites of religion; no matter how zealous he may be for
orthodoxy, or for the order of the church; no matter what visions and
raptures he may have, or of what peace and joy in his soul he may boast;
no matter how little he may fear death, or hope for heaven — unless he is
in fact a righteous man, in the proper sense of the term, he cannot be a
child of God. Compare <400716>Matthew 7:16-23. If he is, in the proper sense
of the word, a man who keeps the law of God, and leads a holy life, he is
righteous, for that is religion. Such a man, however, will always feel that
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his claim to be regarded as a righteous man is not to be traced to what he is
in himself, but to what he owes to the grace of God.

Even as he is righteous See the notes at <620303>1 John 3:3. Not necessarily in
this world to the same degree, but with the same kind of righteousness.
Hereafter he will become wholly free from all sin, like his God and Saviour,
<620302>1 John 3:2.

<620308>1 John 3:8. He that committeth sin Habitually, willfully,
characteristically.

Is of the devil This cannot mean that no one who commits any sin, or who
is not absolutely perfect, can be a Christian, for this would cut off the great
mass, even according to the belief of those who hold that the Christian may
be perfectly holy, from all claim to the Christian character. But what the
apostle here says is true in two senses:

(1) That all who commit sin, even true believers, so far as they are
imperfect, in this respect resemble Satan, and are under his influence, since
sin, just so far as it exists at all, makes us resemble him.

(2) All who habitually and characteristically sin are of the devil.” This latter
was evidently the principal idea in the mind of the apostle. His OBJECT here
is to show that those who sinned, in the sense in which it would seem some
maintained that the children of God might sin, could have no real evidence
of piety, but really belonged to Satan.

For the devil sinneth from the beginning The beginning of the world; or
from the first account we have of him. It does not mean that he sinned
from the beginning of his existence, for he was made holy like the other
angels. Notes, <650106>Jude 1:6. The meaning is, that he introduced sin into the
universe, and that he has continued to practice it ever since. The word
sinneth here implies continued and habitual sin. He did not commit one act
of sin and then reform; but he has continued, and still continues, his course
of sin. This may confirm what has been already said about the kind of sin
that John refers to. He speaks of sinning habitually, continuously, willfully;
and anyone who does this shows that he is under the influence of him
whose characteristic it has been and is to sin.

For this purpose the Son of God was manifested Became incarnate, and
appeared among people, <620305>1 John 3:5. Compare the notes at <540316>1
Timothy 3:16.
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That he might destroy the works of the devil All his plans of wickedness,
and his control over the hearts of people. Compare the notes at
<400803>Matthew 8:39; <410124>Mark 1:24; <580214>Hebrews 2:14. The argument here is,
that as the Son of God came to destroy all the works of the devil, he
cannot be his true follower who lives in sin.

<620309>1 John 3:9. Whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin This
passage must either mean that they who are born of God, that is, who are
true Christians, do not sin habitually and characteristically, or that everyone
who is a true Christian is absolutely perfect, and never commits any sin. If
it can be used as referring to the doctrine of absolute perfection at all, it
proves, not that Christians MAY be perfect, or that a “portion” of them
are, but that ALL are. But who can maintain this? Who can believe that
John meant to affirm this? Nothing can be clearer than that the passage has
not this meaning, and that John did not teach a doctrine so contrary to the
current strain of the Scriptures, and to fact; and if he did not teach this,
then in this whole passage he refers to those who are habitually and
characteristically righteous.

For his seed remaineth in him There is much obscurity in this expression,
though the general sense is clear, which is, that there is something abiding
in the heart of the true Christian which the apostle here calls “seed,” which
will prevent his sinning. The word “his” in this phrase, “his seed,” may
refer either to the individual himself — in the sense that this can now be
properly called “his,” inasmuch as it is a part of himself, or a principle
abiding in him; or it may refer to God — in the sense that what is here
called “seed” is “his,” that is, he has implanted it, or it is a germ of divine
origin. Robinson (Lex.) understands it in the latter sense, and so also do
Macknight, Doddridge, Lucke, and others, and this is probably the true
interpretation. The word “seed” (sperma )<4690> means properly seed sown,
as of grain, plants, trees; then anything that resembles it, anything which
germinates, or which springs up, or is produced. It is applied in the New
Testament to the word of God, or the gospel, as that which produces
effects in the heart and life similar to what seed that is sown does. Compare
<401326>Matthew 13:26,37,38. Augustin, Clemens, (Alex.,) Grotius,
Rosenmuller, Benson, and Bloomfield, suppose that this is the signification
of the word here. The proper idea, according to this, is that the seed
referred to is truth, which God has implanted or sown in the heart, from
which it may be expected that the fruits of righteousness will grow. But
that which abides in the heart of a Christian is not the naked word of God;
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the mere gospel, or mere truth; it is rather that word as made vital and
efficacious by the influence of his Spirit; the germ of the divine life; the
principles of true piety in the soul. Compare the words of Virgil: Igneus est
illi vigor et coelestis origo semini. The exact idea here, as it seems to me, is
not that the “seed” refers to “the word of God,” as Augustin and others
suppose, or to “the Spirit of God,” but to the germ of piety which has been
produced in the heart “by” the word and Spirit of God, and which may be
regarded as having been implanted there by God himself, and which may be
expected to produce holiness in the life. There is, probably, as Lucke
supposes, an allusion in the word to the fact that we are begotten (oJ )<3588>

gegennhmenov <1080>) of God. The word “remaineth” — menei <3306>, compare
the notes at <620306>1 John 3:6 — is a favorite expression of John. The
expression here used by John, thus explained, would seem to imply two
things:

(1) that the germ or seed of religion implanted in the soul abides there as a
constant, vital principle, so that he who is born of God cannot become
habitually a sinner; and,

(2) that it will so continue to live there that he will not fall away and perish.
The idea is clearly that the germ or principle of piety so permanently abides
in the soul, that he who is renewed never can become again
characteristically a sinner.

And he cannot sin Not merely he will not, but he cannot; that is, in the
sense referred to. This cannot mean that one who is renewed has not
physical ability to do wrong, for every moral agent has; nor can it mean
that no one who is a true Christian never does, in fact, do wrong in
thought, word, or deed, for no one could seriously maintain that: but it
must mean that there is somehow a certainty as absolute “as if” it were
physically impossible, that those who are born of God will not be
characteristically and habitually sinners; that they will not sin in such a
sense as to lose all true religion and be numbered with transgressors; that
they will not fall away and perish. Unless this passage teaches that no one
who is renewed ever CAN sin in any sense; or that everyone who becomes
a Christian is, and must be, absolutely and always perfect, no words could
more clearly prove that true Christians will never fall from grace and
perish. How can what the apostle here says be true, if a real Christian can
fall away and become again a sinner?
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Because he is born of God Or begotten of God. God has given him, by the
new birth, real, spiritual life, and that life can never become extinct.

<620310>1 John 3:10. In this the children of God are manifest ... That is, this
furnishes a test of their true character. The test is found in doing
righteousness, and in the love of the brethren. The former he had
illustrated; the latter he now proceeds to illustrate. The general idea is, that
if a person is not truly a righteous person, and does not love the brethren,
he cannot be a child of God. Perhaps by the phrase in this, using a pronoun
in the singular number, he means to intimate that an important part of
righteousness consists in brotherly love.

Whosoever doeth not righteousness, is not of God In <620307>1 John 3:7. he had
said that “he that doeth righteousness IS of God.”

If that is true, then what he here affirms must be true also, that a man who
does NOT righteousness is not of God. The general idea is the same, that
no one can be a true Christian who is not in fact a righteous man.

Neither he that loveth not his brother The illustration of this point
continues to <620318>1 John 3:18. The general sense is, that brotherly love is
essential to the Christian character, and that he who does not possess it
cannot be a Christian. On the nature and importance of brotherly love as an
evidence of piety, see the notes at <431334>John 13:34,35.

<620311>1 John 3:11. For this is the message Margin, “commandment.” In the
received text, this is angelia <31> — “a message brought;” in several
manuscripts, and in later editions, it is epangelia <1860> — “annunciation,
announcement;” an order given, or a commandment, <442321>Acts 23:21. It is
not very material which reading is followed. The word “command” or
“rule” would express the sense with sufficient clearness. The reference is to
the law given by the Saviour as a permanent direction to his disciples.

That ye heard from the beginning, that we should love one another See the
notes at <431334>John 13:34,35; <620207>1 John 2:7.

<620312>1 John 3:12. Not as Cain Not manifesting the spirit which Cain did.
His was a most remarkable and striking instance of a want of love to a
brother, and the case was well adapted to illustrate the propriety of the
duty which the apostle is enjoining. See <010404>Genesis 4:4-8.
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Who was of that wicked one Of the devil; that is, he was under his
influence, and acted from his instigation.

And wherefore slew he him? Because his own works were evil, and his
brother’s righteous.” He acted under the influence of envy. He was
dissatisfied that his own offering was not accepted, and that his brother’s
was. The apostle seems desirous to guard those to whom he wrote against
the indulgence of any feelings that were the opposite of love; from anything
like envy toward more highly favored brethren, by showing to what this
would lead if fairly acted out, as in the case of Cain. A large part of the
crimes of the earth have been caused, as in the murder of Abel, by the want
of brotherly love. Nothing but love would be necessary to put an end to the
crimes, and consequently to a large part of the misery, of the world.

<620313>1 John 3:13. Marvel not Do not think it so unusual, or so little to be
expected, as to excite astonishment.

If the world hate you The emphasis here is to be placed on the word “you.”
The apostle had just adverted to the fact that Cain hated Abel, his brother,
without cause, and he says that they were not to deem it strange if the
world hated THEM in like manner. The Saviour (<431517>John 15:17,18)
introduced these subjects in the same connection. In enjoining the duty of
brotherly love on his disciples, he adverts to the fact that they must expect
to be hated by the world, and tells them to remember that the world hated
him before it hated them. The object of all this was to show more clearly
the necessity of strong and tender mutual affection among Christians, since
they could hope for none from the world. See the notes at <431518>John
15:18,19.

<620314>1 John 3:14. We know that we have passed from death unto life
From spiritual death (Notes, <490201>Ephesians 2:1) to spiritual life; that is, that
we are true Christians.

Because we love the brethren The sentiment here is, that it is an infallible
evidence of true piety if we love the followers of Christ as such. See this
sentiment illustrated in the notes at <431335>John 13:35. But how easy it would
seem to be to apply such a test of piety as this! Who cannot judge
accurately of his own feelings, and determine whether he loves a Christian
because he bears the name and image of the Saviour — loves him the more
just in proportion as he bears that image? Who cannot, if he chooses, look
beyond the narrow bounds of his own sect, and determine whether he is
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pleased with the true Christian character wherever it may be found, and
whether he would prefer to find his friends among those who bear the
name and the image of the Son of God, than among the people of the
world? The Saviour meant that his followers should be known by this
badge of discipleship all over the world, <431334>John 13:34,35. John says, in
carrying out the sentiment, that Christians, by this test, may know “among
themselves” whether they have any true religion.

He that loveth not his brother abideth in death He remains dead in sins;
that is, he has never been converted. Compare the notes at <620306>1 John 3:6.
As love to the Christian brotherhood is essential to true piety, it follows
that he who has not that remains unconverted, or is in a state of spiritual
death. He is by nature dead in sin, and unless he has evidence that he is
brought out of that state, he “remains” or “abides” in it.

<620315>1 John 3:15. Whosoever hateth his brother is a murderer ... That is,
he has the spirit of a murderer; he has that which, if it were acted out,
would lead him to commit murder, as it did Cain. The private malice, the
secret grudge, the envy which is cherished in the heart, is murderous in its
tendency, and were it not for the outward restraints of human laws, and the
dread of punishment, it would often lead to the act of murder. The apostle
does not say that he who hates his brother, though he does not in fact
commit murder, is guilty to the same degree as if he had actually done it;
but he evidently means to say that the spirit which would lead to murder is
there, and that God will hold him responsible for it. Nothing is missing but
the removal of outward restraints to lead to the commission of the open
deed, and God judges people as he sees them to be “in their hearts.” What
a fearful declaration, then, is this! How many real murderers there are on
the earth besides those who are detected and punished, and besides those
open violators of the laws of God and man who go at large! And who is
them that should not feel humbled and penitent in view of his own heart,
and grateful for that sovereign mercy which has restrained him from open
acts of guilt — for who is there who has not at some period of his life, and
perhaps often, indulged in feelings of hatred, and envy, and malice toward
others, which, if acted out, would have led to the commission of the awful
crime of taking human life? Any man may well shudder at the remembrance
of the secret sins of his own heart, and at the thought of what he WOULD
have been but for the restraining grace of God. And how wonderful is that
grace which, in the case of the true Christian, not only restrains and checks,
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but which effectually subdues all these feelings, and implants in their place
the principles of love!

<620316>1 John 3:16. Hereby perceive we the love of God The words “of
God” are not in the original, and should not have been introduced into the
translation, though they are found in the Latin Vulgate, and in the Genevan
versions, and in one manuscript. They would naturally convey the idea that
“God” laid down his life for us; or that God himself, in his divine nature,
suffered. But this idea is not expressed in this passage as it is in the
original, and of course no argument can be derived from it either to prove
that Christ is God, or that the divine nature is capable of suffering. The
original is much more expressive and emphatic than it is with this addition:
“By this we know love;” that is, we know what true love is; we see a most
affecting and striking illustration of its nature. “Love itself” — its real
nature, its power, its sacrifices, its influences — was seen in its highest
form, when the Son of God gave himself to die on a cross. For an
illustration of the sentiment, see the notes at <430316>John 3:16; 15:13.

Because he laid down his life for us There can be no doubt that the
Saviour is here referred to, though his name is not mentioned particularly.
There are several instances in the New Testament where he is mentioned
under the general appellation “he,” as one who was well known, and about
whom the writers were accustomed to speak.

And we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren For the good of our
fellow Christians, if it be necessary. That is, circumstances may occur
where it would be proper to do it, and we ought always to be ready to do
it. The spirit which led the Saviour to sacrifice his life for the good of the
church, should lead us to do the same thing for our brethren if
circumstances should require it. That this is a correct principle no one can
doubt; for:

(1) the Saviour did it, and we are bound to imitate his example, and to
possess his spirit;

(2) the prophets, apostles, and martyrs did it, laying down their lives in the
cause of truth, and for the good of the church and the world; and

(3) it has always been held that it is right and proper, in certain
circumstances, for a man to lay down his life for the good of others.



534

So we speak of the patriot who sacrifices his life for the good of his
country; so we feel in the case of a shipwreck, that it may be the duty of a
captain to sacrifice his life for the good of his passengers and crew; so in
case of a pestilential disease, a physician should not regard his own life, if
he may save others; and so we always hold the man up to honor who is
willing to jeopard his own life on noble principles of selfdenial for the good
of his fellow-men. In what cases this should occur the apostle does not
state; but the general principle would seem to be, that it is to be done when
a greater good would result from our self-sacrifice than from carefully
guarding our own lives. Thus, in the case of a patriot, his death, in the
circumstances, might be of greater value to his country than his life would
be; or, his exposing himself to death would be a greater service to his
country, than if that should not be done. Thus, the Saviour laid down his
life for the good of mankind; thus the apostles exposed their lives to
constant peril in extending the principles of religion; and thus the martyrs
surrendered their lives in the cause of the church and of truth. In like
manner, we ought to be ready to hazard our lives, and even to lay them
down, if in that way we may promote the cause of truth, and the salvation
of sinners, or serve our Christian brethren. In what way this injunction was
understood by the primitive Christians, may be perceived from what the
world is reported to have said of them,

“Behold, how they love one another; they are ready to die for one
another.” — Tertullian, Apol. c. 39.

So Eusebius (Eccl. His. vii. 22) says of Christians, that “in a time of plague
they visited one another, and not only hazarded their lives, but actually lost
them in their zeal to preserve the lives of others.” We are not indeed to
throw away our lives; we are not to expose them in a rash, reckless,
imprudent manner; but when, in the discharge of duty, we are placed in a
situation where life is exposed to danger, we are not to shrink from the
duty, or to run away from it. Perhaps the following would embrace the
principal instances of the duty here enjoined by the apostle:

(1) We ought to have such love for the church that we should be WILLING

to die for it, as patriot is willing to die for his country.

(2) We ought to have such love for Christians as to be willing to jeopard
our lives to aid them — as in case of a pestilence or plague, or when they
are in danger by fire, or flood, or foes.
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(3) We ought to have such love for the truth as to be willing to sacrifice
our lives rather than deny it.

(4) We ought to have such love for the cause of our Master as to be willing
to cross oceans, and snows, and sands; to visit distant and barbarous
regions, though at imminent risk of our lives, and though with the prospect
that we shall never see our country again.

(5) We ought to have such love for the church that we shall engage heartily
and constantly in services of labor and self-sacrifice on its account, until,
our work being done, exhausted nature shall sink to rest in the grave. In
one word, we should regard ourselves as devoted to the service of the
Redeemer, living or dying to be found engaged in his cause. If a case
should actually occur where the question would arise whether a man would
abandon his Christian brother or die, he ought not to hesitate; in all cases
he should regard his life as consecrated to the cause of Sion and its friends.
Once, in the times of primitive piety, there was much of this spirit in the
world; how little, it is to be feared, does it prevail now!

<620317>1 John 3:17. But whoso hath this world’s good Has property —
called “this world’s good,” or a good pertaining to this world, because it is
of value to us only as it meets our wants this side of the grave; and perhaps
also because it is sought supremely by the people of the world. The general
meaning of this verse, in connection with the previous verse, is, that if we
ought to be willing to lay down our lives for others, we ought to be willing
to make those comparatively smaller sacrifices which are necessary to
relieve them in their distresses; and that if we are unwilling to do this, we
can have no evidence that the love of God dwells in us.

And seeth his brother have need Need of food, of raiment, of shelter; or
sick, and poor, and unable to provide for his own wants and those of his
family.

And shutteth up his bowels of compassion from him The bowels, or “upper
viscera,” embracing the heart, and the region of the chest generally, are in
the Scriptures represented as the seat of mercy, piety, and compassion,
because when the mind feels compassion it is that part which is affected.
Compare the notes at <231611>Isaiah 16:11.

How dwelleth the love of God in him? How can a man love God who does
not love those who bear his image? See the notes at <620420>1 John 4:20. On
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the general sentiment here, see the notes at <590214>James 2:14-16. The
meaning is plain, that we cannot have evidence of piety unless we are ready
to do good to others, especially to our Christian brethren. See the notes at
<402545>Matthew 25:45; <480610>Galatians 6:10.

<620318>1 John 3:18. My little children, let us not love in word, neither in
tongue By mere profession; by merely SAYING that we love each other. See
<600122>1 Peter 1:22.

But in deed and in truth In such acts as shall show that our professed love
is sincere and real. Let us do the deed of love, whether anything is said
about it or not. See the notes at <400603>Matthew 6:3.

<620319>1 John 3:19. And hereby Greek, “by this;” that is, by the fact that we
have true love to others, and that we manifest it by a readiness to make
sacrifices to do them good.

We know that we are of the truth That we are not deceived in what we
profess to be; that is, that we are true Christians. To be of the truth stands
opposed to cherishing false and delusive hopes.

And shall assure our hearts before him Before God, or before the Saviour.
In the margin, as in the Greek, the word rendered “shall assure,” is
“persuade.” The Greek word is used as meaning to “persuade,” e.g., to the
reception and belief of truth; then to persuade anyone who has unkind or
prejudiced feelings toward us, or to bring over to kind feelings, “to
conciliate,” and thus to pacify or quiet. The meaning here seems to be, that
we shall in this way allay the doubts and trouble of our minds, and produce
a state of quiet and peace, to wit, by the evidence that we are of the truth.
Our consciences are often restless and troubled in view of past guilt; but, in
thus furnishing the evidence of true piety by love to others, we shall pacify
an accusing mind, and conciliate our own hearts, and persuade or convince
ourselves that we are truly the children of God. See Robinson, Lexicon,
sub voce peiqw <3982>, I. b. In other words, though a person’s heart may
condemn him as guilty, and though he knows that God sees and condemns
the sins of his past life, yet the agitations and alarms of his mind may be
calmed down and soothed by evidence that he IS a child of God, and that
he will NOT be finally condemned. A true Christian does not attempt to
conceal the fact that there is much for which his own heart and conscience
might justly accuse him but he finds, notwithstanding all this, evidence that
he is a child of God, and he is persuaded that all will be well.
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<620320>1 John 3:20. For if our heart condemn us We cannot hope for peace
from any expectation that our own hearts will never accuse us, or that we
ourselves can approve of all that we have done. The reference here is not
so much to our past lives, as to our present conduct and deportment. The
object is to induce Christians so to live that their hearts will not condemn
them for any secret sins, while the outward deportment may be unsullied.
The general sentiment is, that if they should so live that their own hearts
would condemn them for present insincerity and hypocrisy, they could have
no hope of peace, for God knows all that is in the heart. In view of the past
— when the heart accuses us of what we HAVE done — we may find
peace by such evidences of piety as shall allay the troubles of an agitated
soul, (<620309>1 John 3:9), but we cannot have such peace if our hearts
condemn us for the indulgence of secret sins, now that we profess to be
Christians. If our hearts condemn us for present insincerity, and for secret
sins, we can never “persuade” or soothe them by any external act of piety.
In view of the consciousness of past guilt, we may find peace; we can find
none if there is a present purpose to indulge in sin.

God is greater than our heart, and knoweth all things We cannot hope to
find peace by hiding anything from his view, or by any supposition that he
is not acquainted with the sins for which our consciences trouble us. He
knows all the sins of which we are conscious, and sees all their guilt and
aggravation as clearly as we do. He knows more than this. He knows all
the sins which we have forgotten; all those acts which we endeavor to
persuade ourselves are not sinful, but which are evil in his sight; and all
those aggravations attending our sins which it is impossible for us fully and
distinctly to conceive. He is more disposed to condemn sin than we are; he
looks on it with less allowance than we do. We cannot hope, then, for a
calm mind in any supposition that God does not see our sins as clearly as
we do, or in any hope that he will look on them with more favor and
indulgence. Peace cannot be found in the indulgence of sin in the hope that
God will not perceive or regard it, for we can sooner deceive ourselves
than we can him; and while therefore, (<620319>1 John 3:19), in reference to the
past, we can only “persuade” our hearts, or soothe their agitated feelings
by evidence that we are of the truth now, and that our sins are forgiven; in
reference to the present and the future, the heart can be kept calm only by
such a course of life that our own hearts and our God shall approve the
manner in which we live.
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<620321>1 John 3:21. Beloved, if our heart condemn us not If we so live as to
have an approving conscience — that is, if we indulge in no secret sin; if
we discharge faithfully every known duty; if we submit without
complaining to all the allotments of Divine Providence.

Then have we confidence toward God Compare the notes at <620319>1 John
3:19; 1:28; <442416>Acts 24:16. The apostle evidently does not mean that we
have confidence toward God on the ground of what we do, as if it were
meritorious, or as if it constituted a claim to his favor; but that we may so
live as to have evidence of personal piety, and that we may look forward
with a confident hope that we shall be accepted of him in the great day.
The word here rendered “confidence” — parrhsian <3954> — means
properly “boldness;” usually boldness or openness in speaking our
sentiments. See the notes at <620228>1 John 2:28. The confidence or boldness
which we have toward our Maker is founded solely on the evidence that he
will graciously accept us as pardoned sinners; not in the belief that we
deserve his favor.

<620322>1 John 3:22. And whatsoever we ask, we receive of him If we are
truly his children, and ask in a proper manner. See the notes at <400707>Matthew
7:7. Compare <411124>Mark 11:24; <421109>Luke 11:9; 18:1ff; <431413>John 14:13; 15:7;
<620514>1 John 5:14. The declaration here made must be understood with these
limitations:

(1) that we ask in a proper manner, <590403>James 4:3; and,

(2) that the thing asked shall be such as will be consistent for God to give;
that is, such as he shall see to be best for us, <620514>1 John 5:14. See the notes
at this latter passage.

Because we keep his commandments Not that this is the meritorious
ground of our being heard, but that it furnishes evidence that we are his
children, and he hears his children as such.

And do those things that are pleasing in his sight As a parent is disposed
to bestow favors on obedient, affectionate, and dutiful children, so God is
on those who please him by their obedience and submission to his will. We
can have no hope that he will hear us unless we do so live as to please him.
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<620323>1 John 3:23. And this is his commandment His commandment, by
way of eminence; the leading, principal thing which he enjoins on us; the
commandment which lies at the foundation of all true obedience.

That we should believe on the name of his Son Jesus Christ See the notes
at <411616>Mark 16:16. Compare <431601>John 16:1; <441631>Acts 16:31.

And love one another ... This follows from the other, and hence they are
mentioned as together constituting his commandment. Notes, <431335>John
13:35.

<620324>1 John 3:24. And he that keepeth his commandments ... See the
notes at <431423>John 14:23.

And hereby we know that he abideth in us That is, this is another certain
evidence that we are true Christians. The Saviour had promised (<431423>John
14:23) that he would come and take up his abode with his people. John
says that we have proof that he does this by the Spirit which he has given
us. That is, the Holy Spirit is imparted to his people to enlighten their
minds; to elevate their affections; to sustain them in times of trial; to
quicken them in the performance of duty; and to imbue them with the
temper and spirit of the Lord Jesus. When these effects exist, we may be
certain that the Spirit of God is with us; for these are the “fruits” of that
Spirit, or these are the effects which he produces in the lives of men.
Compare the notes at <480522>Galatians 5:22,23. On the evidence of piety here
referred to, see the notes at <450809>Romans 8:9,14,16. No man can be a true
Christian in whom that Spirit does not constantly dwell, or to whom he is
not “given.” And yet no one can determine that the Spirit dwells in him,
except by the “effects” produced in his heart and life. In the following
chapter, the apostle pursues the subject suggested here, and shows that we
should examine ourselves closely, to see whether the “Spirit” to which we
trust, as furnishing evidence of piety, is truly the Spirit of God, or is a spirit
of delusion.
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NOTES ON 1 JOHN 4

There are two principal subjects discussed in this chapter:

I. The method by which we may determine that we have the Spirit of God,
<620401>1 John 4:1-6. The apostle had said (<620324>1 John 3:24) that it could be
determined that God dwells in them by the Spirit which he has given them;
but as it is probable that the teachers of error, the persons whom John
regarded as “antichrist,” (<620218>1 John 2:18,19,) would lay claim to the same
thing, it was important to know how it could be ascertained that the Spirit
of God had been really given to them, or how it could be determined that
the spirit that was in them was not the spirit of antichrist, the very thing
against which he would guard them. In doing this:

(1) He cautions them against trusting to every kind of spirit, or supposing
that every spirit which animated even the professed friends of religion was
the Spirit of God, <620401>1 John 4:1.

(2) Also, he shows them how it might be determined that they had really
the Spirit of God, or what would be the effect of the influences of the
Spirit on the mind. This evidence consisted of the following things:

(a) They had the Spirit of God who confessed that Jesus Christ had come
in the flesh, <620402>1 John 4:2;

(b) They who denied that, had not the Spirit of God and the denial of this
was the real spirit of antichrist, <620403>1 John 4:3;

(c) They who had the Spirit of God had not the spirit of this world, <620404>1
John 4:4,5; and

(d) They who had the Spirit of God would hear those who were his
apostles, or who were sent by him, <620406>1 John 4:6.

II. The duty, power, and influence of love, <620407>1 John 4:7-21. This is a
favorite subject with John, and he here considers it at length, as a subject
that was essential in determining the evidences of piety. The duty and value
of love are enforced by the following considerations:

(1) Love has its origin in God, and everyone who has true love is born of
God, <620407>1 John 4:7,8.
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(2) God has shown his great love to us by having given His Son to die for
us; and as He has so loved us, we ought also to love one another, <620409>1
John 4:9-11.

(3) If we love one another, it furnishes the best evidence that God dwells in
us, <620412>1 John 4:12-15.

(4) God is love, and if we have true love we dwell in Him, and He dwells in
us, <620416>1 John 4:16.

(5) Love will furnish us great advantage in the day of judgment, by giving
us confidence when we come before Him, <620417>1 John 4:17.

(6) Love will cast out all fear, and will make our minds calm in view of the
events which are to come, <620418>1 John 4:18.

(7) The very fact that He has first manifested His love to us should lead us
to the exercise of love, <620419>1 John 4:19.

(8) A man cannot truly love God and yet hate his brother, <620420>1 John 4:20;
and

(9) it is the solemn command of God that he who loves God should love
his brother also.

<620401>1 John 4:1. Beloved, believe not every spirit Do not confide
implicitly in everyone who professes to be under the influences of the Holy
Spirit. Compare <402404>Matthew 24:4,5. The true and the false teachers of
religion alike claimed to be under the influence of the Spirit of God, and it
was of importance that all such pretensions should be examined. It was not
to be admitted because anyone claimed to have been sent from God that
therefore he was sent. Every such claim should be subjected to the proper
proof before it was conceded. All pretensions to divine inspiration, or to
being authorised teachers of religion, were to be examined by the proper
tests, because there were many false and delusive teachers who set up such
claims in the world.

But try the spirits whether they are of God There were those in the early
Christian church who had the gift of “discerning spirits,” (see the notes at
<461210>1 Corinthians 12:10,) but it is not certain that the apostle refers here to
any such supernatural power. It is more probable, as he addresses this
command to Christians in general, that he refers to the ability of doing this
by a comparison of the doctrines which they professed to hold with what
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was revealed, and by the fruits of their doctrines in their lives. If they
taught what God had taught in his word, and if their lives corresponded
with his requirements, and if their doctrines agreed with what had been
inculcated by those who were admitted to be true apostles, (<620406>1 John
4:6), they were to receive them as what they professed to be. If not, they
were to reject them, and hold them to be impostors. It may be remarked,
that it is just as proper and as important now to examine the claims of all
who profess to be teachers of religion, as it was then. In a matter so
momentous as religion, and where there is so much at stake, it is important
that all pretensions of this kind should be subjected to a rigid examination.
No one should be received as a religious teacher without the clearest
evidence that he has come in accordance with the will of God, nor unless
he inculcates the very truth which God has revealed. See the notes at
<230820>Isaiah 8:20, and <441711>Acts 17:11.

Because many false prophets are gone out into the world The word
prophet is often used in the New Testament to denote religious instructors
or preachers. See the notes at <451206>Romans 12:6. Compare the notes at <610201>2
Peter 2:1. Such false teachers evidently abounded in the times here referred
to. See the notes at <620218>1 John 2:18. The meaning is, that many had gone
out into the world pretending to be true teachers of religion, but who
inculcated most dangerous doctrines; and it was their duty to be on their
guard against them, for they had the very spirit of antichrist, <620403>1 John 4:3.

<620402>1 John 4:2. Hereby Greek, “By this;” that is, by the test which is
immediately specified.

Know ye the Spirit of God You may discern who are actuated by the Spirit
of God.

Every spirit Everyone professing to be under the influence of the Spirit of
God. The apostle uses the word “spirit” here with reference to the person
who made the claim, on the supposition that everyone professing to be a
religious teacher was animated by some spirit or foreign influence, good or
bad. If the Spirit of God influenced them, they would confess that Jesus
Christ had come in the flesh; if some other spirit, the spirit of error and
deceit, they would deny this.

That confesseth That is, that makes a proper acknowledgment of this; that
inculcates this doctrine, and that gives it a due place and prominence in his
instructions. It cannot be supposed that a mere statement of this in words
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would show that they were of God in the sense that they were true
Christians; but the sense is, that if this constituted one of the doctrines
which they held and taught, it would show that they were advocates of
truth, and not apostles of error. If they did not do this, (<620403>1 John 4:3), it
would be decisive in regard to their character and claims.

That Jesus Christ is come in the flesh Benson and some others propose to
render this, “That Jesus, who came in the flesh, is the Christ.” But this is
liable to serious objections.

(1) It is not the obvious interpretation.

(2) It is unusual to say that Jesus “had come in the flesh,” though the
expression “the Son of God has come in the flesh,” or “God was
manifested in the flesh,” would be in accordance with the usage of the New
Testament.

(3) This would not, probably, meet the real point in the case. The thing
denied does not appear to have been that Jesus was the Messiah, for their
pretending to be Christian teachers at all implied that they admitted this;
but that the Son of God was “really a man,” or that he actually assumed
human nature in permanent union with the divine. The point of the remark
made by the apostle is, that the acknowledgment was to be that Christ
assumed human nature; that he was really a man as he appeared to be: or
that there was a real incarnation, in opposition to the opinion that he came
in APPEARANCE only, or that he merely SEEMED to be a man, and to suffer
and die. That this opinion was held by many, see the Introduction, Section
III. 2. It is quite probable that the apostle here refers to such sentiments as
those which were held by the “Docetae;” and that he meant to teach that it
was indispensable to proper evidence that anyone came from God, that he
should maintain that Jesus was truly a man, or that there was a real
INCARNATION of the Son of God. John always regarded this as a very
important point, and often refers to it, <431934>John 19:34,35; 20:25-27; <620506>1
John 5:6. It is as important to be held now as it was then, for the fact that
there was a real incarnation is essential to all just views of the atonement. If
he was NOT truly a man, if he did not literally shed his blood on the cross,
of course all that was done was in appearance only, and the whole system
of redemption as revealed was merely a splendid illusion. There is little
danger that this opinion will be held now, for those who depart from the
doctrine laid down in the New Testament in regard to the person and work
of Christ, are more disposed to embrace the opinion that he was a mere
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man; but still it is important that the truth that he was truly incarnate
should be held up constantly before the mind, for in no other way can we
obtain just views of the atonement.

Is of God This does not necessarily mean that everyone who confessed this
was personally a true Christian, for it is clear that a doctrine might be
acknowledged to be true, and yet that the heart might not be changed; nor
does it mean that the acknowledgment of this truth was ALL which it was
essential to be believed in order that one might be recognised as a
Christian; but it means that it was ESSENTIAL that this truth should be
admitted by everyone who truly came from God. They who taught this held
a truth which he had revealed, and which was essential to be held; and they
thus showed that they did not belong to those to whom the name
“antichrist” could be properly given. Still, whether they held this doctrine
in such a sense, and in such connection with other doctrines, as to show
that they were sincere Christians, was quite another question, for it is plain
that a man may hold and teach the true doctrines of religion, and yet have
no evidence that he is a child of God.

<620403>1 John 4:3. And every spirit that confesseth not ... That is, this
doctrine is essential to the Christian system; and he who does not hold it
cannot be regarded either as a Christian, or recognised as a Christian
teacher. If he was not a man, then all that occurred in his life, in
Gethsemane, and on the cross, was in “appearance” only, and was assumed
only to delude the senses. There were no real sufferings; there was no
shedding of blood; there was no death on the cross; and, of course, there
was no atonement. A mere show, an appearance assumed, a vision, could
not make atonement for sin; and a denial, therefore, of the doctrine that the
Son of God had come in the flesh, was in fact a denial of the doctrine of
expiation for sin. The Latin Vulgate here reads “qui solvit Jesum,” “who
dissolves or divides Jesus;” and Socrates (H. E. vii. 32) says that in the old
copies of the New Testament it is written oJ <3588> liei  ton <3588> Ihsoun <2424>,
“who dissolves or divides Jesus;” that is, who “separates” his true nature or
person, or who supposes that there were “two” Christs, one in appearance,
and one in reality. This reading was early found in some manuscripts, and is
referred to by many of the Fathers, (see Wetstein,) but it has no real
authority, and was evidently introduced, perhaps at first from a marginal
note, to oppose the prevailing errors of the times. The common reading,
“who confesseth not,” is found in all the Greek manuscripts, in the Syriac
versions, in the Arabic; and, as Lucke says, the other reading is manifestly
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of Latin origin. The common reading in the text is that which is sustained
by authority, and is entirely in accordance with the manner of John.

And this is that spirit of antichrist This is one of the things which
characterize antichrist. John here refers not to an individual who should be
known as antichrist, but to a class of persons. This does not, however,
forbid the idea that there might be some one individual, or a succession of
persons in the church, to whom the name might be applied by way of
eminence. See the notes at <620218>1 John 2:18. Compare the notes at <530203>2
Thessalonians 2:3ff.

Whereof ye have heard that it should come See the notes at <620218>1 John
2:18.

<620404>1 John 4:4. Ye are of God You are of his family; you have embraced
his truth, and imbibed his Spirit.

Little children Notes, <620201>1 John 2:1.

And have overcome them Have triumphed over their arts and temptations;
their endeavors to draw you into error and sin. The word THEM in this
place seems to refer to the false prophets or teachers who collectively
constituted antichrist. The meaning is, that they had frustrated or thwarted
all their attempts to turn them away from the truth.

Because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world God, who
dwells in your hearts, and by whose strength and grace alone you have
been enabled to achieve this victory, is more mighty than Satan, who rules
in the hearts of the people of this world, and whose seductive arts are seen
in the efforts of these false teachers. The apostle meant to say that it was
by no power of their own that they achieved this victory, but it was to be
traced solely to the fact that God dwelt among them, and had preserved
them by his grace. What was true then is true now. He who dwells in the
hearts of Christians by his Spirit, is infinitely more mighty than Satan, “the
ruler of the darkness of this world;” and victory, therefore, over all his arts
and temptations may be sure. In his conflicts with sin, temptation, and
error, the Christian should never despair, for his God will insure him the
victory.

<620405>1 John 4:5. They are of the world This was one of the marks by
which those who had the spirit of antichrist might be known. They
belonged not to the church of God, but to the world. They had its spirit;
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they acted on its principles; they lived for it. Compare the notes at <620215>1
John 2:15.

Therefore speak they of the world Compare the notes at 1 <430331>John 3:31.
This may mean either that their conversation pertained to the things of this
world, or that they were wholly influenced by the love of the world, and
not by the Spirit of God, in the doctrines which they taught. The general
sense is, that they had no higher ends and aims than they have who are
influenced only by worldly plans and expectations. It is not difficult to
distinguish, even among professed Christians and Christian teachers, those
who are heavenly in their conversation from those who are influenced
solely by the spirit of the world. “Out of the abundance of the heart the
mouth speaketh,” and the general turn of a man’s conversation will show
what “spirit is within him.”

And the world heareth them The people of the world — the frivoulous
ones, the rich, the proud, the ambitious, the sensual — receive their
instructions, and recognize them as teachers and guides, for their views
accord with their own. See the notes at <431519>John 15:19. A professedly
religious teacher may always determine much about himself by knowing
what class of people are pleased with him. A professed Christian of any
station in life may determine much about his evidences of piety, by asking
himself what kind of persons desire his friendship, and wish him for a
companion.

<620406>1 John 4:6. We are of God John here, doubtless, refers to himself,
and to those who taught the same doctrines which he did. He takes it for
granted that those to whom he wrote would admit this, and argues from it
as an indisputable truth. He had given them such evidence of this, as to
establish his character and claims beyond a doubt; and he often refers to
the fact that he was what he claimed to be, as a point which was so well
established that no one would call it in question. See <431935>John 19:35; 21:24;
<640112>3 John 1:12. Paul, also, not unfrequently refers to the same thing
respecting himself; to the fact — a fact which no one would presume to
call in question, and which might be regarded as the basis of an argument
— that he and his fellow apostles were what they claimed to be. See <461514>1
Corinthians 15:14,15; <520201>1 Thessalonians 2:1-11. Might not, and ought
not, all Christians, and all Christian ministers, so to live that the same thing
might be assumed in regard to them in their contact with their fellow-men;
that their characters for integrity and purity might be so clear that no one
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would be disposed to call them in question? There are such men in the
church and in the ministry now; why might not all be such?

He that knoweth God, heareth us Every one that has a true acquaintance
with the character of God will receive our doctrine. John might assume
this, for it was not doubted, he presumed, that he was an apostle and a
good man; and if this were admitted, it would follow that those who feared
and loved God would receive what he taught.

Hereby By this; to wit, by the manner in which they receive the doctrines
which we have taught.

Know we the spirit of truth, and the spirit of error We can distinguish
those who embrace the truth from those who do not. Whatever pretensions
they might set up for piety, it was clear that if they did not embrace the
doctrines taught by the true apostles of God, they could not be regarded as
his friends; that is, as true Christians. It may be added that the same test is
applicable now. They who do not receive the plain doctrines laid down in
the word of God, whatever pretensions they may make to piety, or
whatever zeal they may evince in the cause which they have espoused, can
have no well-founded claims to the name Christian. One of the clearest
evidences of true piety is a readiness to receive all that God has taught.
Compare <401801>Matthew 18:1-3; <411015>Mark 10:15; <590119>James 1:19-21.

<620407>1 John 4:7. Beloved, let us love one another This verse introduces a
new topic, the consideration of which occupies the remainder of the
chapter. See the Analysis. The subject is one on which John dwells more
than on any other — that of love. His own character especially inclined him
to the exercise of love; and the remarkable affection which the Lord Jesus
had shown for him, seems to have had the effect to give this grace a special
prominence in his views of what constituted true religion. Compare
<431323>John 13:23. On the duty here enjoined, see the notes at <431334>John
13:34,35, and <620311>1 John 3:11,23.

For love is of God

(1) All true love has its origin in God.

(2) Real love shows that we have his Spirit, and that we belong to him.

(3) It assimilates us to God, or makes us more and more like him.
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What is here said by the apostle is based on the truth of what he elsewhere
affirms, (<620408>1 John 4:8), that God is love. Hatred, envy, wrath, malice, all
have their source in something else than God. He neither originates them,
commends them, nor approves them.

And everyone that loveth, is born of God Is a regenerated man. That is,
everyone who has true love to Christians as such, or true brotherly love, is
a true Christian. This cannot mean that everyone that loves his wife and
children, his classmate, his partner in business, or his friend — his house,
or his farms, or his horses, or his hounds, is a child of God; it must be
understood as referring to the point under discussion. A man may have a
great deal of natural affection toward his kindred; a great deal of
benevolence in his character toward the poor and needy, and still he may
have none of the love to which John refers. He may have no real love to
God, to the Saviour, or to the children of God as such; and it would be
absurd for such a one to argue because he loves his wife and children that
THEREFORE he loves God, or is born again.

<620408>1 John 4:8. He that loveth not, knoweth not God Has no true
acquaintance with God; has no just views of him, and no right feelings
toward him. The reason for this is implied in what is immediately stated,
that “God is love,” and of course if they have no love reigning in their
hearts, they cannot pretend to be like him.

For God is love He is not merely benevolent, he is benevolence itself.
Compare the notes at <471311>2 Corinthians 13:11. Never was a more important
declaration made than this; never was more meaning crowded into a few
words than in this short sentence — “God is love.” In the darkness of this
world of sin — in all the sorrows that come now upon the race, and that
will come upon the wicked hereafter — we have the assurance that a God
of infinite benevolence rules over all; and though we may not be able to
reconcile all that occurs with this declaration, or see how the things which
he has permitted to take place are consistent with it, yet in the exercise of
faith on his own declarations we may find consolation in “believing” that it
is so, and may look forward to a period when all his universe shall SEE it
to be so. In the midst of all that occurs on the earth of sadness, sin, and
sorrow, there are abundant evidences that God is love. In the original
structure of things before sin entered, when all was pronounced “good;” in
the things designed to promote happiness, where the only thing
contemplated is happiness, and where it would have been as easy to have
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caused pain; in the preservation of a guilty race, and in granting that race
the opportunity of another trial; in the ceaseless provision which God is
making in his providence for the wants of unnumbered millions of his
creatures; in the arrangements made to alleviate sorrow, and to put an end
to it; in the gift of a Saviour more than all, and in the offer of eternal life on
terms simple and easy to be complied with — in all these things, which are
the MERE expressions of love, not ONE of which would have been found
under the government of a malignant being, we see illustrations of the
sublime and glorious sentiment before us, that “God is love.” Even in this
world of confusion, disorder, and darkness, we have evidence sufficient to
prove that he is benevolent, but the full glory and meaning of that truth will
be seen only in heaven. Meantime, let us hold on to the truth that he is
love. Let us believe that he sincerely desires our good, and that what seems
dark to us may be designed for our welfare; and amidst all the sorrows and
disappointments of the present life, let us feel that our interests and our
destiny are in the hands of the God of love.

<620409>1 John 4:9. In this was manifested the love of God That is, in an
eminent manner, or this was a most signal proof of it. The apostle does not
mean to say that it has been manifested in no other way, but that this was
so prominent an instance of his love, that all the other manifestations of it
seemed absorbed and lost in this.

Because that God sent his only begotten Son ... See the notes at <430316>John
3:16.

That we might live through him He died that we might have eternal life
through the merits of his sacrifice. The “measure” of that love, then, which
was manifested in the gift of a Saviour, is to be found,

(1) in the worth of the soul;

(2) in its exposure to eternal death;

(3) in the greatness of the gift;

(4) in the greatness of his sorrows for us; and,

(5) in the immortal blessedness and joy to which he will raise us.

Who can estimate all this? All these things will magnify themselves as we
draw near to eternity; and in that eternity to which we go, whether saved
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or lost, we shall have an ever-expanding view of the wonderful love of
God.

<620410>1 John 4:10. Herein is love In this great gift is the highest expression
of love, as if it had done all that it can do.

Not that we loved God Not that we were in such a state that we might
suppose he would make such a sacrifice for us, but just the opposite. If we
had loved and obeyed him, we might have had reason to believe that he
would be willing to show his love to us in a corresponding manner. But we
were alienated from him. We had even no desire for his friendship and
favor. In THIS state he showed the greatness of his love for us by giving
his Son to die for his enemies. See the notes at <450507>Romans 5:7,8.

But that he loved us Not that he approved our character, but that he
desired our welfare. He loved us not with the love of complacency, but
with the love of benevolence.

And sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins On the meaning of the
word “propitiation,” see the notes at <450325>Romans 3:25. Compare the notes
at <620202>1 John 2:2.

<620411>1 John 4:11. Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to love one
another

(1) Because he is so much exalted above us, and if he has loved those who
were so inferior and so unworthy, we ought to love those who are on a
level with us;

(2) because it is only in this way that we can show that we have his Spirit;
and,

(3) because it is the nature of love to seek the happiness of all. There are
much stronger reasons why we should love one another than there were
why God should love us; and unless we do this, we can have no evidence
that we are his children.

<620412>1 John 4:12. No man hath seen God at any time See the notes at
<430118>John 1:18, where the same declaration occurs. The statement seems to
be made here in order to introduce a remark to show in what way we may
know that we have any true knowledge of God. The idea is, “He has never
indeed been seen by mortal eyes. We are not, then, to expect to become
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acquainted with what he is in that way. But there is a method by which we
may be assured that we have a true knowledge of him, and that is, by
evidence that we love another, and by the presence of his Spirit in our
hearts. We cannot become acquainted with him by sight, but we may by
love.”

If we love one another, God dwelleth in us Though we cannot see him, yet
there is a way by which we may be assured that he is near us, and that he
even dwells in us. That way is by the exercise of love. Compare the notes
at <431423>John 14:23,24.

And his love is perfected in us Is carried out to completion. That is, our
love for each other is the proper exponent of love to him reigning in our
hearts. The idea here is not that we are absolutely perfect, or even that our
love is perfect, whatever may be true on those points, but that this love to
others is the proper carrying out of our love toward him; that is, without
this our love to him would not have accomplished what it was adapted and
designed to do. Unless it produced this effect, it would be defective or
incomplete. Compare <620417>1 John 4:17. The general sense is this: “We claim
to have the love of God in our hearts, or that we are influenced and
controlled by love. But however high and exalted that may seem to be as
exercised toward God, it would be defective; it would not exert a fair
influence over us, unless it led us to love our Christian brethren. It would
be like the love which we might profess to have for a father, if it did not
lead us to love our brothers and sisters. True love will diffuse itself over all
who come within its range, and will thus become complete and entire.”
This passage, therefore, cannot be adduced to demonstrate the doctrine of
sinless perfection, or to prove that Christians are ever absolutely perfect in
this life. It proves only that love to God is not complete, or fully
developed, unless it leads those who profess to have it to love each other.
See the notes at <180101>Job 1:1. On the meaning of the Greek word here used,
(teleiwo <5048>, see the notes at <500312>Philippians 3:12. Compare the notes at
<580210>Hebrews 2:10.

<620413>1 John 4:13. Hereby know we that we dwell in him Here is another,
or an additional evidence of it.

Because he hath given us of his Spirit He has imparted the influences of
that Spirit to our souls, producing “love, joy, peace, long-suffering,
gentleness, goodness, faith,” etc., <480522>Galatians 5:22,23. It was one of the
promises which the Lord Jesus made to his disciples that he would send the
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Holy Spirit to be with them after he should be withdrawn from them,
(<431416>John 14:16,17,26; 15:26; 16:7,) and one of the clearest evidences
which we can have that we are the children of God, is derived from the
influences of that Spirit on our hearts. See this sentiment illustrated in the
notes at <450816>Romans 8:16.

<620414>1 John 4:14. And we have seen Notes on <620101>1 John 1:1.

And do testify Notes, <620103>1 John 1:3. That is, we who are apostles bear
witness to you of this great truth, that God has sent his Son to be a
Saviour. Compare the notes at <432031>John 20:31. The reason why this is
referred to here is not quite apparent, but the train of thought in this
passage would seem to be this: The writer is discoursing of the love of
God, and of its manifestation in the gift of the Saviour, and of the proper
influence which it should have on us. Struck with the greatness and
importance of the subject, his mind adverts to the “evidence” on which
what he was saying rested — the evidence that the Father had REALLY thus
manifested his love. That evidence he repeats, that he had actually SEEN

him who had been sent, and had the clearest demonstration that what he
deemed so important had really occurred.

<620415>1 John 4:15. Whosoever shall confess that Jesus is the Son of God In
the true sense, and from the heart. This will always prove that a man is a
Christian. But the passage cannot mean that if he merely says so in words,
or if he does it insincerely, or without any proper sense of the truth, it will
prove that he is a Christian. On the meaning of the sentiment here
expressed, see the notes at <620402>1 John 4:2. Compare the notes at
<451010>Romans 10:10.

<620416>1 John 4:16. And we have known and believed ... We all have
assurance that God has loved us, and the fullest belief in the great fact of
redemption by which he has manifested his love to us.

God is love Notes, <620408>1 John 4:8. It is not uncommon for John to repeat
an important truth. He delights to dwell on such a truth as that which is
here expressed; and who should not? What truth is there on which the mind
can dwell with more pleasure; what is there that is better fitted to win the
heart to holiness; what that will do more to sustain the soul in the sorrows
and trials of this life? In our trials; in the darkness which is around us; in
the perplexities which meet and embarrass us in regard to the divine
administration; in all that seems to us incomprehensible in this world, and
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in the prospect of the next, let us learn to repeat this declaration of the
favored disciple, ““God is love.”” What trials may we not bear, if we feel
assured of that! What dark cloud that seems to hang over our way, and to
involve all things in gloom, will not be bright, if from the depths of our
souls we can always say, “God is love!”

And he that dwelleth in love ... Religion is all love. God is love; he has
loved us; we are to love him; we are to love one another; we are to love
the whole world. Heaven is filled with love, and there is nothing else there.
The earth is filled with love just as far as religion prevails, and would be
entirely if it should prevail everywhere. Love would remove all the corrupt
passions, the crimes, the jealousies, the wars on the earth, and would
diffuse around the globe the bliss of heaven. If a man, therefore, is actuated
by this, he has the spirit of the heavenly world reigning in his soul, and lives
in an atmosphere of love.

<620417>1 John 4:17. Herein is our love made perfect Margin, “love with us.”
The margin accords with the Greek — meq’ <3326> hJmwn <2257>. The meaning
is, “the love that is within us, or in us, is made perfect.” The expression is
unusual; but the general idea is, that love is rendered complete or entire in
the manner in which the apostle specifies. In this way love becomes what it
should be, and will prepare us to appear with confidence before the
judgment-seat. Compare the notes at <620412>1 John 4:12.

That we may have boldness in the day of judgment By the influence of love
in delivering us from the fear of the wrath to come, <620418>1 John 4:18. The
idea is, that he who has true love to God will have nothing to fear in the
day of judgment, and may even approach the awful tribunal where he is to
receive the sentence which shall determine his everlasting destiny without
alarm.

Because as he is, so are we in this world That is, we have the same traits
of character which the Saviour had, and, resembling him, we need not be
alarmed at the prospect of meeting him.

<620418>1 John 4:18. There is no fear in love Love is not an affection which
produces fear. In the love which we have for a parent, a child, a friend,
there is no fear. If a man had perfect love to God, he would have no fear of
anything — for what would he have to dread? He would have no fear of
death, for he would have nothing to dread beyond the grave. It is guilt that
makes people fear what is to come; but he whose sins are pardoned, and
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whose heart is filled with the love of God, has nothing to dread in this
world or the world to come. The angels in heaven, who have always loved
God and one another, have no fear, for they have nothing to dread in the
future; the redeemed in heaven, rescued from all danger, and filled with the
love of God, have nothing to dread; and as far as that same loves operates
on earth, it delivers the soul now from all apprehension of what is to come.

But perfect love casteth out fear That is, love that is complete, or that is
allowed to exert its proper influence on the soul. As far as it exists, its
tendency is to deliver the mind from alarms. If it should exist in any soul in
an absolutely perfect state, that soul would be entirely free from all dread
in regard to the future.

Because fear hath torment It is a painful and distressing emotion. Thus
men suffer from the fear of poverty, of losses, of bereavement, of sickness,
of death, and of future woe. From all these distressing apprehensions, that
love of God which furnishes an evidence of true piety delivers us.

He that feareth, is not made perfect in love He about whose mind there
lingers the apprehension of future wrath, shows that love in his soul has not
accomplished its full work. Perhaps it never will on any soul until we reach
the heavenly world, though there are many minds so full of love to God, as
to be prevailingly delivered from fear.

<620419>1 John 4:19. We love him, because he first loved us This passage is
susceptible of two explanations; either

(1) that the fact that he first loved us is the “ground” or “reason” why we
love him, or

(2) that as a matter of fact we have been brought to love him in
consequence of the love which he has manifested toward us, though the
real ground of our love may be the excellency of his own character.

If the former be the meaning, and if that were the ONLY ground of love,
then it would be mere selfishness, (compare <400546>Matthew 5:46,47); and it
cannot be believed that John meant to teach that that is the “only” reason
of our love to God. It is true, indeed, that that is a proper ground of love,
or that we are bound to love God in proportion to the benefits which we
have received from his Hand; but still genuine love to God is something
which cannot be explained by the mere fact that we have received favors
from Him. The true, the original ground of love to God, is the “excellence
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of His own character,” apart from the question whether we are to be
benefited or not. There is that in the divine nature which a holy being will
love, apart from the benefits which he is to receive, and from any thought
even of his own destiny. It seems to me, therefore, that John must have
meant here, in accordance with the second interpretation suggested above,
that the fact that we love God is to be traced to the means which he has
used to bring us to himself, but without saying that this is the sole or even
the main reason why we love him. It was His love manifested to us by
sending His Son to redeem us which will explain THE FACT that we now
love Him; but still the real ground or reason why we love Him is the
infinite excellence of His own character. It should be added here, that many
suppose that the Greek words rendered “we love” (hJmeiv <2249> agapwmen
)<25> are not in the indicative, but in the subjunctive; and that this is an
exhortation — “let us love him, because he first loved us.” So the Syriac,
the Arabic, and the Vulgate read it; and so it is understood by Benson,
Grotius, and Bloomfield. The main idea would not be essentially different;
and it is a proper ground of exhortation to love God because He has loved
us, though the highest ground is, because His character is infinitely worthy
of love.

<620420>1 John 4:20. If a man say, I love God, and hateth his brother His
Christian brother; or, in a larger sense, any man. The sense is, that no man,
whatever may be his professions and pretensions, can have any true love to
God, unless he loves his brethren.

He is a liar Compare the notes at <620106>1 John 1:6. It is not necessary, in
order to a proper interpretation of this passage, to suppose that he
“intentionally” deceives. The sense is, that this must be a false profession.

For he that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen ... It is more
reasonable to expect that we should love one whom we have seen and
known personally, than that we should love one whom we have not seen.
The apostle is arguing from human nature as it is, and everyone feels that
we are more likely to love one with whom we are familiar than one who is
a stranger. If a professed Christian, therefore, does not love one who bears
the divine image, whom he sees and knows, how can he love that God
whose image he bears, whom he has not seen? Compare the notes at <620317>1
John 3:17.
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<620421>1 John 4:21. And this commandment have we from him That is, the
command to love a brother is as obligatory as that to love God. If one is
obeyed, the other ought to be also; if a man feels that one is binding on
him, he should feel that the other is also; and he can never have evidence
that he is a true Christian, unless he manifests love to his brethren as well
as love to God. See the notes at <590210>James 2:10.

That he who loveth God love his brother also See the notes at <431334>John
13:34,35. Compare <431512>John 15:12,17.
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NOTES ON 1 JOHN 5

This chapter embraces the following subjects:

I. A continuance of the discussion about “love,” <620501>1 John 5:1-3. These
verses should have been attached to the previous chapter.

II. The victory which is achieved over the world by those who are born of
God. The grand instrumentality by which this is done, is by the belief that
Jesus is the Son of God, <620504>1 John 5:4,5.

III. The evidence that Jesus “is” the Son of God; or the means by which
that truth is so believed as to secure a victory over the world, <620506>1 John
5:6-12. In this part of the chapter the apostle goes fully into the nature of
this evidence, or the ways in which the Christian becomes so thoroughly
convinced of it as to give to faith this power. He refers to these sources of
evidence:

(a) The witness of the Spirit, <620506>1 John 5:6.

(b) The record borne in heaven, <620507>1 John 5:7 — if that verse is genuine.

(c) The evidence borne on earth, by the Spirit, the water, and the blood —
all bearing witness to that one truth.

(d) The credit which is due to the testimony of God, or which the soul pays
to it, <620508>1 John 5:8.

(e) The fact that he who believes on the Son of God has the witness in
himself, <620510>1 John 5:10.

(f) The amount of the record, that has given to us eternal life through his
Son, <620511>1 John 5:11,12.

IV. The reason why all this was written by the apostle, <620513>1 John 5:13. It
was that they might know that they had eternal life, and might believe on
the name of the Saviour.

V. The effect of this in leading us to the throne of grace, with the
assurance that God will hear us, and will grant our requests, <620514>1 John
5:14,15.
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VI. The power of prayer, and the duty of praying for those who have
sinned. The encouragement to this is, that there are many sins which are
not unto death, and that we may hope that God will be merciful to those
who have not committed the unpardonable offence, <620516>1 John 5:16,17.

VII. A summary of all that the apostle had said to them, or of the points
of which they were sure in the matter of salvation, <620518>1 John 5:18-20.
They knew that those who are born of God do not sin; that the wicked one
cannot permanently injure them; that they were of God, while all the world
lay in wickedness; that the Son of God had come, and that they were truly
united to that Saviour who is the true God, and who is eternal life.

VIII. An exhortation to keep themselves from all idolatry, <620521>1 John
5:21.

<620501>1 John 5:1. Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ Is the
Messiah; the anointed of God. On the meaning of the word Christ, see the
notes at <400101>Matthew 1:1. Of course, it is meant here that the proposition,
that “Jesus is the Christ,” should be believed or received in the true and
proper sense, in order to furnish evidence that anyone is born of God.
Compare the notes at <620403>1 John 4:3. It cannot be supposed that a mere
intellectual acknowledgment of the proposition that Jesus is the Messiah is
all that is meant, for that is not the proper meaning of the word believe in
the Scriptures. That word, in its just sense, implies that the truth which is
believed should make its fair and legitimate impression on the mind, or that
we should feel and act as if it were true. See the notes at <411616>Mark 16:16.
If, in the proper sense of the phrase, a man does believe that Jesus “is the
Christ,” receiving him as he is revealed as the Anointed of God, and a
Saviour, it is undoubtedly true that that constitutes him a Christian, for that
is what is required of a man in order that he may be saved. See the notes at
<440837>Acts 8:37.

Is born of God Or rather, “is begotten of God.” See the notes at <430303>John
3:3

And everyone that loveth him that begat That loves that God who has thus
begotten those whom he has received as his children, and to whom he
sustains the endearing relation of Father.

Loveth him also that is begotten of him That is, he will love all the true
children of God; all Christians. See the notes at <620420>1 John 4:20. The
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general idea is, that as all Christians are the children of the same Father; as
they constitute one family; as they all bear the same image; as they share
his favor alike; as they are under the same obligation of gratitude to him,
and are bound to promote the same common cause, and are to dwell
together in the same home forever, they should therefore love one another.
As all the children in a family love their common father, so it should be in
the great family of which God is the Head.

<620502>1 John 5:2. By this we know that we love the children of God ... This
is repeating the same truth in another form. “As it is universally true that if
we love Him who has begotten us, we shall also love His children, or our
Christian brethren, so it is true also that if we love His children it will
follow that we love Him.” In other places, the apostle says that we may
know that we love GOD if we love those who bear His image, <620314>1 John
3:14. He here says, that there is another way of determining what we are.
We may have undoubted evidence that we love God, and from that, as the
basis of an argument, we may infer that we have true love to His children.
Of the fact that we may have evidence that we love God, apart from that
which we derive from our love to His children, there can be no doubt. We
may be conscious of it; we may find pleasure in meditating on His
perfections; we may feel sure that we are moved to obey Him by true
attachment to Him, as a child may in reference to a father. But, it may be
asked, how can it be inferred from this that we truly love His children? Is it
not easier to ascertain this of itself than it is to determine whether we love
God? Compare <620420>1 John 4:20. To this it may be answered, that we may
love Christians from many motives: we may love them as personal friends;
we may love them because they belong to our church, or sect, or party; we
may love them because they are naturally amiable: but the apostle says
here, that when we are conscious that an attachment does exist toward
Christians, we may ascertain that it is genuine, or that it does not proceed
from any improper motive, by the fact that we love God. We shall then
love Him AS His children, whatever OTHER grounds of affection there
may be toward them.

And keep his commandments See the notes at <431415>John 14:15.

<620503>1 John 5:3. For this is the love of God, that we keep his
commandments This constitutes true love; this furnishes the evidence of it.
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And his commandments are not grievous Greek, “heavy” — bareiai <916>;
that is, difficult to be borne as a burden. See <401130>Matthew 11:30. The
meaning is, that his laws are not unreasonable; the duties which he requires
are not beyond our ability; his government is not oppressive. It is easy to
obey God when the heart is right; and those who endeavor in sincerity to
keep his commandments do not complain that they are hard. All complaints
of this kind come from those who are not disposed to keep his
commandments. Indeed, THEY object that his laws are unreasonable; that
they impose improper restraints; that they are not easily complied with; and
that the divine government is one of severity and injustice. But no such
complaints come from true Christians. They find HIS service easier than
the service of sin, and the laws of God more mild and easy to be complied
with than were those of fashion and honor, which they once endeavored to
obey. The service of God is freedom; the service of the world is bondage.
No man ever yet heard a true Christian say that the laws of God, requiring
him to lead a holy life, were stern and “grievous.” But who has not felt this
in regard to the inexorable laws of sin? What votary of the world would
not say this if he spoke his real sentiments? Compare the notes at <430832>John
8:32.

<620504>1 John 5:4. For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the world
The world, in its maxims, and precepts, and customs, does not rule him,
but he is a freeman. The idea is, that there is a conflict between religion and
the world, and that in the heart of every true Christian religion secures the
victory, or triumphs. In <431633>John 16:33, the Saviour says, “Be of good
cheer; I have overcome the world.” See the notes at that verse. He
obtained a complete triumph over him “who rules the darkness of the
world,” and laid the foundation for a victory by his people over all vice,
error, and sin. John makes this affirmation of ALL who are born of God.
“Whatsoever,” or, as the Greek is, “Everything which is begotten of God,”
(pan <3956> to <3588> gegenhmenon <1080>), meaning to affirm, undoubtedly, that
“in every instance” where one is truly regenerated, there is this victory over
the world. See the notes at <590404>James 4:4; <620215>1 John 2:15,16. It is one of
the settled maxims of religion, that every man who is a true Christian gains
a victory over the world; and consequently a maxim as settled, that where
the spirit of the world reigns supremely in the heart, there is no true
religion. But, if this be a true principle, how many professed Christians are
there who are strangers to all claims of piety — for how many are there
who are wholly governed by the spirit of this world!
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And this is the victory This is the source or means of the victory which is
thus achieved.

Even our faith Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, <620505>1 John 5:5. He overcame
the world, (<431633>John 16:33), and it is by that faith which makes us one with
him, and that imbues us with his Spirit, that we are able to do it also.

<620505>1 John 5:5. Who is he ... Where is there one who can pretend to have
obtained a victory over the world, except he who believes in the Saviour?
All else are worldly, and are governed by worldly aims and principles. It is
true that a man may gain a victory over ONE worldly passion; he may
subdue some one evil propensity; he may abandon the “happy” circle, may
break away from habits of profaneness, may leave the company of the
unprincipled and polluted; but still, unless he has faith in the Son of God,
the spirit of the world will reign supreme in his soul in some form. The
appeal which John so confidently made in his time may be as confidently
made now. WE may ask, as HE did, where is there one who shows that he
has obtained a complete victory over the world, except the true Christian?
Where is there one whose end and aim is not the present life? Where is
there one who shows that all his purposes in regard to this world are made
subordinate to the world to come? There are those now, as there were
then, who break away from one form of sin, and from one circle of sinful
companions; there are those who change the ardent passions of youth for
the soberness of middle or advanced life there are those who see the folly
of profaneness, and of gaiety, and intemperance; there are those who are
disappointed in some scheme of ambition, and who withdraw from political
conflicts; there are those who are satiated with pageantry, and who,
oppressed with the cares of state, as Diocletian and Charles V were, retire
from public life; and there are those whose hearts are crushed and broken
by losses, and by the death, or what is worse than death, by the ingratitude
of their children, and who cease to cherish the fond hope that their family
will be honored, and their name perpetuated in those whom they tenderly
loved — but still there is no victory over the world. Their deep dejection,
their sadness, their brokenness of spirit, their lamentations, and their want
of cheerfulness, all show that the spirit of the world still reigns in their
hearts. If the calamities which have come upon them could be withdrawn;
if the days of prosperity could be restored, they would show as much of the
spirit of the world as ever they did, and would pursue its follies and its
vanities as greedily as they had done before. Not many years or months
elapse before the worldly mother who has followed one daughter to the
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grave, will introduce another into the frivolous world with all the brilliancy
which fashion prescribes; not long will a worldly father mourn over the
death of a son before, in the whirl of business and the exciting scenes of
ambition, he will show that his heart is as much wedded to the world as it
ever was. If such sorrows and disappointments conduct to the Saviour, as
they sometimes do; if they lead the troubled mind to seek peace in his
blood, and support in the hope of heaven, then a real victory is obtained
over the world; and then, when the hand of affliction is withdrawn, it is
seen that there has been a work of grace in the soul that has effectually
changed all its feelings, and secured a triumph that shall be eternal.

<620506>1 John 5:6. This is he This Son of God referred to in the previous
verse. The object of the apostle in this verse, in connection with verse 8, is
to state the nature of the evidence that Jesus is the Son of God. He refers
to three well-known things on which he probably had insisted much in his
preaching — the water, and the blood, and the Spirit. These, he says,
furnished evidence on the very point which he was illustrating, by showing
that that Jesus on whom they believed was the Son of God. “This,” says
he, “is the same one, the very person, to whom the well-known and
important testimony is borne; to him, and him alone, these undisputed
things appertain, and not to any other who should claim to be the Messiah
and they all agree on the same one point,” <620508>1 John 5:8.

That came oJ <3588> eidwn <1492>. This does not mean that when he came into
the world he was accompanied in some way by water and blood; but the
idea is, that the water and the blood were clearly manifest during his
appearing on earth, or that they were remarkable testimonials in some way
to his character and work. An ambassador might be said to COME with
credentials; a warrior might be said to come with the spoils of victory; a
prince might be said to “come” with the insignia of royalty; a prophet
COMES with signs and wonders; and the Lord Jesus might also be said to
have come with power to raise the dead, and to heal disease, and to cast
out devils; but John here fixes the attention on a fact so impressive and
remarkable in his view as to be worthy of special remark, that he “came”
by water and blood.

By water There have been many opinions in regard to the meaning of this
phrase. See Pool’s Synopsis. Compare also Lucke, “in loc.” A mere
reference to some of these opinions may aid in ascertaining the true
interpretation.



563

(1) Clement of Alexandria supposes that by “water” regeneration and faith
were denoted, and by “blood” the public acknowledgment of that.

(2) Some, and among them Wetstein, have held that the words are used to
denote the fact that the Lord Jesus was truly a man, in contradistinction
from the doctrine of the “Docetae;” and that the apostle means to say that
he had all the properties of a human being — a spirit or soul, blood, and
the watery humors of the body.

(3) Grotius supposes that by his coming “by water,” there is reference to
his pure life, as water is the emblem of purity; and he refers to <263625>Ezekiel
36:25; <230116>Isaiah 1:16; <240414>Jeremiah 4:14. As a sign of that purity, he says
that John baptized him, <430128>John 1:28. A sufficient objection to this view is,
that as in the corresponding word “blood” there is undoubted reference to
blood literally, it cannot be supposed that the word “water” in the same
connection would be used figuratively. Moreover, as Lucke (p. 287) has
remarked, water, though a “symbol” of purity, is never used to denote
“purity itself,” and therefore cannot here refer to the pure life of Jesus.

(4) Many expositors suppose that the reference is to the baptism of Jesus,
and that by his “coming by water and blood,” as by the latter there is
undoubted reference to his death, so by the former there is reference to his
baptism, or to his entrance on his public work. Of this opinion were
Tertullian, OEcumenius, Theophylact, among the fathers, and Capellus,
Heumann, Stroth, Lange, Ziegler, A. Clarke, Bengel, Rosenmuller,
Macknight, and others, among the moderns. A leading argument for this
opinion, as alleged, has been that it was then that the Spirit bare witness to
him, (<400316>Matthew 3:16), and that this is what John here refers to when he
says, “It is the Spirit that beareth witness,” etc. To this view, Locke urges
substantially the following objections:

(a) That if it refers to baptism, the phrase would much more appropriately
express the fact that Jesus came baptizing others, if that were so, than that
he was baptized himself. The phrase would be strictly applicable to John
the Baptist, who came baptizing, and whose ministry was distinguished for
that, (<400301>Matthew 3:1); and if Jesus had baptized in the same manner, or if
this had been a prominent characteristic of his ministry, it would be
applicable to him. Compare <430402>John 4:2. But if it means that he was
baptized, and that he came in that way “by water,” it was equally true of all
the apostles who were baptized, and of all others, and there was nothing so
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remarkable in the fact that he was baptized as to justify the prominence
given to the phrase in this place.

(b) If reference be had here, as is supposed in this view of the passage, to
the WITNESS that was borne to the Lord Jesus on the occasion of his
baptism, then the reference should have been not to the “water” as the
witness, but to the “voice that came from heaven,” (<400317>Matthew 3:17), for
it was that which was the witness in the case. Though this occurred at the
time of the baptism, yet it was quite an independent thing, and was
important enough to have been referred to. See Lucke, “Com. in loc.”
These objections, however, are not insuperable. Though Jesus did not
come baptizing others himself (<430402>John 4:2), and though the phrase would
have expressed that if he had, yet, as Christian baptism began with him; as
this was the first act in his entrance on public life; as it was by this that he
was set apart to his work; and as he designed that this should be always the
initiatory rite of his religion, there was no impropriety in saying that his
“coming,” or his advent in this world, was at the beginning characterized
by water, and at the close by blood. Moreover, though the “witness” at his
baptism was really borne by a voice from heaven, yet his baptism was the
prominent thing; and if we take the baptism to denote all that in fact
occurred when he was baptized, all the objections made by Lucke here
vanish.

(5) Some, by the “water” here, have understood the ordinance of baptism
as it is appointed by the Saviour to be administered to his people, meaning
that the ordinance was instituted by him. So Beza, Calvin, Piscator,
Calovius, Wolf, Beausobre, Knapp, Lucke, and others understand it.
According to this the meaning would be, that he appointed baptism by
water as a symbol of the cleansing of the heart, and shed his blood to effect
the ransom of man, and that thus it might be said that he “came by water
and blood;” to wit, by these two things as effecting the salvation of people.
But it seems improbable that the apostle should have grouped these things
together in this way. For

(a) the “blood” is that which he shed; which pertained to him personally;
which he poured out for the redemption of man; and it is clear that,
whatever is meant by the phrase “he came,” his coming by “water” is to be
understood in some sense similar to his coming by “blood;” and it seems
incredible that the apostle should have joined a mere “ordinance” of
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religion in this way with the shedding of his blood, and placed them in this
manner on an equality.

(b) It cannot be supposed that John meant to attach so much importance to
baptism as would be implied by this. The shedding of his blood was
essential to the redemption of people; can it be supposed that the apostle
meant to teach that baptism by water is equally necessary?

(c) If this be understood of baptism, there is no natural connection between
that and the “blood” referred to; nothing by which the one would suggest
the other; no reason why they should be united. If he had said that he
CAME by the appointment of two ordinances for the edification of the
church, “baptism and the supper,” however singular such a statement might
be in some respects, yet there would be a connection, a reason why they
should be suggested together. But why should baptism and the blood shed
by the Saviour on the cross be grouped together as designating the
principal things which characterized his coming into the world?

(6) There remains, then, but one other interpretation; to wit, that he refers
to the “water and the blood” which flowed from the side of the Saviour
when he was pierced by the spear of the Roman soldier. John had himself
laid great stress on this occurrence, and on the fact that he had himself
witnessed it, (see the notes at <431934>John 19:34,35); and as, in these Epistles,
he is accustomed to allude to more full statements made in his Gospel, it
would seem most natural to refer the phrase to that event as furnishing a
clear and undoubted proof of the death of the Saviour. This would be the
obvious interpretation, and would be entirely clear, if John did not
immediately speak of the “water” and the “blood” as “separate” witnesses,
each as bearing witness to an important point, “as” separate as the “Spirit”
and the “water,” or the “Spirit” and the “blood;” whereas, if he refers to
the mingled water and blood flowing from his side, they both witness only
the same fact, to wit, his death. There was no “special” significancy in the
water, no distinct testifying to anything different from the flowing of the
blood; but together they bore witness to the “one” fact that he actually
died. But here he seems to suppose that there is some special significancy
in each. “Not by water only, but by water and blood.” “There are three that
bear witness, the Spirit, and the water, and the blood, and these three agree
in one.” These considerations seem to me to make it probable, on the
whole, that the fourth opinion, above referred to, and that which has been
commonly held in the Christian church is correct, and that by the “water”
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the “baptism” of the Saviour is intended; his baptism as an emblem of his
own purity; as significant of the nature of his religion; as a rite which was
to be observed in his church at all times. That furnished an important
attestation to the fact that he was the Messiah (compare the notes at
<400315>Matthew 3:15), for it was by that that he entered on his public work,
and it was then that a remarkable testimony was borne to his being the Son
of God. He himself CAME thus by water as an emblem of purity; and the
water used in his church in all ages in baptism, together with the “blood”
and the “Spirit” bears public testimony to the pure nature of his religion. It
is POSSIBLE that the mention of the “water” in his baptism suggested to
John also the water which flowed from the side of the Saviour at his death,
intermingled with blood; and that though the primary thought in his mind
was the fact that Jesus was baptized, and that an important attestation was
then given to his Messiahship, yet he “may” have instantly adverted to the
fact that “water” performed so important a part, and was so important a
symbol through all his work; water at his introduction to his work, as an
ordinance in his church, as symbolical of the nature of his religion, and
even at his death, as a public attestation, in connection with flowing blood,
to the fact that he truly “died,” in reality, and not, as the “Docetae”
pretended, in appearance only, thus completing the work of the Messiah,
and making an atonement for the sins of the world. Compare the notes at
<431934>John 19:34,35.

And blood Referring, doubtless, to the shedding of his blood on the cross.
He “came” by that; that is, he was manifested by that to people, or that was
one of the forms in which he appeared to people, or by which his coming
into the world was characterized. The apostle means to say that the blood
shed at his death furnished an important evidence or “witness” of what he
was. In what way this was done, see the notes at <620508>1 John 5:8.

Not by water only, but by water and blood John the Baptist came “by
water only;” that is, he came to baptize the people, and to prepare them for
the coming of the Messiah. Jesus was distinguished from him in the fact
that his ministry was characterized by the shedding of blood, or the
shedding of his blood constituted one of the peculiarities of his work.

And it is the Spirit Evidently the Holy Spirit.

That beareth witness That is, he is the great witness in the matter,
confirming all others. He bears witness to the soul that Jesus came “by
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water and blood,” for that would not be received by us without his agency.
In what way he does this, see the notes at <620508>1 John 5:8.

Because the Spirit is truth Is so eminently true that he may be called truth
itself, as God is so eminently benevolent that he may be called love itself.
See the notes at <620408>1 John 4:8.

<620507>1 John 5:7. For there are three that bear record in heaven ... There
are three that “witness,” or that “bear witness” — the same Greek word
which, in <620508>1 John 5:8, is rendered “bear witness” — marturountev <3140>.
There is no passage of the New Testament which has given rise to so much
discussion in regard to its genuineness as this. The supposed importance of
the verse in its bearing on the doctrine of the Trinity has contributed to
this, and has given to the discussion a degree of consequence which has
pertained to the examination of the genuineness of no other passage of the
New Testament. On the one hand, the clear testimony which it seems to
bear to the doctrine of the Trinity, has made that portion of the Christian
church which holds the doctrine reluctant in the highest degree to abandon
it; and on the other hand, the same clearness of the testimony to that
doctrine, has made those who deny it not less reluctant to admit the
genuineness of the passage. It is not consistent with the design of these
notes to go into a full investigation of a question of this sort. And all that
can be done is to state, in a brief way, the “results” which have been
reached, in an examination of the question. Those who are disposed to
pursue the investigation further, can find all that is to be said in the works
referred to at the bottom of the page.f6 The portion of the passage, in <620507>1
John 5:7,8, whose genuineness is disputed, is included in brackets in the
following quotation, as it stands in the common editions of the New
Testament:

“For there are three that bear record (in heaven, the Father, the
Word, and the Holy Spirit: and these three are one. And there are
three that bear witness on earth,) the Spirit, and the water, and the
blood; and these three agree in one.”

If the disputed passage, therefore, be omitted as spurious, the whole
passage will read, “For there are three that bear record, the Spirit, and the
water, and the blood; and these three agree in one.” The reasons which
seem to me to prove that the passage included in brackets is spurious, and
should not be regarded as a part of the inspired writings, are briefly the
following:
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I. It is missing in all the earlier Greek manuscripts, for it is found in NO
Greek manuscript written before the 16th century. Indeed, it is found in
only two Greek manuscripts of any age — one the Codex Montfortianus,
or Britannicus, written in the beginning of the sixteenth century, and the
other the Codex Ravianus, which is a mere transcript of the text, taken
partly from the third edition of Stephen’s New Testament, and partly from
the Complutensian Polyglott. But it is incredible that a genuine passage of
the New Testament should be missing in ALL the early Greek manuscripts.

II. It is missing in the earliest versions, and, indeed, in a large part of the
versions of the New Testament which have been made in all former times.
It is wanting in both the Syriac versions — one of which was made
probably in the first century; in the Coptic, Armenian, Slavonic, Ethiopic,
and Arabic.

III. It is never quoted by the Greek fathers in their controversies on the
doctrine of the Trinity — a passage which would be so much in point, and
which could not have failed to be quoted if it were genuine; and it is not
referred to by the Latin fathers until the time of Vigilius, at the end of the
5th century. If the passage were believed to be genuine — nay, if it were
known at all to be in existence, and to have any probability in its favor — it
is incredible that in all the controversies which occurred in regard to the
divine nature, and in all the efforts to define the doctrine of the Trinity, this
passage should never have been referred to. But it never was; for it must be
plain to anyone who examines the subject with an unbiassed mind, that the
passages which are relied on to prove that it was quoted by Athanasius,
Cyprian, Augustin, etc., (Wetstein, II., p. 725) are not taken from this
place, and are not such as they would have made if they had been
acquainted with this passage, and had designed to quote it. IV. The
argument against the passage from the external proof is confirmed by
internal evidence, which makes it morally certain that it cannot be genuine.

(a) The connection does not demand it. It does not contribute to advance
what the apostle is saying, but breaks the thread of his argument entirely.
He is speaking of certain things which bear “witness” to the fact that Jesus
is the Messiah; certain things which were well known to those to whom he
was writing — the Spirit, and the water, and the blood. How does it
contribute to strengthen the force of this to say that in heaven there are
“three that bear witness” — three not before referred to, and having no
connection with the matter under consideration?
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(b) The “language” is not such as John would use. He does, indeed,
elsewhere use the term “Logos,” or “Word” — oJ <3588> Logov <3056>, (<430101>John
1:1,14; <620101>1 John 1:1), but it is never in this form, “The Father, and the
Word;” that is, the terms “Father” and “Word” are never used by him, or
by any of the other sacred writers, as correlative. The word “Son” — oJ <3588>

UJiov <5207> — is the term which is correlative to the “Father” in every other
place as used by John, as well as by the other sacred writers. See <620103>1 John
1:3; 2:22-24; 4:14; <630103>2 John 1:3,9; and the Gospel of John, “passim.”
Besides, the correlative of the term “Logos,” or “Word,” with John, is not
“Father,” but “God.” See <430101>John 1:1. Compare <661913>Revelation 19:13.

(c) Without this passage, the sense of the argument is clear and
appropriate. There are three, says John, which bear witness that Jesus is
the Messiah. These are referred to in <620506>1 John 5:6; and in immediate
connection with this, in the argument, (<620508>1 John 5:8), it is affirmed that
their testimony goes to one point, and is harmonious. To say that there are
OTHER witnesses elsewhere, to say that they are one, contributes nothing
to illustrate the nature of the testimony of these three — the water, and the
blood, and the Spirit; and the internal sense of the passage, therefore,
furnishes as little evidence of its genuineness as the external proof. V. It is
easy to imagine how the passage found a place in the New Testament. It
was at first written, perhaps, in the margin of some Latin manuscript, as
expressing the belief of the writer of what was true in heaven, as well as on
earth, and with no more intention to deceive than we have when we make a
marginal note in a book. Some transcriber copied it into the body of the
text, perhaps with a sincere belief that it was a genuine passage, omitted by
accident; and then it became too important a passage in the argument for
the Trinity, ever to be displaced but by the most clear critical evidence. It
was rendered into Greek, and inserted in one Greek manuscript of the 16th
century, while it was missing in all the earlier manuscripts.

VI. The passage is now omitted in the best editions of the Greek
Testament, and regarded as spurious by the ablest critics. See Griesbach
and Hahn. On the whole, therefore, the evidence seems to me to be clear
that this passage is not a genuine portion of the inspired writings, and
should not be appealed to in proof of the doctrine of the Trinity. One or
two remarks may be made, in addition, in regard to its use.

(1) Even on the supposition that it IS genuine, as Bengel believed it was,
and as he believed that some Greek manuscript WOULD still be found
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which would contain itf7, yet it is not wise to adduce it as a proof-text. It
would be much easier to prove the doctrine of the Trinity from other texts,
than to demonstrate the genuineness of this.

(2) It is not NECESSARY as a proof-text. The doctrine which it contains can
be abundantly established from other parts of the New Testament, by
passages about which there can be no doubt.

(3) The removal of this text does nothing to weaken the evidence for the
doctrine of the Trinity, or to modify that doctrine. As it was never used to
shape the early belief of the Christian world on the subject, so its rejection,
and its removal from the New Testament, will do nothing to modify that
doctrine. The doctrine was embraced, and held, and successfully defended
without it, and it can and will be so still.

<620508>1 John 5:8. And there are three that bear witness in earth This is a
part of the text, which, if the reasoning above is correct, is to be omitted.
The genuine passage reads, (<620507>1 John 5:7), “For there are three that bear
record (or witness, marturountev <3140>) — the Spirit, and the water, and
the blood.” There is no reference to the fact that it is done “in earth.” The
phrase was introduced to correspond with what was said in the
interpolated passage, that there are three that bear record “in heaven.”

The Spirit Evidently the Holy Spirit. The assertion here is, that that Spirit
bears witness to the fact that Jesus is the Son of God, <620505>1 John 5:5. The
testimony of the Holy Spirit to this fact is contained in the following things:

(1) He did it at the baptism of Jesus. Notes, <400316>Matthew 3:16,17.

(2) Christ was eminently ENDOWED with the influences of the Holy Spirit;
as it was predicted that the Messiah would be, and as it was appropriate he
should be, <231102>Isaiah 11:2; 61:1. Compare <420418>Luke 4:18; Notes, <430334>John
3:34.

(3) The Holy Spirit bore witness to his Messiahship, after his ascension, by
descending, according to his promise, on his apostles, and by
accompanying the message which they delivered with saving power to
thousands in Jerusalem, Acts 2.

(4) He still bears the same testimony on every revival of religion, and in the
conversion of every individual who becomes a Christian, convincing them
that Jesus is the Son of God. Compare <431614>John 16:14,15.
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(5) He does it in the hearts of all true Christians, for “no man can say that
Jesus is Lord but by the Holy Ghost,” <461203>1 Corinthians 12:3. See the notes
at that passage.

The Spirit of God has thus always borne witness to the fact that Jesus is
the Christ, and he will continue to do it to the end of time, convincing yet
countless millions that he was sent from God to redeem and save lost
people.

And the water See the notes at <620506>1 John 5:6. That is, the baptism of Jesus,
and the scenes which occurred when he was baptized, furnished evidence
that he was the Messiah. This was done in these ways:

(1) It was proper that the Messiah should be baptized when he entered on
his work, and perhaps it was expected; and the fact that he was baptized
showed that he had “in fact” entered on his work as Redeemer. See the
notes at <400315>Matthew 3:15.

(2) An undoubted attestation was then furnished to the fact that he was
“the Son of God,” by the descent of the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove,
and by the voice that addressed him from heaven, <400316>Matthew 3:16,17.

(3) His baptism with water was an emblem of the purity of his own
character, and of the nature of his religion.

(4) Perhaps it may be implied here, also, that water used in baptism now
bears witness to the same thing,

(a) as it is the ordinance appointed by the Saviour;

(b) as it keeps up his religion in the world;

(c) as it is a public symbol of the purity of his religion;

(d) and as, in every case where it is administered, it is connected with the
public expression of a belief that Jesus is the Son of God.

And the blood There is undoubted allusion here to the blood shed on the
cross; and the meaning is, that that blood bore witness also to the fact that
he was the Son of God. This it did in the following respects:

(1) The shedding of the blood showed that he was truly dead — that his
work was complete — that he died in “reality,” and not in “appearance”
only. See the notes at <431934>John 19:34,35.
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(2) The remarkable circumstances that attended the shedding of this blood
— the darkened sun, the earthquake, the rending of the veil of the temple
— showed in a manner that convinced even the Roman centurion that he
was the Son of God. See the notes at <402754>Matthew 27:54.

(3) The fact that an “atonement” was thus made for sin was an important
“witness” for the Saviour, showing that he had done that which the Son of
God only could do, by disclosing a way by which the sinner may be
pardoned, and the polluted soul be made pure.

(4) Perhaps, also, there MAY be here an allusion to the Lord’s Supper, as
designed to set forth the shedding of this blood; and the apostle may mean
to have it implied that the representation of the shedding of the blood in
this ordinance is intended to keep up the conviction that Jesus is the Son of
God. If so, then the general sense is, that that blood — however set before
the eyes and the hearts of people — on the cross, or by the representation
of its shedding in the Lord’s Supper — is a witness in the world to the
truth that Jesus is the Son of God, and to the nature of his religion.
Compare the notes at <461126>1 Corinthians 11:26.

And these three agree in one eiv <1519> to <3588> eJn <1520> eisin <1526>. They agree
in one thing; they bear on one and the same point, to wit, the fact that
Jesus is the Son of God. All are appointed by God as witnesses of this fact;
and all harmonize in the testimony which is borne. The apostle does not say
that there are no other witnesses to the same thing; nor does he even say
that these are the most important or decisive which have been furnished;
but he says that these are important witnesses, and are entirely harmonious
in their testimony.

<620509>1 John 5:9. If we receive the witness of men As we are accustomed to
do, and as we must do in courts of justice, and in the ordinary daily
transactions of life. We are constantly acting on the belief that what others
say is true; that what the members of our families, and our neighbors say, is
true; that what is reported by travelers is true; that what we read in books,
and what is sworn to in courts of justice, is true. We could not get along a
single day if we did not act on this belief; nor are we accustomed to call it
in question, unless we have reason to suspect that it is false. The mind is so
made that it must credit the testimony borne by others; and if this should
cease even for a single day, the affairs of the world would come to a pause.



573

The witness of God is greater Is more worthy of belief; as God is more
true, and wise, and good than people. People may be deceived, and may
undesignedly bear witness to that which is not true — God never can be;
men may, for sinister and base purposes, intend to deceive — God never
can; people may act from partial observation, from rumors unworthy of
credence — God never can; people may desire to excite admiration by the
marvelous — God never can; people have deceived — God never has; and
though, from these causes, there are many instances where we are not
certain that the testimony borne by people is true, yet we are always certain
that that which is borne by God is not false. The only question on which
the mind ever hesitates is, whether we actually have his testimony, or
certainly know what he bears witness to; when that is ascertained, the
human mind is so made that it cannot believe that God would deliberately
deceive a world. See the notes at <580618>Hebrews 6:18. Compare <560102>Titus 1:2.

For this is the witness of God ... The testimony above referred to — that
borne by the Spirit, and the water, and the blood. Who that saw his
baptism, and heard the voice from heaven, (<400316>Matthew 3:16,17,) could
doubt that he was the Son of God? Who that saw his death on the cross,
and that witnessed the amazing scenes which occurred there, could fail to
join with the Roman centurion in saying that this was the Son of God?
Who that has felt the influences of the Eternal Spirit on his heart, ever
doubted that Jesus was the Son of God? Compare the notes at <461203>1
Corinthians 12:3. Any one of these is sufficient to convince the soul of this;
all combined bear on the same point, and confirm it from age to age.

<620510>1 John 5:10. He that believeth on the Son of God hath the witness in
himself The evidence that Jesus is the Son of God. Compare the notes at
<450816>Romans 8:16. This cannot refer to any distinct and immediate
“revelation” of that fact, that Jesus is the Christ, to the soul of the
individual, and is not to be understood as independent of the external
evidence of that truth, or as superseding the necessity of that evidence; but
the “witness” here referred to is the fruit of ALL the evidence, external and
internal, on the heart, producing this result; that is, there is the deepest
conviction of the truth that Jesus is the Son of God. There is the evidence
derived from the fact that the soul has found peace by believing on him;
from the fact that the troubles and anxieties of the mind on account of sin
have been removed by faith in Christ; from the new views of God and
heaven which have resulted from faith in the Lord Jesus; from the effect of
this in disarming death of its terrors; and from the whole influence of the
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gospel on the intellect and the affections — on the heart and the life. These
things constitute a mass of evidence for the truth of the Christian religion,
whose force the believer cannot resist, and make the sincere Christian
ready to sacrifice anything rather than his religion; ready to go to the stake
rather than to renounce his Saviour. Compare the notes at <600315>1 Peter 3:15.

He that believeth not God hath made him a liar Compare the notes at <620110>1
John 1:10.

Because he believeth not the record ... The idea is, that in various ways —
at his baptism, at his death, by the influences of the Holy Spirit, by the
miracles of Jesus, etc. — God had become a “witness” that the Lord Jesus
was sent by him as a Saviour, and that to doubt or deny this partook of the
same character as doubting or denying any other testimony; that is, it was
practically charging him who bore the testimony with falsehood.

<620511>1 John 5:11. And this is the record This is the sum, or the amount, of
the testimony (marturia )<3141> which God has given respecting him.

That God hath given to us eternal life Has provided, through the Saviour,
the means of obtaining eternal life. See the notes at <430524>John 5:24; 17:2,3.

And this life is in his Son Is treasured up in him, or is to be obtained
through him. See the notes at <430104>John 1:4; 11:25; 14:6; <510303>Colossians 3:3.

<620512>1 John 5:12. He that hath the Son, hath life See the notes at <430524>John
5:24. John evidently designs to refer to that passage in the verse before us,
and to state a principle laid down by the Saviour himself. This is the sense
of all the important testimony that had ever been borne by God on the
subject of salvation, that he who believes in the Lord Jesus already has the
elements of eternal life in his soul, and will certainly obtain salvation.
Compare the notes at <431703>John 17:3.

And he that hath not the Son of God, hath not life He that does not believe
on him will not attain to eternal life. See the notes at <430336>John 3:36;
<411616>Mark 16:16.

<620513>1 John 5:13. These things have I written unto you The things in this
Epistle respecting the testimony borne to the Lord Jesus.
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That believe on the name of the Son of God To believe on his name, is to
believe on himself — the word “name” often being used to denote the
person. See the notes at <402819>Matthew 28:19.

That ye may know that ye have eternal life That you may see the evidence
that eternal life has been provided, and that you may be able, by self-
examination, to determine whether you possess it. Compare the notes at
<432031>John 20:31.

And that ye may believe ... That you may continue to believe, or may
persevere in believing. He was assured that they actually did believe on him
then; but he was desirous of so setting before them the nature of religion,
that they would continue to exercise faith in him. It is often one of the most
important duties of ministers of the gospel, to present to real Christians
such views of the nature, the claims, the evidences, and the hopes of
religion, as shall be adapted to secure their perseverance in the faith. In the
human heart, even when converted, there is such a proneness to unbelief;
the religious affections so easily become cold; there are so many cares
pertaining to the world that are suited to distract the mind; there are so
many allurements of sin to draw the affections away from the Saviour; that
there is need of being constantly reminded of the nature of religion, in
order that the heart may not be wholly estranged from the Saviour. No
small part of preaching, therefore, must consist of the re-statement of
arguments with which the mind has been before fully convinced; of motives
whose force has been once felt and acknowledged; and of the grounds of
hope and peace and joy which have already, on former occasions, diffused
comfort through the soul. It is not less important to KEEP the soul, than it
is to “convert” it; to save it from coldness, and deadness, and formality,
than it was to impart to it the elements of spiritual life at first. It may be as
important to trim a vine, if one would have grapes, as it is to set it out; to
keep a garden from being overrun with weeds in the summer, as it was to
plant it in the spring.

<620514>1 John 5:14. And this is the confidence that we have in him Margin,
“concerning.” Greek, “toward him,” or in respect to him — prov <4314>

auton <846>. The confidence referred to here is that which relates to the
answer to prayer. The apostle does not say that this is the ONLY thing in
respect to which there is to be confidence in him, but that it is one which is
worthy of special consideration. The sense is, that one of the effects of
believing on the Lord Jesus (<620513>1 John 5:13) is, that we have the assurance
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that our prayers will be answered. On the word “confidence,” see the notes
at <620321>1 John 3:21; 4:17.

That, if we ask anything according to his will, he heareth us This is the
proper and the necessary limitation in all prayer. God has not promised to
grant anything that shall be contrary to his will, and it could not be right
that he should do it. We ought not to wish to receive anything that should
be contrary to what he judges to be best. No man could hope for good who
should esteem his own wishes to be a better guide than the will of God;
and it is one of the most desirable of all arrangements that the promise of
any blessing to be obtained by prayer should be limited and bounded by the
will of God. The limitation here, “according to his will,” probably implies
the following things:

(1) In accordance with what he has “declared” that he is willing to grant.
Here the range is large, for there are many things which we know to be in
accordance with his will, if they are sought in a proper manner — as the
forgiveness of sins, the sanctification of the soul, (<520403>1 Thessalonians 4:3),
comfort in trial, the needful supply of our wants, grace that we may do our
duty, wisdom to direct and guide us, (<590105>James 1:5,) deliverance from the
evils which beset us, the influences of his Spirit to promote the cause of
religion in the world, and our final salvation. Here is a range of subjects of
petition that may gratify the largest wishes of prayer.

(2) The expression, “according to his will,” must limit the answer to prayer
to what “he” sees to be best for us. Of that we are not always good judges.
We never perceive it as clearly as our Maker does, and in many things we
might be wholly mistaken. Certainly we ought not to desire to be permitted
to ask anything which “God” would judge not to be for our good.

(3) The expression must limit the petition to what it will be “consistent” for
God to bestow upon us. We cannot expect that he will work a miracle in
answer to our prayers; we cannot ask him to bestow blessings in violation
of any of the laws which he has ordained, or in any other way than that
which he has appointed. It is better that the particular blessing should be
withheld from us, than that the laws which he has appointed should be
disregarded. It is better that an idle man should not have a harvest, though
he should pray for it, than that God should violate the laws by which he has
determined to bestow such favors as a reward of industry, and work a
special miracle in answer to a lazy man’s prayers.
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(4) The expression, “according to his will,” must limit the promise to what
will be for the good of the whole. God presides over the universe: and
though in him there is an infinite fulness, and he regards the wants of every
individual throughout his immense empire, yet the interests of the whole, as
well as of the individual, are to be consulted and regarded. In a family, it is
conceivable that a child might ask for some favor whose bestowment
would interfere materially with the rights of others, or be inconsistent with
the good of the whole, and in such a case a just father would of course
withhold it. With these necessary limitations the range of the promise in
prayer is ample; and, with these limitations, it is true beyond a question that
he does hear and answer prayer.

<620515>1 John 5:15. And if we know that he hear us That is, if we are
assured of this as a true doctrine, then, even though we may not “see”
immediately that the prayer is answered, we may have the utmost
confidence that it is not disregarded, and that it will be answered in the way
best adapted to promote our good. The specific thing that we asked may
not indeed be granted, (compare <422242>Luke 22:42; <471208>2 Corinthians 12:8,9),
but the prayer will not be disregarded, and the thing which is most for our
good will be bestowed upon us. The “argument” here is derived from the
faithfulness of God; from the assurance which we feel that when he has
promised to hear us, there will be, sooner or later, a real answer to the
prayer.

We know that we have the petitions ... That is, evidently, we now that we
“shall” have them, or that the prayer will be answered. It cannot mean that
we already have the precise thing for which we prayed, or that will be a
real answer to the prayer, for

(a) the prayer may relate to something future, as protection on a journey,
or a harvest, or restoration to health, or the safe return of a son from a
voyage at sea, or the salvation of our souls — all of which are “future,”
and which cannot be expected to be granted at once; and

(b) the answer to prayer is sometimes delayed, though ultimately granted.
There may be reasons why the answer should be deferred, and the promise
is not that it shall be immediate. The “delay” may arise from such causes as
these:

(1) To try our faith, and see whether the blessing is earnestly desired.
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(2) Perhaps it could not be at once answered without a miracle.

(3) It might not be consistent with the divine arrangements respecting
others to grant it to us at once.

(4) Our own condition may not be such that it would be best to answer it
at once. We may need further trial, further chastisement, before the
affliction, for example, shall be removed; and the answer to the prayer may
be delayed for months or years. Yet, in the meantime, we may have the
firmest assurance that the prayer is heard, and that it WILL BE answered
in the way and at the period when God shall see it to be best.

<620516>1 John 5:16. If a man see his brother sin a sin ... From the general
assurance that God hears prayer, the apostle turns to a particular case in
which it may be benevolently and effectually employed, in rescuing a
brother from death. There has been great diversity of opinion in regard to
the meaning of this passage, and the views of expositors of the New
Testament are by no means settled as to its true sense. It does not comport
with the design of these notes to examine the opinions which have been
held in detail. A bare reference, however, to some of them will show the
difficulty of determining with certainty what the passage means, and the
impropriety of any very great confidence in one’s own judgment in the
case. Among these opinions are the following. Some have supposed that
the sin against the Holy Spirit is intended; some that the phrase denotes any
great and enormous sin, as murder, idolatry, adultery; some that it denotes
some sin that was punishable by death by the laws of Moses; some that it
denotes a sin that subjected the offender to excommunication from the
synagogue or the church; some that it refers to sins which brought fatal
disease upon the offender, as in the case of those who abused the Lord’s
Supper at Corinth, (see the notes at <461130>1 Corinthians 11:30); some that it
refers to crimes committed against the laws, for which the offender was
sentenced to death, meaning that when the charge alleged was false, and
the condemnation unjust, they ought to pray for the one who was
condemned to death, and that he would be spared; but that when the
offence was one which had been really committed, and the offender
deserved to die, they ought not to pray for him, or, in other words, that by
“the sin unto death,” offences against the civil law are referred to, which
the magistrate had no power to pardon, and the punishment of which he
could not commute; and by the “sin not unto death,” offences are referred
to which might be pardoned, and when the punishment might be
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commuted; some that it refers to sins “before” and “after” baptism, the
former of which might be pardoned, but the latter of which might not be;
and some, and perhaps this is the common opinion among the Roman
Catholics, that it refers to sins that might or might not be pardoned AFTER
death, thus referring to the doctrine of purgatory. These various opinions
may be seen stated more at length in Rosenmuller, Lucke, Pool (Synopsis,)
and Clarke, “in loc.” To go into an examination of all these opinions would
require a volume by itself, and all that can be done here is to furnish what
seems to me to be the fair exposition of the passage. The word “brother”
may refer either to a member of the church, whether of the particular
church to which one was attached or to another, or it may be used in the
larger sense which is common as denoting a fellow-man, a member of the
great family of mankind. There is nothing in the word which necessarily
limits it to one in the church; there is nothing in the connection, or in the
reason assigned, why what is said should be limited to such an one. The
“duty” here enjoined would be the same whether the person referred to
was in the church or not; for it is our duty to pray for those who sin, and to
seek the salvation of those whom we see to be going astray, and to be in
danger of ruin, wherever they are, or whoever they may be. At the same
time, the correct interpretation of the passage does not depend on
determining whether the word “brother” refers to one who is a professed
Christian or not.

A sin which is not unto death The great question in the interpretation of
the whole passage is, what is meant by the “sin unto death.” The Greek
(aJmartia <266> prov <4314> qanaton )<2288> would mean properly a sin which
“tends” to death; which would “terminate” in death; of which death was
the penalty, or would be the result, unless it were arrested; a sin which, if it
had its own course, would terminate thus, as we should speak of a disease
“unto death.” Compare the notes at <431104>John 11:4. The word “death” is
used in three significations in the New Testament, and as employed here
might, so far as the word is concerned, be applied in any one of those
senses. It is used to denote:

(a) literally, the death of the body;

(b) spiritual death, or death “in trespasses and sin,” <490201>Ephesians 2:1;

(c) the “second death,” death in the world of woe and despair. If the sin
here mentioned refers to “temporal” death, it means such a sin that
temporal death MUST inevitably follow, either by the DISEASE which it has
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produced, or by a judicial sentence where there was no hope of pardon or
of a commutation of the punishment; if it refers to death in the future
world, the second death, then it means such a sin as is unpardonable. That
this last IS the reference here seems to me to be probable, if not clear, from
the following considerations:

(1) There IS such a sin referred to in the New Testament, a sin for which
there is forgiveness “neither in this life nor the life to come.” See the notes
at <401231>Matthew 12:31,32. Compare <410329>Mark 3:29. If there IS such a sin,
there is no impropriety in supposing that John would refer to it here.

(2) This is the “obvious” interpretation. It is that which would occur to the
mass of the readers of the New Testament, and which it is presumed they
do adopt; and this, in general, is one of the best means of ascertaining the
sense of a passage in the Bible.

(3) The other significations attached to the word “death,” would be quite
inappropriate here.

(a) It cannot mean “unto spiritual death,” that is, to a continuance in sin,
for how could that be known? and if such a case occurred, why would it be
improper to pray for it? Besides, the phrase “a sin unto spiritual death,” or
“unto continuance in sin,” is one that is unmeaning.

(b) It cannot be shown to refer to a disease that should be unto death,
miraculously inflicted on account of sin, because, if such cases occurred,
they were very rare, and even if a disease came upon a man miraculously in
consequence of sin, it could not be certainly known whether it was, or was
not, unto death. All who were visited in this way did not certainly die.
Compare <460504>1 Corinthians 5:4,5, with <470206>2 Corinthians 2:6,7. See also
<461130>1 Corinthians 11:30.

(c) It cannot be shown that it refers to the case of those who were
condenmed by the civil magistrate to death, and for whom there was no
hope of reprieve or pardon, for it is not certain that there were such cases;
and if there were, and the person condemned were innocent, there was
every reason to pray that GOD would interpose and save them, even when
there was no hope from man; and if they were guilty, and deserved to die,
there was no reason why they should not pray that the sin might be
forgiven, and that they might be prepared to die, unless it were a case
where the sin was unpardonable. It seems probable, therefore, to me, that
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the reference here is to the sin against the Holy Spirit, and that John means
here to illustrate the duty and the power of prayer, by showing that for any
sin short of that, however aggravated, it was their duty to pray that a
brother might be forgiven. Though it might not be easy to determine what
was the unpardonable sin, and John does not say that those to whom he
wrote could determine that with certainty, yet there were many sins which
were manifestly not of that aggravated character, and for those sins it was
proper to pray. There was clearly but ONE sin that was unpardonable —
“there is a sin unto death;” there might be many which were not of this
description, and in relation to them there was ample scope for the exercise
of the prayer of faith. The same thing is true now. It is not easy to define
the unpardonable sin, and it is impossible for us to determine in any case
with absolute certainty that a man has committed it. But there are
multitudes of sins which people commit, which upon no proper
interpretation of the passages respecting the sin which “hath never
forgiveness,” can come under the description of that sin, and for which it is
proper, therefore, to pray that they may be pardoned. We know of cases
enough where sin “may” be forgiven; and, without allowing the mind to be
disturbed about the question respecting the unpardonable sin, it is our duty
to bear such cases on our hearts before God, and to plead with him that
our erring brethren may be saved.

He shall ask That is, he shall pray that the offender may be brought to true
repentance, and may be saved.

And he shall give him life for them that sin not unto death That is, God
shall give life, and he shall be saved from the eternal death to which he was
exposed. This, it is said, would be given to HIM who offers the prayer; that
is, his prayer would be the means of saving the offending brother. What a
motive is this to prayer! How faithful and constant should we be in
pleading for our fellow-sinners, that we may be instrumental in saving their
souls! What joy will await those in heaven who shall see there many who
were rescued from ruin in answer to their prayers! Compare the notes at
<590515>James 5:15,19,20.

There is a sin unto death A sin which is of such a character that it throws
the offender beyond the reach of mercy, and which is not to be pardoned.
See <410328>Mark 3:28,29. The apostle does not here say what that sin is; nor
how they might know what it is; nor even that in any case they could
determine that it had been committed. He merely says that there is such a
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sin, and that he does not design that his remark about the efficacy of prayer
should be understood as extending to that.

I do not say that he shall pray for it “I do not intend that my remark shall
be extended to all sin, or mean to affirm that all possible forms of guilt are
the proper subjects of prayer, for I am aware that there is one sin which is
an exception, and my remark is not to be applied to that.” He does not say
that this sin was of common occurrence: or that they could know when it
had been committed; or even that a case could ever occur in which they
could determine that; he merely says that in respect to that sin he did not
say that prayer should be offered. It is indeed implied in a most delicate
way that it would not be proper to pray for the forgiveness of such a sin,
but he does not say that a case would ever happen in which they would
know certainly that the sin had been committed. There were instances in
the times of the prophets in which the sin of the people became so
universal and so aggravated, that they were forbidden to pray for them.
<231411>Isaiah 14:11,

“Then said the Lord unto me, Pray not for this people for their
good;”

<231501>Isaiah 15:1,

“Then said the Lord unto me, Though Moses and Samuel stood
before me, yet my mind could not be toward this people; cast them
out of my sight, and let them go forth.”

Compare the notes at <230115>Isaiah 1:15. But these were cases in which the
prophets were directly instructed by God not to pray for a people. We have
no such instruction; and it may be said now with truth, that as we can never
be certain respecting anyone that he has committed the unpardonable sin,
there is no one for whom we may not with propriety pray. There may be
those who are so far gone in sin that there may seem to be little, or almost
no ground of hope. They may have cast off all the restraints of religion, of
morality, of decency; they may disregard all the counsels of parents and
friends; they may be sceptical, sensual, profane; they may be the
companions of infidels and of mockers; they may have forsaken the
sanctuary, and learned to despise the sabbath; they may have been
professors of religion, and now may have renounced the faith of the gospel
altogether, but still, while there is life it is our duty to pray for them, “if
peradventure God will give them repentance to the acknowledging of the
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truth,” <550225>2 Timothy 2:25. “All things are possible with God;” and he has
reclaimed offenders more hardened, probably, than any that we have
known, and has demonstrated that there is no form of depravity which he
has not the power to subdue. Let us remember the cases of Manasseh, of
Saul of Tarsus, of Augustine, of Bunyan, of Newton, of tens of thousands
who have been reclaimed from the vilest forms of iniquity, and then let us
never despair of the conversion of any, in answer to prayer, who may have
gone astray, as long as they are in this world of probation and of hope. Let
no parent despair who has an abandoned son; let no wife cease to pray who
has a dissipated husband. How many a prodigal son has come back to fill
with happiness an aged parent’s heart! How many a dissipated husband has
been reformed to give joy again to the wife of his youth, and to make a
paradise again of his miserable home!

<620517>1 John 5:17. All unrighteousness is sin ... This seems to be thrown in
to guard what he had just said, and there is “one” great and enormous sin,
a sin which could not be forgiven. But he says also that there are many
other forms and degrees of sin, sin for which prayer may be made.
Everything, he says, which is unrighteous — adikia <93> — everything
which does not conform to the holy law of God, and which is not right in
the view of that law, is to be regarded as sin; but we are not to suppose
that all sin of that kind is of such a character that it cannot possibly be
forgiven. There are many who commit sin who we may hope will be
recovered, and for them it is proper to pray. Deeply affected as we may be
in view of the fact that there is a sin which can never be pardoned, and
much as we may pity one who has been guilty of such a sin, yet we should
not hastily conclude in any case that it has been committed, and should
bear constantly in mind that while there is one such sin, there are
multitudes that may be pardoned, and that for them it is our duty
unceasingly to pray.

<620518>1 John 5:18. We know that whosoever is born of God sinneth not Is
not habitually and characteristically a sinner; does not ultimately and finally
sin and perish; cannot, therefore, commit the unpardonable sin. Though he
may fall into sin, and grieve his brethren, yet we are never to cease to pray
for a true Christian: we are never to feel that he has committed the sin
which has never forgiveness, and that he has thrown himself beyond the
reach of our prayers. This passage, in its connection, is a full proof that a
true Christian “will” never commit the unpardonable sin, and, therefore, is
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a proof that he will never fall from grace. Compare the notes at
<580604>Hebrews 6:4-8; 10:26. On the meaning of the assertion here made, that
“whosoever is born of God sinneth not,” see the notes at <620306>1 John 3:6-9.

Keepeth himself It is not said that he does it by his own strength, but he
will put forth his best efforts to keep himself from sin, and by divine
assistance he will be able to accomplish it. Compare the notes at <620303>1 John
3:3; <650121>Jude 1:21.

And that wicked one toucheth him not The great enemy of all good is
repelled in his assaults, and he is kept from falling into his snares. The word
“toucheth” (aJptetai )<680> is used here in the sense of harm or injure.

<620519>1 John 5:19. And we know that we are of God We who are
Christians. The apostle supposed that true Christians might have so clear
evidence on that subject as to leave no doubt on their own minds that they
were the children of God. Compare <620314>1 John 3:14; <550112>2 Timothy 1:12.

And the whole world The term “world” here evidently means not the
MATERIAL world, but the PEOPLE who dwell on the earth, including all
idolaters, and all sinners of every grade and kind.

Lieth in wickedness “In the wicked one,” or under the power of the wicked
one — en <1722> tw <3588> ponhrw <4190>. It is true that the word ponhrw <4190>

may be used here in the neuter gender, as our translators have rendered it,
meaning “in that which is evil,” or in “wickedness;” but it may be in the
masculine gender, meaning “the wicked one;” and then the sense would be
that the whole world is under his control or dominion. That this is the
meaning of the apostle seems to be clear, because:

(1) the corresponding phrase, (<620520>1 John 5:20), en <1722> tw <3588> alhqinw
<228>, “in him that is true,” is evidently to be construed in the masculine,
referring to God the Saviour, and meaning “him that is true,” and not that
we are “in truth.”

(2) It makes better sense to say that the world lies under the control of the
wicked one, than to say that it lies “in wickedness.”

(3) This accords better with the other representations in the Bible, and the
usuage of the word elsewhere. Compare <620213>1 John 2:13, “Ye have
overcome the “wicked” one;” <620514>1 John 5:14, “ye have overcome the
“wicked” one;” <620312>1 John 3:12, “who was of that “wicked” one.” See also



585

the notes at <470404>2 Corinthians 4:4, on the expression “the god of this
world;” <431231>John 12:31, where he is called “the prince of this world;” and
<490202>Ephesians 2:2, where he is called “the prince of the power of the air.” In
all these passages it is supposed that Satan has control over the world,
especially the pagan world. Compare <490612>Ephesians 6:12; <461020>1 Corinthians
10:20. In regard to the FACT that the pagan world was pervaded by
wickedness, see the notes at <450121>Romans 1:21-32.

(4) It may be added, that this interpretation is adopted by the most eminent
critics and commentators. It is that of Calvin, Beza, Benson, Macknight,
Bloomfield, Piscator, Lucke, etc. The word “lieth” here (keitai )<2749>

means, properly, to lie; to be laid; to recline; to be situated, etc. It seems
here to refer to the “passive” and “torpid” state of a wicked world under
the dominion of the prince of evil, as acquiescing in his reign; making no
resistance; not even struggling to be free. It lies thus as a beast that is
subdued, a body that is dead, or anything that is wholly passive, quiet, and
inert. There is no energy; no effort to throw off the reign; no resistance; no
struggling. The dominion is complete, and body and soul, individuals and
nations, are entirely subject to his will. This striking expression will not
unaptly now describe the condition of the pagan world, or of sinners in
general. There would seem to be no government under which people are so
little restive, and against which they have so little disposition to rebel, as
that of Satan. Compare <550226>2 Timothy 2:26.

<620520>1 John 5:20. And we know that the Son of God is come We know
this by the evidence that John had referred to in this Epistle, <620101>1 John 1:1-
4; 5:6-8.

And hath given us an understanding Not an “understanding” considered as
a faculty of the mind, for religion gives us no new faculties; but he has so
instructed us that we do understand the great truths referred to. Compare
the notes at <422445>Luke 24:45. All the correct KNOWLEDGE which we have of
God and his government, is to be traced directly or indirectly to the great
Prophet whom God has sent into the world, <430104>John 1:4,18; 8:12; 9:5;
<580101>Hebrews 1:1-3; <401127>Matthew 11:27.

That we may know him that is true That is, the true God. See the notes at
<431703>John 17:3.

And we are in him that is true That is, we are united to him; we belong to
him; we are his friends. This idea is often expressed in the Scriptures by
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being “in him.” It denotes a most intimate union, as IF we were one with
him — or were a part of him — as the branch is in the vine, <431504>John
15:4,6. The Greek construction is the same as that applied to “the wicked
one,” <620519>1 John 5:19, (en <1722> tw <3588> alhqinw)<228>.

This is the true God f8 There has been much difference of opinion in regard
to this important passage; whether it refers to the Lord Jesus Christ, the
immediate antecedent, or to a more remote antecedent — referring to God,
as such. The question is of importance in its bearing on the doctrine of the
divinity of the Saviour; for if it refers to him, it furnishes an unequivocal
declaration that he is divine. The question is, whether John “meant” that it
should be referred to him? Without going into an extended examination of
the passage, the following considerations seem to me to make it morally
certain that by the phrase “this is the true God,” etc., he did refer to the
Lord Jesus Christ.

(1) The grammatical construction favors it. Christ is the immediate
antecedent of the pronoun “this” — oJutov <3778>. This would be regarded as
the obvious and certain construction so far as the grammar is concerned,
unless there were something in the thing affirmed which led us to seek
some more remote and less obvious antecedent. No doubt would have
been ever entertained on this point, if it had not been for the reluctance to
admit that the Lord Jesus is the true God. If the assertion had been that
“this is the true Messiah;” or that “this is the Son of God;” or that “this is
he who was born of the Virgin Mary,” there would have been no difficulty
in the construction. I admit that his argument is not absolutely decisive; for
cases do occur where a pronoun refers, not to the immediate antecedent,
but to one more remote; but cases of that kind depend on the ground of
necessity, and can be applied only when it would be a clear violation of the
sense of the author to refer it to the immediate antecedent.

(2) This construction seems to be demanded by the adjunct which John has
assigned to the phrase “the true God” — “ETERNAL LIFE.” This is an
expression which John would be likely to apply to the Lord Jesus,
considered as “life,” and the “source of life,” and not to God as such.
“How familiar is this language with John, as applied to Christ! “In him (i.e.
Christ) was LIFE, and the LIFE was the light of people — giving LIFE to the
world — the bread of LIFE — my words are spirit and LIFE — I am the
way, and the truth, and the LIFE. This LIFE (Christ) was manifested, and
we have “seen it,” and do testify to you, and declare the ETERNAL LIFE
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which was with the Father, and was manifested to us,” <620102>1 John 1:2.” —
Prof. Stuart’s Letters to Dr. Channing, p. 83. There is no instance in the
writings of John, in which the appellation LIFE, and “eternal” LIFE is
bestowed upon the Father, to designate him as the author of spiritual and
eternal life; and as this occurs so frequently in John’s writings as applied to
Christ, the laws of exegesis require that both the phrase “the true God,”
and “eternal life,” should be applied to him.

(3) If it refers to God as such, or to the word “true” — ton <3588> alhqinon
<228> (Qeon)<2316> it would be mere tautology, or a mere truism. The rendering
would then be, “That we may know the true God, and we are in the true
God: this is the true God, and eternal life.” Can we believe that an inspired
man would affirm gravely, and with so much solemnity, and as if it were a
truth of so much magnitude, that the true God is the true God?

(4) This interpretation accords with what we are sure John WOULD affirm
respecting the Lord Jesus Christ. Can there be any doubt that he who said,
“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God;” that he who said, “all things were made by him, and
without him was not anything made that was made;” that he who recorded
the declaration of the Saviour, “I and my Father are one,” and the
declaration of Thomas, “my Lord and my God,” would apply to him the
appellation “the true God!”

(5) If John did NOT mean to affirm this, he has made use of an expression
which was liable to be misunderstood, and which, as facts have shown,
would be misconstrued by the great portion of those who might read what
he had written; and, moreover, an expression that would lead to the VERY

sin against which he endeavors to guard in the next verse — the sin of
substituting a creature in the place of God, and rendering to another the
honor due to him. The language which he uses is just such as, according to
its natural interpretation, would lead people to worship one as the true God
who is not the true God, unless the Lord Jesus be divine. For these
reasons, it seems to me that the fair interpretation of this passage demands
that it should be understood as referring to the Lord Jesus Christ. If so, it is
a direct assertion of his divinity, for there could be no higher proof of it
than to affirm that he is the true God.

And eternal life Having “life in himself,” (<430526>John 5:26,) and the source
and fountain of life to the soul. No more frequent appellation, perhaps, is
given to the Saviour by John, than that he is life, and the source of life.
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Compare <430104>John 1:4; 5:26,40; 10:10; 6:33,35,48,51,53,63; 11:25; 14:6;
20:31; <620101>1 John 1:1,2; 5:12.

<620521>1 John 5:21. Little children This is a favorite mode of address with
John, (see the notes at <620201>1 John 2:1), and it was proper to use it in giving
his parting counsel; embracing, in fact, all that he had to say — that they
should keep themselves from idols, and suffer nothing to alienate their
affections from the true God. His great object had been to lead them to the
knowledge and love of God, and all his counsels would be practically
followed, if, amidst the temptations of idolatry, and the allurements of sin,
nothing were allowed to estrange their hearts from him.

Keep yourselves from idols From worshipping them; from all that would
imply communion with them or their devotees. Compare the notes at <461014>1
Corinthians 10:14. The word rendered “idols” here (eidwlwn)<1497> means,
properly, an image, specter, shade — as of the dead; then any image or
figure which would represent anything, particularly anything invisible; and
hence anything designed to represent God, and that was set up with a view
to be acknowledged as representing him, or to bring, him, or his
perfections, more vividly before the mind. The word is applicable to idol-
gods — pagan deities, <460804>1 Corinthians 8:4,7; 10:19; <450222>Romans 2:22;
<470616>2 Corinthians 6:16; <520109>1 Thessalonians 1:9; but it would, also, be
applicable to any “image” designed to represent the true God, and through
or by which the true God was to be adored. The essential things in the
word seem to be:

(a) an image or representation of the Deity, and

(b) the making of that an object of adoration instead of the true God.

Since one of these things would be likely to lead to the other, both are
forbidden in the prohibitions of idolatry, <022004>Exodus 20:4,5. This would
forbid all attempts to represent God by paintings or statuary; all idol-
worship, or worship of pagan gods; all images and pictures that would be
substituted in the place of God as objects of devotion, or that might
transfer the homage from God to the image; and all giving of those
affections to other beings or objects which are due to God. WHY the
apostle closed this Epistle with this injunction he has not stated, and it may
not be easy to determine. It may have been for such reasons as these:
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(1) Those to whom he wrote were surrounded by idolaters, and there was
danger that they might fall into the prevailing sin, or in some way so act as
to be understood to lend their sanction to idolatry.

(2) In a world full of alluring objects, there was danger then, as there is at
all times, that the affections should be fixed on other objects than the
supreme God, and that what is due to him should be withheld.

It may be added, in the conclusion of the exposition of this Epistle, that the
same caution is as needful for us as it was for those to whom John wrote.
We are not in danger, indeed, of bowing down to idols, or of engaging in
the grosser forms of idol-worship. But we may be in no less danger than
they to whom John wrote were, of substituting other things in our
affections in the place of the true God, and of devoting to them the time
and the affection which are due to him. Our children it is possible to love
with such an attachment as shall effectually exclude the true God from the
heart. The world — “its wealth, and pleasures, and honors — we may love
with a degree of attachment such as even an idolater would hardly shew to
his idol-gods; and all the time which he would take in performing his
devotions in an idol-temple, we may devote with equal fervor to the service
of the world. There is practical idolatry all over the world; in nominally
Christian lands as well as among the pagan; in families that acknowledge
no God but wealth and fashion; in the hearts of multitudes of individuals
who would scorn the thought of worshipping at a pagan altar; and it is
even to be found in the heart of many a one who professes to be
acquainted with the true God, and to be an heir of heaven. God should
have the supreme place in our affections. The love of everything else
should be held in strict subordination to the love of him. He should reign in
our hearts; be acknowledged in our closets, our families, and in the place of
public worship; be submitted to at all times as having a right to command
and control us; be obeyed in all the expressions of his will, by his word, by
his providence, and by his Spirit; be so loved that we shall be willing to
part without a complaint with the dearest object of affection when he takes
it from us; and so that, with joy and triumph, we shall welcome his
messenger, “the angel of death,” when he shall come to summon us into his
presence. To all who may read these illustrations of the Epistle of the
“beloved disciple,” may God grant this inestimable blessing and honor.
AMEN.



679

FOOTNOTES
Ft1 Yet it seems not at all likely that an Apostle would exhort a poor man to

rejoice in his exaltation to wealth. An exhortation to fear and trembling
appears more suitable. Wealth brings along with it so many dangerous
temptations, that a man must have greater confidence in his faith and
stability than he ought to have, who can rejoice in its acquisition,
simply as furnishing occasion to try him: the same may be said of
poverty, or of the transition front riches to poverty. The spirit of Agar
is more suitable to the humility of piety, “Give me neither poverty nor
riches; feed me with food convenient for me, lest I be full and deny
thee, and say, Who is the Lord? or lest I be poor, and steal, and take
the name of my God in vain, “<203008>Proverbs 30:8,9. Besides, there is no
necessity for resorting to this interpretation. The words will, without
any straining, bear another sense, which is both excellent in itself, and
suitable in its connection. The poor man, or man in humble life, may
well rejoice “in that he is exalted” to the dignity of a child of God, and
heir of glory. If he be depressed with his humble rank in this life, let
him but think of his spiritual elevation, of his relation to God and
Christ, and he shall have an antidote for his dejection. What is the
world’s dignity in comparison of his! The rich man, or the man of rank,
on the other hand, has reason to rejoice “in that he is made low”
through the possession of a meek and humble spirit which his affluence
illustrates, but neither destroys nor impairs. It would be matter of grief
were he otherwise minded; since all his adventitious splendor is as
evanescent as the flower which, forming for a time the crown of the
green stalk on which it hangs, perishes before it. This falls admirably in
with the design of the Apostle, which was to fortify Christians against
trial. Every condition in life had its own trials. The two great conditions
of poverty and wealth had theirs; but Christianity guards against the
danger, both of the one state and of the other. It elevates the poor
under his depression, and humbles the rich in his elevation, and bids
both rejoice in its power to shield and bless them. The passage in this
view is conceived in the same spirit with one of Paul, in which he
beautifully balances the respective conditions of slaves and freemen, by
honoring the former with the appellation of the Lord’s freemen, and
imposing on the latter that of Christ’s servants, <460722>1 Corinthians 7:22.
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Ft2 Epiqumia <1939> in the New Testament, is sometimes employed in a

good sense, <422215>Luke 22:15; <500123>Philippians 1:23; <520217>1 Thessalonians
2:17: often in a bad sense, as in <410419>Mark 4:19; <430844>John 8:44;
<450124>Romans 1:24; 6:12; 7:7; <620216>1 John 2:16; but there is no difficulty in
making the distinction; the context easily determining the matter. And
this passage in James seems at once to fix down on Epiqumia <1939>

the sense of evil or corrupt desire. That it can mean a “harmless
propensity;” or that it is a  propensity on whose character the apostle
does not at all pronounce, is incredible. It is said to “draw away a man
and entice him;” to “conceive and bring forth sin:” and a principle from
which such fruit springs cannot be very harmless. Without doubt, the
apostle traces the whole evil of temptation, which some falsely ascribed
to God, to the sinful desires of the human heart; and, as our author
remarks, he seems to take the common sense view without entertaining
any thought of nice philosophical distinction. We cannot for a moment
suppose the apostle to say — “the evil is not to be traced to God, but
to a harmless propensity.” The whole passage, with the words and
figures which are used, show that the idea in the apostle’s mind was
that of an enticing harlot. The epiqumia <1939> is personified. She
persuades the understanding and will into her impure embrace. The
result of this fatal union is the “conception” and ultimate “bringing
forth” of actual sin, which again brings forth death. This is the true
genealogy of sin (McKnight); and to say that the epiqumia <1939>, or
evil desire, of which the apostle says that it is the “origo mali,” is
harmless, — is to contradict him, and Paul also, who in a parallel
passage says that he had not known the epiqumia <1939>, or inward
desire after forbidden objects, to be sinful, unless the law had
enlightened him and said “thou shalt not covet.” Mr. Scott has spoken
in strong terms of the folly of some parties who understand epiqumia
<1939>. Here only of the desire of sensual gross indulgence, to the
exclusion of other sinful desires; but the extreme of interpreting it as
meaning nothing sinful at all, deserves equal reprehension. The reader,
however, will notice that the author does not venture on this assertion.
He says “it may be so,” and otherwise modifies his view.

Ft3 A proof of some importance that this prevailed in the early Christian
church, among those who had been Jews, is furnished by a passage in
the Apocryphal work called “The Ascension of Isaiah the Prophet;” a
work which Dr. Lawrence, the editor, supposes was written not far
from the apostolic age. “In those days (the days of the Messiah) shall
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many be attached to office, destitute of wisdom; multitudes of
iniquitous elders and pastors, injurious to their flocks, and addicted to
rapine, nor shall the holy pastors themselves diligently discharge their
duty.” <590302>James 3:23,24.

Ft4 (It is but too true that much unseemly strife has had the aegis of this text
thrown over it. The “wrath of man” accounts itself zeal for God, and
strange fire usurps the place of the true fire of the sanctuary. Yet the
author’s statement here seems somewhat overcharged; possibly his
own personal history may have contributed a little to this result.
Although the Greek word aJgnh <53>, here qualifying the sofia <4678>,
or wisdom, refers to purity of heart, still it remains true that a pure
heart will never relinquish its hold on God’s truth for the sake of a
peace that at such a price would be too dearly purchased. A pure heart
cannot but be faithful to the truth; it could not otherwise be pure,
provided conscientiousness and love of truth form any part of moral
purity. Surely, then, an individual solicited to yield up what he believed
to be truth, or what were cherished convictions, might properly assign
this text as a reason why he could not, and ought not; and if an
individual might, why not any number associated into a church? It is
true the Scriptures do not teach that “doctrinal purity” is to be
preferred to a “peaceful spirit.” However pure a man’s doctrine may
be, if he has not the peaceful spirit he is none of Christ’s. But the
common view of this passage is not chargeable with any such
absurdity. It supposes only that there may be circumstances in which
the spirit of peace, though possessed, cannot be exercised, except in
meek submission to wrong for conscience sake; never can it turn traitor
to truth, or make any compromise with error. The “first” of the apostle
does not indicate even preference of the pure spirit to the peaceful
spirit, but only the order in which they are to be exercised. There must
be no attempts to reach peace by overleaping purity. The maxim that a
pure heart ought not to sacrifice truth on any consideration whatever,
never gave rise to persecution: it has made many martyrs, but never
one persecutor; it has pined in the dungeon, but never immured any
there; it has burned amid the flames, but never lighted the faggot; it has
ascended scaffolds, but never erected them; it has preserved and
bequeathed civil and religious liberty, but never assaulted them; it is a
divine principle — the principle by which Christianity became strong,
and will ultimately command the homage of the world. There is another
principle, with which this has no brotherhood, that denies the right of
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private judgment, and enforces uniformity by the sword: its progeny
are inquisitors, and Lauds and Sharpes; and let it have the credit of its
own offspring.)

ft5 (“To obtain the favor of God, it is necessary to put away our sins” — is
somewhat unguarded phraseology. If the favor of God were not
obtained but on this condition, none ever would obtain it. The passage
is a strong injunction to holiness and singleness of heart: it does not
say, however, that BY these we obtain acceptance with God. Of his
favor, holiness is the fruit, the effect, and not the cause. The sinner
must not think of getting quit of his sins to prepare him for going to
God by Jesus; but he must first go to Jesus to prepare for laying aside
his sins. Yet in every approach to God, it is true there must be a “desire
“ to be free from sin; and this doubtless is the view of the commentary;
indeed it is so expressed, though some words are objectionable.)

Ft6 Mill. New Test., pp. 379-386; Wetstein, II. 721-727; Simon, Critical
History of the New Testament; Michaelis, Introduction to the New
Testament, 4:412ff; Semler, Histor. und Krit. Sammlungen uber die
sogenannten Beweistellen der Dogmatik. Erstes Stuck uber, <620507>1 John
5:7; Griesbach, Diatribe in locum, <620507>1 John 5:7,8, second edit., New
Test., vol. II., appendix 1; and Lucke’s Commentary “in loc.”

Ft7 Et tamen etiam atque etiam sperare licet, si non autographum Joanneum,
at alios vetustissimos codices Graecos, qui hanc periocham habeant, in
occultis providentiae divinae forulis adhuc latentes suo tempore
productum iri.

Ft8 Many manuscripts here insert the word “God” — “the true God” — ton
<3588> alhqinon <228> Qeon <2316>. This is also found in the Vulgate,
Coptic, Aethiopic, and Arabic versions, and in the Complutensian
edition of the New Testament. The reading, however, is not so well
sustained as to be adopted by Griesbach, Tittman, or Hahn. That it
MAY be a genuine reading is indeed possible, but the evidence is
against it. Lucke supposes that it is genuine, and endeavors to account
for the manner in which it was omitted in the manuscripts —
“Commentary,” p. 349.
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