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Is there life after Easter? Not after the first Easter, but after the many 
Easters that have followed the first, when, to use perhaps the 
autobiographical words of Paul Tillich, “year after year, the longed-for 
perfection of life does not appear, when the old compulsions reign 
within us as they have for decades, when despair destroys all joy and 

courage”?1 The author of 1 John, writing near the end of the first 
century, had not seen as many Easters come and go since the first one 
as had Tillich, and apparently the author still believed that “it is the last 
hour” (2:18), but he was deeply concerned about his community’s 
understanding of the gospel, especially since there were those intent on 
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deceiving the community, perhaps even denying that Jesus is the Christ 
(2:22). How should those he addresses repeatedly as “little children” 
live as one Easter turns into another and as Jesus’ followers continue to 
find their lives marred by sin?

The writer invokes three theological themes: the koinonia Christians 
have in Christ with God and with one another; the reality and deceptive 
power of sin; and the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ. It is these three 
themes, taken together, that provide Christians hope as we continue to 
struggle with sin as one Easter turns into another and “the longed-for 
perfection of life does not appear.”

First, when there is uncertainty concerning the meaning of the gospel, 
the writer appeals not to a creed or to some formal set of beliefs but to a 
koinonia or fellowship, to a communion, that the writer has “with the 
Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1:3). Readers share fellowship 
and communion with the author insofar as they also share communion 
with the Father and his Son and with one another. Truth, therefore, is not 
so much a doctrine as it is fellowship with the Father and his Son by the 
power of the Holy Spirit. That fellowship is not based primarily on ideas 
or philosophical principles but on a person who could be seen and heard 
and touched—not a spirit or some gnostic savior but a flesh-and-blood 
human being. He is a unique human being, to be sure, because he is 
also the “word of life” (1:2) who lived at a particular time and in a 
particular place, and yet who at the same time was “from the beginning” 
(1:1), “the eternal life that was with the Father” (1:2).

Second, our text confesses a paradox concerning the reality and 
mystery of sin. On the one hand, what has been made known or 
revealed in Jesus Christ is “that God is light and in him there is no 
darkness at all” (1:5). The world, therefore, is sharply divided between 
those who live in the light and those who live in the darkness, between 
those who know the truth and live it and those who are liars. To have 
fellowship with this Christ, who, according to John’s Gospel, is himself 
the light of the world, is to walk in the light, and to walk in the light is to 
not sin. “I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin” (2:1).

On the other hand, our text recognizes that while Christians should not 
sin, they continue to do so, and their continuing sinfulness belies what 



they confess with their lips. They are liars and hypocrites, and the truth 
is not in them. They may say they are the children of light, but they are 
self-deceived when they say they have no sin (1:8). They are caught in a 
vicious cycle of self-deception from which there is no escape. To be 
self-deceived is to be unable to recognize one’s own deception and to 
be unable to recognize the truth about oneself.

Our text recognizes the mystery of sin—part of which is its power to 
deceive. Genesis 3 describes the consequences of the “first sin” as an 
impulse to hide. Adam and Eve hide themselves behind loincloths and 
then hide in the shadows of the garden. They hide from God and from 
one another by blaming someone other than themselves for their sin 
(“The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me the fruit from 
the tree” [Gen. 3:12]). “The dishonesty which is an inevitable 
concomitant of sin,” wrote Reinhold Niebuhr, “must be regarded neither 
as purely ignorance, nor yet as involving a conscious lie in each 

individual instance.”2 Because sin is both an act and a state or 
condition, sinners can neither extricate themselves from their self-
deception nor claim victimization and deny their responsibility for it. 
They are utterly dependent on something (or someone) other than 
themselves to free them from their lie.

The good news, according to this text, is that those who live in 
communion with the Father have an advocate, “Jesus Christ the 
righteous” (2:1), who is the atoning sacrifice for their sins—indeed, for 
the sins of the whole world. Because he is faithful and just, even when 
those who have communion with him are unrighteous, his followers may 
confess their sins, receive forgiveness, and be cleansed from their 
unrighteousness. While the writer files no brief for any particular theory 
of the atonement, the communion Christians have with God and one 
another is mediated by “the blood of Jesus his Son” (1:7). Christians 
who live in communion with God need not deny that they are sinners, or 
pretend that shadows do not continue to fall across their journey toward 
the light. They should not despair when in the days and weeks that 
follow Easter the longed-for perfection of life does not appear, because 
in the communion they have with God they have an advocate, Jesus the 
Son, who is righteous, even when they are not, and it is his truthfulness, 
his atoning sacrifice, that calls them out of the shadows and enables 
them, with confidence and not in terror, to confess their sins and to walk 



toward the light.
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Major Themes of the Johannine Epistles

The primary subjects to which “the Elder” returns are tightly interwoven, 
though no more systematically coordinated than those of any NT author. 
Before engaging in commentary, it is vital that we take our bearings on 
these letters’ theology, with attention to its development beyond the 
Gospel of John.

1. “God is Light and in Him There is no Darkness At All”: The Nature 
of God. C. K. Barrett’s assessment of the Fourth Evangelist may also be 
pertinent to the author of the Johannine epistles: “There could hardly be 
a more Christocentric writer than John, yet his very Christocentricity is 

theocentric.”32 If anything, this “theocentric Christocentricity” is clearer 
in the letters. For the elder, God is the standard of fidelity, of 
righteousness (1 John 1:9; 3:7), and of goodness (3 John 11), the agent 
of forgiveness (1 John 1:9; 2:12) whose essential character is light (1 
John 1:5, 7), purity (1 John 3:3), truth (1 John 5:20), and, most 
especially, prevenient love (1 John 4:7–12, 16, 19). From this central 
understanding of God radiate most of the letters’ other themes. Jesus, 
God’s Son, has been sent by the Father as the Savior of the world (1 
John 4:14). Through the Son (1 John 2:23; 5:20), who enables 
obedience to his commandments (1 John 2:3–5), all believers “have” or 
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“know” God (1 John 2:23; 4:7–8; 2 John 9). They abide in or experience 
a fully reciprocal relationship with God (1 John 1:3; 2:24; 3:24; 4:13–16). 
Throughout the Johannine epistles (1 John 1:2–3; 2:1, 15–16, 22–24; 3:1; 
4:14; 2 John 3–4, 9), the image of God as father is adopted by the elder 
to convey God’s personal and caring nature, not God’s gender. Much like 
John Wesley centuries later, the elder favors a model of God as provider 

and loving parent.33

2. “What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you”: The 
Traditional Context for Theological Understanding. If God is the 
magnetic north of the elder’s theological compass, then the Johannine 
kerygma (“proclamation”) shared with his readers is one pole of that 
magnetic field. Incisive interpretations of this tradition are not the 
elder’s forte, and its innovative reformulation is not his aim (cf. 2 John 
9). Instead, the believing community is repeatedly driven back to “that 
which was heard from the beginning,” a primordial declaration of faith 
that still impinges forcefully on the church’s present experience (1 John 
1:1–5; 2:7, 24; 3:11; 2 John 5–6). Although less overtly engaged with 
Scripture than is the Fourth Gospel (John 5:39, 45–47; 7:23), “the 
message we have heard and declare” remains wedded in 1 John with OT 
precept and example (1 John 2:2/Lev 16:16, 30; 1 John 3:12/Gen 4:1–6). 
The community’s faith is crystallized in remembered commandments of 
Christ (1 John 2:7–8; 2 John 5–6), the example of Jesus (1 John 2:6; 
3:16–17), and Christian creedal affirmations (1 John 4:2; 5:6). For proper 
interpretations of that tradition, the elder recognizes the church’s 
experience of being anointed as “children of God” (1 John 2:20, 27; 3:1–
2) and the necessity of “test[ing] the spirits” for their authenticity (1 
John 4:1–6).
3. “Children, it is the last hour!” The Eschatological Context for 
Theological Understanding. The elder’s retrospection should not 
mislead us to think that he and his readers are stuck in the past. To the 
contrary, the Johannine epistles are attracted to an apocalyptically 
charged expectation. In this view—played down in the Fourth Gospel (cf. 
John 3:36; 5:24–29; 6:39–40; 11:23–26) though prevalent in NT 
documents early (1 Thess 4:13–5:11) and late (2 Peter 3:1–18)—history is 
hurtling toward its divinely appointed end. Confirmation of this belief 
lies, for the elder, in the coming of “antichrist” (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 
John 7). This expression, unique to the Johannine letters, personifies a 
cataclysmic evil that some expected to flare up before God’s final 
victory (cf. Dan 11:36–12:13; 2 Thess 2:3–9). Not fear, but confidence 



(παρρησία parrēsia), encouragement, and hope for the church flow from 
the prospect of Christ’s coming (παρουσία parousia; 1 John 2:28; 3:2–3; 
4:17–18; 2 John 8). This apocalyptic view of the future provides a lens 
through which the community’s present experience is viewed; the elder 
regards both confession and schism within the church, not as 
theologically neutral, but as indicators of a cosmic drama, played out 
under the direction of a provident God.
4. “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh”: Who Jesus Is. Since the 
christology of the Johannine epistles is not systematically presented, 
one can safely speak only of emphases in the elder’s portrayal of Jesus. 
Undeniably, Jesus is the Christ, “the anointed one” (1 John 2:22; 5:1). 
That identification of Jesus is exceeded by another: the Son of God 
(2:22–23; 4:15; 5:5, 10, 20), which, though apparently interchangeable 
with Christ (5:1, 5), accents his intimate relation with God the Father 
(1:3; 2:23–24; 4:13). This conjunction is so close that at many points in 1 
John it is impossible to tell whether the pronouns “he” or “him” refer to 
Jesus or to God (see 1 John 1:9–10; 2:3–6, 27–28; 3:23–24; 4:17). This 
ambiguity may suggest a high christology, effectively equating Jesus 
with God; or it may simply betoken a lack of precision in the elder’s 
wording. “Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” (1 John 4:2 NRSV) is a 
confession that, for the elder, appears to have acquired the status of 
proper doctrine (διδαχή didachē; 2 John 7–10). That a claim so 
unobjectionable on its face requires such emphasis, and elicits such 
sharp repudiation of those who deny it, suggests that Christ’s 
incarnation had become a disputed point within Johannine Christianity 

at the time of these letters.34

5. “He is the expiation for our sins”: What Jesus Does. In general, 
Jesus in 1 John deals with sin and its consequences. By his blood, 
believers are cleansed from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:7b, 9), their 
sins forgiven for his sake (1 John 1:9; 2:12). Indeed, Jesus expunges the 
sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2; 3:5; cf. John 1:29). These claims are 
related to the depiction of Jesus as a ἱλασµός (hilasmos), an “atoning 
sacrifice” for sins (1 John 2:2; 4:10). This term is unique to 1 John in the 
NT, although Romans (Rom 3:25) and Hebrews (Heb 2:17; 9:5) contain 
cognates. Antecedents for the concept of vicarious expiation by one 
who is pure or without sin can be found in OT descriptions of cultic 
sacrifice (cf. Lev 4:1–35; 16:1–34 with 1 John 3:3, 5; 1 Pet 1:18–19), 
which later were broadened in reference to pious martyrs for the Jewish 
nation (4 Macc 6:28–29; 17:21–22). For any believer who sins, Jesus 



Christ the righteous is an advocate (παράκλητος paraklētos) before the 
Father (1 John 2:1; cf. John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7, where intercession is 
performed by the Holy Spirit). “Anointing” by “the Holy One,” which 
instructs the church and verifies its knowledge, is yet another 
expression of Christ’s (or the Spirit’s) benefits (1 John 2:20, 27). An 
interesting feature of all these models of salvation is that they are 
confined neither to Jesus’ past death nor to his future coming, but are 
considered perpetually effective in the church’s present experience.
6. “Beloved, let us love one another”: The Shape of Christian 
Existence. God’s activity in Christ establishes the context for Christian 
life and self-critical discernment. First John insists on the inseparability 
of religious experience from moral conduct, with reciprocal testing of 
the one’s soundness by the other’s vitality (1 John 1:6–7; 2:3–6, 9–11; 
3:6–18, 24; 4:7–12, 20–21). Thus, being “born” of God (1 John 2:29; 3:9; 
4:7; 5:1, 4, 18) or a “child” of God (1 John 3:1, 2, 10; 5:2), “knowing” God 
(1 John 2:3; 3:6) or “abid[ing] in him” (1 John 2:6, 10, 17; 3:6–10, 24; 
4:16), do not describe an inward, mystical state but are concretely 
manifested by “doing what is right,” “keeping his commandments,” or 
“walk[ing] just as he walked” (1 John 2:3, 6; 3:10, 14a, 22; 5:3). By 
contrast, “the children of the devil,” who “abide in death” and falsehood, 
are recognizable by their unrighteousness, disobedience, and lack of 
love (1 John 2:4; 3:10, 14b; cf. 3 John 11). Pulsing throughout the First 
Epistle is a tension, if not contradiction, between candid 
acknowledgment of persistent sin within the church (1 John 1:8–2:1; 
5:16–17) and categorical denial that one begotten of God can sin (1 John 
3:6, 9; 5:18). If 1 John does not resolve this theological dilemma, it 
effectively crystallizes it as a pressing question for subsequent Christian 
theology.
The observation of Augustine (354–430) that 1 John commends nothing 

else but love is only slightly exaggerated.35 More than any other 
concept, love (ἀγάπη agapē) expresses the abiding nature of the 
unseen God (1 John 4:7b, 8b, 12, 16), whose initiative in sending his Son 
reveals that love (1 John 3:16; 4:9–10), evokes love as a possibility 
among us (1 John 4:11, 19), and specifies the practical pattern to which 
our responsive love should conform (1 John 3:17–18; 5:3; 2 John 6). 
God’s love for us (1 John 2:5; 3:1; 4:16–17) and our love for God (1 John 
4:20–21; 5:1) are perfected in our sibling love for one another (1 John 
2:10; 3:10–11, 14, 23; 4:7, 11–12, 20–21; 5:2; 2 John 5; see also John 
13:34; 15:12, 17). While the world’s hatred belongs to the sphere of 



darkness and is not to be reciprocated (1 John 2:9–11; 3:13–15), the 
elder’s attention to love does appear intramurally preoccupied, the 
universal potential of the Johannine love command recognized (1 John 
2:2; 4:14), yet left undeveloped.
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